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Introduction

‘To make art is to sing with the human voice. To do this you must first learn that the only voice you need is the voice you already have’

Art & Fear, David Bayles and Ted Orland

Have you ever picked up a ‘how to draw’ book and felt inadequate and out of your depth? Did you get the impression that to draw well you needed to draw like the author of the book? If you’ve ever felt disillusioned by an art book, you’ve come to the right place. This is not a ‘how to draw’ book; there are plenty of those already. I’m not going to show you how to draw accurately or teach you to draw like me. I want to give you the confidence to draw like you; to help, guide and support you to draw in a sketchbook, however that might look. I hope that you find Sketch to be an inspiring and helpful guide to encourage you to start and maintain a regular drawing practice.

Over my many years of teaching art, the most common phrase I’ve heard is ‘I can’t draw’. Many of us feel we can’t draw, even though as children we loved drawing and did it unselfconsciously. For many reasons, we develop the belief that the basic, innate quality of making marks on a surface is beyond us. I believe that we can all draw and it’s a myth that a special talent is needed. The most common barrier to people having a go at drawing and keeping at it is a conviction that the purpose of drawing is to make the artwork as realistic as possible, to make it look like what we are drawing – for example, if we can’t make an orange look like an orange, we might as well give up. This book will change the way you think and feel about drawing.
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Throughout my years as a teacher, I have seen many students give up drawing in their early teens. I’ve witnessed the joy that drawing gives to children under eleven – we give crayons, pencils and paper to young kids and they can draw for hours. Around the age of twelve, when children become more aware of their peers and the world around them, they quickly become self-conscious and critical of their work. This is often accompanied by teachers celebrating students whose drawings are ‘realistic’, and grading them accordingly. Sadly, art in school is so limited that it becomes prescriptive; artwork needs to be quickly graded and in the system, leaving no time for experimentation and exploration. So many times, in my drawing workshops, older students have been brought to tears because a teacher sixty years ago told them they couldn’t draw. This stunted their creativity and held them back; in worst-case scenarios, it changed the course of their lives.

I believe we are all inherently creative. We may create marvellous meals, plant beautiful gardens, knit colourful clothing or throw lovely ceramic pots. Drawing can be a practice that connects us to our true creative selves again. It takes us out of our linear, rational minds into our feeling, intuitive minds. The simple process of making marks on paper can benefit everyone.

People often say to me that they don’t know what to draw, and I suggest that they draw anything. It doesn’t matter what you draw; as soon as you start to draw, you will spot something you hadn’t noticed before. Drawing helps you see. By drawing something – whether it be an object, a person, a landscape or a painting – we see it in an entirely different way. Take a simple apple to look at and draw. First, you notice its shape: a roundish form that tapers in slightly at the bottom. Next, you look at its shiny, slightly waxy surface, its curved, light-brown stem … I could go on. The more you draw, the more you look, and the more your world opens up. I remember leading an ‘Introduction to Drawing’ workshop here in my studio and getting the students to draw a pear – all of them said at the end that they would never look at a pear in the same way again!
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A little about me

As an only child growing up in the flat fens of Lincolnshire, drawing was my entertainment. It was my way of exploring the world around me and a means to escape into my own inner world. Forty years on, not much has changed; drawing is still at the heart of my practice. I draw to calm my busy mind, to slow down and to connect with my surroundings. I guess you could say that drawing is my meditation. When I’m drawing, I’m totally present. I forget myself. I look, and I make marks on paper.

I drew through my childhood and into secondary school. Art was my favourite subject, and I wanted to pursue it. I left Lincolnshire as soon as I could and headed to London to do a Fine Art BA at the Slade School of Fine Art. It was in the early nineties and conceptual work was everywhere; I eventually ended up making short films about my dad and his cabbages (he was a cabbage farmer). During my time at the Slade, I hardly picked up a pencil. I got out of the sketching habit and I left feeling disillusioned.

It was in my early thirties when I studied for my MA diploma in drawing at the Royal Drawing School that I rediscovered my passion. We were encouraged to draw consistently; to draw what we were seeing. I filled up sketchbook after sketchbook. I felt happier than I had done in years, and I knew I’d found my way again.

‘I draw to calm my busy mind, to slow down and to connect with my surroundings. I guess you could say that drawing is my meditation’
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About this book

I wanted to do something different with my drawing book, to look at drawing in a way we weren’t taught at school. I’ve come across a huge variety of ways to approach different types of drawing, so I thought it would be helpful to see various methods of drawing showcased in one book. From this germ of an idea grew the evolution of the Sketch Squad. I carefully selected eleven of my students – some of whom had done my online workshops, while others I had worked with as a creative coach – and asked them if they would like to take part in the book. I chose them specifically because I knew they were interested in drawing and they had struggled in the past with motivation, doubts and insecurities. Most importantly, I believed they could commit to a year of drawing and were willing to give it a go. I also invited my seventy-nine-year-old mum, who was eager to get involved, as I knew she would be a great addition.

All the drawing exercises in this book have been done by me and the members of the Sketch Squad, so you will see all of our interpretations. I want the book to feel like we are in a drawing class, drawing together and sharing the work we have done. The exercises are designed to be done in a sketchbook as they are such a versatile and portable way of keeping your work in one place. I will go into greater detail regarding the benefits of keeping a sketchbook in Chapter 1.

This book is suitable for beginners and for those of you with more experience who want to establish a regular drawing practice. I have designed the book to build up in complexity, and to get the maximum benefit from the book I would advise following along sequentially. In my practical chapters, I include drawing exercises to complete in your sketchbooks, along with material suggestions. I then show you my own drawings, along with a selection of drawings from the Sketch Squad, chosen to highlight certain points based on their reflections on their drawings. I haven’t chosen them as I think they are ‘good’ drawings – this book isn’t about ‘good’ or ‘bad’, it’s about celebrating drawing in whatever form it takes.

We’ll start with a warm-up chapter, with exercises to encourage you to be experimental in your mark making, before we progress to drawing in the comfort of your own home. Next, we move outside to have a go at drawing the exterior of your home and your garden or green space, before moving a little further afield and drawing in your local area.

We then move on to drawing self-portraits and portraits of family and friends. This chapter will encourage you to share your work with others, as well as gaining confidence in how to draw people and faces. After the intensity of this chapter, we’ll have a palette cleanser in the form of a daily drawing challenge – the purpose of this is to get you into a regular drawing habit and spend some time each day with your pencil and sketchpad.
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Next, we start to draw out and about in public. You’ll draw in cafés, art galleries, museums and in your car, so you’ll become familiar and more comfortable with taking your kit out and drawing where people can see you. We then pack our sketchbooks in our suitcases and discover the joys of drawing on holiday – how to make sure you carve out some time for yourself and ensure you don’t come back with an empty sketchbook.

You’ll get the chance to draw from a painting of your choice in a local art gallery or museum, before exploring experimental drawing from music, collage and films. The final chapter culminates in creating your own personal project – one consolidated piece of work in whatever medium(s) you choose, inspired by the drawings in your sketchbook. At this stage, your sketchbooks will be bursting with sketches showing your commitment and dedication to drawing. They will be full of memories, and each drawing will transport you back to the exact day and time you put pencil to paper.

Interspersed throughout the book are chapters on the things we all struggle with: the inner critic, imposter syndrome, comparison and envy, and self-sabotage. By facing these issues head on, and dealing with them as they come up, it will enable you to progress through the book with increased confidence and awareness of what obstacles you may be putting in your own way.

I’ve written this book for you, as I know you can draw. I want to encourage and inspire you to see, to look carefully and enjoy making marks on paper. The book is designed to help you devise a personal approach to drawing, with exercises you will be able to revisit again and again. I hope that, like me, you find a way to incorporate drawing into your routine so it enriches your life and increases your sense of well-being.

Right, let’s get started!
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