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How to use this Ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.





Look out for linked text (which is blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.





You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





Introduction


We draw the human figure because it is a subject we can all relate to and engage with – it’s a pleasing subject which serves as an outlet for our creativity and self-expression. Although it is such a familiar image, each body is unique and enormously varied, and so each and every model and each and every pose is a revelation and a challenge. It is thus impossible to learn formulae and rules for drawing the figure – it is necessary to approach each drawing anew, seeing the figure as if for the first time, making no assumptions about anything in front of us.


The figure is an unforgiving subject – it allows no room for error in the way a landscape or an abstract work does. As the human figure has relatively familiar and reliable proportions, if something in a drawing is out of proportion or too dark, it is immediately obvious to the viewer. Because of this, it is an ideal subject to choose to practise draughtsmanship and measure improvement.


This book encourages the drawer to look objectively at the model, bringing no preconceptions about what a human figure should look like. I believe that the only ways to improve are through lots of practise and, above all, strict observation. I will often talk about seeing the figure as a collection of shapes instead of as a human being. I find that this deliberate dissociation and disengagement allows for a clearer mind and sharper visual perception, which assists accuracy. This detachment often ends up yielding a more human and sensitive picture of the model; the unintentional by-product of accuracy and adherence to truth is frequently a suggestion of personality, mood and other abstract notions and deeper meanings. A very subtle visible feature, such as the slight curl of a lip, the direction of gaze or tension in the hand may transmit something that we as the artist could not describe on purpose – we describe the physical suggestion or manifestation of the abstract notion, rather than seeking to portray the abstract itself.


This book goes through techniques and elements of life drawing in a similar order to the one with which I would approach any single drawing. That is, starting with quick marks and basic shapes, measuring and consolidating those shapes, building up tone while thinking about the structures under the skin, adding finishing touches such as hair and wrinkles, and then carefully checking for mistakes and opportunities to improve and develop. However, readers should feel free to skip through to suit their needs – it is not always necessary to read one part before moving on to the next. Where I think it is helpful, I have included references to previous exercises.


Nothing in this book is a hard and fast rule – drawers should experiment and make up their own minds about the techniques and processes that suit them. There will always be alternative approaches to those I describe. I have chosen to explain how I personally work and have included things that I have found helpful in contributing to my artistic development. The processes I use have served me well, and I hope some of them prove useful for you in your artistic development.
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Materials


Although life drawing relies on some basic materials, the exact ones you choose are down to personal choice, and you may refine these over time.
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It is sensible to invest in a sketchbook, or you could use a sheet of paper clipped to a drawing board. You could use masking tape instead of clips, but I always favour something reusable, such as pegs or bulldog clips. You will need to try out a few different sizes of paper before you work out what scale is most comfortable for you to work at. I use an A5 sketchbook, but some people naturally tend to make larger drawings. If this sounds like you, don’t limit yourself to a canvas that is too small, forcing your drawings to be squashed. White cartridge paper is adequate for all of the exercises in this book.


Depending on what you aim to get out of life drawing, there are various options for materials. I find that pencil is great in order to learn and develop your fundamental drawing skills. It can be used for all the exercises in this book and is a good reliable staple for anyone hoping to push their work forwards technically.


You may wish to be braver and bolder in your work, in which case pen, with its unyielding permanence, might be the medium for you.


If you aim to be less rigid in your drawing, loosen up your marks and find some freedom and expression, you could use charcoal, graphite, paint or ink.


Introducing colour presents a whole new set of problems and each drawing can take longer, removing you from the realm of sketching and pushing you towards a more finished work. However, this doesn’t always need to be the case. You may just want to express yourself in inventive colours, which can be achieved during a quick sketch. You might like to try watercolours, coloured pencils, pastels or oil pastels. You could also try felt-tip or marker pens. These are harder to blend – you normally need a good range of colours so that colour mixing isn’t necessary; you can just use the raw colours available. They can give bold and vibrant results.


If you choose pencil, don’t forget a sharpener and a rubber. A blunt pencil will limit you more than you think, and a rubber is essential for giving you the courage you need to make mistakes and then corrections. Don’t believe any purists who tell you it’s wrong to rub out!
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Pencil



You can develop your life drawing immensely using just a pencil. Pencils are an easy and accessible tool for quick poses, but can also be built up over time to create detailed drawings. Marks can be erased, thus encouraging risk-taking. Pencils can be used for measuring distances and angles. They are wonderful, eco-friendly, low-tech, reliable, traditional pieces of equipment that can be found anywhere.
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Tone can be achieved in different ways with a pencil. For all the following techniques, hold your pencil away from the tip to achieve a smooth arc and fill the area more evenly:


• Hatching in the same direction, going over your lighter tones to make them darker


• Cross-hatching – similar to above but making a mesh of pencil marks


• Random scribbling – building up tone intuitively, letting your hatching go in any direction that suits you


• Using the pencil flat to create a thicker line


• Smudging the line with your finger


• Cutting through shadows with a clean rubber to create highlights


Using two or three grades will deepen your tonal range and add so much more volume than one pencil will. Your trio of pencils can come from anywhere in the range; play around with different starting points to see what suits you best. If you have a very soft touch, you might like to try a 4H, 2H, HB combination. Or you might feel that more vigour can be elicited from a 4B, 6B and 9B. If you’re unsure, try an HB, a 2B and a 5B.


Start off with a harder/lighter pencil (those graded H) to map out the figure and build up some light shading. As soon as you feel you are denting the paper, or the pencil marks are becoming shiny, it’s time to move to a darker shade. Now you can develop tone and make certain lines more defined. If the marks are too grainy, you are pressing too softly to get your desired tone, so try a lighter pencil. You may find that you need a third pencil for a few very dark areas, but these may be very small.


You could try graphite for a darker and more expressive drawing. Graphite feels greasier and is harder to erase, but you can be more aggressive than you can with pencil, as it is more robust.


You might also like to introduce colour. You can use water-soluble pencils, but try them dry first. If you work lightly, you will find you can mix colours on the page, using layers of hatching and cross-hatching. You can achieve interesting effects as the colours aren’t mixed on a palette like they are with paint but are mixed optically by the viewer.


There are some drawbacks to be aware of: pencil drawings can smudge and deteriorate over time in your sketchbook; pencils can be messy when you’re transporting them and they can break easily.
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A rubber can be used as a drawing tool to create highlights and lighten areas of tone, not just to correct mistakes.
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REMEMBER:


[image: Illustration] Make sure you have a rubber so that you feel uninhibited and free to make mistakes.


[image: Illustration] Keep your pencil reasonably sharp, and discard it when it becomes too short.


[image: Illustration] Move up or down grades if your line becomes too indented and shiny, or too grainy.






Pen and Ink



I find pen and ink to be the most convenient of materials, enabling me to work whenever and wherever I am – pens can be carried loose in my bag or pocket without making a mess and they are perfect for both quick sketches and detailed drawings.


However, they are normally permanent, so you need to be sure of where you are putting your marks. This limitation can be helpful in encouraging careful observation, but is not for the faint-hearted! Pens may also present difficulties in building up tone smoothly, because they are usually darker than pencil and therefore contrast strongly with the white of the paper.


Ballpoint pen


The ballpoint pen may not be regarded as a lofty aide to fine art, but I love its versatility and accessibility. Although you can’t rub it out, if your marks are light enough, mistakes can be accommodated. Build up tone using gentle hatching and cross-hatching. For darker areas you can apply more pressure until you have a wonderfully dense thicket of dark lines for the deepest shadows.


Fine liner


It’s difficult to allow for lighter tones, but careful hatching can give you tonal variation within the darker range. Fine liners are wonderful for line drawings, enabling fluid and decisive marks for confident draughtsmen. For inspiration, look at Hockney’s impeccably observed figures. No mark is made until he is sure of where to put it. You can find more expression within Emin’s figure drawings – the stark and aggressive quality of the lines creates emotion out of very little.


Ink with water pen


This combination will allow you to cover areas quickly and in a painterly way. Using a water-soluble pen, map out the structure of your figure first. Use your water pen to draw the ink from these lines into the shape. Some types of pen are more soluble than others. You may find the lines can disappear altogether, so you are just left with a tonal drawing. Or you might have a pleasing variety of strong lines and watery shades. You can also flick and splash the wet ink around to create an exciting variety of marks.


Brush pen


These pens are similar to felt-tip pens. Many have two ends: one thin and one thick. With the thick end you can cover your page quickly and so retain some spontaneity – a rapidly executed sketch can capture something of the fleeting nature of a gesture, whereas a lengthier drawing may feel more static. The marks are permanent, so careful observation and considered mark-making are crucial. It will be clear to the viewer that no mark has been reworked or erased – all the artist’s actions are assertively manifest in the final drawing. These pens are often available in different shades, and this is where I really see their benefit. I use a light grey, a mid-grey and a black. Using different greys, it is possible to build up your drawing tonally, as with a pencil. You can quickly build up subtle tone with the same pen, going over the same mark to deepen the shade before moving to a darker pen.
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REMEMBER:


[image: Illustration] Spend more time looking than mark-making.


[image: Illustration] Less may be more – what can you leave out?






Charcoal



Although you can achieve less accuracy with charcoal than a pencil, you can fill up the page quickly with large and expressive marks. This is really useful when there is a time limit on a pose. Charcoal is very forgiving and can be moved around the paper easily with your fingers or with a rubber. It’s also a wonderful medium for exploring tone. Because it is so dark, you can recreate a huge tonal range and get a real sense of depth and volume in your drawings.


You can use a thick stick on its side, ideally snapped into a length of a couple of inches – this will allow you to find form in very quick drawings, such as three- or even one-minute poses. The thin, fragile sticks will enable more detail. You can labour away for hours on a charcoal drawing, observing delicate nuances in light and building up deliciously dark shadows. Concentrate on large, simple shapes first and take time to develop the tone and the detail.


Your rubber will get dirty quickly with charcoal, so after two or three strokes, clean it on a separate scrap of paper. You might also like to chop it in half diagonally to get a point. This is more effective than moulding a putty rubber into the desired shape – putty rubbers are less likely to create sharp, clean highlights.


Once you’ve finished, use a fixative (outside the room) to prevent your work from smudging.
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Paint



Time is limited in a life drawing class, so I wouldn’t recommend setting up your oil paints. Acrylic can be a little swifter, due to faster drying times and less cleaning required. But for the sake of ‘sketching’, I would opt for something quicker and more manageable. Watercolours are very portable and offer a dynamic range of possibilities.


You could simplify colour to make a swift study, but you can also just stick to one colour and concentrate on tone. Ink can be used in the same way, diluted with water or left intense and dark. Use a wide brush, perhaps a chisel shape, to build up simple shapes for quick poses. A chisel brush has a flat tip that isn’t angled or pointed – it produces block-like brush marks that allow for fast coverage and simple shapes, rather than detail. Or you could use a round brush, which can still be used for simple shapes, but which gives you more control.


For longer sketches, use a thinner brush and a very watery mixture (or a light pencil) to map out the structure of your drawing. Use a similarly light or dilute paint to build up shadows. When this layer is dry (or sooner if you want to take advantage of a smooth gradient or interesting bleeding), use a darker and less watery brush-full for darker shadows and details.


[image: Illustration]


Explore different ways of getting paint onto the paper. Here are some ideas for making marks with your brush:
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(A) Thick and thin brush marks
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(B) Dry brush marks
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(C) Flicking and splashing
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(D) Use a clean, wet brush to lift dry paint and make soft highlights.
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(E) Bleeding
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(F) Score the paper gently (see how the pigment fills the indentation).
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(G) Scratch the top layer of the paper away to get a crisp white highlight.
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(H) Dab at wet paint with a tissue to slightly lighten an area.
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Sketchbook


A sketchbook is a very important space where much of your growth as an artist will happen. Having said that, it needn’t be a hallowed and revered space, kept neat and well planned. It should be a place where you are entirely free to do whatever you like: experiment, play, be rigorous and disciplined, be free, be frivolous. Above all, use it often.


I use a small sketchbook that’s easy to carry so I can always have it to hand. The work inside is not impressive or accomplished. I feel that when I use it I needn’t answer to anyone, so I needn’t be self-conscious about what I put down. You should treat your sketchbook as if it is only you that will ever see it. You may even want to make keeping it private a rule of yours, if this encourages you to be unselfconscious and brave. Your drawings needn’t be finished, polished works of art. They may be just a few lines intended to jog your memory. Or they may be merely the physical residue of your having observed and processed a particular view.
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