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Introduction

What is drawing for? Why are we tempted to do it at all? Often, people see a kind of mysticism in the artistic process – but, for me, the answer is simple. We make art because it’s interesting, and it keeps us in touch with reality. And you get better if you stick at it.

Having never had a ‘proper’ job, I’ve spent most of my adult life drawing and painting. When I left art college in 1953, many of my contemporaries started teaching to keep themselves afloat, but I decided not to.

I wanted to concentrate on my own painting, and I felt teaching would be a distraction from that. So, instead, I tried to find whatever commissions I could.

In the seven decades since, I have become – in the eyes of some observers – an unusual kind of artist, one that has turned his hand to many different ways of working: watercolour, lithography, wood engravings, stencils; posters, paintings, illustrations, book covers and more. This work has taught me a lot that I otherwise wouldn’t know about the world around me, helping me to see my surroundings anew, as well as leading to much fascinating travel here and abroad, often to places I’d never heard of. Above all, I’ve been guided from one job to another by a belief that art should be enjoyable. After all, drawing is something we all do as children because it’s fun.

Still today, I’m not instinctively comfortable with the role of being a teacher, telling people what to do or how to do it. Even with my children, my approach was always: here’s the paper, the pencil and the paints, off you go. If you’re enjoying it, keep going; if not, take a break.

In other words, I believe strongly now, as I always have, that everyone has their own artistic path. But, in the pages that follow, I would like to share some of the things I’ve learned on mine. I hope that these ‘lessons’ might encourage you as you get started on yours.
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Start small

How to begin? This is one of the most difficult questions. I would always begin by starting small, choosing something nearby to draw – a tree or the view from the window, the cat, the garden. Keep your expectations slight. And begin with a pencil. It might seem a bit dull, but they are so easy to use, and so useful.

Try scribbling different shapes and lines on the page. Notice the power and flexibility pencils give you. They are very versatile. You can move between lightness of touch and heaviness simply by pressing down a bit harder. It’s best to keep your first drawings simple, focusing on tone as well as line.

At first, a soft pencil is easiest and lightest to use, though light or hard graphite pencils or charcoal sticks are also worth trying out.

There’s no ideal subject. Just have a go at the subjects that catch your eye. For me, that’s barns and trees; light and dark; near and far: just a few lines to suggest distance. The most valuable thing about drawing is that it makes you look harder at the world around you than you usually would. It enhances your power of attention.

Art helps you to see and understand your surroundings and your feelings about them. So, as you begin, notice which subjects tempt you. You can render these as simply as you like.

This is what we do as children, after all. When I was a boy I loved my toys, particularly the railway engines. I drew them not only because I was interested in drawing but also because I liked the things themselves.

[image: A painting of toys arranged vertically. From top to bottom: a ship, a green engine, two red coaches and a black locomotive.]
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[image: A pencil sketch of four people sitting at a table, playing Scrabble. A vase with flowers, several mugs and a soft toy are placed on the table.]
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Don’t wait for inspiration to strike

Just get on with it. There’s no magical moment when some unseen force tells you to do this or that. Instead of looking for inspiration, just pause and look at what’s in front of you. If something catches your eye, try drawing it there and then. It needn’t be an extraordinary scene or a particularly beautiful object.

My kitchen table has often been a good subject to draw, because there is plenty of room for my sketchbook and ink and, usually, interesting people sitting around it.

[image: A watercolour of a canal bordered by trees and buildings. Three gasometers stand in the middle with tower blocks nearby. The sky is filled with layered clouds.]
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Step outside

Becoming an artist is about learning to look at the world with a very sharp eye. When you walk down the street, try to pause and notice your surroundings. Look deliberately at the buildings, the people, the trees and the cars. Notice the birds, the dogs, even the bins. Anything from a supermarket to a tube station to a landscape can be worth drawing.

Peer into places you might otherwise not spot: over railway bridges, round corners, up at the sky.

Gradually, this way of looking will become second nature; you’ll start analysing and identifying the things you see, whether they’re interesting buildings or birds or clouds.

You’ll also notice surprising things, like a helicopter taking off, or see the way that everyday subjects can suddenly become interesting because of a change in the light or the weather.

[image: A pen and watercolour sketch of sketching equipment. A soft bag, brushes, pencils, a container and a rectangular board are arranged side by side.]
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Travel light

Take a sketchbook with you everywhere you go – but don’t take much more than that. Ideally, your pad will fit in your pocket, so that it’s not a burden – if it’s too heavy it’ll become an excuse not to take it with you.

Whether you’re outdoors or in the studio, I think it is best to begin with the minimum materials. Too much equipment becomes an obstacle to getting started. All you need is a pencil and a sketchpad. You could also bring a small board and maybe a camera.

I often go out carrying a bare minimum of essentials simply to look for a subject and draw it. But if I already know roughly where I’m going and have enough time to paint, I take a folding stool, a sketchbook or a few sheets of paper clipped on to a small board, a paintbox, a few paintbrushes in a metal tin to stop them getting spoilt, a rubber, a small bottle of water and a mug to rinse the brushes in. Sometimes I’ve already slightly stretched the paper to stop the watercolours from making it wrinkle – damping it first and then sticking it down with brown paper tape on a bigger wooden board. All of these things go into a small bag that I can sling over my shoulder.

[image: A watercolour of three large paint marks. One mark is red, one is blue and one is green. The edges of each mark are textured.]
7



Experiment with paint

Be modest in your expectations. Choose something simple. It doesn’t even need to be a realistic picture; it could be an abstract form. Painting requires a bit more confidence than a sketch in pencil, because there’s something so much more definitive about putting paint on paper. Play with colour, perhaps first with a monochrome image, and then try letting different colours flood into each other and merge together. There’s a real excitement in developing this skill and finding your own way.
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