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FEELING sketchy?

Most children draw. Before we can write, even, we scribble and sketch and create. But somehow that gets lost as we get older. We learn that Being An Artist is hard and complicated, and that there are technical rules to choosing colour and perfecting your perspective. But I want to remind you of the joy you once found in creating, scribbling, getting something down on paper – and that it’s really about the process and nothing to do with how technically brilliant the finished ‘artwork’ is.

You don’t need to be a journalist to write a newsy email to a friend, a poet to scribble a love letter, or an author to pop a reassuring note into your child’s lunch box. In the same way, you don’t need to be an artist to be able to capture moments and thoughts in a sketchbook, and even to create something you might want to frame and hang on your wall, give to a friend, or just feel proud of.

If you want to find a bit of space for creativity, don’t wait until you have the perfect room to use as a studio, or even the spare hours to while away. I rekindled my art journey (from the embers of a rather long-distant art A- level) while a bit stuck in an office job that didn’t give me enough to do or offer any outlet for the creativity I was sure was still lurking somewhere inside. I certainly didn’t have the right space or materials but somehow it grew, and the joy I found in those first sketches has endured, working around house moves, small non-sleeping babies, larger non-sleeping children, and any number of other demands on my time. There have been periods where I’ve hardly drawn at all, and others where I sketch every day.
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An honest ‘what I can see’ sketch from a few years back – paint on an old saucer, apple core and a baby monitor. Oh, and honestly, I drew very little when my children were babies! Hats off to anyone who manages anything!



In this book I’m not aiming to give you step-by-step instructions to create sketches that look like mine, or even a guide to follow a similar creative path. Instead, I hope to give you some suggestions for places to start sketching based on where you are right now, to help with the eternal question ‘I don’t know what to draw’, and a few techniques that will give you quick results and allow you to find the confidence to go and explore by yourself. To help you rekindle that joyful feeling that only creating can bring!

I’ve aimed this book at absolute beginners, but included pointers for directions you can head in to find out more if any of the subjects are especially interesting. I can also imagine it would be helpful to a more regular sketcher who struggles for subjects, or someone coming back to art after a few years or a change in circumstances.

Find the interest and beauty in the everyday, in the things that are around you right now. You don’t have to paint the Mona Lisa or the Sistine Chapel – especially if they’re not something you come across on a regular basis. Instead, create art based on what, and where, you are today.

The first few pages will give you an overview of tools you might like to track down and how you can use them. If you prefer something different, please go ahead! There are suggestions for subjects, exercises and things to sketch throughout the book. Pick the one that most interests you and start there, or work through them from beginning to end. Follow every suggestion to the letter, or just take inspiration from one or two pages. All I hope is that you start to fill that sketchbook!
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What
 DO I NEED?
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MATERIALS

As with most of my advice, the key message is going to be: do what works best for you! If you’re someone who likes to embark on a project with a perfect array of new tools, then by all means head down to your local art shop and start a collection. But if you prefer not to commit until you’re sure you’ll like it, or have a tendency to ‘save things for best’ and then never use them, I’d encourage you to make a start with whatever you have to hand.

I use waterproof ink and watercolour as my go-to sketching materials and that’s what you’ll primarily see throughout this book. It’s a medium that works well when you’re sketching at speed, so I’d definitely recommend it for anyone short of time or who wants quick results.

Basic

At the most basic level all you need is something to draw with, and something to draw on. Your house will probably already be full of those. Hunt down a ballpoint pen, or whatever you use to scribble notes whilst you’re on the phone. A pencil, felt-tip or even a wax crayon will do for a start. Then an old notebook – even one with lined paper could work – the back of an envelope or electricity bill? If you’ve found a few different tools and papers, a first exercise can be to see which work well together. Wetter ink (felt-tips or ink pens) will bleed on some papers (the ink will spread out and go a bit spidery), which can be a good effect but annoying if you’re trying to create a clean line. Try out a few options to see which work and what you feel the most comfortable with.
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I have a jar full of brushes, but probably stick to three favourites 90% of the time



Something to draw with...

A pencil is often the first thing people new to drawing pick up – it’s versatile, you can shade with it easily and, of course, you can rub it out if all goes wrong. But I’m going to encourage you to go straight to a pen. It’ll be daunting at first, but knowing you can’t undo it will actually help you build confidence more quickly – you’ve got to commit to that line from the start! And, of course, it doesn’t matter in the slightest if your first few attempts are a bit bizarre... turn the page and start again.

There are as many different types of pen as you can probably imagine, but if you can track down something with waterproof ink you’ll find it’s extremely versatile. I tend to add watercolour paint to my sketches and you definitely need waterproof ink for that, or it all goes terribly smudgy (a good effect, but only if you want it to happen…). I primarily use a fountain pen (although you’ll spot a few sketches where I’ve tried something different), which I fill with waterproof ink by hand, but that’s quite messy and fiddly and not necessarily what I’d recommend when you’re starting out. Most ballpoint pens are automatically waterproof, and most pen shops (you don’t need an art-specific one – a general stationers will be fine) will have a range of fine-liners or rollerballs with waterproof ink.

Paint

As with pens, there are many different types of paint. I predominately use watercolour and that’s what I’m going to focus on here, but feel free to try other types of paint if something catches your eye or interest.

You can easily pick up a basic watercolour palette from most art or stationery stores – they’re brilliant as they’re portable, easy to clean and easy to mix. Most also come with a brush so, assuming you have an old jam jar, washed-out yoghurt pot or similar for your water, you’ll have everything you need.

Paper

The wetter you’re going to get your paper, whether with paint or ink, the thicker it will need to be. You can buy specific watercolour paper which won’t buckle if you soak it, but standard cartridge paper will cope with a little bit of watercolour quite happily. Have a look over the page for a bit more information about paper and notebooks.

Other materials

Art shops are pretty much an Aladdin’s cave of interesting and intriguing materials. Some things you might want to consider if you want to branch out could include masking fluid (for keeping the watercolour off areas of your paper), sponges and different brushes for different effects, and various types of paper etc. But all those are very much optional extras, and not anything you’ll need to make a start. Keep an eye out for my ‘Take it further’ suggestions for next steps with materials.


Papers AND
 SKETCHBOOKS

What you sketch on is very much a matter of personal preference, and will also be influenced by where you’re likely to be working. Sketchbooks come in a vast array of different sizes, formats and paper types, and it’s easy to get overwhelmed by all the options. I’ve also found I’ve preferred different formats at different points over the years – you may like to have several in use at any one time.

Will you be working sitting at a desk or table, or drawing quickly while standing up? Do you want to be able to fit your sketchbook into your pocket or bag – if so, how big is that pocket or bag? Does the idea of all those blank pages fill you with fear – maybe start with some loose sheets instead?

The format also can be an issue – I love Moleskine watercolour sketchbooks, but the small ones open out into a very long strip. Great for tall or wide drawings, but not so great for fitting onto my small desk! By contrast, ring-bound sketchbooks can be folded right over to minimize the space that they require.

If you think you’ll be using a lot of paint or watercolour, it is definitely worth seeking out a sketchbook made with watercolour-specific paper. It will be a little more expensive, but will take pretty much anything you throw at it. Watercolour paper comes in different types, with fairly obscure names ( ‘hot press’, ‘not’, and ‘rough’, then ‘hand’, ‘machine’ or ‘mould made’, and that’s before we even start on the weight or GSM) but you can ignore the technicalities for now – just run your finger over the paper and find one you like.

Think again about what sort of person you are – would buying a higher quality sketchbook make you feel like a ‘proper’ artist and excited to fill it? Or would it feel a little daunting, put you off filling the first page, and you’d be better off with the one you got for free with a magazine at first? Remember, your sketchbook is a tool to help you. Choose whatever you’re most likely to draw on.
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Various sizes of sketchbooks from different points over the last few years




EXERCISE
 Colour chart
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This might look a bit technical and artistic, but it’s really very simple. Plus it’s a great way to fill that blank first page, and gives you a useful reference for the rest of your sketchbook. Mine is done with watercolour, but if you’re using something different it’s really just a case of creating a record of how each colour appears on the paper, and what happens when you mix it with others.

Watercolour paints look different in the palette compared with how they appear on the page, and the colour lightens and loses some vibrancy as it dries. A chart like this is really helpful to remind you of what the colours look like once they’re actually in use. If you arrange the chart (or create another?) in the order they appear in your palette, this can also be a useful hint as to which green is which, for example. I use a chart like this almost daily – my greens look very similar when dry, but completely different when wet and I can never remember which one I want.

You’ll see this was done with just ten initial colours – the ten little dots across the top and down the left hand side. So, create your grid: use a ruler if you’re a fan of neatness and measuring, or a wonky freehand version like mine if you prefer. Pop your colour dots along the top and side, and add in the paint names if you’d like. (I arranged mine in roughly spectrum (rainbow) order as it looks prettier, but it’s entirely up to you.)

Fill in the diagonal squares across the middle from top left to bottom right. If you look at your dots/names, you’ll see this square is where each colour ‘meets’ itself so you need the pure, unmixed colour in this diagonal line.

Then fill in the rest of the squares according to the two colours that would ‘meet’ or mix in each one. You’ll notice that each colour pairing has two squares – I’ve done the top right triangle of my chart with the darkest version possible, and the bottom left in the lightest (most watery) version.


TIP: DILUTE TO LIGHTEN

Mixing different paints together obviously produces different colours but a key thing to remember with watercolour is that the more water you add, the lighter the colour will be!



Do your best to use the same amount of paint in each mix (half and half) and remember to wash your brush well after filling each square, so you don’t end up with extra colours creeping in.

The rectangles at the bottom show the variation you can create with just one colour by increasing the amount of water you add.


Take it further...

This would technically be called a Mixing Chart. There are lots of different sorts of watercolour paint charts you can create, and all sorts of colour theory to delve into if this is something that interests you. This is where art meets science!




EXERCISE
 Fill a page
 DOODLES AND SCRIBBLES
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The aim of this exercise is exactly as it says… you just need to fill a page! When first starting out with drawing or faced with an empty sketchbook, it’s very normal to begin your first sketch too small and find you end up with a tiny drawing in the middle of a vast expanse of page. This exercise will hopefully get you out of that mindset right from the start – you’ll also find at least one ‘Fill a page’ exercise in each chapter, just in case you need a reminder. The page is yours – fill it!

The wonderful thing about filling a whole page is also that the sum ends up being more impressive than the parts… there might be some dodgy bits or smudgy bits or wonky bits but, somehow, when they’re covering a whole piece of paper, all those bits are less noticeable.

This is also a really good way to familiarize yourself with your materials, so do come back to it again if you get a new pen or sketchbook or something else you want to try. You can find out how the ink flows, how it sticks to the paper, how quickly it dries (to avoid smudging it) and just whether it feels comfortable in your hand.

So… just fill a page! My example here is just rows of shapes and patterns, many of which are my natural ‘doodling while on the phone’ scribbles. I like the way they seem to have turned into something a bit like a sweater pattern… Don’t think about it too hard, just pick a corner (or the middle) make a start and don’t stop until you run out of paper. If you end up covering the whole page with the same shape, that’s fine. A page of circles painted blue could turn into a cloud of bubbles, a page of triangles could be a pine forest? I drew a few lines before running out of ideas, so repeated them all in the opposite order and then did it again...

Stick with ink, or add some colour if you’ve got the time and want to see what happens. The most important thing, though, is not to stop until your page is completely full.

And look, before you even know it, you’re another page into that sketchbook!


Getting
 STARTED
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PRACTICALITIES
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So, you’ve got your pen and your sketchbook or paper, and you’ve hopefully filled the first couple of pages with your colour chart and doodles. Now is a good time to look a little more closely at some of the practicalities of sketching with your materials.

As I mentioned when thinking about choosing your pen, whether or not your ink is waterproof will be a big feature of how you approach your sketches, along with how long it takes to dry. The waterproof ink I use takes quite a while to dry, and even longer to be fully waterproof, so I know that if I work too quickly, I’ll probably smudge it. Look back at the last couple of exercises and think about whether your ink dried straight away or if you had to leave it a few minutes? I sometimes complete a sketch and then come back to it later (or even another day) to add the colour. This actually works well if you’re working around other activities, or time is precious.

If you’re working with non-waterproof ink, a good approach can be to add paint first, and then draw over the top. The leaves here were painted this way – a quick sweep of the green, a bit more paint detail once that had dried, then a few ink lines over the top. You can also see that I smudged it!

I’m aware watercolour might seem like an odd choice of paint for quick, contemporary results – it’s got a bit of a reputation for ultra-traditional, wishy-washy landscapes and florals. But it’s also quick to use, lively (wet paint has a life of its own), eminently portable and easy to clean up. And while it might not have quite the depth or strength of colour you get with oil paint or acrylics, it’s still possible to create a vibrant splash on the page.

I’m not going to go into a huge amount of detail about watercolour painting – it would need a book for itself, and there are plenty out there once you’ve made a start! The key thing to remember is that wet colours will run together. But if you add one colour and allow it to dry, you can then add another with a sharper line between. Watercolour paint, on the page, is also translucent – you’ll see any previous colours through it and they will mix to create a new shade even when they’re dry.


TIP: CHOOSING COLOURS

Most watercolour palettes will come with a range of paint already included (usually a warm and a cool version of each colour), which are great for making a start. Over time, it will be quite obvious which colours you prefer (they’ll run out fastest) and which you avoid, and you can make a choice about adding more of your preferred shades and getting rid of the ones you don’t like. Or perhaps you could be brave and challenge yourself to use the neglected ones?




SKETCHING
 basics
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Sketching isn’t about creating a perfect image, it’s about capturing something. Artists will often use their sketchbooks to collect information for a later artwork – as you might make notes for an essay, or a to-do list full of reminders. You might just want to note how two shapes work together, the light or colour at a particular time, or to remind yourself of a possible composition. But you absolutely don’t need to be working towards a future masterpiece; your sketchbook can just be a record of whatever has caught your eye today and all it needs to do is capture that moment for you. Just like a diary or journal where you record your thoughts and feelings, a sketchbook can be a record of passing time and, unless you choose to share it, it’s just for you.

So, you don’t need to paint in every brick – just a few might work to give the impression of the whole wall, or to note that the pattern changed around the window. You don’t need to draw every hair on her head, or fold in that fabric – you can show the texture with the sweep of a brush. You don’t need to paint every petal of that flower – let the watercolour spread from light to dark for you.

Feel free to stick to just line drawings to start with if all this discussion about paint and watercolour feels a bit overwhelming. But I’d encourage you to jump into colour as soon as you feel you can – even adding just a quick wash of paint to one feature of your sketch can make a big difference: drawing the eye to that feature, or bringing a depth and life to your artwork that you don’t often see in monochrome.


Sketch
 WHAT YOU
 love
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It’s easy to feel daunted by a blank sketchbook – especially if you see other people with beautifully curated pages on Instagram or similar – and to think you should only fill it with suitable ‘artistic’ subjects and scribbles. But I think the most important thing is that it should be a reflection of your interests and ideas. If you’re into fashion, sketch people and clothes – those you see on the street, in magazines. Why not use it as a visual reference for outfits you’d like to try? If you like interior decorating, turn it into a moodboard, sketching furniture and colour schemes that catch your eye. Love gardening? Sketch plants and flowers that you want to grow, or that you’ve nurtured into bloom. And don’t be afraid to add in something random or seasonal as it crosses your path – I primarily draw houses and buildings, but in the spring my sketchbook is always full of blossom and flowers, when they’re bursting out everywhere and I can’t resist the colours.


ADDING text
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Just because you’re making a visual note and sketching, doesn’t mean you can’t add some text and incorporate that into your sketch as well. I always add the date to the top of every sketchbook page – occasionally useful if you find yourself trying to hunt down something you knew you drew at a certain period – and it automatically turns your sketchbook into a diary.

If I’m drawing from an image I’ve found online, I also tend to scribble down where I’ve found the source image. It’s very frustrating to want to go back and check a detail and not be able to remember where you found it! If I’m drawing from life I’ll also always note where I am. And then, because I like my sketchbooks to work like a journal that can remind me of the day, I often scribble down what I’m doing or thinking. If all else fails I note what I can hear – this is also a good way to ‘warm up’ my pen so I quite often find sketches with a line from the radio scribbled alongside.

My handwriting descends into an illegible scrawl very quickly, so I tend to print my sketch notes or take a bit of time over the letters. You can also make them a part of your overall sketchbook page by adding in some colour, drawing a box around the text or adding a wash of paint underneath it.


Take it further...

If you find lettering is something that interests you, it can become an art form in its own right! Everything from traditional calligraphy to a more modern style, hand lettering, brush lettering – there are endless resources online or in your local library for reference.




EXERCISE
 Quick
 drawing

A handful of quick exercises that you can do so speedily you won’t have time to think (or worry) about them – and you might be surprised with what you end up with.

Find something to draw. I’ve picked my ink bottle, but it really can be anything – I’ve done this exercise with people as the subject before, although that does always seems a bit of a daunting start. But if you’re feeling brave, and have a willing model...
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Divide your page into four (you can draw lines, or just imagine it) and then…

1. Draw your subject in ten seconds (set the timer on your phone or watch so you don’t have to count!). You’ll need to focus on the most important features and work quickly.

2. Put your pen in the top right section of your page, have a good look at your subject and then close your eyes. Now draw it. What can you remember and can you get the details in roughly the right places without looking?

3. Draw your subject again and add a quick wash (a fairly wet, single layer of watercolour) of one colour of paint. Can you add a little more depth or pick out one feature? I’ve stuck with black as that was the colour of my bottle, but something bright and vibrant can work brilliantly too.

4. And finally, try drawing it again without taking your pen off the paper once you’ve made a start – a continuous line. You’ll find you have to go back and forward a little to get all the way around, or consider leaving some parts blank?
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What
 SHALL I
 DRAW?
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DRAWING
 THE EVERYDAY,
 every day
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I’m pretty sure almost everyone creative comes across this problem all the time – I certainly do. I mostly work to commission these days, but try to keep the habit of a quick daily sketch each morning to warm up my hand and my pen and to try different ideas. However, sitting there with a blank page in front of me and pen in my hand, I frequently find I’m not sure what to draw. So, I have two answers for you…

1. (The Proper Artist answer.) Draw what you can see – draw your desk, your pen pot, your cat on the floor next to you, your bookcase.

And...

2. (The real answer, for the day when you feel like you have drawn everything of any interest in your house…) Draw from photos. It’s true that it’s not the same – a photo has already been turned into a two-dimensional image and so is much easier for your eye to transfer to the page than drawing from life. But we’re not obsessing over perfecting your drawing at this point – just getting something down on paper. So take full advantage of Pinterest and Instagram, books and magazines, and anything that catches your eye.

Following that, the next sections each focus on some areas to think about drawing and where you might look for inspiration – in real life or online – as well as ideas to get you putting pen and brush to paper. They all begin with the idea that you should be able to find something from each section at home, without having to hunt out special equipment or plan elaborate scenes. Many of the sketches shown come from my sketchbooks over the years – you might start to spot a few recurring items!

Don’t feel you have to work through the whole lot. Pick what interests you, miss out the bits that don’t. They’re designed as jumping-off points – if you end up landing somewhere else, that’s perfect. Different ideas will also bring out different styles and approaches; once you’ve tried a few you might find that you start to develop a preference for small, intricate, detailed sketches (the pattern on your plate, the petals on a rose?), or quick, splashy, movement-filled sketches (your pet, the light on the trees out your window?), or something else. You’re on your way to finding your own creative voice.


TIP: STYLE

People sometimes get concerned about developing their own style, something as unique as handwriting that will mean your work is easily recognizable as yours. The best way to do that? Keep drawing! It will come naturally. I didn’t think I had a ‘style’ until my work started popping up in other places and people told me they recognized it immediately before they saw my name – it just happens!




Food

Food is something that you’re bound to have around and is also very forgiving to draw – apples and biscuits come in all shapes and sizes so it’s pretty hard to get them ‘wrong’! If you’d like a bit more of a challenge at any point, consider adding in a plate or bowl where the lines and angles need to be a little more precise.

Fruit is always a favourite for artists, so you’ll find oodles of inspiration if you’re interested to see how other people have tackled it – colour, texture and interesting shapes in one portable (and edible!) package.
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This apple was coloured with ink rather than watercolour – it’s a little more vibrant, but harder to control




EXERCISE
 Fruit

For this exercise you’ll create a number of quick sketches detailing how the shape of your fruit changes as you eat it. Sketch, take a bite, sketch, take a bite, sketch… and so on! If, like me, you really quite like eating, this exercise works well to get you drawing fast as you want to get back to the next bite!

I’ve used an apple, but obviously other fruits work just as well. As long as it maintains a bit of shape, I think, and you like eating it! Try to note the shape, the texture and anything that appears as you go – the pips in my apple, for example. Popping a bit of shadow under your fruit helps to ground it too, making it look like it’s sitting on a surface. Look at where the shadow falls and how its shape changes as the fruit does.

I stuck with just pen and ink for this exercise as I didn’t want to wait for the ink to dry in order to add colour before taking the next bite, but obviously feel free to add colour if you’d like – especially if you’ve got a bright or interestingly coloured fruit. Why not try to capture the contrast between the colours inside and out?
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EXERCISE
 Biscuit

A slightly less healthy option, but drawing something baked gives you a new challenge in terms of an (often) more limited colour palette and a different range of textures to try and capture.

Picking something small like a biscuit or a single crisp also means you need to really focus on the tiny details. Pop it on the table in front of you and see how many different angles you can find to draw it from. If, as with my subjects, there are two different textures – the icing and the biscuit – try to work out how you can differentiate between them.

I’ve added colour here, and it’s a good opportunity to spot how the depth and shade of colour might not always be what you’re expecting to see… We’d assume the chocolate biscuit is all brown, and the ring biscuit is white and pink. But look closely and see that I’ve added a little purple to the darker areas of my chocolate biscuit, and blue/grey to shade the icing on the other.

I drew these very quickly – sketching for me is almost always about getting something down fast and I’m not overly blessed with patience – but if you have more time, this is a great subject to really get close to and draw in a lot of crumby detail.
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EXERCISE
 Fill a page
 MACARONS

Baked goods, of course, don’t have to be shades of brown. Find something colourful and fill a page with exuberant macarons, elaborate icing or a kaleidoscope of sweets. This will also give you another chance to draw similar things from different angles.
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EXERCISE
 Tea and coffee

If you’re anything like me, your day is punctuated by cups of tea and coffee. I also have different mugs for each type of drink… Try drawing your hot drink every morning or evening, using the same mug from a different angle, or work your way through the whole mug cupboard.

The hardest bit about drawing containers like these is the oval shape at the top and bottom – it’s very easy to make it too circular when (unless you’re hovering above the table) it will always be more of an oval. The curve of the line at the top of the mug will also be repeated in the shape at the bottom. Take a few minutes to look at it carefully before starting to draw. I’ve certainly not got it right all the time with these, but even the wonky ones I quite like – there can be a lot of movement and life even in a sketch that isn’t quite right.


TIP: HELP! IT DOESN’T LOOK RIGHT!

There’s only one answer to this, I’m afraid – keep going! It’s easy to think successful artists must have True Genius and have been producing flawless sketches since they first picked up a pen and while I’m sure there are people like that, most of us just work at it, like with any other skill. Practice, trial and error, and slowly getting better. This is another huge advantage of keeping a sketchbook – you can look back and see a record of your progress.
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EXERCISE
 Draw
 what you
 eat

Another chance to fill a page, this time with food. Pick a meal, or a day, and try to document everything you eat. If you go for a full day, you might find it easier to snap a photo of some of your foods to come back to sketch later.

This is a great opportunity to contrast the food with the crockery or wrapping – different textures and designs. I suspect my soup, on the opposite page, wouldn’t have been identifiable as anything edible without the cup, plate and spoon around it.

Think about the layout and how you can fill the page as well. Will something small, like my pistachios, fit into the gaps? Add a note to yourself about where you were and whether you liked it. And don’t worry too much about scale.

Use one of the ideas from the apple exercise earlier, and sketch something before and after you’ve eaten it, like my kiwi fruit, here.
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TIP: WET OR DRY PAPER?

For most of my sketches I paint directly onto the dry paper, as you might expect. But another watercolour technique is to paint onto wet paper. Cover the paper in a small amount of water before you start and then add the paint – it will naturally spread across the wet area in a less controlled way than if you painted it all in. You can also add different strengths of paint or other colours. You can see this technique on my eaten kiwi.
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This is one of my favourite plates, and drawing the pattern was as interesting as sketching the food
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The jagged wrapper is a key part of this sketch – a little detail that makes it much more identifiable




EXERCISE
 Shopping
 list

I’m not suggesting you try and sketch a shopping list that you can realistically take out with you and clip to your trolley, but if you have a list on a noticeboard or fridge at home, or an old shopping list you found in a pocket, what you have is a ready-made list of things you can draw, and that you probably have examples of around the house already.

Decide whether to draw the items as they appear in their packets, how they’ll look when you’re eating them, or a combination of both. If you’re trying to fit quite a few different products onto your list, you’ll need to draw them fairly small, so this is a great exercise in thinking about how you can represent the shapes as simply as possible. It took two attempts with my croissants – look at how they’re very similar, but one is much more identifiable than the other! Sometimes a little change can make all the difference.

I found colour was pretty key with this one – my tiny broccoli looked quite bizarre until I added the green.
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Plants

An easy one! Like food, it’s pretty hard to get it wrong! Plus the colours are an automatic gift to an artist, and they’re easy to find – gardens, house plants, flowers in a vase. Even a weed can be worth drawing if it has an interesting colour or shape.
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Succulents can make a great subject, with a variety of colours and shades, and unusual textures and shapes to capture




EXERCISE
 House plants
 WHETHER HEALTHY OR SICKLY

The good thing about sketching plants is that you don’t need green fingers; they’re just as interesting to draw if they’re a bit sad and neglected as if they’re healthy. There may possibly not be so many interesting colours on the dead ones (although I guess that depends how you feel about shades of brown) but there will be plenty of shapes and textures to capture.

In addition, you can also draw the pot or container your plant lives in – contrast the texture, colour and shape with that of the leaves or petals.
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This spider plant – and its pot – have moved house with me several times. Plus I painted the pot myself at a ceramics café, and it always reminds me of that day
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TIP: FIRST IMPRESSIONS

You don’t have to draw everything accurately. Sketching is about capturing what something means to you, the impression you have, how it looks through your eyes. Feel free to bring out the details that seem important, and ignore those you aren’t interested in. So don’t panic if you don’t get every leaf in the right place – have you got the shape? The colour? The contrast with the pot?




EXERCISE
 Leaves

Head out into the garden or street and pick up a few leaves. This is especially good in autumn when you should be able to find all sorts of variations of colour, but the bright greens of new spring leaves, the size and shape in the summer, and even a sprig of holly in the winter, mean there’s always something growing that you can draw.

Look closely at the edges – some will be smooth and others jagged with an almost saw-tooth shape. Each will usually have a different pattern of veins across it. There might also be damage from the weather or an insect to capture.

Look at the different shades of green, brown, yellow, red – sometimes all contained in the same leaf. How does the colour change across the texture of the leaf?
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EXERCISE
 Fill a page
 FOLIAGE

Find a suitably healthy and bushy plant and try to fill a page with foliage. When drawing these my eye was captured by the lines of the leaves and the dark spaces between them, and I was surprised by how structural this sketch feels.
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EXERCISE
 Flowers

Flowers are always a treat to draw – and please take this as encouragement from me to buy some for yourself if you fancy, it’s for your art! If you prefer a more frugal option, a dandelion or similar will work just as well.

Pop a flower (or several) in a vase, bottle or jar and make sure it’s somewhere you’ll spot it every day. Then try and complete a quick sketch each day, documenting how it changes. Some will start to wilt a lot quicker than others – I think I did a sketch every other day for this rose as it survived rather better than I was anticipating.

Look at how the shape of the petals and leaves changes. Some will open up further and further, while others will start to tuck back into themselves. Try and capture the changing colour of the petals, and possibly how they become more or less translucent.
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TIP: COLOUR

While thinking about flowers, take a moment to consider colour. By all means, aim for the most realistic representation you can, but also think about using different, unusual colours if the mood takes you. Or exaggerating them perhaps, if you want to remember the vibrancy. The colours we use can also communicate more than just a place on the spectrum – and can mean different things in different places and to different people. Is red angry and cross, or passionate and romantic? Is green calming and natural, or nauseating and rotten?




EXERCISE
 Different
 angles

Another opportunity to fill a page. Similarly to the last exercise, pop a flower into a vase but this time you're going to see how many different angles or aspects you can find to draw in one go. Turn it around after each sketch, or just focus in on one petal.

Look closely at the colour and how it changes and lightens or darkens across the petals. You'll see that on my iris there was some white between the yellow and purple, but then some darker purple flecks radiating out from the middle. You can also see that I haven't sketched each detail in carefully – an initial wash of light purple, then adding some shade and detail with the darker purple and the bright yellow once the first wash of paint had dried was enough.

For all of these flowers, I drew a very simple line drawing first – you should be able to see it's little more than the outline of the petals and stalk – and relied on the paint for most of the detail. I find black ink can be a little heavy-handed to capture the delicacy of flower petals at times, whereas watercolour on a light brush is much more suitable.
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EXERCISE
 Trees

Even if you don’t have a garden full of trees, there will hopefully be some visible out the window. And if you live somewhere very urban, do have a look online instead! (I absolutely do this – I don’t live on a pine-covered mountain, as this sketch might suggest...)

Trees might well be one of the largest subjects I suggest in this book, which means a bigger scale and a different experience to examining a flower or a biscuit. You’re almost certainly not going to be able to draw every leaf or whorl on the trunk, so instead you need to think about how to draw the whole tree but give the impression of hundreds or thousands of leaves.

This is where it can be handy to just draw a few leaves in key areas, and let the outline of the rest of the tree suggest that they would continue. Our eyes are pretty clever – as long as you make a start, they will quite often finish the job for you and ‘fill in the blanks’. Obviously, adding paint helps here as well. Don’t create a solid block of colour, instead use your brush to create texture by adding more paint to some areas than others and making sure the edge is rough to represent the shape of the leaves.
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You can also use your brush to create different shapes and differentiate between species of trees. Look at how I’ve used sweeping strokes for the pointy, palm tree at the bottom, and more rounded splodges for the leaves above
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Sometimes trees aren’t just covered in leaves, of course, but you can use the same techniques for clouds of blossom. Look at how few of the pink magnolia flowers I’ve drawn in, whilst still giving the impression that the whole tree is covered in them




Animals

Living creatures can be a bit tricky to sketch– especially if they won’t stay still. But drawing animals is good practice to help you get in the habit of working quickly, and at least they won’t be upset if you give them stumpy legs or slightly odd ears! There’s also a lot of variety in animals – if it goes a bit peculiar you can claim that it isn’t meant to be a poodle, it’s a Saint Bernard... This chapter will also give you some options for moving away from just observational drawing, and using a different side to your creativity.
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This cheerful chap appeared in my garden. I was not pleased, but made the most of the situation by sketching him before he scampered off




TIP: SHADE

The best way to add depth and detail to your sketches with watercolour is to consider where the light hits – and where it doesn’t. If you look at my little rat, you’ll see much of the shape of his body comes from the darker and lighter areas of paint. Start with the light colour, and then add the darker parts gradually until you’ve got the right level of contrast and depth.




EXERCISE
 Pets

If you have a pet or easy access to another animal then you have a ready subject. To start with, try to sketch them while they’re asleep – they are much more likely to stay still. Although if you have a cat like mine, it’ll leap into action the minute you appear with a sketchbook…

Obviously speed is key here. Try and get the basic shape in one quick first scribble and then add in more detail if they stay still and you have time. Look at the fur (wool, hair, scales?) of your pet and try to reflect that in your lines – my cat, Vince, was very fluffy and so I’ve ensured I didn’t use any smooth lines. Instead, the loose, bumpy, broken outlines give the impression of fur even before anything else is drawn.

Vince was also entirely black, but if I’d covered my sketch in black paint it would have just turned into a featureless blob with eyes. Instead, I used watered down paint to add a light wash, and just made him darker where the shadow lay to add depth to the sketch. Do also look to see if your pet’s fur reflects the light – there might well be areas that are best left white.
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TIP: WHITE SPACE

Just as I left some areas on my entirely black cat white, not adding colour to some parts of your sketch might be as effective as painting them. Remember, you’re not ‘colouring in’ your sketch, you’re highlighting, shadowing or drawing attention to certain aspects. And just as with the trees in the previous chapter, our eyes can automatically fill in areas that aren’t drawn.




EXERCISE
 Birds

My studio window overlooks the roof of our porch, and birds often land on it to peer briefly at me before flying off. I’ll admit that I rarely get a chance to draw them before they’re off about their business, but have been known to make a start and then look up a picture online to finish the sketch. Not always, though, as the line drawing of a very angry bird shows. Sometimes the line drawing is perfect as it is.

You might be able to see a roof line or telegraph wire where they sit – why not try and capture the shape or silhouette?

Feathers are similar to fur in that you can give the impression of the feathery texture using light lines with your pen, and also your brush. If you look at the back of the blue tit you can see the brush strokes that seem like feathers. There’s also rarely a very clearly defined line between the various colours, so let the watercolour bleed and run a little to create the desired effect.
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Take it further...

Usually my tips are about adding more to your sketches, but sometimes it’s worth thinking about less. This angry crow is made up of a very simple line with hardly any texture, and no shade or colour. But it works – the simplicity of the line, and the speed at which I drew him, give him life and movement. Knowing when to stop drawing, capturing something quickly in just a few strokes of your pen, does take practice and confidence but can work beautifully.




Fill a page
 INSECTS

I’m not suggesting you go hunting about in dark corners for spiders and woodlice to draw, although if that sounds like fun, don’t let me stop you! Hopefully you might also find that some more appealing insects cross your path – I get bees on my windowsill quite often – but if not, feel free to have a look online or in books for inspiration.

If you’re feeling entomological, try and make note of the various body parts and how they fit together, where the legs and antennae are attached etc. And then try to capture the colours and textures: bees have very fluffy bottoms, the shiny cases on a beetle can hold all sorts of colours, and the bright spots of ladybirds can be so vibrant.

This is another chance to fill a page – especially as you can fill little gaps with tiny ants or beetles. Create a riot of insects in bright colours on every inch of your page! Feel free to let your creativity take flight; draw some bugs from life if you’d like, but create your own as well.

Think of the best way to use your materials, too. I sketched these bees just with watercolour – no ink first – as I wanted to capture the fluffiness of their bodies and for the colours to bleed and blend together. The flies and ladybirds are little spots of paint; once they’d dried I added the legs and wings with my pen. You could fill a whole page with ink spot bugs!
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EXERCISE
 Imaginary
 creatures

You don’t just have to draw things you can see, of course. Try drawing things you make up! I quite often do this with the rough sheets of paper I test my paint on – absent mindedly turning the dried paint shapes into creatures by adding on legs, antennae, wings or similar. Sometimes it works well - I quite like the red dog – and sometimes you end up with a strange six-legged unicorn thing!

Alternatively, just put together a few features you like drawing – a winged puppy, an owl-cat or a flying fish?
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EXERCISE
 Feathers

A lot of drawing animals is about texture (well, that and the right number of legs…) so take some time to focus solely on the texture of fur, feathers or anything else without worrying about getting the rest of the features right.

If you don’t have a pet around, pick up some feathers when you spot them out and about and sketch the shape, colour and structure. Try different methods to capture them – drawing in each frond with your pen, or using your brush to create a long sweep from one end to the other.

If you’re lucky enough to have access to anything more exotic or colourful, like my peacock feathers, look at how the colour moves across the feather and the overall pattern or design.
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People
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People are pretty daunting. All the bits and pieces need to go in the right places. But there are a few basic rules you can learn to get you on the right lines and, of course, the more you practise the more you’ll figure out your own tricks and techniques.

I always find it helpful when drawing faces to remember that the eyes line up with the top of the ears, and that eyes are actually in the middle of the head… I automatically put them too high otherwise!

Have a look at other sketches of people, as well as mine, and you’ll spot that, just like with fur, feathers and leaves, there are shortcuts around having to draw in every little detail. With people, possibly more than other things, I’ve noticed most sketchers create their own shorthand – especially for faces. Some miss off the nose altogether, others always draw eyes closed, or just use a little dot. And if you look at my sketches, below, you’ll see that I’ve missed off the fingers and toes most of the time – and yet they still look just like people!

Start to make up your own shortcuts if there are bits you find hard – you’d be surprised at how little you need to actually draw to give the suggestion of a mouth, nose or eyes. Make a little mark and then focus on the bits you’re more confident with – it usually still comes together. For me, trying to draw a ‘full’ nose or lips can be a disaster, so you’ll notice I quite often just do a squiggly line for the bottom of a nose, and a line for a mouth and add in some colour later for lips.


EXERCISE
 People at home

If you share your home with anyone – draw them! Wait for them to be engrossed in reading or watching the television so they’re likely to sit still for a while.

This can also be a lovely little snapshot of your life – the sketches here are my daughters who are already rather bigger than this! You’ll see again that I’ve not drawn many fingers or toes… But I have included the rainbows on one’s pyjamas, as well as her hair clip and the other one’s stripy socks – the little details that take me back to those days, and which have captured the moment in time for me.
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EXERCISE
 Newspapers
 and magazines

Moving away from the domestic, you could find something a little different, and possibly more glamorous, in the pages of magazines or newspapers.

Fashion illustration is a huge topic, with separate skills and techniques all its own. If you’re interested you’ll find a huge amount of books and information online to take you further. But start by sketching any outfits or people who catch your eye to work out how to depict the fabric and patterns in your art. The best thing about sketching fashion is that you’re not limited by any budget or events – you can draw the Oscar frocks from the comfort of your sofa and pyjamas!

If you’re not confident with faces, focusing on fashion also gives you a good excuse to concentrate on the clothes and leave the details of the model as vague as you’d like.
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You’ll see in these sketches of red carpet dresses I drew a few years ago that I’ve missed out faces almost altogether – it was all about the frocks




EXERCISE
 Yourself

Draw yourself! We’re all pretty good at taking selfies these days, but have you considered sketching one instead? You can do it the old-fashioned way, looking into a mirror, or the up-to-the-minute way and take a photo to work from.

Just draw your face, if you want to, or pull back and get your whole body in. This can be a great way to document a favourite outfit, or focus on the colours and material of your clothes if you’re not so confident with faces just yet.

Have a look back at the tips at the beginning of this chapter for a reminder about getting features in the right places, but also think about your own shortcuts and techniques for depicting faces in your own way. With some practice you can develop an approach that plays to your strengths.

I set myself a challenge a while back to draw a ‘selfie sketch’ every day in a little sketchbook that I kept just for that reason. It was a really good example of practice making, if not perfect, certainly better. Also, drawing the same thing every day gives you a chance to think about different approaches and materials. Rather than wasting time thinking about what to draw, you’re thinking about how instead.

The examples here show how I experimented with different techniques and materials – some with more success than others! My favourite ink and watercolour, continuous line, just watercolour paint, and a felt-tip pen.

If you’ve got the time, setting yourself a project like this is a great way to pull together a little collection of sketches that will let you see your progress; it will also enable you to try different things to see what you enjoy and what works best for you.
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EXERCISE
 Hands and feet

Sometimes it’s good to focus on the bits you find tricky for a while. While I’m all for shortcuts to work around things you don’t like drawing, sometimes spending some time trying to work it out can help it seem less intimidating – and mean you can add them in when you need to.

Hands and feet are notoriously tricky – lots of joints, especially in fingers, means that it’s quite easy to end up with something that looks like it came from an alien creature that bends the wrong way. And everyone knows what hands are supposed to look like.

Spend a few minutes looking at your own hand – see how it bends and where the joints are. Note how the bones of each finger continue, under the skin, down to your wrist. And then start drawing. Try quick sketches with your hands in different positions. Don’t worry if a few of them look a bit out of proportion (my fingers aren’t that long!), you’ll start to work out your own techniques and get more familiar with the shape with each sketch.

Adding some shade – whether with watercolour or with your pen – really makes a difference to hands. Don’t worry about getting too much detail in your initial drawing as the shape really comes to life when you add the shade.
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TIP: SKIN COLOUR

You will have to get mixing with your watercolour to find the perfect shade for skin, whatever that shade might be. But do also consider using colours that aren’t entirely accurate as well – my hands don’t really have the purplish hue I’ve given them here, but it seems to work well.




EXERCISE
 Fill a page
 PEOPLE ON TV

Sketch the people in the programme on television. They probably won’t stay still, so you’ll have to be fast! This is really quite challenging, especially as you don’t know when they’re going to move (unless you’re watching something you’ve seen before – which might be a good idea) and part of the fun is trying not to press pause.

Try to fill a page with faces or people from your programme or film. I went back and added colour to this lot later – there’s no way I could do that at the time – but the black and white ones on the left are an even quicker set I did with a felt-tip pen. Don’t worry if you don’t get time for all the features; scribble a face – or just a few details – and move on to the next.
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Furniture
 & Interiors

If you’re not into interior design, this could seem quite a boring subject. But remember Van Gogh’s chair? Sometimes fairly mundane pieces of furniture that you barely even notice any more can have interesting textures, angles and colours to capture.

This is another chance to sketch things that might seem unremarkable to some, but which have meaning for you. Even if they’re not technically brilliant, I guarantee that looking back on a sketch of your first sofa, long since covered in stains and dispatched to the rubbish tip, will bring back far more memories and invoke far more feelings than a sketch of one you’ve copied from a beautifully styled catalogue.
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With apologies to Vincent Van Gogh




EXERCISE
 Favourite chair

I think everyone has a favourite chair, or side of the sofa where they always sit. Can you draw yours? And can you make it look like you just got up? A recently squashed cushion, a book on the arm, or an empty tea cup (or wine glass?) by the side?

Sketching soft furnishings requires a lot of attention to ensure the lines where the fabric folds are consistent, and that your shading – the darker areas of your paint – match them as well.
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This is ‘my side’ of the sofa, and as a sketch it certainly has its flaws: the darker line on the green cushion is too strong and there’s that spot in the middle where the paint clearly got too wet (or possibly I shut my sketchbook before it was dry?) but it still works for me – it looks just like our grotty sofa, the colours are right and, somehow, the mistakes on the sketch add to the life and reflect the battered state of the sofa perfectly




EXERCISE
 Bed and
 bedclothes

Sketch it beautifully made, to showcase your colourful bedlinen, or draw it just after you’ve got out. How does the pattern on the covers distort and bend around the shapes of the bed? Can you capture the shape and material of the headboard or bedside table? If you have a specific colour scheme in your bedroom consider just painting in the those colours to reflect it.

Soft things, like duvets, pillows and mattresses, need a soft line to ensure they appear to have depth and to capture the flexibility and ‘give’ of the fabric. You might want to think consciously about holding your pen less firmly, or drawing in only the bare minimum of your shapes at first – it’s always easier to add more lines than take them away.

My duvet cover was white with yellow stripes so I added shading only to certain light areas, but still just enough to show the shape and texture of the fabric. Similarly with the wooden headboard and the grain in the wood.
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I used to leave to cycle to work before my husband got up in the morning, so remember snapping a photo of him still asleep and drawing the sketch later in the day. He now gets up first, but seeing this in my sketchbook reminded me of those early morning cycle rides




EXERCISE
 Perspective

This is an interesting way to try sketching something with very fixed lines that may need a greater degree of accuracy than soft furnishings. Just like drawing large buildings rising above you requires you to get the perspective right, you can recreate a similar challenge for yourself using furniture.

I sat on the floor next to our dining table to draw the legs and table top from below, along with the dining chairs pushed underneath. It’s worth taking a few moments to note how each leg or wooden bar intersect, and where.

Similarly, getting down on the floor and looking up can show you other parts of your home where you need to work at the perspective and angles – the edge of my mantelpiece, for example. Or try standing on a chair and looking at the room from above.
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I also found this sketch I drew in a flat I’d just emptied to move out of. It’s quite a different style for me – I think I was feeling inspired by Edward Gorey that day – but I like how I focused on the straight lines, and echoed that with my shading. I remember wanting to capture the emptiness of the room and how the light fell, and the sketch does indeed take me straight back to that day, along with the lyric from a song I was listening to that I scribbled underneath: ‘sun in an empty room’




Take it further...

If this sort of drawing interests you, try tackling any stairs you might have.
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EXERCISE
 Fill a page
 FURNITURE THUMBNAILS

Look around the room you’re in now. Can you draw a little thumbnail (small, quick sketch) of all the furniture and things that catch your eye? Try to fill your whole page with the contents of the room. Don’t try to put them together in an interior – just cram in all of the things that you can see.

I did this page in a studio flat I stayed in briefly. Looking back on it, it’s amazing to remember the details of that room that I would otherwise have forgotten. Take a moment to scribble down the apparently mundane details that might bring back memories in a few years’ time.

I was trying out a thicker felt-tip pen for these and you can see that it wasn’t entirely successful! The pile of blankets and the milk carton are a bit ‘you had to be there’, but still just about recognizable. You can also see from the rocking chair that I got some of the lines in the wrong places, but just drew them again. I wouldn’t recommend using my sketch as a plan to build a chair (at least not if you wanted to sit in it!), but it still manages to communicate plenty about that rocker to anyone looking at it – and therefore it is, I’d say, a successful sketch.
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EXERCISE
 Bathroom
 fixtures

For a contrast, head into the bathroom and have a look at the sink, basin or bath. Compared to the soft furnishings and wooden furniture in the rest of the house, this is an area for me where I can focus on drawing metal and water – hard, cold edges.

Can you draw the taps, and capture how the light reflects from the various surfaces and angles? Drawing metal is quite different to most of the other, more natural materials we’ve focused on so far and needs a much smoother and cleaner line. Of course, you might have noticed I’m not the neatest sketcher, so even my clean lines tend to end up quite messy, but hopefully you can see a difference here.

Unless the metal is reflecting something very colourful, I recommend sticking to a fairly monochrome palette. And do leave some white space – the contrast between that and the black ink is key to giving a ‘shine’ to your metal.

While by the sink, consider trying to sketch some water – trickling down the side of the basin, or in a little puddle. It’s not often blue, really, although I’ve used blue and grey for mine. Sometimes sketching is about drawing what you see, and sometimes it’s about using shortcuts (blue = water) to make your visual note.

Watercolour is, not surprisingly, ideal for painting water. As you sketch, try to let the paint flow naturally and see what happens.
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I like colour, so couldn’t resist the yellow duck amidst all the chrome



[image: ]


Still
 Life
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Artists have been drawing ‘still life’ for years – but really, it’s just a collection of things! And perfect for us as it means you can pick your own things to make it personal to you, or just sketch any things that happen to be about.


EXERCISE
 Cupboard contents

Head into the kitchen (or bathroom, or under the stairs), open a cupboard and draw the contents. I’ve picked our tea and mug cupboard (mugs are a bit of a recurrent theme for me, it seems…) and stuck with a fairly limited colour palette, which is a good way to pull together a sketch that might otherwise look a bit disjointed. It’s also quicker, if you’re sketching in a hurry!

One of the key aspects to consider here is depth. Your cupboard will probably have some things behind others and you’ll need to think a little about perspective if you want to draw the shelves and the sides of the cupboard to frame your sketch. What you can see of the back of the cupboard will look smaller than the front, and the items towards the back will seem smaller than identically sized items at the front.
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EXERCISE
 Bookcase

One for the bookworms. If, like me, you’ve got a huge amount of books that you’re very fond of, a sketch can be a lovely way to revisit favourites and share them in a new way. Books are also quite straightforward in some ways – they’re all basically the same shape and they don’t tend to have any surprising textures.

However, you will need to think about perspective again: can you just see the spines, or the tops of the books as well? How much of the shelves can you see? Look at the different sizes of the books themselves – some will overhang others. If your bookcase looks similar to mine in that it also has various extras that have been piled on over time, you’ll need to add all the slightly different angles for those, as well.

And finally, add in your colours and hints at the text and lettering of the titles. If you want to spend longer on your sketch, you can add in more detail here, sketching the different fonts, colours and designs used on the book covers and jackets.
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Take it further...

If you enjoy the challenge of capturing perspective, make a stack of a few books ensuring the edges aren’t lined up cleanly and that each overhangs the one below in a different direction before sketching the pile.
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EXERCISE
 Fill a page
 POCKETS/BAGS

Fill a page with the contents of your pockets or bag. There’s something quite comforting about drawing very familiar objects and immortalizing them in the pages of your sketchbook – I like looking back to old bunches of keys or long-lost wallets and remembering when they were a daily, barely acknowledged, part of my life.

So, pull out your wallet or purse, keys, glasses, travel wallet. And sketch your bag as well, if you have the space. If anything is leather or fabric, look to add in the stitching and try and follow the line of it as it works around your bag or wallet. Glasses are always quite fun to sketch (sunglasses if you have perfect vision) as the curved lines and thickness of the lenses will add some distortion to the solid shape.
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Take it further...

The first time I did this exercise I then went on to draw all my keys in a little more detail – if you enjoyed drawing the metallic taps in a previous chapter, you might like the sharper corners of a set of keys, and capturing the light on the different materials.
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EXERCISE
 Negative space

This might seem like a slightly odd exercise, and it won’t necessarily give you a very visually appealing page in your sketchbook, but it is a really helpful little tool to get your eyes working in a different way.

Collect together a few items – I quite often use my pen pot as it’s a pre-collected jumble. Now draw an outline of the whole group, sticking consistently to the very outside edge and not adding in any further detail. You might well find it a little tricky and want to continue to follow one item all the way round, but do keep at it. As you go, you’re learning how to look at the overall shape of the composition and how items relate to each other. Try and look slightly beyond the group – as if you’re drawing the space behind them, rather than the items themselves. Or attempt to imagine, and see, them as a flat shape rather than a collection of objects. If you can do this you’ve effectively already seen the shape in two dimensions (as on your page) and it will be much easier to draw the outline.


[image: ]

I drew this outline of my windowsill in felt-tip then added water inside the shape, letting in bleed to create an interesting silhouette effect




TIP: WHERE TO BEGIN?

If you’re struggling to know where to start with a group of objects, a useful tip can be to blur your vision slightly. Take off your glasses, if you wear them, or just squint your eyes a little so the subject slips out of focus. What you’re left with, what you can still see, are the key shapes. Start there, and add in more details once you’re looking properly again.
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EXERCISE
 Collections

Getting into the spirit of still life, collect together some random items to create your own set-up. If you’re not sure what to collect, pick a favourite colour (or the least used one in your paint tin, for a bit of a change) and find a group of items in various shades of that colour.

When sketching your still life, focus on differentiating between the range of shades of your colour and how it looks in one material compared to another.

Look around your house – you might well find you already have items set up in groups, all ready for you to draw. Your mantelpiece, for example, or a shelf where you display some of your favourite knick knacks?

If you collect anything, why not consider a series of sketches to document your collection? Or keep an eye out for gatherings of objects that form when you’re not expecting them – like your Christmas decorations!
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TIP: CHOOSE WISELY

Pick things with meaning to you or a story behind them if you can. Drawing a beautiful Christmas tree might be fun, but if each of your decorations holds a memory that’s captured in your sketch, you may find that lasts long after the decorations themselves have been broken, lost or replaced.




Products

[image: ]

We’re surrounded by products with carefully designed packaging, but it’s easy not to notice the detail even of the things we use every day. Not only are many of the products we use designed to appeal to us so we chose them over all their rivals, but they also usually give us plenty of information at the same time. Looking more closely at the packaging you come across every day can make you think about the designer who put it together – who chose those colours and shapes to best communicate their message, just as you’re doing with every sketch.


EXERCISE
 Cereal boxes

We all stare at them of a morning – can you capture the colour and shape of several in one sketch? I intentionally kept these very quick and loose as I didn’t want to get stuck copying the logo and design too exactly. Instead I tried to create a very quick and splashy note of the shape and colours that, I think, are still recognizable to anyone familiar with these cereals.

The advantage of sketching something like breakfast cereal boxes is that the colours are usually so bright and vibrant. If, like me, you spend a lot of time on more natural colours, it’s a welcome change on occasion to sketch something completely different.
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EXERCISE
 Favourite
 product

Whatever your favourite might be, create a sketch trying to note down all the little details you might not have spotted before. Find something with a recognizable label or branding, or where the product itself has an interesting shape.

I spent a little longer over these sketches than some, and have also used some different styles. The coffee cup makes the most of the loose and lively nature of the watercolour – allowing it to leak over the edge of the lines and adding some extra drips and splashes.

The perfume bottle was painted without any ink drawing, and by adding new watercolour layers once the previous ones had dried to create all the different colours of the glass and the opaque sections. I added a tiny bit of ink to differentiate the metal of the cap.

Focusing on the label on the whiskey bottle and keeping it (comparatively) neat creates a nice contrast between the looser watercolour for the rest of the bottle.
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EXERCISE
 Fill a page
 MAKE-UP BAG

Fill a page with a sketch of everything in your make-up bag, or wash bag/shaving kit or other bag of things! Consider sticking to just pen for these, to focus on the shapes and lines of each – although if you have a range of exciting coloured make-up you might want to add in some colour later.
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EXERCISE
 Bottle of
 wine/gin
 (OR YOUR SOFT ALTERNATIVE!)

Find a bottle of your favourite wine, gin, beer, or a non-alcoholic alternative. Look at how the label bends around the bottle and also how the light reflects on the glass. Despite the fact that my bottle was dark glass, you’ll see I’ve left some areas white where the light hits. These bands of light usually run right up the bottle, before distorting a little where it narrows at the neck – try and keep them consistent to make your bottle look solid and like glass.

When sketching the label, make sure you note how any text or design will be distorted by the shape. Mine didn’t include much text so it’s not so apparent, but anything with clearly visible text will curve in a similar shape to the line of the label and the bottom of the bottle – try and keep that curve consistent!

[image: ]


EXERCISE
 Morning or
 evening items

Try a quick sketch of everything you use in your morning or evening routine. Look at the shapes of the bottles and packets, and again at how the label or text bends around them. Something like toothpaste is especially interesting once half used – whether you squeeze it from the middle or carefully from the end!
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Patterns
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We’ve spent a lot of time looking at and drawing ‘things’ but sketching and art don’t just have to focus on recording solid objects – patterns and designs are all around us and can also be a pleasure to sketch. Once you start looking, you’ll realize that you’re surrounded by patterned objects – both those which were designed that way and those which are a happy accident.


EXERCISE
 Rug or carpet

Do you have a rug or carpet with an intricate design? Can you sketch the repeating pattern across a large area? You’ll see from my rug, below, that I certainly haven’t sketched it in detail. Instead, I’ve picked out the main shapes and colours and ensured that it’s vaguely symmetrical. Overall, it captures the essence of the design and shape without me having to spend hours noting down every swirl.

And patterns aren’t just to be found on rugs themselves – look at the fringe or tassels, where the repeating knots will make their own pattern.
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EXERCISE
 Bricks
 and tiles

Okay, so you might need to venture out the house for this one, but look at the pattern of the bricks in your walls. I spend a lot of time drawing bricks, and there are endless variations depending on the pattern (known as brick bonds) and different colours and textures of bricks used in different locations. Once you’ve noted the pattern in the bricks on your house, or buildings nearby, keep an eye out for variations when you travel to other places.

This is also a good example of different ways of sketching the same thing. Try just using paint to create a wash of colour, then adding the darker bricks over the top, or drawing the bricks first with a pen and then adding the colour and texture with paint.

Look as well to see whether all your bricks are the same colour, or if there are variations. Some buildings will have very consistent colour bricks, and others will vary between almost yellow and entirely black in the same wall.

If all the buildings local to you are made of something other than bricks, try looking for tiles instead. I love the different shades you can find in a wall of glazed tiles and feel that they could be captured perfectly in watercolours. Or you could try and make a note of the repeating pattern in a section of more decorative tiles.
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EXERCISE
 Crockery

Look again at your crockery – plates, mugs or bowls. Try and record the pattern. You can just draw the design, or try and include the shape of the china and how the pattern is distorted as it works around the curves, handles and contours.

I’ve taken a few different approaches here – a fairly accurate sketch of the willow pattern on my plate, both in watercolour and with some ink drawing added to reveal the details more clearly. And a similar quick sketch of the green leaf pattern I found on a side plate.

I then sketched the abstract pattern on a mug, without drawing the mug itself at all. I quite like how it seems to be floating in space, almost like the ghost of a mug!

And finally I drew some basic mug outlines, before adding the design almost as if it was printed on top. A different way to sketch – not trying to draw them realistically, but still capturing the key shapes and details.
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EXERCISE
 Fill a page
 PATTERNS IN A SINGLE ROOM

Fill a page with a sketch of every pattern you can see in a room. Mine come from a rug, two different cushions and some wallpaper (which I don’t like, but was interesting to draw…). Look to see if there’s any way to tie them all together. You may often find a common colour throughout.

I painted all of these with watercolour rather than drawing with ink first. Most of them are patterns on fabric, and so a strong black line felt unnecessary – instead the looser watercolour, where it bleeds into the other colours at times, better represents the texture of the fabric.

Again, patterns won’t only appear on your furniture – books, crockery, vases, picture frames, the grain of wood or tiles around your fire place may catch your eye. Once you start looking, you’ll probably spot them everywhere.
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EXERCISE
 Curtains

Look at how the pattern follows the shape of the fabric. These stripes are a simpler design than some, meaning I could focus on the flow and creases in the fabric. Curtains give you a great selection of angles to practise sketching fabric – from the tight gathers at the top to the looser sweep as they hang down to the floor.

Remember that when drawing anything predominantly white, you’ll need to choose a shade to add in the shadow. Shadows are rarely completely black – I tend to use a version of another colour in the sketch, so for these curtains you’ll see I used a darker blue. Black would have been too heavy and stood out too strongly, but the grey/blue blends well with the rest of the sketch.
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Out the
 Window

[image: ]

Urban sketching (getting out and drawing the street – the urban environment) has become increasingly popular and can seem like the perfect entry-level subject. Almost everyone has access to a street, after all. But I’m aware that there are a couple of problems with this. Firstly, not everyone lives somewhere with a plethora of interesting buildings to draw (although there’s a lot to be said for everyday sketches of everyday streets), or the time to stop and draw them. And secondly, drawing in public – with the possibility of passers by stopping to peer at your page – is pretty daunting for all but the most confident of artists. However, drawing what you can see from your window is a great way to start without having to face any of those risks and, if it’s something that you enjoy, venturing out can be the next step.


EXERCISE
 Rain

This might feel like a bit of a cheat – the rain is not really a view. But, if you live somewhere like I do, the rain is a frequent part of the view and, to be honest, this is a fun way to have a play with your materials. Create a page of rain! And oddly, I always find this trickier than it sounds. My technique is to create a band of paint across the top of the page, tip my sketchbook up, then add more water and paint to my brush to encourage drips to start running down at various points. Depending on how absorbent your paper is, you might need to add a bit more paint and water to get the drips and trickles to the bottom of the page. Be warned: it always makes a mess for me as it drips off the bottom of the page.
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Take it further...

Think of other ways of drawing or painting your droplets, and how many different colours you can include.




TIP: EXPERIMENT

I've seen other artists do great things with seemingly random drops, dribbles and sprays of paint – trickling like we've done here, tapping the paint onto your page from the brush, spraying it from an old tooth brush. Spend some time getting to know your paint and how you might create some fun effects.




EXERCISE
 Different
 times

This is another slightly more long-term project – pick a view from a window and try and complete a series of sketches at different times. If light interests you, try different times of the same day: how the sun hits and its angle will make a huge difference to which features stand out and which are in shade or silhouette. Plus you might be in luck with a glorious sunset!

Alternatively, follow my example and come back to your view at different times over the year. You’ll see the foliage on the trees will mean different things are visible, that wet roads look quite different to dry ones, that cars and flowers come and go.

I’ve used a slightly different angle on each of these, but you’ll spot that the brick gateposts at the end of the wall are visible in each, giving a point of reference.
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EXERCISE
 Frame details

Look at the frame around your window (or door). A lot of detail often goes into the construction of our windows and getting all the various levels of cornicing and woodwork right in your sketch – even on modern windows – can be quite challenging and absorbing.

If, like me, you have various things cluttered around your windows (yes, it does make opening and closing them a little tricky…) then add those into your sketch as well.

Keep the lines of your frame quite clean, but leave the view as the vaguest watercolour wash you can manage – but do notice how my view is still quite recognizable from my previous sketches.
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I remember the spring day I walked past our front door and had to stop and sketch the bright sunlight that was shining through the stained glass, and the little glimpses of blue sky visible at the top. It’s easy to forget the colour of the windows in the dark winter, so this sketch is like a little reminder of spring to me




TIP: OTHER FRAMES

Look for things that act as natural frames to use in your sketches: mirrors, doorways, arches, or even the gaps between tree branches or holes in hedges.




EXERCISE
 Clouds

Clouds are another chance to play around a bit more with your paint – you can’t go wrong and you’ll find you can use more colours than you might realize, even if your sky is mostly rainy grey.

I have various techniques for drawing clouds and the sky. The first thing to remember is that your paper is already white (I know you know that, but I sometimes need to remind myself…) so you might be painting the sky around the cloud, rather than the cloud itself. Have a look back at the Negative Space exercise when we were thinking about still life – same idea.
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So, sometimes I splodge some blue or grey around for the sky, leaving the white space in the middle for the cloud. Use a nice wet brush, and then add a bit more paint to certain areas to create that mottled effect




[image: ]

Alternatively, splodge the sky colour on then immediately take some of the paint off again with a piece of tissue. (I generally have a roll of toilet paper in my studio – the glamorous life of an artist – but I find the small pieces are so useful!) Just dab at the wet paint for a light effect, or press down harder and longer to soak up more
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Consider using more than one colour for your sky and clouds – I’ve added some dark grey and purple here for a more evening/stormy effect. And then, of course, add in more depth and colour for a night time sky, a sunset, or lights in the distance




[image: ]

There are probably as many ways to paint clouds as there are artists. I sometimes use this drier technique, which I think looks more like those wispy clouds you get in the summer. Start with a wet brush, but don’t soak all the paper, let it dry out as you work down the page so you get the more streaky effect. This is also useful if you’re painting the sea or water – remembering that you should usually use the same colours for both as one is a reflection of the other




TIP: LIFTING OFF PAINT

Toilet paper isn’t the only thing you can use to remove paint – a clean cloth would also work, or a sponge. You can also do it effectively with your paintbrush. Dry it fairly well, and then return it to any part of the paper where you might have too much paint (or water) and you’ll find the brush picks the paint back up again.




EXERCISE
 Fill a page
 VIEW FROM THE WINDOW

Make the edge of your page the window frame and fill the whole page. This is actually one of my older sketches, the view from an office I once worked in, but I used to stare at this snippet of fire escape, window boxes and chimneys whilst making coffee every day and I’m glad I captured it!

It’s another good example of not having to fill in the whole space – a little bit of brickwork drawn in, a little bit of colour and a few quick lines have noted the whole view and help me remember it.
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What
 NEXT?
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Showcasing
 AND DEVELOPING??
 your work

Hopefully by now you’re well on your way to having filled your sketchbook, and possibly have found some ideas or subjects that you’re keen to go back to or focus on. And if filling a sketchbook is all you ever do, that’s brilliant! However, if you’d like some suggestions for other directions you could think of heading with your newly found artistic endeavours, here are some ideas.

Share on social media. This can seem a bit daunting but I’ve found Instagram, in particular, a very welcoming and affirming place for artists. Follow a few people whose sketches or art you like, and even start sharing some of yours. You’ll also find a plethora of challenges (a list of things to draw for a month, to a certain theme, for example) to take part in alongside other people.

Create your own cards/invitations/thank you notes. Anything you might otherwise buy, consider creating. It’s worth investing in a printer and scanner to give you more options for printing onto card, or scanning and uploading your artwork to online printers.

Sell your work. If you’d like to start selling your artwork, local craft or art fairs can be a great place to start. Or consider opening an online shop – Etsy and Folksy are two of the more popular, or, if you’re technically minded, you could even think about building your own website.

Join a local art group. Have a look in your local paper, or the noticeboard in your library for a local art group. These are often groups who get together to encourage each other and share techniques and inspiration.

Take an art class. Whether that’s in real life (your local college might run classes, or independent artists may do workshops) or online video courses.

In many ways we’re very lucky compared to previous generations. At the touch of a button, or swipe of a finger, we have access to inspiration in the form of other artists or images of things to draw. Similarly, a few moments after spotting a new technique or style we’d like to try, we can find a breakdown of tools we might need or step-by-step instructions. Allow yourself to fall through a few rabbit holes, looking at whatever catches your eye or inspires you. But remember, nothing beats doing it for yourself, and each of those artists you admire started off with a blank sketchbook one day.... just like you did, and look how far you’ve already come!
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