
THE TYRANNY OF THE SUBJECT 
Searching for Subjects Can Be A Barrier 
Students have often said to me, “I really want to draw and paint more than I do but I struggle to 
find subjects”. Some of them are maybe trying to find that subject that is waiting to be 
discovered, which when found will provide the perfect composition for their painting or drawing. 
Sometimes there is a perception that the subject will also provide the inspiration they need to 
create a picture, and sometimes indeed it does. However for a few the barrier of searching for the 
subject cannot be overcome and they may even give up their journey into art. 


I really understand what the students mean when they say this and in the past I would also spend 
time looking for those perfect subjects. I believed when I found them all I would then need to do is 
paint them!! I would focus my time on the search believing the subject to be the critical factor to 
address before making a start. These days finding my subjects is no longer the hurdle it used to 
be, so what has changed for me?

 

Time Spent Looking and Painting 
I have spent an awfully long time drawing and painting a wide and varied range of subject 
material. The more I have drawn and painted the more I have found that even the simplest 
subjects can fire my imagination and interest. I no longer search for those ideal subjects as I find 
subjects everywhere, these can include old pairs of shoes or hats, doorways in my home, trees. 
Many of the drawings and paintings I produced were in my view failed pieces and were binned 
long ago, but some of them did make the grade and they gave me the confidence to continue to 
paint.


The Process of Experimentation 
During that time I also spent many hours experimenting with different mediums and drawing tools  
just to see what marks and effects could be achieved. This often did not involve generating 
paintings but was simply a type of play to help me to understand what a medium or tool could or 
couldn’t do. I still do this type of experimentation and I am still discovering new things and 
characteristics of different mediums that influence how I use them in my work. This type of 
process helps you to understand which techniques you can apply to help interprete your subjects 
when you find them.


Both of these studies were to try out gouache on some Bristol Board I had purchased. I wanted to 
understand how the paint would work on the board. Both of them involved using human forms as their 
starting point but became more abstract in character. I was not trying to create a single subject or a 
composition.
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The above is a study looking at colour combinations linked to different types of brushmark and texture. This 
type of work helps me to develop the range of techniques and colours I want to use for a watercolour 
composition and I often do a few of them before starting the painting itself. 


Building Up Reference Material 
My day to day practice also includes sketching, painting, photographing, filming a huge amount 
of subject material that interests me. This material is stored in sketchbooks, photographic files 
photos and videos. In essence this represents a warehouse of reference material that I can 
plunder at will. I use these references to provide memory joggers of a place, person, event or even 
a colour combination that can inspire new compositions, or to provide ideas for subjects.


Sketching en plein air is a great way to develop your observational skills, drawing and also provide useful 
references for future use. This type of work can also help develop an understanding of the types of subject 
that appeal to you as an artist. These small A5 sketches of Port Isaac and Polzeath were done in ink and 
coloured pencil. They provide an interesting record of Cornish cottages and coastal architecture for future  
consideration although I have not used them to develop any paintings to date.
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Below is another small A5 en plein sketch executed in watercolour on the island of Fortaventura. The sketch 
reminds me of the bright clear sun on the island and the deep blue ocean washing into inlets. I used only a 
brush and watercolour to record the scene, no initial line drawing was invovled. I have several references 
from our visit to the island but have not produced a painting as yet. However the work I did helped me 
develop my watercolour painting techniques that I have used in other pieces.


Above is another type of study in graphite which I developed from a number of stills taken from a dance 
video. My aim in drawing the dancer was to understand the movement and shapes that the flamenco 
dancer was creating in the film. I used a number of these studies to inform the oil on canvas shown below. 
The composition was formulated entirely by using these reference drawings and my memory of the video.  
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The time spent on this range of activities has enabled me to develop a deeper understanding of 
mediums and my own skillbase and style, and it has also helped me to narrow down the types of 
subject that inspire me the most. These days when I decide on a subject I am much more 
confident about adapting and changing it to meet my artistic objectives for the piece. I always 
respect the subject but do not believe it is sacrosanct and in charge of my picture or indeed my 
approach. I am the artist and I am in charge. My pieces are a fusion of the qualities of a selected 
subject, my interpretation of it and the painting skills that have been used to produce the pictures. 


Pointers To Consider 
The short list below provides a few ideas for those that maybe finding it challenging to identify 
and develop your subjects:


• Do not focus too much on the challenge of finding your subject- if you are in doubt apply your 
mind to developing your ideas using other activities.


• Paint, draw and experiment with mediums and techniques as much as you can. It does not 
matter if you are drawing figurative subjects, generating abstracts or simply making marks and 
washes. These will all help you move forward and widen your knowledge. Do not be afraid to 
play.


• Try to develop the habit of doing quick sketches and taking notes and photos of things that 
interest and inspire you and keep them for future reference, These over time will provide you 
with memories and inspiration that you can use to inform your new work. They do not need to 
be finished drawings or paintings- think of them as simply references and reminders.


• Don’t expect to find the perfect subject, be prepared to adapt, change and simplify it to help 
you express what you want in your picture. 


• Remember you are in charge of your composition; the subject is clearly an essential component  
but it is only one aspect of your creative process. Your interpretion of the subject, the 
techniques and skills that you use are also essential to your work. You are the artist and are in 
control. Respect your subjects and seek to understand and explain them to your viewer but do 
not be dominated by them.


• Painting, drawing and creating art is a process that is very personal and something that takes 
time to develop. Identifying subjects that inspire you is interesting and important but it is only 
one part of an artist’s practice. It is something that becomes easier over time and is a kind of 
product of your development as an artist.


I hope the pointers above that relate to my own learning experiences may in some small way help 
you in your work and enable you to think about, search and find the subjects you like and even 
more importantly express what you want to say about them in your pictures.  I am sorry there are 
no silver bullets here. Like so much in painting and drawing its your personal journey that is 
important. So do not be challenged by illusive subject material. Instead keep drawing and  
painting, exploring new processes and activities along the way to find your way forward.


Article	by	Paul	Scragg		
published	by	“MAN	IN	THE	MOON”	
All	illustrations	are	copyright	of	the	artist.	

If you are interested in developing your skills why not explore Moon Methods which can 
be found on maninthemoonarts.com website, where you will find other articles and 
information sheets about drawing and painting written by the artist. To find out more about  
Paul’s work etc. email: pauls.art@hotmail.com 
or 
visit www.maninthemoonarts.com or visit; Man in the Moon Arts, on Faceboook
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