µ˙The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, at Home

Sketching: Gesture Drawing
Inspired by Edgar Degas

Time: 20 minutes
Difficulty level: Easy
Messy level: Low

To view a hi-res image of the work, visit the MFAH website.

Gather These Materials
• Sketching pad or several pieces of sketching paper
• Drawing pencils, Conté crayons, or charcoal stick
• Printed photos of people in motion
To purchase recommended art materials, visit dickblick.com.

Step-by-Step Artist Instructions
Practice gesture-drawing techniques
and learn to capture major movements
of the human figure in motion.
Gesture drawings are quick sketches
that help capture the overall movement
of a figure. These drawings are often
less than a few minutes. In these cases,
artists are not concerned with details, but
more about the overall movement and
action of the figure. These drawings are
often used as a warm-up exercise before
drawing a human figure in more detail.

Edgar Degas, Russian Dancers, 1899, pastel on tracing
paper mounted on cardboard, the Museum of Fine Arts,
Houston, John A. and Audrey Jones Beck Collection,
gift of Audrey Jones Beck, 98.278.
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1. Using the middle figure in the Russian Dancers image as an example, imagine where
the spinal cord for the dancer is and its direction. Draw the spinal cord, finding its
natural curve.
2. Now, look at the head and explore the angle at which it is bent in comparison to the
figure’s spinal cord. Draw an oval shape as a placeholder for the head.
3. Next, draw two circles where the shoulder joints would be and two circles where
the hip joints would be.
4. Connect the head to the shoulder joints by drawing in a neck.
5. Next, draw an upside-down triangle to connect the hip joints and spinal cord.
6. Then, draw the knee joints as circles and connect the knee joints to the hips using a
cylindrical shape. This is known as the ball-and-cylinder method of sketching.
7. Now, draw circles for the ankle joints and draw a triangular shape for the feet.
8. Do the same thing for the arms, drawing balls and circles where the elbow and wrist
joints are and then connect them using cylinder shapes.
9. Add additional movement lines throughout the sketch using lines to emphasize the
movement of the dancer.
10. Do several more gesture sketches from photos of people moving. Try to do several
quick ones, in less than two to three minutes, and then do some longer ones of five
to ten minutes.

