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Figure   
Drawing
I

n recent years there has been a huge resurgence of interest in the practice of 
academic figure drawing, accompanied by much debate about the best way to 
draw the figure in a “classical manner.” Although it may seem an impossibility to 
add anything truly new or innovative in this field, I propose an approach that can 
be considered an evolution of existing methods and schools, rather than something 
radically new.

Simply put, I combine three methods that have been adopted by significant schools of 
thought on figure drawing throughout the centuries. The first method centers around the 
study of gesture and is embodied in the rhythmic Italian style of drawing referred to as 
disegno. The second method is the smooth and subtle creation of form found in the 
French academic method of the 19th century, often referred to today as the atelier method. 
Finally there is the 20th-century architectural-structural approach, which interprets the 
figure as a series of interlocking geometric shapes. 

                The Evolution of 

 
Many approaches to figure drawing exist, and artists  
don’t have to limit themselves to just one. We examine 
three longstanding traditions, which artists can use and 
synthesize in their work. 

by Robert Zeller

Holly 
by Robert Zeller
2010; graphite on 
paper, 24x18
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These methods have been around a very long time: Each has roots in the Italian Renaissance, which in turn had roots in 
Greek Classicism. However, unlike ancient Greek drawing and painting—almost none of which has survived—we have 
examples from all three traditions to help guide our efforts.

These three schools are often perceived as being at odds with each other; I believe that they are essentially saying the 
same thing about the figure but in different ways. A slight shift in emphasis can lead to overall cohesion between them. In 
fact, combining these concepts is disarmingly simple. Here I’ll offer a brief overview of these three traditions, and if you’re 
interested in learning more, this topic is covered in much more depth in my book The Figurative Artist’s Handbook.

1. Disegno
Disegno is the Italian word for drawing, but in the context of 
the Renaissance, its meaning is multifaceted. It encompasses 
not only line but also form, composition and—most impor-
tantly for us—gesture. Gesture refers to the way rhythm 
and movement flow through a single figure. The consider-
ation of gesture adds life to a drawing and can help join 
multiple figures in a composition. This is a conceptual 
approach, of course, given that no one walks around with 
visible rhythm lines flowing through his or her body.

The philosophy of disegno also involves integrating the fig-
ure into the space around it in a believable manner, showing 
how the rhythms that flow through the figure also flow 
through the surrounding area. In other words, gesture doesn’t 
start and stop with a single figure, and it’s the key to creating 
organized groupings of figures in multifigure compositions. 

Disegno was used by the masters of the Italian 
Renaissance, and we can see it clearly in Michelangelo’s 

drawing Pietà (below left). The main figure appears monu-
mental, and the gesture lines that flow through it, 
indicated here with white lines, are powerful and full of 
life—ironic, given that it’s a scene of the dead Christ.

2. The Academic Method
The method of figure drawing taught at modern ateliers is 
based on methodologies formulated by the École des 
Beaux-Arts—the principal French academy in the 19th 
century. The core concept of “training the artist’s eye” 
stems from drawing courses such as those designed by 
Charles Bargue (ca 1826–83) and Bernard Romain Julien 
(1802–71). 

Schools in this tradition strive to teach artists to repre-
sent nature faithfully. They don’t all use precisely the same 
methods, but they generally have two points in common: 
an emphasis on light and shadow and a focus on convert-
ing three-dimensional figures into flat, two-dimensional 
shapes. Both of these areas of emphasis are designed to 
emulate nature as accurately as possible.

I was trained in the Water Street Atelier system, itself a 
variant on a method taught by Ted Seth Jacobs and Tony 
Ryder. This approach begins by blocking in using straight 
lines, establishing proportions and moving from the gen-
eral to the specific in creating forms and subforms. Each 
subsequent pass brings more detailed information, all 
based on the dividing point between light and shadow, 
called the terminator. The method culminates in a rather 
sophisticated conceptualization of surface form, one that is 
not based on perception but rather on an understanding of 
the relationship between surface form and light source. 
The result can convey a beautiful illusion of three- 
dimensionality.

Léon Cogniet’s Male Nude From the Back (opposite) 
shows an anatomical study developed in this tradition. 
Cogniet was a fabulous draftsman and painter who con-
tributed art to the drawing course developed by Julien. 
Notice the terrific contrapposto and strong modeling on 
the figure’s back. The medium, white chalk and charcoal on 
gray paper, is terrific for creating volume and form, using a 
middle tone as the ground. We also see very subtle model-
ing in Study for Narcissus (opposite) by the contemporary 
artist Camie Isabella Salaz, and Craig Banholzer shows a 
wonderful conceptualization of light on smooth surface 
form in his Torso Study (opposite). Note that Banholzer 
leaves his initial straight-line conception visible in the fin-
ished drawing.

INDEPENDENT PRACTICE: DISEGNO
You don’t need to attend an art school to learn disegno. 
Simply practice by tracing or copying Old Master drawings 
and paintings, particularly multifigure compositions.  Your 
only tuition will be the cost of reproductions—or museum 
admission if you want to copy from life.

INDEPENDENT PRACTICE:  
ACADEMIC METHOD  
Much of the information taught in ateliers is also available online 
and in print. If you want to explore these methods, I recommend 
downloading a high-resolution set of Bargue plates and/or the 
Julien course and slowly working your way through them. You 
can also find videos on YouTube about how to approach cast 
drawing.

What you won’t find on the internet is model time. One of the 
great things about ateliers is that they take live-model sessions 
seriously. If you’re lucky enough to have friends or acquaintances 
who will model for you at length, then you’re all set. If not, 
enrolling in an atelier may be a good idea.

A final note: Don’t rely on working from photographs, which 
become useful only after you’ve developed drawing skills. 
There’s no way to cut corners on this, trust me. 

NEAR RIGHT
Torso Study 
by Craig Banholzer 
2016; charcoal and white chalk on 
toned paper, 20x16

FAR RIGHT
Male Nude From the Back 
by Léon Cogniet
1812; black and white chalk on 
blue paper, 2311/16x181/4

BELOW
Study for Narcissus 
by Camie Isabella Salaz 
2009; graphite and white chalk on 
toned paper, 16x20
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Pietà  
by Michelangelo 
ca 1530–36; red and white 
chalk over black chalk 
on paper
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3. The Anatomical-
Structural Approach
If you’re going to draw the figure well, you’re going to have to 
learn anatomy. But for anatomy to make sense, you first 
want to learn the interior architecture and geometry of the 
figure. The best approach I’ve found for teaching anatomy is 
a method I refer to as anatomical-structural, but it has several 
other names, including architectonic and stereographic. This 
method has a long history, going back as far as Albrecht 
Dürer (1471–1528) and Luca Cambiaso (1527–85). I person-
ally learned this approach from the sculptor Sabin Howard, 
who in turn learned it from the sculptor and anatomist 
Walter Erlebacher.

The premise is simple enough: Rather than memorize 
long lists of muscles and bones, begin by breaking the figure 
down into geometric shapes. Rectangular blocks and cubes 
are usually the most helpful, but there are also cones, cylin-
ders, ovals and spheres. Try to conceive of the body as being 
made up of these shapes. This then provides context and 
function for the relevant anatomy, making it easier and more 
practical to remember. Using this method, artists also build a 
conceptual figure in their mind and then compare the actual 
model they’re looking at to that ideal, conceptual model.

H ow you put these three methods together in your 
own practice will be as personal for you as it is for 
me, tailored to your specific strengths and weak-

nesses. I’ve taught figure drawing since 2009, when I 
founded the Teaching Studios of Art, in Oyster Bay, New 
York. My motivations for creating this synthesis were practi-
cal, born of a real need to simplify the process for my 
students. Again, I see this as more of an evolution and not 
an innovation. I sincerely hope that you forge ahead and cre-
ate your own variation, contributing your personal approach 
and vision to this ever-changing tradition. 

The topics discussed in this 
article are covered in more 
depth in my book 
The Figurative Artist’s 
Handbook (Monacelli Press, 
2017), which includes 
several detailed 
demonstrations of how I 
synthesize the traditions 
discussed here. It also 
explores how other artists 
use the figure to create 
elaborate, original 
compositions, along with 
chapters on subjects such as keeping a sketchbook, portrait 
drawing and portrait painting. For more information, or to 
purchase a copy, visit monacellipress.com or robertzeller.com.

INDEPENDENT STUDY: 
ANATOMICAL-STRUCTURAL 
There are many great books available on the subject, written 
and illustrated by knowledgeable authors. Here are a few of 
my favorites: 
··  George Bridgman’s The Complete Guide to Drawing From 
Life and Constructive Anatomy conceive of the human body 
as a machine with parts that interlock and function as a 
unit. They’re also great for their emphasis on gesture.
··  The German anatomist Gottfried Bammes makes this 
method very accessible in his books Sehen und Verstehen 
and Die Gestalt des Menschen. They’re written in German, 
but you can learn everything you need just by looking at 
the illustrations.
··  Roberto Osti’s recent book Basic Human Anatomy is quite 
good and accessible.

Purchase any of these books and start copying the plates. 
Then, most importantly, work from a live model to practice 
and internalize the concepts. Without working from life, 
you’ll miss out on much of what this method has to offer.

ABOVE
In this anatomical 
demonstration, Roberto Osti 
shows a box conception of the 
figure to the left and a 
conceptual skeleton to the 
right.

LEFT
George Bridgman used box 
construction and rhythm lines 
to convey both the gesture 
and construction of the 
human body, as in this 
illustration from his book 
Constructive Anatomy  
(ca 1920).

Jamaal
by Robert Zeller
2014; graphite on 
paper, 24x18


