
 

 

 

 

 

Drawing Techniques 

Lesson Four 

Marks into Meaning 

This week we will be looking at mark making and exploring how we can make different marks to create 

meaning in your drawings. Some of these activities may seems a little strange but work through them 

and trust the process. If you can let go of the pressure of trying to create a ‘good’ drawing you can 

be really free to explore the process and the ‘good’ drawings will come on their own. 

 

Firstly, let’s think about how we see things and what we take from the objects around us, what do our 

minds remember and what do they forget?  

 

Get yourself set up with paper and a drawing tool, choose any tool you wish and, without looking, 

draw one of the shoes you are wearing with as much detail as possible. If you are not wearing shoes, 

go and put a pair on… and try not to look at them! Think about the shape, the texture, the details, 

how it fastens, the soul and any stitches. Drawn on a big scale, try to fill an A3 piece of paper. Draw 

as much details as you can, use tone and shading if you wish, but do not look at your shoe at any 

time. It would be very easy for you to cheat in this first exercise, but I implore you not to, really try and 

resist your natural urges to get the most out of this exercise.  

 

Above is my blind drawing of my shoe, it’s not a particularly good drawing, but that’s ok, it’s about the 

process of activating your memory, to explore what we take in, how much we notice and how much 

we forget! I choose this shoe, I looked at it in the shop, I bought it and I wear it, but I found that I 

could not remember it completely. This is because our memories become fragmented as our brains 

filter the things it deems important to remember.  



 

Once you have completed the first part of this activity, review your drawing, and write a few notes 

about how you found the activity. Do not look at your shoe yet, we have two more stages to come. 

 

Without looking at your shoe, I want you to get set up with new piece of paper, then I would like you 

to take your shoe off under the table and put it on your lap, or hold it behind your back. For the next 

part of this activity, you are going to feel your shoe with your with non-drawing hand whilst drawing it 

with the other.  From feeling the shoe you will be able to gather more information from touch, I want 

you to use touch as a way of seeing, can you feel the textures, the creases, can you feel the 

fastening and the thread? 

 

Below is the drawing I created when feeling my shoe, you can see there is a lot more detail in this 

drawing as my fingers were able to relay more information to my brain than memory alone.  I was able 

to feel that there is no thread on my soul, and that the strap around the shoe does not meet at any 

point but spirals parallel instead. I can feel the texture inside my boot which I knew was there, but I 

have struggled to represent it with marks. I also struggled to make sense of what is happening around 

the heel, under the buckle. 

 

Now, place your shoe on the table in front of you, and look at it for the first time, maybe you are 

surprised at what you can see, what you couldn’t remember or what you couldn’t feel? Now I would 

like you to create a detailed drawing whilst looking at your shoe, take your time to choose the 

perspective, shoes can be challenging to draw, and certain viewpoints will be easier to draw from 

than others. If you want a challenge choose a tough viewpoint to draw from, if you feel like relaxing 

whilst drawing choose a simpler one. Take your time, choose your mediums, draw on a large scale 

and use any type of shading technique you wish. 

 



 

 

This is the drawing I created whilst looking at my shoe. From looking at my shoe I have been able to 

add in much more detail, I can add in shading in the right areas, I can draw the texture of the inside 

of my shoe and I can see the shape of the heel.   

 

 

Look at these examples of shoe drawings by different artists that I found online. There is a great 

variety of marks and techniques here, from heavy tonal work to cross hatching and contour lines.  



 

  

This exercise illustrates a few things, firstly it reminds us that our brains are extremely clever at 

streamlining and filtering information, holding the information deemed important and forgetting less 

important details. Often it is said that artists view the world in a different way, and I think that is true. It’s 

not that artists are gifted with superpowers, but I think that through repeated focus and having to 

really study what you’re looking at, you begin to really notice the world and it begins to look different. 

This exercise also explores how we can get information from our fingers and how touch can relay a 

different set of information to our brains than our eyes do.  

 

Let’s explore our senses a little bit more, choose a natural easily recognized object that has a good 

texture, and, whilst holding the object behind your back, draw it through touch. Try to translate the 

texture of the object from one hand to the other and then onto the paper through a variety of marks, 

creating a direct route of communication between one hand to the other. 

 

I drew a stick using charcoal and pencil, the drawing is made up from a variety of marks, using smooth 

and textured areas to represent the smooth and rough areas of the stick. This drawing is not meant to 

look like the object, it is all about experiencing the feel of the object and drawing through touch, 

highlighting how our knowledge of an object changes when we focus on it through touch. 

 

 

 

Next, we are going to create a self-portrait using touch, but before we begin you have to let go of 

any expectation that it is going to look like you, or anything like human face! This activity is all about 

touching, feeling, and exploring your face with one hand whilst responding with the medium held in 

the other. The hand that makes the marks with the pencils move simultaneously, in sync, responding to 

the hand that is exploring your face. Tactile information is being converted into visual information. This 

is about making and exploring interesting marks in relation to what you feel.  

 



 

Attach your drawing paper to a board/table and make sure you have multiple mediums of choice 

close by (WASH your hands before this exercise)! Place your drawing tool on the paper where you 

think your mouth might be, close your eyes and with your other hand explore your mouth. Use a range 

of pencil marks in your drawing to try to describe what your touching hand is feeling. It should be a 

simultaneous and synchronized response. Soft rubbery lips, wrinkles, surrounded by stubble or soft 

downy hair. What marks will you make to represent hard teeth and the wet of your tongue?  

 

Push and pull, twist, and turn the pencil, press firmly or lightly to make a variety of marks. Make dots, 

lines, smudges, change mediums as often as you like and use whatever feels best to describe what 

you feel. Move around your whole face working like this, touching all your features, including your 

hairline, ears, cheek bones and chin until you have created your self-portrait. 

 

This really is a great way to explore mark making through touch, and although this image certainly 

doesn’t look like me in the normal sense it represents the process of this tactile exploration and is a fun 

way to create unique mark based drawings.  

 

Now we’ve had a go art tactile drawing, we are going to explore how to draw what you hear. 

Wassily Kandinsky, a well-known Russian artist created abstract paintings which visually represented 

what he heard. He saw colours in music and heard music in painting “I saw all my colours in spirit 

before my eyes. Wild, almost crazy lines were sketched in front of me.” For this next activity we are 

going to look at how listening to different types of music can influence your drawing and how you 

can make marks to express different sounds. On the video I have created four, one-minute music clips 

to listen to, I listened to the songs on YouTube, which you can too!  

 



 

 

 

1-Raag Desh, Ravi Shankar  2-Wagner, Ride of the Valkyries, 3 – Miles Davis, Flamenco Sketches 

4- DJ Shadow, Mutual Stump 

 

I would like you to close your eyes and just listen to the first clip, focusing on the different sounds, think 

of any visuals, textures or motions your hand may make in time with this music. Rewind and play the clip 

again, this time create marks on your page which you think represent the sounds that you can hear. 

Do this for all four clips, so you have a variety of marks. Then, once you have chosen your favourite, 

find a natural object and search for the full version of the song on YouTube. Draw your object whilst 

listening to the song and try to capture the feeling of the music in the marks. Of course, if you do not 

like my music choice, feel free to choose your own, but choose instrumental songs without lyrics.  

 

I hope that this exercise creates some interesting marks and is an interesting experience for you. 

Maybe it will make you think a little about the music you play when you draw, or perhaps you can try 

other music to see what marks you can make. Remember to write notes to yourself to keep a record of 

your experiences.  

 

 



 

Now we are going to look at how we hold our drawing tools. Chances are that you pick up your 

pencil and you hold it as you hold a pen, close to the bottom, finger and thumb, maximum control. 

This is the way we normally hold a long thin item that we make marks with so it feels the most natural, 

however, when you draw you don’t have to hold your tool in this way, in fact, challenging yourself to 

holding it in different ways can by really exciting and freeing. Here are four exercises for you to try 

drawing from natural objects: 

 

1) Hold your pencil in an odd way. Move your pencil around in your hand until you are 

holding it in an odd way, then get drawing. 

2) Hold your pencil in a fist. Now hold your pencil firm making a fist and draw the object 

again. 

3) Hold your pencil in your non-dominant hand. 

4) Draw with your left and right hand simultaneously. 

5) Draw holding more than one pencil. For this drawing I was holding a charcoal pencil, a 6B 

pencil and a biro. 

 

 



 

 

 Notice how these exercises make you really focus on your mark making, how they can feel frustrating 

or strange as you struggle to have the same amount of control over your pencil. Notice what part of 

your body is moving to draw, in most cases your wrist will be doing a lot of the work. When you cannot 

control the pencil in the same way it opens the opportunity to make expressive, unique marks.  

 

 

In the next exercise we are going to create drawings from different parts of our arm and progressively 

use less control. 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

1) Hold your pencil at the very tip of the end and draw a natural object like this. Focus on 

drawing from your elbow, trying to keep your wrist and shoulder still. 

 

2) Next, extend your arm and draw one of your objects with an outstretched arm, reaching as 

far as is comfortable for maximum extension. Try to isolate your movement from your shoulder, 

see if you can keep your wrist and elbow still as you draw. 

 

 

3) Now, attach your pencil or charcoal to the end of something than can extend the distance 

between yourself and the pencil. You can use a spoon, but something longer would be 

better. In my classes I use lengths of bamboo. Attach it like in the image below, with two 

pieces of masking tape to ensure that it doesn’t fall off.  



 

 

Tape your paper to a wall and hold your object in your non dominant hand, then I would like you to 

draw. This can be quite physical as you push the pencil up the paper and can push it down. See 

what marks you can make and how you can build up the image in ways you may not have previously 

thought of. 

 

 

 

If you enjoy this you can take it even further, as I have done here in the garden with a piece of timber 

and some charcoal, I had to use two hands and it felt at times like I was mopping the floor - but it 

was great fun! 



 

I do hope you have enjoyed this week’s challenges and that it opened you up to different ways in 

which you can translate your experiences of an object into drawings.   

 

Thank you for joining this course, I hope that it inspires you to explore drawing in its broadest sense 

and encourages you to discover more about what drawing means to you. I hope you keep on 

exploring and having fun with drawing. Happy drawing! 

 

Enjoy your lesson! 

 

Chat with your tutor Sarah Jane in the Drawing Techniques private Facebook group! 

This group has been set up exclusively for members of Drawing Techniques, and is a 

place to ask questions, get feedback on your work and share experiences, tips and 

advice with fellow students. 

 

 
 
 


