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Introduction

Think about what got you fired up as a kid when you played. Was it building forts, organizing tea time, making snow igloos, or fishing? Personally, I cannot dissociate my childhood memories from LEGO bricks. Most of my time that wasn’t dedicated to school was spent playing with them. I had two giant boxes of pieces, plus a bunch of flat LEGO building plates. I loved building houses. I would spend entire afternoons on an optimal home floor plan, and because I had so many pieces, I could really go to town: patios, four bedrooms, big tables, big beds, two-car garages, and wide hallways. I would work on a house for hours on end, looking forward to then putting the little LEGO guys in, choosing the right cars for them, and, finally, playing with the house I had just built.

Each time, I would be so excited about the prospect of having a new house to play with, and inevitably, once it was built, my interest would fade and die almost instantly. Within a day, I would dismantle the building I had just made and start a new one from scratch.

Only later did I finally understand that I got my kicks not out of playing with each house, but out of building them. It was the process of building that had me all fired up. Once that stage was over, so was the fun. Even though my goal starting every house was to see the finished product and use it as the backdrop to my little LEGO stories, the biggest stimulus was building. The search for the right piece to fit in a little corner, which would then have me run into other pieces that I would use, the choices I would make along the way, all this was playing LEGO.

Drawing is very much like building a LEGO house. There may or may not be much planning involved, but while your goal is to produce a drawing, you will find that the real joy of drawing lies in the drawing process itself: the subject, paper, paper orientation, pen, pencil, size, speed, pressure, color, strokes, angles, and mess ups.

This book is about celebrating the little journey we take every time we sketch. It offers some “how-tos,” what to draw with, what to draw on, and creativity prompts—in other words, what will get you to simply draw.
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CHAPTER 1

PRELIMINARIES

Have you ever wanted to simply draw but didn’t because you did not know what to start with? Is your lack of training a source of inhibition? Have you ever felt a longing for artistic creativity but shunned drawing because you saw it as a skill that couldn’t enable you to make a living? Have you ever felt eager to document the world around you but always felt poorly qualified to do so? Have you ever needed a creative kick-start but never knew where to turn? Have you ever felt discouraged by your own incapacity to lay something right on paper?

I have.

Oh, and have you ever thought you had to be formally trained in order to draw? Because the truth is, you don’t. But I am willing to bet it helps. I for one have not learned to draw and yet I draw as often as motherhood and a full-time job allow.

ON BEING UNTAUGHT

I teach French and every year I explain the difference between “language learning” and “language acquisition” to my freshman students. In a nutshell, we acquire our mother tongue but learn a foreign one. When you acquire a language, you figure it out on your own. You figure out that the seemingly sharp stainless steel object that you see your parents slicing bread with is what they call a knife. That’s because during the pre- and postverbal toddler years, you have heard them say that you are not to touch the knife. And that was the thing they are using to slice the bread. Better yet, you figure out that when there are two or more of those on the table, they say knives. You are not given a quiz on it to assess if you got it. No teacher stood in front of you to make you repeat the words knife and knives and write them in your vocabulary notes. There is no homework. It’s just you, experiencing the language firsthand, both as a witness (listener) and a performer (speaker and doer). The language you acquire as a child is not something you study; it is something you do. Your own curiosity, which is driven by the need to understand and communicate, is the fertile soil where your language grows.

The same goes for drawing. The beauty about not having been taught drawing is that you are in a position of the acquirer: the process of figuring it out might take a while, and you will most likely continue to figure stuff out as you go, but that process is yours. There are no shortcuts and no tricks, just the plain practice of drawing, screwing up, and drawing some more. Not unlike the infant who has listened to thousands of hours of language before uttering their first word, I observed, page after page, drawings of the greats: Michelangelo, Van Gogh, and Mœbius. My parents’ art books were probably the earliest source of inspiration I had while growing up. Of course, like every kid out there, I drew a lot. But I also looked at a lot of drawings and read an obscene number of French comics by Enki Bilal, Marcel Gotlib, Caza, and Jean “Mœbius” Giraud. I was lucky to be brought up in an environment where amazing books were at arm’s reach, right there in the living room. Art seemed to matter.

My last art class dates back to middle school, when our language arts teacher had us draw our favorite album covers once every other week. I remember doing a pathetic rendering of the steel guitar on the cover of Brothers in Arms by Dire Straits, thinking I had executed a masterpiece. I was twelve years old and I thought I would make a career out of drawing, not knowing this was the last year art was offered in my curriculum. Through the years, as I kept drawing on my own, I had to figure out why I couldn’t make something look right on paper. I didn’t know about the rules of perspective, I didn’t know about crosshatching, and I didn’t know about proportions. But I kept drawing. And it looked bad. I even went through a long spell that lasted several years in my twenties, during which I drew less, partly because I had grown frustrated with my own incapacity to translate what I wanted to draw into an image on paper. I had grandiose ideas for potential drawings, but none of them saw the light of day. I often felt stagnant. I even went so far as to believe that my day job (teaching) was what mattered most, all the while being cognizant of the fact that I was always happiest when I drew. In hindsight, it is obvious that my drawings were result oriented. I wanted to render a specific image I had in my head. When I failed to attain it, the frustration would freeze me for days or weeks on end. What I didn’t know yet, which I learned years later, was that I was failing to focus on the drawing part of drawing. I turned each drawing into a big deal: the mood and the music had to be right, and whatever I drew (like the countless BIC pen portraits of Mick Jagger and Keith Richards I did in my high school and college years) had to turn out okay. I pressured myself into executing drawings that would consume entire afternoons and evenings, only because they had to “look like” the person I was trying to draw. I had not yet learned that the process of drawing was what brought me real fulfillment. I was removing myself entirely from the drawing process and focusing only on my capacity to create hyperrealistic portraits. I venerated the works of Chuck Close and Richard Estes (and still do) but was unfortunately missing the point of what I was trying to emulate. Then I met Raheli.
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A drawing of my dad’s motorcycle I did as a kid.
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One of the many Keith Richards portraits I sketched in college. Bic pen on Bristol paper.
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It was while walking down the street one evening after a graphic design class we were both taking at the School of Visual Arts that Raheli told me, “you should check out this guy’s work. He’s all about drawing everything around him, like the contents of his bag.” She had just introduced me to Danny Gregory, and that was nothing short of a watershed moment for me. It was then that I realized I had been missing the greatest source of inspiration for my drawings: everyday life. It was then that I went back to drawing on a daily basis.

I went home that night and drew the contents of my purse. It was a complete bust. But the difference between then and before is that I did it again the next day, and the day after that. I kept seeing things I wanted to draw around me. And the more I drew, the less of a big deal drawing became. I no longer needed to be in the right mood, with the perfect lighting, or in the right place. I drew everywhere. In the weeks that followed, I took my bike, rode for long stretches between Bloomfield and Newark, New Jersey, sat on the sidewalk, and drew. I drew every time I had a chance to sit. Drawing was no longer sacred. It was simply what I did.

I still wasn’t a trained artist. I made miserable renderings of houses because I didn’t understand perspective. But failed drawings didn’t deter me. I felt frustrated and inadequate but I kept sketching, however painstakingly. I was slow (still am, for the most part), but there just weren’t enough pages in my sketchbooks to document the world around me. And when I was stuck on a train, I would have with me pictures of people’s faces torn from magazines so I could practice drawing those faces.

After all these years of drawing, drawing had become about drawing, not just the drawings. As Danny Gregory himself once wrote, “That’s why it’s called a drawing, not a drawn.”

WHY DRAW?

Whether you are drawing a box of matches or a twenty-story building, you start by perceiving it. It is no coincidence that the word perceive itself takes its roots from the Latin verb percipere, which means to seize, to understand. When you draw, you gain an awareness of what’s in front of you as you are visually grasping it.

Most of us have acquired, with time, the capacity to “tune out” the things around us. This faculty to conveniently ignore the things that don’t “matter” allows us to live without being constantly bombarded with visual stimuli. We need to be able to drive or walk without being distracted by the slightest object in our field of vision. Imagine stopping to contemplate everything on your way to work: a parking meter, the door of a building, the shape of a parked car, the leaves on the trees, the fire hydrants … you would never reach your destination! This is why, as adults, we have trained ourselves to disregard the landscape around us in order to keep a certain focus, that is, where we are going, how we are going to answer questions during an upcoming interview, how not to trip in those brand new heels so as to avoid public embarrassment. We only seem to truly notice things if they bring us some kind of discomfort, for example, how dirty this seat is.
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I insist on saying adults because this capacity to ignore in order to focus can also be regarded as the ability to stop wondering. A four-year-old child marvels at everything, including the potato ricer, because they haven’t yet had to rank the things that matter versus those that don’t, as adults do. That’s why everything matters to a four year-old. My daughter walks by my side and notices the cracks in the cement sidewalk: “It looks like a hand!”

Over the years, our familiar surroundings have become invisible. We don’t have the time to notice objects beyond their usefulness to us, like a coffee machine or a mug. Getting out a pen and paper to draw what is familiar around us is like shining a big spotlight on what we had grown to ignore. It
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“YOU’RE SO TALENTED”
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