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Art takes many forms, each with an associated body of knowledge. Historically the  
most fundamental of all forms of art is drawing, which articulates a direct and 

immediate aesthetic encounter with the world. And it is from this encounter that art arises: 
one does not have an idea and then work out how to represent it; art is not the illustration  
of concepts, it is an embodied form of thinking. It begins with practice, and it is through 
increasingly fluent practice that we acquire the ability to make our experience of the 
world concrete.

Drawing with the brush is closer to painting because of its predominantly tonal, fluid 
nature, especially when light is added with body colour which, unlike the other media is 
opaque. But ordinarily the light parts of the composition are created by leaving the paper 
ground visible to varying degrees as in printmaking or other dry media. The tonal effect 
differs from a medium such as pencil which is best suited to the analysis and elucidation 
of structure and the definition of contours. Tonal drawing with the brush conveys feeling, 
mood and atmosphere and resists the same degree of control and clarity. Such tonal 
drawing was the essential organising principle underpinning the development of modern 
painting from Leonardo’s invention of chiaroscuro onwards.
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Impressed by the disciplined spontaneity of Japanese calligraphy while an exchange  
student in Toyko, I later gravitated to the European tradition of ink drawing from 
nature – an integral part of the practice of classical landscape – and resolved to master 
the 17th century version of this technique that is specifically suited to working in the field. 
Chinese landscape ink drawing differs from the European practice in that it requires  
a rehearsal of gestures and formulas derived from the close scrutiny of nature, in order  
to evoke the essence or inner breath of life. The European tradition of wash drawing  
takes a more empirical approach, conceived as preparation for oil paintings produced  
in the studio. In a post-photographic world, one might question the necessity of making 
these preparatory works. But the practice is much more than the mere harvesting of raw 
material or data.

Sketching from nature requires long periods working in the environment with an unusual 
level of attentiveness – something increasingly uncommon in a digitally mediated world.  
We think we have seen something until we begin to draw it and then we come to realise  
that our perception was perfunctory and superficial. And there is something even 
more subtle: every place has a particular character due to its geographic position and 
topographical specificity as well as – significantly for us – the degree to which it is in its 
pristine natural state or has been encroached upon and shaped by human activity.  
History unfolds in the landscape too and leaves its traces, giving rise to a palimpsest  
that can sometimes be felt more than seen by the eye. The slowness of sketching in the 
landscape has the capacity to reveal some of this character, document unseen aspects  
of the natural environment, and capture its inherent life.

Where the millions of touristic photographs of famous places seem to take something  
away from our capacity to experience them and see them afresh, motifs that have become 
artistic pilgrimage sites like those of the Roman Forum seem to grow in significance as 
successive artists produce new interpretations embedded in their age. These carefully 
observed drawings and paintings add layers of meaning rather than taking them away.  
Our experience of landscape is enriched by memory, and the act of drawing itself seems 
capable of unveiling layers of meaning. The passage of time, whether on a human or 
geological scale, is imprinted on the environment and reveals itself to the patient sketcher, 
even in the pursuit of one particular moment with its slowly moving shadows cast from  
a particular angle of the sun, determined by the season and tempered by the even more 
impermanent weather.

Michelle Hiscock
September 2024
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ON THE DERWENT  2018  watercolour on paper  32 x 25 cm
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THIEPVAL  2017  watercolour on paper  14.5 x 20.5 cm
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BUNKER AT HILL 60 2017  watercolour on paper  14.5 x 20.5 cm
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ROCK BUNKER (compositional study) 2018  watercolour on paper  29.5 x 41 cm
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RIVER NOCTURNE (compositional study) 2018  oil on prepared paper  40 x 29.5 cm
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THE WATERFALL IN HUDSON PARADE, CLAREVILLE 2022  oil on linen  91 x 60.5 cm
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UPSTREAM AT DUSK, BELOW THE COURTHOUSE 2018  watercolour on paper  32 x 25 cm
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CLAUDIAN RIVER BEND (compositional study) 2018  watercolour on paper  29.5 x 41 cm
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THE DARK CORNER (compositional study) 2018  watercolour and gouache on paper  38.5 x 49 cm
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THE RIVERBEND AT BURRIER 2015  oil on prepared paper  11 x 21 cm
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MEROOGAL 2016  watercolour and gouache on paper  40 x 50 cm (oval)
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BATTLE GROUND TO FIELDS 2017  watercolour on paper  20.5 x 25.5 cm
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RIVER BEND AT DUSK (large study) 2018  

watercolour on paper  38 x 48.5 cm
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PORT ARTHUR 2018  watercolour on paper  38 x 28 cm
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RIVER IN THE MIST (after Corot)  2012  watercolour on paper  12 x 16 cm
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COOK IN HYDE PARK  2020  watercolour on paper  45 x 34.5 cm
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