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		The Urban Sketcher

		Techniques for Seeing and Drawing on Location

		by Marc Taro Holmes

		

	
		Dedication

		This book is the result of years of experimentation, constant practice and synthesizing of ideas about drawing. There have been many teachers who helped along the way, but none of it would have been possible without my wife Laurel, who is my constant companion. Her support and participation makes our artistic life possible. This book is dedicated to her.
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		Dedication

	
		Introduction: How to Use This Book

		This book contains a self-directed urban sketching workshop that will take you step-by-step from sketching simple objects to reporting from the streets and alleys of foreign cities. Each step, each lesson, each exercise builds on the one before. Everything you practice will make the next step easier.

		We’ll start with basic pencil drawing, then progress through pen and ink, and finally, touch on painting in watercolor. We’ll practice first with isolated objects, then move on to street scenes. Before you know it, you’ll be drawing architecture in the city, and eventually, people and events as they happen in real time.

		The learning process laid out in this book represents years of my own experimentation, distilled to the very essence of sketching. Artistic skills, like any rewarding activity, take time and practice to develop. It’s much like lifting weights or training for a marathon. You might not notice a change one day to the next; only after weeks or months can you look back and see your progress. The important thing is to enjoy the process.

		It’s okay to take your time with these projects. If you find yourself becoming frustrated, just go a little slower. You can also repeat the same projects more than once with different subjects. Each time you try it, you’ll improve your skills and learn a bit more.

		If you work through the exercises and step-by-step demonstrations in order, using places and things found in your daily life, you’ll gradually be introduced to all the essential skills of urban sketching. What’s even better is that you’ll be out in the world sketching from the very first day. You’ll experience your city in a new light, you’ll get better drawings by working first hand, and you’ll bring back stories to go with them.
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		Montreal’s Place d’Armes

		Pen & ink on Strathmore Series 300 Bristol, 14" × 17" (36cm × 43cm)

		What Is Urban Sketching?

		People have been sketching life in the streets since before streets existed. We have artwork recording daily events as far back as prehistoric caves. Drawing our life stories seems to be a universal part of human nature. But, when I talk about urban sketching today, I have a particular thing in mind.

		While any sketching in any city might be called urban, today the term urban sketching (often shortened to USk), refers to an international artistic movement that was launched in 2007 by artist and journalist Gabriel Campanario.

		Initially based in the popular photo-sharing service flickr.com, later expanding to blogs and social networks, the USk movement quickly spread around the world. At the time of writing there are over 60 regional chapters representing most major cities, with more forming every day. There are free sketching outings, organized weekend workshops, and an annual international symposium that brings hundreds of sketchers to a carefully selected host city.

		Just search online for your town and “urban sketchers” and you stand a good chance of finding someone working in your region. Or, if you live in an out-of-the-way area, you can join in just by following our social media. People are posting sketches from every corner of the world, covering every possible subject.

		The core of this internet-enabled sketching phenomena is the website, UrbanSketchers.org. This is a collaborative online journal that currently features one hundred hand-picked artist-correspondents. Artists involved are chosen for their passion for sketching, willingness to freely share their work, and to represent the widest array of cities around the world. That’s the best place to start learning more about us. There’s an archive of thousands of drawings for you to explore.

		We are best known for one core principle: We draw on location, wherever we live and travel, and we share our sketches and stories freely on the web. For many of our passionate sketchers, it’s a way of living life to the fullest, experiencing it as only an artist can.

		There is a kind of collective agreement that to be a true urban sketcher you must draw from life, entirely on location. To tell a story in the moment, recording your own unique artistic impression. This is, of course, a strictly self-imposed challenge. Sure, you can go home to a comfortable studio and make wonderful works of art. But if you commit yourself to drawing on the spot, to getting it all done in one session as events are unfolding around you, you can achieve a freshness, a direct impression that can’t be matched in a more relaxed drawing situation.

		To me, this is the main attraction. Urban sketching gets you out in the world looking for things worth drawing. It puts you into a mindset where daily life is part of a larger artistic adventure. You begin to see things around you in a different way. You’re not simply moving around your city from work to shopping to whatever. There is no driving on autopilot. You’re always on the lookout for drawing opportunities.

		Be it scenic views, places where people gather, or events that call out to be sketched and shared, I’m always thinking—what goes on in that place? Could I get into this building and sketch? What’s down that alley? What events are happening this weekend? The city becomes your studio. The subjects are out there waiting for you.

		
			[image: ]
		

		Museum Sketching

		Try starting at the museum. They have interesting subjects, professionally displayed. Here I’m traveling light, using three drawing boards with paper taped to both sides, a pencil and a kneaded eraser. Museums usually encourage drawing, but generally, no liquid ink or paint is allowed. (I stand to sketch, so I can promptly move out of other patrons’ view.)
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		Casa de les Punxes, Barcelona

		Sometimes it’s best not to try for the whole thing. Instead focus on the most unique elements, like this building’s towers.
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		In the Gothic Quarter, Barcelona

		In crowded areas like this, work fast in pencil, just sketching the main structure. Save the shadows for later.

		Get Started As a Daily Sketcher

		Just to show you how easy this is, here is how you can get started—without any drawing instruction at all.

		Part of the reason sketching is such a rewarding art form for so many people is its natural speed and simplicity. You don’t need a lot of equipment and it doesn’t take a great deal of time—just a few minutes each day. (Actually I’m trying to trick you, because once you’ve broken that natural resistance and begun drawing, it’s easy to get lost in your book and end up sketching for ten or twenty minutes.) No matter how busy you are, though, this is an easy way to make art a part of your life.
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		Take Your Supplies Everywhere

		For an entire month, don’t leave the house without taking along some simple drawing supplies. Commit to having drawing supplies with you every hour of every day. Just the basics—don’t bog yourself down with so much stuff that you’ll start to find the slightest excuse to leave things at home. A tiny 3" × 5" (8cm × 13cm) pocket sketchbook, a pencil and eraser, or maybe a couple pens are all you need.
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		Draw Constantly

		Start and keep the habit of drawing every time you feel the inclination. Draw in every stolen moment, using all of life’s little delays as bonus time. This is the best and easiest thing you can do to succeed as an urban sketcher.

		Whenever you’re waiting for something—the bus, friends you’re supposed to meet, whatever it is—just pull out your sketchbook and do a tiny drawing of what’s closest to you. Don’t think about where you have to be, or anything else. Just give yourself five minutes to pull out your book and do a quick sketch.
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		Go Easy on Yourself

		This is the most important thing. Don’t judge your sketches in any way. Every sketch is a good sketch. Just keep doing them. You don’t even have to show anyone. Judge your progress only by how many pages you fill. The result doesn’t matter—only the act of drawing—the fact you put pen to paper and made a mark that day.

		If you can turn off your internal critic and judge yourself only by quantity, you will have discovered the true path to mastery. You’ll see your sketchbook filling up very quickly. That’s always a nice reward. In time you’ll feel the drawing comes easier. You’ll feel your artist eye seeing everything. You will start to spot drawing subjects in your neighborhood, your local shops, even your own home—subjects you never noticed before.
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		Find Subjects All Around You

		Indulge yourself by sketching anything that catches your fancy. If you’re a commuter, take out your sketchbook instead of your phone. If you work in an office, you can probably steal a few minutes to look out of a window and do a quick sketch. If you’re a smoker, well then, you have plenty of opportunity. If you watch TV or play video games, hit pause and sketch what you see on the screen.
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		Fill A Sketchbook in a Month

		If you can keep this state of mind of recording everything, treating it like a kind of diary, you can finish a small sketchbook in a month. After you fill your first book, congratulate yourself. Then immediately start another.

	
		CHAPTER ONE

		Graphite: Draw Everything You See

		The humble pencil is really a hero in disguise. It’s portable and erasable, as well as being capable of both fine linear draftsmanship and broad areas of tone. Even strong darks can be created with a pencil, if you’re patient enough to work over an area a few times.

		Challenge yourself to go out and sketch with only a pencil, leaving all your other gear at home. (Yes, without the color we all love, just for now.) It might seem limiting at first, but really, the entire spectrum of art is included in that slender stick of graphite.

		In this chapter, you’ll use the pencil to teach yourself the foundation techniques of drawing from observation. If you stay away from color in the beginning, you’ll benefit from learning design principles in black and white. You’ll see there is plenty to be learned about line work, light and shadow before we add in the complexity of color.

		
			KEY CONCEPTS IN THIS CHAPTER

			
					Drawing From the Outside In: Describe any object quickly and accurately. Learn to establish a correct silhouette with sight measuring before investing time on interior details.

					Shadow Shapes: Make things look realistic by creating the illusion of depth.

					Composition & The Gradient of Interest: Design pages to tell stories and lead the viewer’s eye wherever you want it to go.
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		Graphite Tools

		It doesn’t take much gear to get started in urban sketching. Often you’ll find you do your best work with just the most basic tools and materials.

		
				Mechanical pencils come in varying degrees of lead thickness. I prefer 0.7mm lead because the line is bolder and it doesn’t break as often as the conventional 0.5mm. Personally, I don’t enjoy wooden pencils because you have to constantly sharpen them and deal with the dust and wood flakes.

				Kneaded erasers leave no eraser crumbs. They can be sculpted, or kneaded, to erase small areas and can be blotted to lift tone.

				Sketchbooks are available in a wide variety of shapes and sizes and range from inexpensive to pricey. The most popular choice still seems to be the classic Moleskine sketchbook. Recently I’ve started using the Stillman & Birn Alpha Series. Hand Book artist journals also come highly recommended by several artists I know. The most important qualities in a sketchbook are a sturdy binding that will withstand being carried around every day and good paper that can take any media and can be trimmed out and framed.
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		Coated Stock for Pencil Drawing

		I look for sketchbooks with clay coated paper such as this Moleskine. Sometimes I use cut sheets of 100-lb. (210gsm) plate finish Bristol. Avoid rougher paper textures as they make for blurry drawings. You want it smooth for sharp detail and subtle tones, especially when drawing small in a pocket-sized sketchbook.

		Drawing From the Outside In

		Urban sketching is about observing the world, witnessing and recording. Thus, we want to be able to draw reasonably accurately. That does not mean photographically real—that kind of drawing is for studio artists who want to spend a great deal of time on a drawing. As urban sketchers, we want to simply sketch in a descriptive way to show people our stories. We want them to not only see what we’ve seen, but also to feel what it was like to be there.

		To that end, we must be able to draw anything we might encounter. We can’t be good at faces but not at architecture, or avoid cars because the shapes are complex. We need an all-around comfort with drawing, where any subject is equally achievable.

		Drawing from the outside in is a principle I’ve adopted in approaching all my sketches. The idea is to work larger-to-smaller, establishing the big shapes before investing time on the details. It’s a very fast way to sketch. A lot of problems with these outside shapes can be solved by doing corrections when things are still simple outlines.

		Try to spot any errors in proportion in the first few minutes of a sketch. There’s nothing more frustrating than drawing in a lot of interesting details, only to realize you’ve drawn an important element out of scale. Or that you haven’t judged the height right, and you’re about to go off the edge of the page. That has happened to me many times, but
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		Sight Measuring and Angle Checking

		
		Demonstration: Sight Measuring & Angle Checking

		
		
		
			Materials
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		The Finished Drawing

		
		Demonstration: Use Simple Measurements to Break Down Complex Shapes

		
		
		
			Materials
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			Point-of-View Check

			
			
			
		

		Exercise 1: Still Life Cafe Sketching
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		Cafe Sketch
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		Where to Sketch

		
		
		Exercise 2: Sketchbook Treasure Hunt
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		What to Sketch

		
		Shadow Shapes: The Illusion of Depth
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		Shadow Shapes
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		Line Only
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		Shadow Shapes
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		Fully Rendered
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		Shadow Shape Study: Cemetery, Havana

		
		
			Practical Concerns
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		Shadow Shape Study: Architecture, Havana

		
		Demonstration: Create Bold Shadow Shapes

		
		
			Materials
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		The Finished Sketch
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		Work Quickly!

		
		
		Composition & the Gradient of Interest
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		Eye Tracking
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		Placement, Detail and Contrast Help Control Viewers’ Interest
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		Spend Your Time Where It Counts
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		The Gradient of Interest Principle in Practice

		
		Demonstration: Guide the Eye Through an Object Montage

		
		
			Materials
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		Exercise 3: Strong Focus in a Street View
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		Start With the Main Subject, Sketching Outside-In
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		Establish the Gradient of Interest

		
		
		
			Anchoring the Scene
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