Drawing in the Dark:
Developing a Visual Language

By Andrea Butler

Artist Andrea Butler shares how she developed a more personal
visual language in her drawings. She started with simple
contour drawings and then began focussing on the moving
figure, eventually taking her sketchbook to the cinema to draw
in the dark, making drawings that were about the process of
pure 'seeing' and developing a drawing trust between her
eye/hand to make marks that recorded her visual experience.

'‘With a house move and family commitments, I haven't found
much (if any) time for drawing during the last year but
recently, I had the opportunity to attend some life drawing
workshops which were linked to a local exhibition of figure
drawings and portraits. As I hadn't drawn for quite a while,
I realised that I needed to warm up my drawing skills before I
got into the life room otherwise I would be going from a
position of no drawing, to one of the most challenging drawing
situations there is: drawing the human figure. If I wanted to
get the most out of the workshops, I needed to take some
action!

Starting with a Contour Line

Inspired by the_Ten Minutes Five Times a Week, I began by
making contour/continuous line drawings - an excellent way to
get back into a regular drawing habit and a very manageable,
simple first step.



https://www.accessart.org.uk/drawing-in-the-dark-sketchbook-pages/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/drawing-in-the-dark-sketchbook-pages/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/andrea-butler/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/ten-minutes-five-times-a-week/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/continuous-line-drawing-exercise/
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Blind contour of a harbour scene



3 II A
) ; e :
N ke Jivgeet |

S| L Haugt
{

L\ UHTe s

Vi L Y el

T4 AR
AP P LR e | ] '-,I

Contour drawing at a lecture

I made drawings that were considered and took time: e.g. drawing the
washing up and also quick, speculative drawings: drawing someone
watching tv, scenes from the tv or someone reading the paper. I found
the balance of line and white space on the page very pleasing,
especially with the blind contour drawings.

I began to concentrate on drawing moving objects and images as I found
a freedom in the mark making that I wanted to push further to see what
it could add to my drawing vocabulary. With these drawings, I only
had as long as the subject kept their position, sometimes I only
managed a couple of lines, then the view would change and I stopped
the drawing. I found these open-ended sort of drawings fascinating
and quite liberating. I accepted as part of the process that the
drawing would last as long as it lasted.

The drawings were about recording the time I focussed my looking on
the object and discovering what marks would appear on the paper; they
were not about making a 'complete' or 'proper' drawing. I was also


https://www.accessart.org.uk/making-a-blind-contour-drawing/

interested in the fact that if I was forced to draw quickly (to
capture what I could within an unknown time scale) this created a more
exciting and intuitive response. As I settled into regular drawing, I
began to use a more gestural line, making marks that recorded my eyes
moving around and over the object and that reflected the urgency of
the looking process.
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Gestural studies, working mostly blind with quick peeks at the
page



Gestural contour drawing from the tv



Drawing a little dog ahead of me on the path. I kept walking
as I made these drawings.
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Drawing another dog out for a walk
Developing Gestural Marks

I felt more prepared now for the life sessions that I had
signed up for and these began with a half hour lecture looking
at the exhibition prior to drawing the model. To warm up for
the life class, I set myself the challenge of drawing in each
lecture beforehand. The first week, I decided to draw as much
as I could of each picture whilst the lecturer was talking
about it (about 30 seconds to a minute) using a mixture of
blind drawing, contour drawing and gestural mark making. No
time for anything other than visual notes and no time to worry
about or edit what was appearing on the page. (It was
surprising though, how when I 1looked at the drawings
afterwards I could recall the pictures even with such rapidly
made marks).



Drawing from an exhibition, first week.



R
Drawing from the exhibition: first week

The same lecture was given at the start of each of the five
sessions for any new participants to the workshops. I
attended them all, and by the third week, I was more familiar
with the content of the exhibition and chose to spend time
drawing particular exhibits but still keeping the time short -
a minute or so for each of drawing, max. It was
contour/gesture drawing at speed. As I drew, I also began to
note down words and phrases from the lecture.



Drawing from the exhibition lecture - second week



Drawing from the exhibition lecture - second week

In the second week, I suddenly 'noticed' the lecturer. She
had been there all the time, of course, but I hadn't 'seen'
her just skimmed a look at her then concentrated on the
exhibits. Now, she came within my drawing vision and was
added to my sketchbook page. Once I began to include the
lecturer and audience, small narratives began to appear on the
page. I drew the audience with a speedy contour line for as
long as they stayed in position - sometimes this was only
seconds.



The lecturer and the exhibit became the combined subject, so I
drew them as 'one object' rather than drawing them separately
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First drawing of the day: warming up whilst waiting for the

lecture to begin
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Fourth Week - this page has a coloured background as I was
trying out paint samples for decorating and used my sketchbook
to wipe the excess paint off my brush.



Final drawing of the week, colour added afterwards



During the life drawing workshop weeks I also attended a
lecture on the history of drawing and using the same idea, I
drew from the powerpoint presentation with seconds to capture
something from the slide before it changed. What I found
exciting and what kept me exploring was that, because my aim
was to get marks on the page as a record of my experience, I
couldn't edit or try for a 'nice' drawing and I was surprising
myself with the variety of marks and lines that I made. It
was almost like I got my 'censoring self' out of the way
whilst I was drawing and I stopped worrying about what it
looked like or what anyone would think. It felt like I was
exploring a personal language and the drawing marks reminded
me very much of Asemic writing.
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Drawing from a PowerPoint lecture

Drawing in the Dark


https://www.accessart.org.uk/asemic-writing-expressive-mark-making-through-invented-text/

ALl this drawing had developed a drawing trust in myself,
trust that my hand could make a mark that could interpret what
my eyes were seeing. I took my sketchbook with me to the
local theatre but then when the lights went down, I had a new
challenge - I couldn't see what I was drawing at all or where
I was drawing on the page. I started on the left hand side of
my sketchbook and moved across it, drawing the performers as
long as they stood in that one position. I didn't look down at
the page at all whilst I was drawing - I couldn't see it
anyway - just kept feeling my way across my sketchbook page
and only turned over when I ran out of page. In the interval,
it was exciting to see what sort of drawings had resulted and
what sort of marks I had been making to record the
performance. I had a band of blank space along the bottom of
the page, so I made blind contours of the audience during the
interval, to create a context/narrative. The performers
changed character with their distinctive hats - I added the
colours later.







Blind Contour drawings - drawing in the dark
The Cinema Sketchbooks

A keen film fan, I took my sketchbook with me to the cinema
and began to draw in the dark from the films. The previous
drawing practice meant I could now make marks confidently at
speed and I also began to add in phrases from the film
dialogue and draw the silhouetted shapes of the audience. I
drew with coloured pencils, choosing a selection of colours
beforehand and then changing them randomly throughout the
film. In the dark, I had no idea what colour I was using at
any one time and I've ended up with some interesting colour
combinations on the page.

If you plan to give this a try at the theatre or cinema, there
are a few things to consider:

people have paid to see the performance so be
considerate and as unobtrusive as possible - I try and
sit at the end of an aisle or with a friend/empty seat



between me and other members of the audience
 try and angle your sketchbook so that the light from the

film doesn't make the white paper gleam
=don't draw during quiet scenes 1if you can hear the

scratch of the pen or pencil
=use a small sketchbook and a pen or a few pencils that

you can hold in your hand, (but try not to drop them,
especially during the quiet scenes!)
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Drawing from film in the dark - 'Blade Runner 2049'.



Drawing in the dark - theatre performance
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Drawing in the dark with water-soluble ink: 'Macbeth'.
Experimenting with tone and colour afterwards




Drawing in the dark with water-soluble ink: 'Macbeth'.
Sometimes it felt right to make just one drawing and turn the
sketchbook page. Tone added afterwards




eoy | os

uepn

0€°61 1 mh_.o@n_wc_._n_ ﬁv‘l\

‘. ®Ya1g sapeyd Aq josed mnﬁm..:o v

SONILIVK
JHL

/

NG .,

drawing in the dark

Adding colour:
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Drawing audience and actors on the screen in the dark
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Drawing actors on screen and the audience in the dark

'Star Wars: The Last Jedi'



‘Lady Windermere's Fan'
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‘Lady Windermere's Fan'. I added the tone afterwards, as the
pencils I'd been using were water-soluble



Sometimes, the marks become very layered: 'Darkest Hour'



"Phantom Thread'

'Molly's Game'
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‘Molly's Game'

Reflecting on the Process

Drawing in the dark means having no idea what's happening on
the sketchbook page but it's quite exhilarating taking the
risk and I enjoy the anticipation of finding out what I've
been thinking, about what I've been seeing. The drawings look
like a collection of hieroglyphics and probably don't mean
much to anyone else but I love the energy and random colour
combinations and the feeling that I'm looking at something
that is talking to me on an subconscious level. The text too
is unlike my everyday handwriting and seems in character with
the drawing marks.

The process has revealed to me a more 'true' drawing language
that I can access if I stop worrying about the drawing or
trying to edit whilst I draw. And whilst quite a few pages
look a bit chaotic, I have been surprised by how balanced some
of the pages have been in terms of composition: line/marks
against negative space. Many of the marks I have recorded have
a freedom and character that I trying to incorporate into my
other drawings, a visual language that prioritises seeing and
enjoyment in the dialogue between my eye/hand, the object and
the drawing.'



Sketchbook drawing of a stormy day

This 1s a sample of a resource created by
UK Charity AccessArt. We have over 1500
resources to help develop and inspire
your creative thinking, practice and
teaching.

AccessArt welcomes artists, educators,
teachers and parents both in the UK and
overseas.

We believe everyone has the right to be
creative and by working together and
sharing ideas we can enable everyone to
reach their creative potential.




For Remembrance Day

Anne-Louise Quinton creates a project for her Year 9 pupils to
commemorate Remembrance Day. The teenagers worked
collaboratively to create a collaged frieze of paper soldiers
in response to an artwork by John Singer Sargent and a war
poem by Wilfred Owen.

Japanese Sushi Inspires Our
Art

Jan Miller leads a project enabling children to explore
materials and learn from another culture by creating
colourful, large-scale mixed media drawings inspired by food
from Japan. This activity is suitable for older KS1 and KS2
children.

Spotting Potential and
Nurturing a Young Talent

You May Also Like..

Visual Arts Planning Collections:


https://www.accessart.org.uk/for-remembrance-day/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/japanese-sushi-inspires-our-art/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/japanese-sushi-inspires-our-art/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/spotting-potential-and-nurturing-a-young-talent/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/spotting-potential-and-nurturing-a-young-talent/

Portraits

Taking on the Inktober


https://www.accessart.org.uk/visual-arts-planning-portraits/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/assessment-and-progression/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/taking-on-inktober-challenge/

Challenge

Artist Morag Thompson Merriman taking on the Inktober
Challenge and generously shares her process with AccessArt.

Three Approaches to Drawing

Melissa Pierce Murray proposes three approaches to challenge
habitual ways of drawing by expanding the repertoire of marks
and approaches.

Modelling the Head in Clay
Part 2 - Preparations

This post looks at two preparations for making a clay head:
drawing to help us learn to see the form in the round, and
taking measurements from life.

This is the second post in a series of resources showing how
teenagers modelled a clay head over the course of a term.

Basic Concepts i1in Drawing &


https://www.accessart.org.uk/taking-on-inktober-challenge/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/three-approaches-to-drawing/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/modelling-the-head-in-clay-part-2-preparations/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/modelling-the-head-in-clay-part-2-preparations/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/basic-concepts-drawing-painting/

Painting by Hester Berry

Discover the building blocks of drawing, painting,
and life drawing through the work of artist Hester
Berry, from introductory concepts for young
learners to more advanced life drawing resources
for older students.

Explore Hester Berry'’s approach to creating
artwork inspired by the landscape.

Start Here for Young Learners..

Explore the basics...

Explore the basics of drawing and painting for
young learners

Shape


https://www.accessart.org.uk/basic-concepts-drawing-painting/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/hester-berry/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/hester-berry/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/an-introduction-to-landscape-painting-by-hester-berry/

Colour

Tone


https://www.accessart.org.uk/see-shapes-objectively/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/exploring-colour/

Portrait

Develop for Older Learners..

build upon skills..

Develop drawing skills with these resources
centred on Life Drawing, perfect for older
learners


https://www.accessart.org.uk/tone/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/introduction-to-portraits/

how to run a life drawing class

An introduction to life drawing

'hh‘

How to Capture Gesture


https://www.accessart.org.uk/life-drawing-class-hester-berry/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/introduction-to-life-drawing-with-hester-berry/

Drawing the head

hands and feet


https://www.accessart.org.uk/life-drawing-capturing-gesture-by-hester-berry/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/life-drawing-drawing-the-head-by-hester-berry/

foreshortening

Using Tone


https://www.accessart.org.uk/life-drawing-drawing-hands-and-feet-with-hester-berry/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/life-drawing-understanding-foreshortening-by-hester-berry/

Teaching Children to See
Shapes Objectively by Hester
Berry

Introduction to Portraits by
Hester Berry


https://www.accessart.org.uk/life-drawing-using-tone-by-hester-berry/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/see-shapes-objectively/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/see-shapes-objectively/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/see-shapes-objectively/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/introduction-to-portraits/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/introduction-to-portraits/

You May Also Like..

Visual Arts Planning Collections:
Portraits



https://www.accessart.org.uk/visual-arts-planning-portraits/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/basic-concepts-drawing-painting/

Sensing Form: Using Feel to
Manipulate Clay with Linda
Green

Shared Ink Drawing Inspired
by “Where the Wild Things
Are”

See This Resource Used 1In
Schools..



https://www.accessart.org.uk/using-feel-to-manipulate-clay-with-linda-green/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/using-feel-to-manipulate-clay-with-linda-green/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/using-feel-to-manipulate-clay-with-linda-green/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/shared-ink-drawing-inspired-by-where-the-wild-things-are/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/shared-ink-drawing-inspired-by-where-the-wild-things-are/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/shared-ink-drawing-inspired-by-where-the-wild-things-are/




You May Also Like..

Pathway: Drawing and Making Inspired by
Maurice Sendak

This i1s featured in the ‘Drawing and
Making Inspired by Maurice Sendak'’

pathway



https://www.accessart.org.uk/pathway-drawing-and-making-inspired-by-illustrators/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/pathway-drawing-and-making-inspired-by-illustrators/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/pathway-drawing-and-making-inspired-by-illustrators/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/pathway-drawing-and-making-inspired-by-illustrators/

Pathway: Making Animated Drawings

‘_‘,,unflj N

This i1s featured in the ‘Making Animated

Drawings’ pathway

talking points: maurice sendak



https://www.accessart.org.uk/animated-drawings/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/animated-drawings/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/animated-drawings/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/talking-points-maurice-sendak/

Drawing Soft Toys Inspired by
“Where the Wild Things Are”
by Maurice Sendak

See This Resource Used 1In
Schools..



https://www.accessart.org.uk/drawing-soft-toys-inspired-by-where-the-wild-things-are-by-maurice-sendak/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/drawing-soft-toys-inspired-by-where-the-wild-things-are-by-maurice-sendak/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/drawing-soft-toys-inspired-by-where-the-wild-things-are-by-maurice-sendak/




You May Also Like..

Pathway: Drawing and Making Inspired by
Maurice Sendak

This resource is featured in the ‘Drawing
and Making Inspired by Maurice Sendak'’

pathway

Visual Arts Planning Collections: Toys,
puppets, dolls


https://www.accessart.org.uk/pathway-drawing-and-making-inspired-by-illustrators/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/pathway-drawing-and-making-inspired-by-illustrators/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/pathway-drawing-and-making-inspired-by-illustrators/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/pathway-drawing-and-making-inspired-by-illustrators/

Magnets and Forces

Secondary school students are likely to study properties of
magnets in their science classes, but in this workshop, artist
Melissa Pierce Murray, encourages teenagers to explore playful
and aesthetic responses to magnets, rather than analytic and


https://www.accessart.org.uk/visual-arts-planning-toys-puppets-and-dolls/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/talking-points-maurice-sendak/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/magnets-and-forces/

quantifiable ones. Using artistic and scientific approaches
together aid in developing curiosity and imagination.

The Opposite of Light

Teenagers work with artist Melissa Pierce Murray on a range of
explorations looking at light and contrasts. This workshop
explores contemporary themes around placement, object and
meaning.

Explore and Draw

Ten Minutes, Five Times a
Week


https://www.accessart.org.uk/the-opposite-of-light/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/explore-and-draw/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/ten-minutes-five-times-a-week/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/ten-minutes-five-times-a-week/

Ten Minutes, Five Times a Week is a simple set of
drawing exercises designed to get people drawing.
The resources are aimed at a broad audience, but
designed particularly with educators in mind.

Each exercise is designed to give non-specialist
educators the confidence to approach drawing, by
committing to regular, brief drawing activities
for just one week.

Find a 45-minute session recording demonstrating
the exercises and approaches you’ll find on the
page below.

WHAT ARE THE BENEFITS AND HOW DO WE FIT


https://www.accessart.org.uk/session-recording-ten-minutes-five-times-a-week/

THE EXERCISES INTO THE DAY?

-Who can I use the exercises with?

The exercises are adaptable and suitable to
learners in all settings, including EYFS,
Primary and Secondary Schools, Health &
Community Care, Home Education, Lifelong
Learning and Museum and Gallery Education.

-What might the benefits be?

Our experience has shown the following
benefits from similar projects:

1. Opening minds as to what a drawing
activity can be as both an activity and
an outcome

- Improved dexterity (which also helps
with handwriting).

- Helps learners transition between parts
of the day.

- Improved concentration.

- Improved sense of wellbeing through the
mindful element to the exercises.

- Improved drawing skills and improved
creative confidence.



Improved confidence amongst non-
specialist educators teaching art.

- How might you fit the exercises into the day?

Ten Minutes, Five Times a Week would make a
great activity to start any session in your
educational setting. Try swapping your usual
morning activity with this challenge, and see
how it impacts the week. You could also use
the exercises immediately before any other
art session as a way of helping learners
transition and tap into their creativity.

It’'s worth noting that it doesn’t need to be
a one-off venture: you can repeat the
exercises as often as you want, as repetition
provides an opportunity for learners to gain
meaningful drawing skills over time.

The exercises are adaptable and suitable to
learners in all settings, including EYFS, Primary
and Secondary Schools, Health & Community Care,
Home Education, Lifelong Learning and Museum and
Gallery Education.

Our experience has shown the following benefits
from similar projects:

1. Opening minds as to what a drawing activity

can be as both an activity and an outcome



Improved dexterity (which also helps with
handwriting).

-Helps learners transition between parts of
the day.

- Improved concentration.

-Improved sense of wellbeing through the
mindful element to the exercises.

- Improved drawing skills and improved creative
confidence.

- Improved confidence amongst non-specialist
educators teaching art.

Ten Minutes, Five Times a Week would make a great
activity to start any session in your educational
setting. Try swapping your usual morning activity
with this challenge, and see how it impacts the
week. You could also use the exercises immediately
before any other art session as a way of helping
learners transition and tap into their creativity.

It’s worth noting that it doesn’t need to be a
one-off venture: you can repeat the exercises as
often as you want, as repetition provides an
opportunity for learners to gain meaningful
drawing skills over time.

Before you start..

Before Each Session: Set Expectations



The following exercises work best if the learners
work quietly and with concentration. A quiet
atmosphere will help learners tune into close
seeing and set a calm and mindful intention for
the session.

After Each Session: Reflect

At the end of each session, 1it’s worth investing
two minutes in getting learners to walk around the
room to look at each other’s work. This will help
them focus and reflect on their experiences and
the experiences of others. Reflection also gives
learners space to recognise the value of the work
that has been made. Learners might comment on what
they like about their peer’s work.

At the End of the Week: Revisit

Please make time to revisit the exercises to allow
learners to articulate and reflect upon their
progress over the week. You may like to ask some
questions..

- What was their favourite exercise to do?

-Which outcome do they feel was the most
successful and why?

-Is there something they would like to try
next, for example, a new material?

You might like to give them a chance to repeat an
exercise to allow them to consolidate their



experiences and reflections.
The Five Drawing exercises..

Day 1. Continuous Line Drawing

Find out how to do a simple continuous

line drawing exercise to start the week.

Day 2. Backwards Forwards Drawing



https://www.accessart.org.uk/continuous-line-drawing-exercise/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/continuous-line-drawing-exercise/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/continuous-line-drawing-exercise/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/backwards-forwards-drawing-exercise/

The backwards forwards drawing exercise

helps develop looking and sketching
skills.

Day 3. See 3 Shapes

Explore how to get children to describe
an object in just three lines or shapes.

Day 4. Thoughtful Mark Making



https://www.accessart.org.uk/backwards-forwards-drawing-exercise/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/backwards-forwards-drawing-exercise/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/backwards-forwards-drawing-exercise/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/drawing-shapes-to-create-form/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/drawing-shapes-to-create-form/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/drawing-shapes-to-create-form/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/thoughtful-mark-making/

Find out how encouraging diverse mark
making will improve drawing outcomes.

Day 5. Making Stronger Drawings

Explore how drawing on different surfaces
helps encourage stronger mark making.

Show Me What You See: Drawing
Inspired by Anglo Saxon
Architecture



https://www.accessart.org.uk/thoughtful-mark-making/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/thoughtful-mark-making/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/warm-up-drawing-exercise-making-stronger-drawings/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/warm-up-drawing-exercise-making-stronger-drawings/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/warm-up-drawing-exercise-making-stronger-drawings/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/show-me-what-you-see-drawing-inspired-by-anglo-saxon-architecture/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/show-me-what-you-see-drawing-inspired-by-anglo-saxon-architecture/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/show-me-what-you-see-drawing-inspired-by-anglo-saxon-architecture/

Continuous Line Drawing
Exercise

Many thanks to AccessArt Young Artist Alex Tunstall for
composing the music for the video in the Continuous Line
Drawing Resource.

Style and Aesthetic


https://www.accessart.org.uk/continuous-line-drawing-exercise/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/continuous-line-drawing-exercise/
https://www.accessart.org.uk/style-and-aesthetic/

