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Mick McNicholas introduced himself. He is the organiser of the 
Wokingham Life Drawing Society which used to meet regularly in 
Wokingham but during these Covid19 times he invites people to join 
him via Zoom on a Monday for a Life Drawing session and on a 
Thursday for a Portrait Drawing session.  Details of these sessions to 
follow.  Mick has organised ‘ArtFest!’ Wokingham’s Annual Outdoor 
Art Festival.  Mick is a representational artist working across media, 
primarily from life. 
 

Unfortunately, this evening, due to Coronavirus, he explained that he was going to be 
working from a black and white photograph.  Not only social distancing limitations but also 
restrictions on space made using a live model difficult. Mick admitted he had been working 
in the living room in his house but he cleared up all the mess for Christmas and has been 
banned from using it again!    
 
Mick began by saying capturing a likeness is a bit hit and miss, which was a bit of a let-out 
clause for him but John Singer Sargent, a famous portrait artist said, “A portrait is a painting 
where there is something wrong with the mouth”.   Likeness is in the general, not the 
specific.  It is the relationship of the shapes and their position on the face that makes 
someone recognisably themselves and not the details. 
 
 Mick then went through his list of materials:   

• Charcoal:  A box of ends of charcoal, Vine or willow charcoal, Nitram (square) 
charcoal, this is not compressed, it is still natural, but it can be sharpened.  

• Sandpaper:  Nitram supplied a sandpaper board. 
• Rubbers: Putty rubber and a hard rubber 
• Stump blender also called a Tortillon 
• Wet wipes and kitchen paper 
• Good quality, strong paper to draw on 

 
To start Mick used his broken bits of charcoal to create charcoal dust.  
People often block in but he wants to use sandpaper, which may 
damage the paper but makes interesting marks and encourages 
serendipity.  After collecting some charcoal dust on his sandpaper, he 
pulled it in harsh strokes across the paper.   He likes to squint to 
reduce everything to light and dark and make everything more 
pronounced.  The photo is by Peter Knight but Mick does not know 
who the subject is. 
 
Sight size is drawing something the same size that it is being seen.  On this occasion Mick’s 
drawing is a little larger.  It is useful to use a paintbrush or stick to determine the angles of 
the face and to build up the proportions.  Keep checking the angles as the picture 
progresses. 



Gradually an image began to appear.  Mick prefers to work vertically. 
If you work flat your view is distorted and you can tend to make 
things too long.  It is good to work at an angle of at least 45 degrees.  
Mick began blocking in with Vine charcoal keeping the drawing as 
fluid and malleable as possible.  Someone mentioned that you can 
buy charcoal dust rather than make it as Mick had been doing.  
Apparently, there are also charcoal pouches that can be used to dust 
an area with charcoal and you could even make one of these with a 
pair of tights. 

 
It is important to take a break and return to your work afresh.  
One way of seeing it with a fresh eye is with a mirror.  Mick has a 
black mirror but he said you could even use the black glass of 
your mobile phone to see the image in a different way.  Mick was 
constantly stepping back to look at his work, perhaps not the 
twenty feet that Singer Sargent is purported to have done while 
wearing a path in the carpet!  If something is not right do not be 
precious about changing it.   
 
Mick was asked if he would frame this work.  He said if it were a commission then he would 
frame it.  He had a charcoal portrait accepted at the Royal Society of Portrait Painters at the 
Mall Gallery but it did not get through to the final hang and when he went to collect it he 
saw that the glass had touched the charcoal and left a print of itself on the glass.  It is 
important to use good fixative and mount charcoal portraits carefully before framing.   
 
It was only towards the end that Mick began to use kitchen towel and a rubber to put in the 
highlights.  “It is a good idea not to put in all the detail.  It gives the viewer something to 
think about.” He said. The final few minutes were used to sort out the eyes.  It was a 
revelation to see the finished work when it was brought close to the camera.  It was full of 
drama and vitality.  
 

There had been a 
discussion earlier in the 
evening about whether this 
technique would be 
appropriate for drawing a 
baby and one of the 
audience mentioned having 
seen a baby drawn by Mick 
in charcoal.  Mick took a 
little time and found the 
drawing in question.  Here 
it is. 
 
 
 



Here is the finished image that Mick has sent to me together with the close-up above which 
clearly shows the scratched paper surface and all the interesting marks and lines he 
achieved. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
As mentioned at the start of the evening Mick McNicholas is on the internet and can be 
found at the following web addresses:  
 
mick@mickmcnicholas  
Instagram account: @mick_mcnicholas 
WLDS's Instagram: @wokinghamlifedrawingsociety 
 


