
drawing from the right side of the brain

Unlocking Your Inner Artist: A Deep Dive into Drawing from the Right Side of the Brain

drawing from the right side of the brain is a concept that has revolutionized how many people approach visual
art, demystifying the creative process and empowering individuals to believe in their innate artistic potential.
This article will explore the fundamental principles behind this approach, guiding you through the cognitive
shifts necessary to tap into your creative hemisphere. We will delve into the dominance of the left brain in our
daily lives and how to consciously engage the right brain's unique perceptual abilities for drawing.
Furthermore, we will examine practical techniques and exercises designed to cultivate observational skills,
improve spatial reasoning, and ultimately, foster a more intuitive and accurate drawing practice. By
understanding and applying these concepts, you can unlock a richer, more expressive artistic journey.
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Understanding Brain Dominance and Its Impact on Drawing

Most individuals, especially in Western cultures, tend to favor their left brain for analytical tasks, logical
reasoning, and language. This dominance can inadvertently translate into how we approach drawing. When we
try to draw, the left brain often interferes by imposing preconceived notions, symbols, and labels onto the
subject. For instance, instead of seeing the curves and angles of an apple, the left brain might simply recognize it
as "apple" and draw a generic symbol rather than its specific visual reality. This symbolic representation is a
shortcut that hinders accurate observation and leads to drawings that feel flat or unconvincing.

The left brain is also responsible for verbalizing and categorizing. When we attempt to draw, it can chatter
away, telling us what things should look like based on past knowledge or societal norms. This internal
monologue can override the direct visual information reaching our eyes. The challenge, therefore, lies in quieting
this dominant left-brain chatter and allowing the more visual and holistic processing of the right brain to take
precedence. Recognizing this cognitive tendency is the first crucial step in retraining your brain for artistic
expression.

The Role of the Right Brain in Visual Perception

The right hemisphere of the brain is fundamentally different in its mode of operation. It excels at holistic
thinking, spatial reasoning, pattern recognition, and processing visual information in a more direct,
unadulterated way. When we are drawing from the right side of the brain, we are essentially engaging these
powerful visual processing capabilities. This hemisphere doesn't get bogged down by labels or symbolic meanings;
instead, it perceives relationships, shapes, negative spaces, and the subtle interplay of light and shadow.



The right brain is responsible for seeing the world as it is, without the filters of language or prior assumptions.
It understands relationships between objects, distances, and proportions. This is why when you try to copy
something accurately, engaging the right brain helps you see the subtle nuances of line, form, and value that
you might otherwise overlook. It's about seeing with fresh eyes, as if for the very first time, allowing the
visual data to flow directly from your perception to your hand.

Seeing the Whole Picture

One of the key contributions of the right brain to drawing is its ability to perceive the whole. Instead of
focusing on individual parts and trying to assemble them logically, the right brain grasps the overall
composition and the interconnectedness of elements. This holistic view is essential for capturing the essence of
a subject and achieving a sense of realism and depth. It allows the artist to understand how shapes fit
together, how light falls across forms, and how different elements relate to each other in space.

Perceiving Relationships and Negative Space

The right brain is particularly adept at understanding relationships between objects and the spaces that
surround them. This concept of "negative space" – the areas around and between the positive forms of your
subject – is often overlooked by the left brain. However, understanding and drawing the negative spaces can be
incredibly effective in defining the positive shapes and improving the accuracy of your drawing. The right brain
naturally perceives these relationships, making it easier to render them accurately on paper.

Cultivating Right Brain Skills for Drawing

The good news is that the right brain's abilities are not fixed; they can be trained and strengthened. The process
involves actively shifting your focus away from analytical and symbolic thinking and towards direct visual
observation. This retraining requires conscious effort and consistent practice. By engaging in specific exercises
and adopting new ways of looking, you can gradually enhance your right-brain visual processing for drawing.

The goal is to bypass the left brain's tendency to label and categorize, and instead, to directly perceive and
translate visual information. This involves a shift from "knowing" what something looks like to "seeing" what
it actually looks like in front of you. This fundamental change in perception is the cornerstone of successful
right-brain drawing techniques.

Exercises for Enhanced Observation

There are numerous exercises designed to hone your right-brain observational skills. These often involve
looking at subjects in unconventional ways or focusing on specific visual elements that the left brain tends to
ignore. The aim is to train your eyes to see details, relationships, and qualities of light and form with greater
precision.

Contour Drawing: This technique involves drawing the outlines of a subject without lifting your pencil
from the paper and without looking at your paper as much as at the subject itself. It forces you to
meticulously trace the edges and contours, developing a heightened awareness of the subject's form.

Upside-Down Drawing: Copying an image upside down disrupts the left brain's tendency to recognize
objects and apply symbolic knowledge. It forces you to see the lines and shapes as abstract forms,



making it easier to capture their proportions and relationships accurately.

Negative Space Drawing: As mentioned earlier, focusing on drawing the spaces around objects helps to
define the objects themselves. This exercise trains the right brain to see the interconnectedness of forms
and the overall composition.

Blind Contour Drawing: This is a variation of contour drawing where you do not look at your paper at
all. The result is often abstract but incredibly effective in training your eye-hand coordination and
forcing you to draw exactly what you see, no matter how distorted the outcome.

Slowing Down Your Perception

A crucial aspect of drawing from the right side of the brain is the deliberate act of slowing down. The left
brain operates at a rapid pace, processing information quickly and often superficially. To engage the right
brain's detailed observation, you need to consciously decelerate your visual intake. This means spending more
time looking at your subject, noticing subtle shifts in tone, minute variations in line, and the intricate details
that contribute to the overall impression.

Practical Techniques for Drawing from the Right Side of the Brain

Translating the understanding of right-brain processing into practical drawing techniques is key to achieving
tangible results. These methods are designed to circumvent the analytical left brain and allow your intuitive,
visual processing to take over. They focus on the visual information presented directly to your eyes, rather
than what your brain thinks it knows about the subject.

The essence of these techniques lies in deconstructing your subject into its fundamental visual components:
shapes, lines, values, and proportions. By focusing on these elements, you can build an accurate representation
without the interference of symbolic interpretation. This approach is not about being a "good" artist; it's
about learning to see and translate what you see, a skill that can be developed by anyone.

Focusing on Edges and Shapes

The left brain often sees objects as whole entities. The right brain, however, is more adept at perceiving the
individual edges and shapes that make up those objects. When drawing, pay close attention to the precise
boundaries of forms. Are they sharp or soft? Straight or curved? What is the angle of each edge in relation to
the others? By meticulously observing and rendering these edges, you build a more accurate representation of
the object's structure.

Furthermore, the right brain excels at seeing shapes, including the shapes of the empty spaces. Instead of thinking,
"I need to draw an eye," think about the specific shapes of the eyelid, the pupil, the iris, and the white of the eye,
as well as the negative spaces between these elements. This shift in focus from symbolic recognition to pure
shape perception is a hallmark of right-brain drawing.

Working with Values (Light and Shadow)

The right brain is a master of understanding subtle variations in light and shadow, known as values. Instead of



thinking in terms of "light side" and "dark side," learn to see the full spectrum of tonal gradations. Observe
where the light hits most intensely, where shadows are cast, and the subtle transitions between them. This
ability to perceive and render values accurately is crucial for creating a sense of three-dimensionality and
volume in your drawings.

When you focus on values, you are engaging your right brain's capacity for holistic perception. You're not
just drawing an object; you're drawing the way light interacts with its form, revealing its contours and
solidity. This means looking for the darkest darks, the lightest lights, and all the subtle grays in between, and
translating those observations directly onto your drawing surface.

Understanding Proportions and Relationships

Accurate proportions are vital for a convincing drawing, and the right brain is uniquely suited to grasping
spatial relationships. Instead of relying on memorized proportions (which can be inaccurate), learn to measure
and compare relationships directly from your subject. This can involve using your pencil as a measuring tool,
holding it up to your subject to compare the height of one feature to another, or the width of one object to
the space next to it.

The right brain naturally understands how elements relate to each other in space. By focusing on these visual
relationships – how far apart things are, how tall they are in relation to each other, how they overlap – you
can achieve a much greater degree of accuracy than by simply trying to draw each part in isolation. This
comparative approach bypasses the left brain's symbolic understanding and relies on direct visual evidence.

Overcoming Common Drawing Obstacles with Right Brain Strategies

Many aspiring artists encounter common hurdles that can be addressed by consciously adopting right-brain
drawing strategies. The frustration of drawings not looking "right," the feeling of being unable to capture
likeness, or the struggle with perspective are all areas where this approach can provide significant
breakthroughs. By shifting your cognitive focus, you can unlock new levels of accuracy and confidence in your
artistic endeavors.

The underlying principle is to treat drawing not as an intellectual exercise but as a visual one. This means
letting go of judgment, embracing observation, and allowing your visual perception to guide your hand. The
techniques discussed are designed to facilitate this shift, making the process of drawing more intuitive and less
intimidating.

Breaking Through "Symbol Paralysis"

One of the most significant obstacles is what is sometimes called "symbol paralysis." This occurs when the
left brain inserts its symbolic understanding of an object, preventing the artist from seeing its unique visual
characteristics. For example, when drawing a nose, the left brain might insert the symbol "nose" rather than
seeing the specific planes, curves, and shadows that define that particular nose. Right-brain techniques like
upside-down drawing and focusing on negative space directly combat this by forcing you to see the visual
information as abstract shapes and lines, devoid of their symbolic meaning.

Improving Likeness and Accuracy



Achieving likeness in portraiture or accurate representation of still life often hinges on capturing subtle
nuances in proportion, shape, and value. The right brain's ability to perceive spatial relationships and tonal
gradations is crucial here. By using methods that emphasize comparative measurement, edge observation, and the
full spectrum of values, you can significantly improve the accuracy and believability of your drawings. This
involves moving away from generalized shapes and towards the precise visual evidence before you.

The process of learning to draw from the right side of the brain is a journey of discovery. It requires patience,
practice, and a willingness to let go of preconceived notions about your artistic abilities. By engaging these
powerful visual processing skills, you can unlock a more direct, intuitive, and ultimately, more rewarding
drawing experience. The ability to see and translate the world visually is a skill that can be honed, leading to
a deeper appreciation for the art of drawing and a greater sense of creative fulfillment.

FAQ

Q: What does it mean to draw from the "right side of the brain"?
A: Drawing from the "right side of the brain" refers to engaging the more visual, holistic, and spatial processing
capabilities of the right hemisphere of the brain, as opposed to the analytical and symbolic processing of the
left hemisphere. This approach emphasizes direct observation of shapes, relationships, and values rather than
relying on preconceived notions or labels.

Q: How can I tell if I am drawing from my left brain?
A: You are likely drawing from your left brain if your drawings feel symbolic or generic, if you struggle with
accurate proportions, or if you find yourself relying on what you think something should look like rather than
what you actually see. Left-brain drawing often involves inserting symbols and labels into your work.

Q: What are some specific exercises to encourage right-brain drawing?
A: Key exercises include blind contour drawing, upside-down drawing, negative space drawing, and focusing on
drawing edges and values rather than objects as a whole. These exercises are designed to bypass analytical
thought and promote direct visual perception.

Q: Is it possible to completely switch to drawing with only the right brain?
A: The goal is not to entirely shut off the left brain, as it plays a role in organization and planning. Instead,
it's about learning to shift the dominance towards the right brain's visual processing when observing and
drawing, creating a more balanced and effective creative process.

Q: How long does it take to learn to draw from the right side of the brain?
A: The timeframe varies greatly depending on individual practice and dedication. However, with consistent effort
and focused practice on the specific techniques, noticeable improvements in observational skills and drawing
accuracy can be seen within weeks to months.

Q: Does drawing from the right side of the brain help with realism?
A: Absolutely. The right brain's ability to perceive subtle differences in shape, value, and proportion is
fundamental to achieving realism. By focusing on these visual elements directly, rather than symbolic
representations, artists can create drawings that are far more accurate and lifelike.



Q: Are there specific tools or materials recommended for right-brain
drawing?
A: While no specific tools are strictly required, pencils of varying hardness (e.g., HB, 2B, 4B) are useful for
capturing a range of values. Drawing paper, erasers, and potentially a sketchbook are standard. The most
important "tool" is your willingness to observe intently and shift your perceptual focus.

Q: Can this approach help someone who thinks they are "not artistic"?
A: Yes, this is precisely what the "drawing from the right side of the brain" philosophy aims to address. It
teaches that drawing is a perceptual skill that can be learned, and by engaging the right brain's visual abilities,
individuals who previously believed they lacked artistic talent can achieve significant progress.
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