FINDING THE GESTURE
DEANNA STRACHAN-WILSON
A gesture drawing is a laying in of the action, form, and pose of a model/figure.
I will often practice gesture drawing as a warm-up prior to starting a large art piece or going into a
lengthy drawing or painting session. I like to use the Croquis Café videos on You Tube* as the videos are
timed from 1 minute to 5 minutes (and longer) and it is a great way to warm up the muscles in the hand
as well as the eyes and the brain. I liken it to playing scales on the piano. I would spend about 15 – 20
minutes playing scales, running my fingers up and down the piano until my hands were warm and
limber. It is the same with drawing.


(https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLOq-SnwbtX9u231janaHRCo3tcTWshKML)

Gesture drawing does not allow for much time to study the figure, plan the pose, or add much detail.
They are quick drawings. For me, I use them to try to capture angles and movement rather than a static
pose. Those adept at gesture drawing may create realistic drawings in just minutes, typically though the
drawings provide an overall sense of the form. I am most interested in shape rather than detail so this
type of practice appeals to my personal aesthetic.

The two photos above demonstrate a static pose (Mountain Pose) and a pose with movement
(Exaggerated Mountain Pose). Those of you who do yoga regularly may be thinking that the
exaggerated mountain pose IS a static pose, but you haven’t seen me do yoga! 
Simply looking at the two photos, the exaggerated photo is more interesting to me. There is more to
think about in the position of her body, more lines to observe, the arc in her back...etc. Using these
photos, I will demonstrate how I use gesture drawing as a warm up.

STEP 1 – Find the Gesture
When referencing a photo or a
life model, I start by looking for
the weight of the model’s stance,
and the placement of the
shoulders and hips.
In the Mountain Pose photo, the
model is standing straight up
and down, so the weight of her
stance is centered, her shoulders
and hips are square.
In the exaggerated pose, the
weight of the model’s stance is
from her buttocks to her feet,
straight legs. The gesture is the
arc of her body, then I add in the
angle of her hips and shoulders.

STEP 2 – Fill in the Body
Once I have the stance, shoulders
and hips in place, I continue
referencing the photo to fill in
the shapes I see that make up
her arms, torso and legs.
Again, the first pose is quite
static, not much movement. I’m
keeping the shoulders and hips
very square.
I quite like the exaggerated pose.
I like the sharp angle of her back
into her hips, her arms stretched
back over her head and I work to
keep the weight of her stance in
her legs.

As I stated earlier, I’m not looking to create a realistic body at this point. I’m interested in the shape,
form and movement of the model. When filling in the body, I work to create long, flowing lines that
connect one body part to the next, depicting the grace and beauty of the female form. Notice that the
torso goes in more at the waist and the legs taper at the knees and again at the ankles.
Sometimes, when practicing gesture drawing, there isn’t enough time to finish the entire body. In that
case, I focus on what I find most interesting which tends to be the head to the hips. Many of my full
finished paintings of figures end at the hips or mid-thigh. I just don’t find the rest of the body that
interesting personally.
So:
Step 1 - Find the Gesture
Step 2 – Fill in the body
Step 3 – Practice
I selected the reference photos below because of the model’s pose. He hips are swung way out offering
great lines and curves to draw. I like the energy of her poses. She seems to have a little attitude, too!
Let’s keep practicing.

STEP 1: Find the Gesture
In each of these photos, the
model is shifting her weight to
one side or another. The more
she shifts her weight,
exaggerating her hips, the more
energy can be seen and felt in
her body.
Find the weight of her stance.
Find the movement in her body.
Find the angle of her hips and
shoulders. This can be
exaggerated even more than I
have done here.

STEP 2 – Fill in the Body.
Again, use the reference photos
to find and fill in the shape of her
body. Use long flowing lines to
connect one body part to
another.
What I find is, after doing
several of these drawings, I may
really like one of them and that
one will become a larger
drawing. I am actually really
hapy with the first drawing on
the left. Her body looks relaxed
yet you can still see the sway in
her back and hips. I find the
others a bit stiffer, but that’s
why we…

STEP 3 - Practice

Sometimes I will play a bit more
with my sketches.
Here, I used Neocolor ii crayons
to scribble in part of her body
and give her a little rosy cheek.
My final detail is to add some
words about what I discovered
during this sketching session.
The scribbled writing is another
form of practice for me as I like
to use my own hand writing in
my paintings. This again warms
up my hand for creating.
The writing is also a form of
journaling for me. I find taking
time to reflect prior to entering
into a painting session to be a
very important part of my
process.
I want to consider: what am I
creating, why am I creating and
do I have someone in mind as I
am creating. I find that I tend to
take on the energy and emotions
of others in my life and, to have
them in mind while I’m creating,
adds greatly to my personal
satisfaction with the process.

I hope you enjoyed this lesson. I
thought of all of you as I created
it. Please let me know if you
have any questions. I look
forward to seeing your practiced
gesture drawings.
Xoxo Deanna

