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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 in violet) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.





INTRODUCTION


This book is for anyone with an interest in the visual character of the cities and buildings that frame our lives. It is intended to help you capture the life of the places where we work and spend our free time, and of the places we visit in our travels both near and far. The skills and strategies presented here will help you make a visual record of the urban places you experience, and help you learn about these places in the process.


Cities and Buildings


Cities, large and small, are a physical manifestation of the ways we organize ourselves as societies. They don’t always work the way we would like, and they can remind us of our less effective attempts at planning and development. Nonetheless, cities bring together humankind in all its wonderful diversity; they act as an impetus for the arts, and are magnets for commerce and the leisure time that accompanies economic development.


Cities concentrate some of our most exalted achievements in architecture and planning, and their museums, theaters, restaurants, parks, and so on, are the venues for our cultural identity and advancement. Our cities express our ideals and aspirations as societies, and are the places where we determine who we are and how we create our successes in life. As such, cities are always worth our careful analysis and consideration. Drawing is one of the most direct and effective means by which we can achieve this essential and ongoing study.
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Why Draw?


At least since the dawn of recorded history, drawing has been an essential form of expression. While digital technology has recently been distracting us somewhat from engaging in authentic, handmade arts and crafts, the computer will never fully replace the connections that occur between eyes, mind, and hand in the act of drawing from observation. We may also draw because it’s an enjoyable thing to do. Drawing can be relaxing, as when we doodle mindlessly to pass the time, or it can be a great challenge, as when we attempt to draw what we see with a high degree of accuracy. This book is not about trying to create “picture-perfect” images, but it is about drawing what we see rather than merely doodling or drawing from the imagination. Drawing from observation is primarily about studying the things we see in the world, and only secondarily about producing polished works.


Certainly, the end products of our efforts—the finished drawings—can sometimes stand on their own as valuable works of art. To produce such works is often a motivating factor in attracting people to the practice of drawing in the first place. But most often, in the process of learning to draw we begin to sense that drawing is valuable because it forces us to really look at our surroundings, to spend time considering the way things are in our environment, and ultimately to understand the world around us more deeply than we would have without drawing. With this type of study as the goal, the drawings themselves—their quality or completeness—are often less important than the learning they represent.


For this reason, most artists draw in sketchbooks, with no intention to hang individual drawings on the wall, and the sketchbook becomes a storehouse of experience and memories regarding places visited, observed, and studied. With instruction and practice, the artist will see improvement in the quality of their drawings, and also in their ability to complete drawings in a relatively brief span of time. Such improvement ultimately makes drawing an ever more accessible and enjoyable way to learn about the world around us.



Time and Drawing


The ability to draw well is a skill that requires learning and practice. While we all seem to have an innate ability to be expressive with our hands, no one is born with the ability to draw with great skill. People who have an apparent “talent” for drawing are those who have invested the time and effort to build their skills for seeing and drawing well.


Some individuals are certainly more motivated than others to develop their skills, and these people are far more likely to make speedy progress. But everyone must go through the time and repeated effort to develop their abilities to the degree they desire.


Learning to draw takes time, of course, and in the process of learning it will often be necessary to spend more than 15 minutes on a single drawing. Practice sessions might last 45 minutes or one hour—as long as you feel you’re being productive, and not becoming frustrated by the experience, feel free to keep practicing. The ability to capture an urban scene or a particular building in 15 minutes should be seen as one goal among many with regard to drawing.


We might feel that not having enough time to complete a drawing will be frustrating, and sometimes that’s true. But, though it may seem a paradox, working within small windows of time is actually a good way to combat frustration. Brief drawings help us to stay focused on repeated, short bursts of practice rather than elaborately developed drawings that require far more time without necessarily producing better results. This idea is explored further in the section on Time, Scope, Size, and Medium later in the book. For now it will be helpful to understand 15 minutes as a valuable practice technique and as a potential goal for creating lively, energetic drawings down the line.



Drawing in Public


If our drawing subjects are buildings and cities, then it’s most likely that we’ll be doing our work outside and in public. A great many artists do their work indoors, in a private and protected studio. There’s an obvious sense of security that comes with such a situation, and we might feel a bit exposed when we’re actually out and in front of others. But drawing in public involves you directly with your subjects—not only the sights, but also the sounds, aromas, and other sensations that contribute to a fuller and more memorable drawing experience.


It makes sense to blend in as much as possible and avoid making a show of what you’re doing, if only to allow yourself the freedom to focus on your task. But do try to be open to others on the street who might be interested in your drawings, and don’t be shy about sharing your sketchbook with them.
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Materials


Any type of paper and any type of common writing instrument is all you truly need to begin drawing. When you are just starting to learn, the most important thing to do is simply to draw as often as possible. Regular practice is far more valuable than spending time worrying you don’t have the right materials. In other words, the “right” materials are those that are most immediately available to you, provided you’re using them to draw often.


As you begin to develop your drawing skills, it’s a good idea to experiment with a variety of materials and take notes along the way. Become your own judge of drawing instruments and papers, and try to find combinations that you find comfortable and that give you the results you’re after. With time and testing, you’ll begin to care more about the tools and paper you use, but again, the most important thing to do throughout this process is practice.


This book is focused on pencils and pens because they are the most commonly available drawing tools. Portability is also a factor—a single pen or pencil is easily carried anywhere, in a pocket or purse—as is the fact that pencil or pen can be used on virtually any type of paper. (Watercolor, by contrast, requires some specialized equipment and is best used with paper that’s quite thick and has been treated with “sizing,” a substance that affects its absorbency.)


Pens and pencils are also the most fundamental drawing tools in terms of technique. With a pen, you will be limited to making points and lines, with tones being created through “hatching” (consistent groups of roughly parallel lines). You can achieve the same results with a pencil, but pencils are also more responsive to varying pressure—light marks from a soft touch and darker marks from a heavier touch. Pencils can also be used to create smooth tones, without having to build up many lines to create a hatch pattern.
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Sketchbooks and Paper


There are a great many types of sketchbook on the market, of different sizes, formats, and paper types. Look for something portable without being too small—I find that books no smaller than 8 inches (20cm) on a side give me the page space I need to develop my drawings without pushing the margins too much. For practice drawings, having a good large page is preferred—something around 10 x 12 inches (25 x 30cm) is ideal.


Hardbound books are more durable, and they allow drawing across the entire two-page spread, but they can be challenging to hold open while drawing; ring-bound books that open completely can be more comfortable. A standard portrait-oriented sketchbook is a good place to start, but there are also landscape-oriented books that can encourage you to experiment with other compositional approaches, such as extended horizontal or vertical drawings.


Ink pens are typically forgiving with regard to paper, with most working fine on almost any surface. Graphite is a bit more partial to a surface with at least a bit of texture, known as “tooth.” You don’t want the paper to be too rough, but if it’s too smooth, the graphite won’t adhere to the page very well.
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Graphite Pencils


A basic #2 pencil is a fine place to start, though you’ll eventually want to consider pencils with other levels of softness. Graphite is available in varying grades of density (soft versus hard) and in the amount of actual graphite contained in the core (dark versus light). The softer side of the range is designated with the letter “B” and a number from 1 to 9 (with 9 being softest) and the harder end of the spectrum has the letter “H” and a number from 1 to 9 (with 9 being hardest). So a “9H” is the hardest/lightest pencil available, and a “9B” is the softest/darkest option.
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