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'Y Ann Witheridge Quick Poses, charcoal on 

grey-toned paper, 27XX 19Xin (70 X SOcm). 

This set of drawings is what you might expect 

from a typical sketch class: short and dynamic 

poses. Short poses help you to see the big 

picture and not get lost in the details. For a 

quick, effective way to draw in mass, try 

adding a layer of charcoal to the paper to 

achieve a mid-tone and then lift off the lights 

with a chamois leather, and add the darks 

with further charcoal 
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IMPROVE YOUR FIGURE .PAINTING:1 OF 6 

Working from life & 
choosing your model 
Ann Witheridge begins a new six-part series in 
which she discusses the various ways to approach 
the model and provides tips on joining a life class 

I
n my mind , a true understanding of 
the fundamental principles of 
figurative art - proportion , volume, 

gesture, values, edges and colour - can 
only really be taught and learnt by 
working from the life model. The model 
will move slightly and need breaks, and 
this adds energy and a sense of 
immediacy to the drawing and painting 
process. 

Try a number of drawing drop-in 
sessions and decide which one suits 
you most, in terms of atmosphere, 
lighting and structure. Some classes 
might have lots of short poses, others 

Ann Witheridge Sketch 1, oil on linen 

board offcut, SXX4in (13 X 10cm). 

Here I captured the large simple shadow 

shape of the figure and the twist of the head 

might do long sustained poses. Some 
might have tuition, others not. There is 
no right or wrong class set up. 

Why work from the figure 
model? 
Working from the figure model can be 
the most satisfying form of art and is 
considered the foundation for all other 
aspects of drawing and painting. In the 
history of art education it was often 
considered the highest form of art. 
Students were expected to understand 
and draw the figure before they cou ld 
move onto other subjects because to 

A Ann Witheridge Sketch 2, oil on linen 

board offcut, SXX4in (13 X 10cm). 

A strong, simple angle of the model's 

pose. I find that by working on off-cuts 

I am less anxious about the result and try 

to establish the immediacy of the idea 
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• India Amos Reaching, charcoal on paper, 

6X 4in (15 X 10cm). 

This was a five-minute pose. If a model is 

creating a hard gestural pose, simplify the 

process by concentrating on working in line, 

rather an involving mass or colour, to 

improve your fundamental drawing skills 

master painting from the life model is 
most challenging. 

Joining a group of artists to paint from 
the life model is an inspiring and 
bonding activity. I love the fact that I 
can spend a whole afternoon enjoying 
the company of friends and fellow 
artists, but so completely immersed in 
painting that very little dialogue is 
exchanged. 

When to start 
The hardest part is getting into a 
routine of going to life classes, but once 
you have committed the learning stage 
is exciting and rewarding. Try to be 
consistent in your attendance , as the 
development of techniques and skills 
needs constant practice. Every artist 
will have a different learning curve - it 
is important to be open minded and 
prepared to make mistakes (which we 
all do) in order to reach the next stage. 

Even if you are a professional painter, 
try to set aside a min imum of an hour a 
week to work from the life model. It is 
so rewarding, and can help so much 
with other aspects of your artwork and 
training. 

How to approach the subject 
When drawing and painting the figure 
the key facto r is to work from life and 
the life model, not a photograph. The 
aim is to interpret the three
dimensional onto a two-dimensional 
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surface. If you copy a photograph the 
job has already been done for you . By 
working from life, you are more 
energised and have to make so many 
more choices. It is these choices and 
selections that create the piece of 
artwork, and not the exact copying of 
what is in front of you . 

Of course you can choose your 
medium, in any sketch class. To keep it 
super simple you can work in pencil or 
charcoal , ie just one value . Or you can 
add chalk and work on toned paper. 
You can do this with charcoal , pen and 
ink and oils. If you want to add colour 
you can work from the outset in oils or 
pastels . Each drawing does not need to 
contain the whole figure. You could 
work on just the hands, or the torso. I 
think the best thing to do is to spend 
the first half hour warming up and 
deciding what your focus wants to be. 

India Amos Torso and Hand, pencil 

sketches on paper, each 4%X 4in 

(12 X 10cm). 

These are both two-minute sketches. 

A key to understanding anatomy is one 

reason why you should work from the 

figure. Try working on parts of the 

anatomy to gain confidence 

h 
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<Ill India Amos Seated Figure, pastel on 

grey paper, 6%X 6in (22 X 1 Scm) 

T India Amos Standing Figure, pastel 

on grey paper, 6%X 6in (22 X 1 Scm). 

In this sketch class the aim was to draw 

straight away with mass and colour, 

adding line afterwards. Pastel seemed 

the perfect medium for this. The 

immediacy of the poses doesn't allow 

you to overthink - don't be worried 

about the results, just go for it! 

www.painters-onl ine.co.uk 



Are you thinking about proportion, 
gesture, value, edges? What does this 
specific sketch club give you access to? 
Good distance from the model, strong 
lighting, great colour? 

In subsequent articles we will be 
looking in depth at how to approach 
working from the life model, building 
up the learning process. There is no 
right or wrong way, though varying 
classes, models and lighting will invite 
different techniques. At first you might 
feel more comfortable working with 
pencil in a sketchpad, and sitting down. 
By the end of the year, you may well be 
confidently standing at an easel , 
working with a full colour palette in 
mass. 

Sketch club or studio? 
It can be expensive and awkward to 
hire a model. There are many life 
classes, even in small towns and 
villages - try your village hall, 
community centre, the local pub, the 
local artist, even the local museum. In 
London there are amazing life-drawing 
classes available. I teach once a month 
at Leighton House Museum off High 
Street Kensington. The museum is · 
closed to the public on Tuesdays but as 
a group of artists we are given access to 
Lord Leighton's amazing studio. An 
internet search for 'drop-in life-drawing 
class ' should find many listings. There 
is also a great website called 
modelreg.com; you can book a model 
and they also have a listing of life
drawing classes. Many of the art schools 
also provide open life-drawing sessions 
for the public. At London Fine Art 
Studios, ours is held every Monday, 
from 4.15 to 6. I 5pm. 

Joining a life-drawing class is also a 
great way to meet local artists and art 
enthusiasts. If you can't find a group on 
the internet, ask the local gallery or at 
the town hall. If you still don't have any 
luck, set up your own group, or find a 
local artist and ask if they'd like to 
share the cost of a model. The model 
you choose is a personal choice . I 
always find them to be very 
professional and sincere. I have also 
built great friendships with fellow 
artists as models. And if you really can't 
find a class or a model there is always 
the mirror! I have used the mirror for a 
portrait and hand studies, but have not 
yet been brave enough for the figure , 
although many artists have, from 
Caravaggio and Zoffany to more raw 
examples by Egon Shiele and Lucian 
Freud. 

www.painters-online.co.uk 

PRACTICAL 

LEFT 
Ann Witheridge Sketch 3, oil on linen board 

offcut, SXX 4in (13 X 10cm). 

The coolness of the shadow colour and the 

light catching the back grabbed me in this 

pose 

BELOW 

Ann Witheridge Sketch 4, oil on linen board 

offcut, 6X2in (1 SX Scm). 

I focused on the portrait as my view of the 

figure was blocked by someone else's 

drawing board! 

Who is the best type of 
model? 
The wonderful aspect of working from 
the life model is all the different 
shapes and sizes, all the different skin 
tones and colourings. Each model will 
hold very different poses, some will be 
athletic and dynamic, others graceful 
and poetic. Each model will invite a 
different dialogue in the manner in 
which you approach your drawing and 
the medium you use. Do the model's 
poses and form make you want to work 
on your anatomy, gesture, values, 
colour? Are they complex or simple 
poses? Once you have decided this, 
choose the best medium to work in. Is 
it really all about strong value patterns, 
for which charcoal would be best; is it 
really a very flat light but the colours 
are wonderful? Are the poses so 
dynamic that it would seem a waste not 
to capture the whole pose, or should 
you focus in on the detai ls of the torso 
or hands? 

In conclusion, do not be precious 
about the end result. In the initial 
stages joining a sketch club is all about 
warming up and enjoying the 
community of other artists and the 
process. As you develop your skills, 
you can push yourself and focus on 
different areas of learning. The 
subsequent articles will offer you 
sequential guidance on how to develop 
your life-drawing skills. m1 

Ann Witheridge 
After ten years at the helm of Lavender 
Hill Studios, and five years teaching in 
Florence at Charles H Cecil Studios, Ann 
Witheridge founded London Fine Art 
Studios in September 2015. India Amos 
has been working with Ann for six years 
and is head of figure drawing and 
coordinates all the models at London 
Fine Art Studios. For more information 
see www.Iondonfineartstudios.com 
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