NEW SERIES - PORTRAITURE: 1 ST OF 6

Drawing from the cast
In a new six-part series Ann Witheridge looks at the relevance of a classical
training to portraiture. This month she underlines the importance of cast
drawing, with a demonstration by Archie Wardlaw
ortraiture is such an alluring
genre , indeed the image we
have of most historical figures is
not from reality or life casts, but
from portraits we know. When we think
of the Tudors and Henry VIII, we see
Holbein's portraits. When we think of
Charles I we see Van Dyck. When I think
of Marilyn Monroe I see Andy Warhol's
prints rather than a photograph. Does
the painter and their style say as much
about the s~er as the sitter
themselves?
Portraiture is so exciting - there is
something seductive about the intrinsic
link between the likeness and the
psychology of the portraits . We cannot
hide from who we are even on a surface
level, and the artist has a potentially
powerful role in capturing a likeness
beyond the features. Ironically, the
greater the likeness captured in the
portrait, the less the artist is thinking
about the features and the psychology,
and the more they are purely focusing
on shapes, values, colour and edges. I
would say the more figuratively
successful the portrait, the more
abstract the approach has been. It is
exciting to sit and sketch a real person
with all their personality and colour, all
their expectations and judgements. So
how can we train to realise the
immediacy of portraiture?
In this series we will look at the
sequential steps we can follow in order
to gain a successful likeness and,
therefore, paint portraits.
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Why we learn from the cast
The fundamentals of portrait drawing
can be learnt from cast drawing, and
there are so many advantages to cast
drawing. It is the foundation of good
draughtsmanship. This is why it is
better to start with cast drawing, away
from any external pressures; we impose
enough upon ourselves as artists.
The cast does not move and therefore
the craft is more exacting. We cannot
say that the light has changed or the
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A. Archie Wardlaw St Benedict, oil, 27~ X 191'in (70 X 50cm).
Archie painted the St Benedict cast using a very limited palette. It's possible to learn the same

lessons of shapes and values from the plaster cast while slowly introducing the use of oil paints,
brushes and colour
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DEMONSTRATION Fisher Boy
Archie Wardlow's drawing of this cast (not illustrated) shows how he observed its subtle
soft edges and transitions. His drawing shows us the four different stages
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The outline and the shadow line of the cast
were delineated
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The value patterns were blocked in, with
clear distinction between light and dark

Edges between the lights and darks were melted
and further value, the mid-tones, were found

The cast is a white object. After we
have understood the placement of
shapes, the next most important aspect
is values and their simplification.
Because the cast does not move, the
light and therefore the shadows remain
constant, whether the studio is_north lit,
studio lit or artificially lit.
Shapes and values make up circa 90
per cent of the picture and are the least
objective aspect. An understanding of
the values and how they are formed,
with side planes and under-planes, is
key. We are not teaching students how
to paint but more importantly how to
see. More accurately, we are teaching
students how to simplify and reduce
what they see, removing all emotional
and psychological knowledge in order
to retrieve the 'innocent eye'.
Cast drawing has been the foundation
of the artist's craft from the Renaissance
to the classical training of the I 9th
century. The cheap material made them
easy to replicate and therefore artists
were able to copy from the Greek and
Roman masters, and from Renaissance
masters , to educate themselves both
visually and culturally.

they represented aspects of an artist's
training that were too stringent and
formulaic. In my opinion the opposite is
true . With cast drawing we are
dependent on just such a core
foundation and an exacting art that
enables us to gain greater knowledge in
finding shapes and understanding
values properly. To have this skill is
liberating and allows us much more
freedom with colour, paint and
accuracy.
Here at London Fine Art Studios we
are fortunate to have a wide range of
plaster casts, from ancient copies to
Michelangelo and the baroque masters.
Not only can we learn from them
visually but also they can help us with
our art history, looking at the different
styles and use of edges and focus.
The advantages of working from a
plaster cast are limitless. The longer
you draw from a plaster cast the more it
berk fits you in the long run. I also find
plaster casts such beautiful objects in
themselves. But in terms of learning
they are unfaltering, offering clear
values and therefore clear transitions
and edges. From cast drawing we can
learn all about the difference between
form shadows and cast shadows. The
cast offers us all the formulas of
portraiture, from proportions , edges,
shadows, lights (chiaroscuro) and
reflected lights.
Different casts can teach us different
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BENEFITS OF WORKING
FROM A CAST
• There is no local colour; this
means that the only thing causing
a value shift is a plane shift, so
make sure those value shifts count
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• Casts are white, so there is a huge
range of values within which to
work, especially if it is lit with
artificial light. This makes it easier
to learn how to get different
values and edges
• The cast doesn't mqve, of course,
so you will get a good likeness for
the portrait

model has moved. The subject and
values are fixed . This lack of
forgiveness in the nuances of shapes
and emotions means that the only
aspect we can rely on is solid drawing
and clean values. There is subjective
variety in charcoal handling, in values,
transitions and edges, but not in
shapes.
Another advantage to cast drawing is
that the plaster cast does not need
breaks, does not require payment and
is not judgemental. Without these
pressures you can focus on the most
essential skill of all - proportion , and
therefore a likeness.
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Advantages of working
from casts
In the 19th century drawing from casts
was an essential part of an artist's
training. Amazingly, casts were thrown
out in the 1960s because it was thought
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"' FINAL DRAWING
The Fisher Boy, charcoal on Fabriano lngres

paper, 27\lX19%in (70X50cm).
In the final drawing some edges were
sharpened and darks and lights intensified to
help create focus and crispness, while still
having melted edges in other areas

ARCHIE WARDLAW'S
TOP TIPS
•

Set good foundations for your
drawing by getting the big shapes
right. The small shapes will then
take care of themselves

•

Step back at frequent intervals.
Getting away from your drawing
will help you see where shapes are
wrong. The difference between
capturing 'a likeness or not is a
matter of millimetres and viewing
from a distant will help you see
those differences

•

Making a better drawing isn't
always about more information.
Often changing what is already
down, or even subtracting, is what
is needed, especially at the start of
your drawing

Ann Witheridge studied art history at Christ's College,
Cambridge before moving to Italy to study art full-time. She
has been teaching drawing and painting in the atelier
tradition for 20 years. Ann founded London Fine Art Studios
to teach the craft of drawing and painting to dedicated
artists. http://annwitheridge.com
•

Archie Wardlaw Asaro Head, charcoal on

Archie Wardlaw trained at

Fabriano lngres paper, 27\lX19%in
(70X50cm)

lessons about drawing. The Asaro Head
or the planes of the head teach us so
much about the need for simplification
of values and planal shifts. Archie's
drawing (above) is very loose but the
value shifts are still very clear.
Im
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London Fine Art Studios, where he
now teaches. He also accepts
portrait commissions.

archiewardlaw.com.
http://londonfineartstudios.com
If you'd like to see Ann in action, you can watch her making a portrait in pastels - turn to page 79

for details
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