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    To my wife, family and friends.

      

    


About this book

After much practice, and interaction with other graphite artists, I've noticed that a specialised lexicon is common. These words and definitions are key to the ability to communicate process and technique to other artists. One of the barriers that I first encountered when seriously learning the craft was to find solid definitions of fundamental concepts as simple as the example 'value'. It is unfortunate that this word is in common use outside the disciplines of painting and illustration because that fact makes it difficult for the novice to isolate a relevant definition.

In this book, we explore the language used by graphite artists in preparation for descriptions on how to produce effects like: 3D, pop, form, shadow, light, texture, weight, balance, pattern, layering, luminosity, contrast and so on. There are well over 100 illustrations to assist careful descriptions.

In art, detail is critical. I need to qualify this. Attention to detail comes from careful observation. This is an analytical process, which is a foundation of creativity. Only once you, as the creative entity, can appreciate the fine detail of what you depict, are you fully qualified to remove all that is not essential. The decision to remove or include detail depends on your artistic choices and reason for producing the artwork. Let's consider the following detailed visual statement about my left hand.
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The first question about this work is, "What is it trying to say?" Only then can we decide what to leave out. The reason I drew this was as an exercise. It was to learn about skin texture, folds, tiny hairs, pores, shadow, form, value, tendons, bones, nails and so on. The idea is to communicate as many features about my hand as possible. To that end, no details once observed were to be left out. This extreme detail is at the other end of the scale when placed with works like that of Turner, Rothko, Mondrian and many others who sought to communicate with a very limited detail. There is no doubt in my mind that all these famous artists mastered the ability to observe fine detail.

Some might say, "The ideal level of detail is to remove everything that is not essential to the artwork." Such minimalist ideals have their place but like most idealistic philosophical goals, it can be limiting. For example, at what point do you stop removing detail? At what point does something that is easily described as art turn into nothing more than an object?

Don't forget that incredible detail fascinates the average observer so there is nothing wrong with expressing art in that way.

I am going to assume that you want to start from scratch. However, the techniques described in this book will also be useful to artists who are already skilled to use colour. This is because drawing is typically seen as a preparatory medium but when it is studied as a fine art, the new skills will get absorbed into the artist's existing techniques in other mediums. We will discuss the tools, media and techniques which are most basic for graphite drawing. A sketch is a preparatory task. A drawing is a finished piece; but a work of art is something much more. I intend to teach theory and technique slowly so you can work from basics to compose and execute a work of art after suitable practice.

There are many books which illustrate art and technique in various mediums, but few like this one which focus only on detailed and finished works in graphite and charcoal. You can also use many of the techniques presented here with chalk, coloured pencils and tinted paper but this book will only discuss graphite and charcoal on white paper.

Introduction

It's commonly taught that we either operate in a left-brain mode for logical mathematical and analytic thought, or a right-brain mode for creative and intuitive problem solving.

The left-brain, right-brain contest has, in my opinion, been overdone. We use all of our brain, all the time. Analytical processes and speech are processed in the left hemisphere; problem-solving logic is in the left hemisphere. Art—that is creative art as opposed to illustration or mechanical copying—is now almost universally called a right-brain activity. However, this is not the whole story.

We need to use both analytical and logical processes in tandem with non-verbal intuitive thought to be successfully creative, and to solve problems. One might be tempted to think that modern abstract art, and much contemporary art is purely a product of the right-brain. I challenge this. There are many poor abstract art creations in the market. It seems that anyone who can pick up a brush and slap some colours on to a canvas could be called an artist. There have been cases where the art critics have been totally fooled by these pieces of work, and I think that tells us more about the critics than the art. For example, take two-year-old Freddie W.R. Linsky, as chronicled in the UK's daily mail; armed with only pretentious and flowery words, his mother was able to convince a Manchester artist and collector to purchase Freddie’s artwork. Even a gallery in Berlin wanted to showcase his ‘talents’.

Excellent abstract art is invariably produced by people who are masters of drawing and technique. This is because good abstract art is hard. In a proper abstract work, all representational elements are removed, leaving other components of an artwork to do the work. These components must do more work than normal to be successful. One might be tempted to think that once the burden of representation is removed, there is little else to do but switch on that right brain and slap paint around. Nonsense—even in an abstract work, the artist cannot forget about balance, emotion, impact, dominant hue, complementary colours, weight, compositional elements, focal point, many other components of the painting, and light fastness, texture, translucency, permanence, drying rate, support-stability and myriad other left-brain knowledge. Similarly, just because the burden of hue has been removed, it does not trivialise the act of making good monochromatic art.

It is much harder to measure the success of an abstract work compared with a representational work. People are naturally more familiar with representational works, which makes it easier to judge.

I maintain that an artist must first be a technician to permit the creative process to succeed. To that end, this book is filled with a description of techniques. Visual mark-making artistic expression is not far removed from being a musician. The musician requires knowledge of notes, harmonies, layers, beat, riffs, melody and many deep technicalities on how to make a non-raucous noise from any particular instrument. Artists too, need to know how to make marks on paper using left-brain techniques. Artists who wish to make a lifelike representational work need to analyse the subjects deeply. This means that we need to look intently at objects. We must view them with a different goal than the non-artist. We need to consider how light strikes an object, how it is reflected, and where it goes after that. We need to know ways to simulate texture, form and value and look at negative space as well as the object itself. In a way, you need to teach your left-brain how and when to let go. If it makes sense to paint using your non-dominant hand, then this may well be a left-brain decision. Both hemispheres are necessary to produce art.

Once technique has become automatic, and you no longer need to work analytically, the creative process can come into play. What I hope to do in this book is to provide the tools to release creative freedom, and one of those tools, is to learn how to see like an artist. This means to abandon our normal way of looking, and submit to an observational view rather than a knowledge-based view that we so often use as non-artists. This also means being allowed to alter the representation of the subject under study for greater artistic effect, but only on the back of solid technique.
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Definitions
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We will first define the language used in the rest of the book, as much as possible in the same way as specialist graphite artists do so from around the world. Once we have a language to use, it makes the tutorials and descriptions more precise and easier to follow. Please make sure you understand the terms used because efficient communication depends on agreed semantics.

The old masters often used charcoal as a preparatory medium. These works were not intended to last long. Charcoal is charred wood, so it was cheap. It is still cheap, and it produces wonderful deep darks without shine; but it smudges easily. It was also used to sketch on a canvas then obscured with the painting layers. Today a plastic (acrylic) is available in a spray called fixative. This fixative is supplied by art-shops in a spray can. Fixative may be used over charcoal or graphite to make it stick harder to the paper and reduce the chance of smudging. You may also frame your works behind glass. Today, there is a slow but growing interest in finished graphite and charcoal works. You will still find however, that colour paintings are very popular. Colour helps to finish the decor in a room where the rest of the furnishings and walls are neutral colours. Where you find impressive colour already on the walls, black-and-white drawings and photographs have pleasing impact. If there is a trend towards more colourful walls in homes and offices, graphite works will be more marketable than they have been in the latter part of the 20th century.

––––––––
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Time

Be prepared to alter your sense of time for this kind of work.

A sketch is a quick outline or shading which takes only minutes or at most a few hours. When you start to add fine detail and layer upon layer as represented in this book, the time to complete a rendering will be significant. It can take anywhere from six to five hundred hours to complete a work, depending of course on the size, detail, and technique. You will need to prepare your mind to tackle something so significant. Even if you work a full-time job unrelated to art, here are some thoughts which will help you.

• Most people in western culture spend about 4 hours a day watching TV. That’s around 1,460 hours in a year. In one year, you could produce 36 drawings each taking 40 hours to complete by not watching TV. Or produce about ten drawings by dedicating one hour a day to your craft. There may be as much as 20 minutes of ads on TV each hour, so it’s possible to progress well with a drawing just by working on it while the ads play.

• If you take the train to work, it is smooth enough to complete some of the less detailed areas. This makes good use of otherwise dead time.

• Half an hour before starting work in a coffee shop gives you quiet time to draw. It also calms the mind and helps you to prepare for the rest of the day.

• Lunchtime might be a sociable activity for you at work, but sometimes instead, drawing will split the day and reduce stress.

• Ask yourself whether you would like to produce 300 sketches or four amazing works of art and a significant number of sketches in one year.

Once you commit to a work, don’t stress about how long it will take. There is no need to rush.

If you decide to make a living from producing and selling art, there are three options. One might spend a long time producing an original and sell it for many thousands, or make prints and sell many copies. Or one might produce many cheap uninspiring works and sell them at a reasonable cost so people in the street can buy an original artwork and feel proud to have a unique work on the wall. Of course, the dream might be to paint quickly and sell for a fortune, but that depends on becoming famous—being famous is likely to be more dependent on good marketing than good art.

That last observation is not to suggest you should produce low quality art—it is to emphasise that marketing your work is an important commercial endeavour. With good marketing, and great art, your chances of making a living at your craft are greater than simply making a good product.

The particular techniques taught in this book consume a lot of time, but you might produce a body of work that will, one day hang in a museum. Your work will be passed down to your children and grandchildren. A detailed realistic portrait of a relative will hold strong interest to your family forever.

Our Language

As with any specialty, a long list of jargon develops. It is appropriate to dedicate a section to describe the words that we use to make the rest of the book more easily understood. There are two ways that I could approach this. The first is as it comes. The second is alphabetical order. I think the former is more attractive and useful because we can uncover the terms as they are about to be put into context.

Technique

Throughout this book, I have frequently and necessarily used the word, “technique”. Technique is a mechanical operation applied as a process to produce a predictable result. At first, this seems in opposition to the embodiment of what is art because art is about creativity, which is supposed to be free and novel without a care for procedure and rules. If that were true, you would not need technique in the same way that an architect would not need his load-tables, or a hairdresser would not need to know how to layer hair, and a potter would not need to make a round pot. Technique is the foundation of art, and I think creativity is an illusion cast over technique to push it into apparent insignificance. Without technique, you cannot create. Unfortunately, you can develop technique and never be creative. These so-called rules and procedures are therefore, constantly under question. Feel free to break those rules—bend those rules, and modify those rules—but do so in the full knowledge of what you change.

Realism

Realism refers to artwork which attempts to depict something recognisable. In the extreme, it attempts to do this with great accuracy so the viewer is at awe with the likeness of the subject. An abstract work on the other hand attempts to remove all recognisable objects from the picture. Somewhere on a sliding scale between abstract and extreme realism lies impressionism.

The aim of the techniques in this book is to produce works which are almost photographic. Photorealistic works attempt to fool the viewer into thinking they are looking at a photograph.

A photograph has limitations like a compressed depth of field and limited tonal range. It may also have problems or characteristics which alter perspective. A photorealistic work often attempts to duplicate these limitations. Our work aims to duplicate the detail of a photograph or exceed it. We reserve the right to introduce a different or more extended tonal range, and better contrast and focus. In fact, as a graphite portrait artist, we have none of the limitations enforced on a photographer.

There is no reason we cannot draw something that is impossible to construct or observe in nature. We will try to produce works that are realistic, might look at first sight like a photocopy or
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