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Working with Ed

Ed’s probably forgotten this, but just around the time he started gigging in London, he came round to my house and we started talking about how we’d like to work on something together.

 

‘What could we do?’ I asked.

 

By then, I’d been drawing him for a while. I liked drawing Ed because he was always up for it. Having grown up around art, he understood it. I never had to say, ‘Can I draw you?’ It just happened naturally – he’d be playing his guitar and singing, and I’d be drawing.

 

‘We should do a book,’ he said, that afternoon.

‘Yeah!’ I said.

 

Then we forgot about it.

 

A couple of years later, I called my sister and said, ‘Remember that book I wanted to do with Ed? I think I should do it.’

I still didn’t know how it should be done or what it would be about. I just knew I wanted to do it.

Mutual support

Ed represents a lot, not just to me personally, but culturally. I can’t think of anyone else who can go from a club in LA to Buckingham Palace and be loved equally in both worlds. When he’s playing on stage, there’s a real purity about it – and that’s why I think people love him so much, because it’s real. He seems to have absorbed all the music he’s ever heard, from when he was a small child. Now he can mix with so many different musical genres – grime, hip hop, folk and rock.

On a personal level, he’s just a good guy, a genuine person. I see him as a younger brother, so his success feels like my success. I’m so proud of him. I respect him so much. He has worked incredibly hard to get to where he is and he’s always remained so humble throughout. I know, because I was there when he was gigging in the early days. I was there when he was recording demos in the studio and he said, ‘Phil, is it really going to work for me?’

 

‘Bro, you’re going to be huge,’ I said, with absolute confidence.

 

In the same way, when I was having doubts about what I was doing, Ed was like, ‘Phil, you’re amazing. I’ve grown up around so much art, and you are one of the best I’ve seen. So trust me when I say that. Just keep at it.’ This was a much younger guy telling me not to give up, but it really helped. It was just a quick thing, but sometimes that’s all you need. You don’t need the whole therapy session.

Artistic collaboration

I can’t remember the first time I met Ed, but it must have been around the time I met his parents, John and Imogen, in 1998, while I was still at secondary school. They were putting together the exhibition and catalogue for a national art competition I had entered – The Prince of Wales’s Young Artists’ Award. They’ve been instrumental in my career ever since.

I haven’t been drawing Ed consistently in all that time. There have been huge gaps over the years, partly because I didn’t always take my sketchbook with me when I went to see him. Other times I was too busy tapping my feet to concentrate. I guess it really picked up when he asked me to draw the cover of the No. 5 Collaborations Project. I was nervous about doing it at first, but Ed was so cool and laid-back about it. ‘This is going to be great,’ he said, encouragingly.
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I was so excited to be part of it. It was such a chilled environment that I didn’t feel any pressure at all. Ed knows that I’m going to do what I do and he leaves me to it. I love working that way.

This book has taken about six months to create. It’s been difficult to get done, because Ed is global now, he is huge, so I’ve only had time to draw him as and when. He just doesn’t have very much time to himself anymore. It’s rush, rush, rush for him.

When I do see him, I just have to get it together and draw. Sometimes I’m a bit slow at the beginning, but I always get into it. One time I was working so fast that by the end of the session I’d pretty much finished the portrait. ‘It’s done now!’

Early days

I was always drawing, even as a little kid. My earliest memories all involve me drawing. When I was four, my teacher in Reception said to my mum: ‘You’ve got a gifted child.’

Early on, I had an eye for detail. The other kids would ask me to draw their stickmen for them and instead of drawing a curly scribble for hair, I’d notice the actual hair length and reproduce it. My noses had nostrils, my eyes had eyebrows and eyelashes – I was doing all that stuff from the start. I was always into drawing people’s faces.

Towards the end of my time at primary school, I started a little business making illustrated bookmarks and selling them to the other kids. Then the teachers started asking me to draw their pets – they paid me in art materials, which was great and encouraging. They were very supportive, as were my family, and it wasn’t long before I got into painting.

I did animals and still lifes, but I kept coming back to drawing people. It’s because I’m an introvert, I think. I’m naturally shy and that’s why I’m always looking at people to see how they behave and what’s going on with them. What is it that they are thinking but not saying? What are their lives like, their experiences? Who are they? Every time I look at someone, I’m drawing them mentally. That’s how I process people. It’s how I look at the world.

I’m always seeing people I’d like to draw, but I don’t sketch in public because I don’t like the attention it attracts. ‘Artist in the park drawing’ – it’s a bit of a cliché. I know people mean well when they gather round to have a look, but it makes me feel uncomfortable.

Sometimes I’m too shy to ask people if I can draw them. It happened on the bus one time. I saw this girl and thought, ‘I really want to draw her!’

But I didn’t know how to go about approaching her. ‘Can I draw you?’ can sometimes be a hard thing to ask a stranger, and I didn’t want her to think I was some sleazy douche bag artist guy. So I missed out.

I got around the disappointment by telling myself that I’d already mentally drawn her.
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Creating an image

Every portrait I draw starts in my head. That’s the difficult part, deciding on colour, composition, medium, paper and time… everything.

The easy part is putting it on paper, because it’s already drawn in my head. I know which materials I need and where to get them, and I know how long the face is going to take me to draw. That’s something I decide before I start and I stick to it. I wasn’t taught to do it – it’s just part of the process.

I get a feeling about the medium I want to use. It’s a knowing vibe. In this book, I’ve used graphite, pastel, charcoal and ink. I go through phases. Pastels are my main thing right now, but I’ve been through a watercolour phase, a pencil phase and an ink phase in the past.

The drawing process

I see the face on the paper before I draw, then I’m just following what I already see, it’s about trusting your instincts. You can’t think, because if you think you make mistakes. If you just do, yes, you’ll still make mistakes, but you can at least see them to correct them.

It definitely doesn’t work if you overthink it. I made that mistake once, when I was drawing a portrait of the footballer Nigel Reo-Coker. I drew the outline, looked at it, thought, ‘No,’ rubbed it out and started again. I did that eighty times. It was wrong and it kept being wrong. I’d done portraits of him before and that was the problem: because I kept thinking, ‘I want it to be as good as the others. I want it to surpass the others; it’s got to be really good.’

Even after all that, I still wasn’t that pleased with the result. That’s why I trust my instincts.
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I always put the eyes in last. It sounds strange, I know, but I don’t want them looking at me and I don’t want to look at them for too long. Even if they’re happy eyes or beautiful eyes, I put them in last. It’s definitely true that the eyes are the windows to the soul.

People tell me all kinds of things when I’m drawing them. They worry that they’re going to distract me, but when I say it’s fine to talk, they really open up. That’s great for me. I want to talk to them and profile them and get to know them as much as possible. However, I’ve been drawn and I didn’t like it much, so I’m very sensitive to people’s feelings when I’m drawing them. It can be intrusive to have someone examining you so closely.

My own worst critic

I scrutinize my work so much. Everything that leaves the studio, I’ve scrutinized more deeply than anyone else ever could. People often ask me, ‘When is something finished?’ Once I’ve sprayed it with a fixative, that’s it. I don’t go back to it after that. Even if you say it’s good, I know what’s wrong with it, but I just have to detach myself when it’s done. It’s never perfect, because perfect is never finished.

I’m developing and I’m imperfect, so I don’t mind if there are imperfections in my work. Although I make sure to keep those imperfections to a minimum, I want people to see that a hand has drawn my art. I don’t want it to look like it was made by a human photocopying machine.

Still, people have said of my work, ‘This is clearly a photo that has just been through photoshop. I can see the photoshop markings.’

Well, no, it’s not, and you can’t. It’s kind of flattering and insulting at the same time – but mostly funny.
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Artistic influences

The painters I love most are the old master painters like Velázquez and Rembrandt, Michelangelo, Caravaggio and Rubens. When I want inspiration, I always go back to their work. That’s the school I come from. They come the closest to painting the soul – they’re that good. Right now I’m into John Singer Sargent. I love Sargent’s work. He’s the type of artist I dream of being.

When I was at sixth-form college, I got into the Czech Art Nouveau artist Alphonse Mucha. His work is incredible. He influenced me greatly. A lot of the Mucha-style work I did was in ink. I couldn’t get enough of it.

Even now, every time I see a book on Mucha, I need to own it. I want to know everything about him.

One modern artist I am inspired by is Chuck Close. Close up, his photorealist portraits just look like a collection of scratches or circles, but when you stand back something wonderful happens and there’s a realistic person looking at you. They’re incredible.
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Life as an Artist

When people ask for my advice about becoming an artist, I always say, ‘Is it something you really want to do?’ Because it’s not straightforward. It’s not a career that happens overnight; you need time. Time to develop and understand who you are artistically. I always say, ‘Draw every day. It will help you figure things out and find your style.’

After sixth-form college, I went to Central Saint Martins to do an art foundation course. Then I took a year out to go travelling, and then I went back to Saint Martins to do a degree in art and design. I kind of liked it there, but I don’t think I’m really cut out for formal education. Maybe I could teach, though. I recently did a talk at a school and led a drawing workshop – and I enjoyed it a lot. I thought, ‘This is so much fun, I could do this!’

When I first left Saint Martins, I worked all over London doing all kinds of jobs. As time went on and I started getting more commissions for my art, I was able to work fewer and fewer hours and focus on my drawing instead. Finally, I just worked weekends.

I’ve never been good at marketing my work. I think it’s a general issue for artists: you want people to see your work but without exploiting yourself. It can be a balancing
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Neville. Neville is a friend of mine from
university, I've drawn him a few times.
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Nadine. She has the most beautiful, infectious smile.
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Nigel Reo-Coker. Nigel is a guy who breaks the
footballer stereotype: he has a genunie love
of art and commissioned me to do pieces for
some of his homes. I re-drew one portrait of

him eighty times.
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Asher D (Ashley Walters). After I saw the film Bullet Boy, I thought, ‘I've
got to draw this guy. He liked what I did so much that he asked me to
do a portarit for his rap album. He’s the nicest guy, and he has an
amazing face.
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