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How to use this ebook

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.

Look out for linked text (which is blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.

You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.


I myself could see more clearly and knew more about myself, for inside me also the universe existed not just in two dimensions but in three.

– Jacques Lusseyran


Foreword
The life room

Anyone who has spent any time working in the life room as a student or teacher will know too well how hard it is to see. Some struggle to make judgements about the relative relationships of form in space; others fail to project onto the world a fantasy of their own making. Some learn through diligence how to measure and structure, but fail to find an empathy with hand and touch. And finally, there are some who manage all of the above, but remain as machines failing to give life to the figure through an imaginative understanding of sign and metaphor.

The ‘Life Room’ is just that: a room with life in it; a life that must be directed and re-joined with the wisdom of experience, the knowledge of learning and the maturity of a generous eye. It asks that we look honestly and objectively without losing the dignity of our subjectivity.

Drawing from the human form is the practice of these relationships. It is not a single skill, but a complex and holistic set of skills. When you draw from a screen or flat image you are transcribing code; when you draw from a present human being you contend with everything: their sense of form, weight, breath, temperature, even their temperament. They may be still (or not), but you sense their stillness not as you do a still image but as an act of patience and presence.

The joy of life drawing is its directness: just you and the model. Contained in that dynamic is every problem we may face with looking. It is never ‘mastered’, as both we and they change; the way I see the world today is not the same as I saw it yesterday. Life drawing is central to the visual imagination. It asks everything of anyone who has ever stood in front of another human being and attempted to find an equivalent to that experience through sensation, perception and imagination. Any and every artist who has attempted this at any time in the human story has faced the same set of problems uniquely, set within a specific context. The brain is not fixed; it can learn to see – or not. And learning to see one another is always central to our understanding of self, community and environment.

Drawing from the figure can be misunderstood as a mere exercise, an exercise that no longer has relevance to those who do not make images from the human form. This is a mistake. Not because it isn’t an exercise, but because the imaginative flexibility and empathic depth it gives is always relevant to all visual forms. We must always be flexible, agile and empathetic to see one another and the space that we occupy.

– Matthew Burrows MBE
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