drawing with the right side of your brain

Unlock Your Artistic Potential: A Comprehensive Guide to Drawing with the Right Side of
Your Brain

drawing with the right side of your brain is not merely a catchy phrase; it’s a
transformative approach to art that unlocks latent creative abilities. Many aspiring artists
believe they lack natural talent, but this popular method, championed by educators and
artists alike, suggests otherwise. This guide delves deep into the principles of right-brain
drawing, exploring how to quiet the critical, analytical left brain and engage the intuitive,
observational capabilities of the right hemisphere. We will uncover the core concepts
behind this revolutionary technique, provide practical exercises to cultivate observational
skills, and offer strategies for overcoming common artistic hurdles. By understanding and
implementing these techniques, you can dramatically improve your drawing skills and see
the world, and your ability to represent it, with fresh, artistic eyes.
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Understanding the Two Brain Hemispheres

Our brains are complex organs, often simplified into two main hemispheres: the left and
the right. While this is a simplification, it's a useful model for understanding how we
process information and engage with the world, particularly when it comes to creative
endeavors like drawing. Each hemisphere has specialized functions, and by understanding
these differences, we can begin to harness their unique strengths.

The left hemisphere is typically associated with logical, analytical, and verbal processing.
It’s the part of the brain that handles language, numbers, sequencing, and linear thinking.
When we’re trying to figure out how to draw something, breaking it down into component
parts, or judging our own work critically, we are largely engaging our left brain. This
analytical approach, while essential for many tasks, can be a significant impediment to
spontaneous and accurate observation in drawing.

The Left Brain vs. The Right Brain in Drawing

The fundamental challenge for many beginners in drawing is the dominance of the left
brain's "symbolic" or "name-tagging" mode over the right brain's "perceptual” mode. The
left brain recognizes objects by their names and known attributes rather than by their



actual visual appearance. For instance, when you see an apple, your left brain quickly
identifies it as "apple," recalling its general shape and common characteristics. It doesn't
meticulously observe the subtle curves, the interplay of light and shadow, or the unique
imperfections that define that specific apple.

Conversely, the right hemisphere excels at holistic perception, spatial relationships, and
recognizing patterns and forms. It processes information visually and intuitively, focusing
on what is actually present rather than what we think should be there. When drawing with
the right side of your brain, the goal is to bypass the left brain's symbolic shortcuts and
allow the right brain's direct, unadulterated observation to take over. This means seeing
lines, shapes, and tones as they truly exist on the page or in reality, without the
interference of preconceived notions or labels.

The Pitfalls of Left-Brain Dominance in Art

Left-brain dominance in drawing often leads to predictable, stylized, and inaccurate
representations. Instead of drawing the actual shape of a person's nose, a beginner might
draw a generic, triangular nose because that's what their left brain "knows" a nose looks
like. This leads to drawings that feel "off" even if the basic elements are present. The
critical left brain then jumps in, judging the drawing as "bad," reinforcing the belief that
one is not a natural artist.

This symbolic thinking is also responsible for common drawing errors like making objects
too small or too large relative to each other, or misjudging angles. The left brain wants to
create a recognizable symbol, while the right brain is capable of perceiving and rendering
the complex spatial realities that give a drawing depth and lifelikeness. Learning to draw
with the right side of your brain is about retraining your visual perception to trust the
information your eyes are sending you, rather than the pre-programmed data in your
mind.

Cultivating Right-Brain Observational Skills

The key to shifting towards right-brain drawing lies in developing heightened
observational skills. This involves actively engaging your visual cortex and focusing on the
raw visual data. Exercises that encourage you to look deeply at shapes, negative spaces,
relationships between lines, and tonal variations are crucial. The aim is to see the world
not as a collection of objects, but as a tapestry of forms, light, and shadow.

By deliberately slowing down your observation and focusing on the details your left brain
typically skips over, you begin to build a stronger connection with your right hemisphere's
perceptual abilities. This is a skill that can be learned and strengthened with consistent
practice, making accurate and expressive drawing accessible to everyone.



Shifting Your Perspective: The Core of Right-
Brain Drawing

At its heart, drawing with the right side of your brain is about a fundamental shift in
perspective—moving from symbolic representation to direct visual perception. This shift
requires a conscious effort to quiet the inner critic and the urge to label and categorize,
and instead, to simply see. It’s about trusting your eyes more than your mind’s
preconceived notions of what something should look like.

This approach encourages you to look at the subject matter as a collection of lines, shapes,
and tonal values, rather than as a familiar object. For example, when drawing a face,
instead of thinking "eyes, nose, mouth," you focus on the specific curve of an eyelid, the
angle of the bridge of the nose, or the subtle shadow cast by the upper lip. This direct
visual engagement is the hallmark of right-brain drawing.

The Importance of Seeing Shapes and Relationships

A cornerstone of right-brain drawing is the ability to perceive and reproduce the shapes
and relationships between elements in your subject. Instead of drawing an object from
memory or a generalized idea, you meticulously observe the actual shapes you see. This
includes not only the positive shapes of the object itself but also the negative shapes—the
spaces around and between the objects.

Understanding negative space is incredibly powerful. The shape of the space between an
arm and a torso, or the gap between two fingers, can be more accurately perceived and
drawn than the object itself. By focusing on these often-overlooked areas, you can achieve
greater accuracy in proportion and placement. Similarly, observing the spatial
relationships—how one line or shape relates to another in terms of angle, distance, and
proportion—allows for a more faithful rendering of the subject.

Embracing the Unknown and Suspending Judgment

The left brain is naturally inclined to judge and categorize, which can paralyze the creative
process. When drawing with the right side of your brain, it's crucial to suspend judgment
and embrace the unknown. This means allowing yourself to make mistakes without
criticism and focusing purely on the act of observation and mark-making. The goal is to
create, not to produce a perfect masterpiece on the first try.

This requires patience and a willingness to let go of the desire for immediate perfection.
By giving yourself permission to explore and experiment, you create an environment
where your right brain can flourish. The more you practice observing without judgment,
the more you will trust your visual perception and the more your drawings will begin to
reflect what you are truly seeing, rather than what you think you know.



Essential Techniques for Drawing with the Right
Side of Your Brain

To effectively draw with the right side of your brain, several practical techniques can be
employed to bypass left-brain interference and foster direct visual perception. These
methods are designed to train your eye and your hand to work in harmony, capturing the
essence of your subject with greater accuracy and intuition.

The Upside-Down Drawing Method

One of the most powerful techniques for engaging the right side of your brain is drawing
subjects upside down. When you invert an object or a reference image, you disrupt the left
brain’s ability to recognize it by its familiar name and symbolic attributes. Suddenly, a
face is no longer a collection of easily identifiable features like eyes, nose, and mouth; it
becomes an abstract arrangement of lines, curves, and shapes.

This method forces you to look at the subject as a collection of pure visual information.
You begin to notice subtle angles, relationships between lines, and tonal shifts that you
would otherwise overlook. By focusing on these purely visual cues, you are bypassing the
symbolic processing of the left brain and tapping directly into the perceptual strengths of
the right hemisphere. This technique is incredibly effective for improving the accuracy of
portraits, still lifes, and even landscapes.

Drawing by Contour and Negative Space

Contour drawing involves carefully tracing the outlines and edges of your subject with
your eyes and then translating those lines onto your paper. This is not about drawing what
you think the contour should be, but about meticulously observing the actual line your eye
follows. You might draw the curve of a collar, the edge of a shadow, or the boundary
between light and dark.

Complementary to contour drawing is the practice of drawing negative space. As
mentioned before, this involves drawing the shapes of the empty spaces around and
between objects. For instance, if you are drawing a chair, instead of drawing the legs and
seat directly, you would draw the triangular shapes of the air between the legs, or the
rectangular space between the seat and the floor. This trains your eye to see relationships
and proportions more accurately by focusing on the voids rather than the solid forms.

Shifting Your Focus to Lines, Shapes, and Tones

Instead of thinking about drawing a "tree,
encourages you to see and draw the "lines,

person,"” or "cup,"” a right-brain approach
" "shapes," and "tones" that constitute that



object. This means focusing on the angles of branches, the curve of a trunk, the sharp
edge of a shadow, or the subtle gradations of light and dark. You are essentially breaking
down the complex visual world into its fundamental elements.

This shift in focus helps to demystify the drawing process. It removes the pressure of
trying to reproduce a recognizable symbol and replaces it with the more manageable task
of accurately observing and rendering visual data. By paying close attention to the
interplay of light and shadow (tones), the structure of forms (shapes), and the edges that
define them (lines), you build a strong foundation for realistic and expressive drawing.

Overcoming Obstacles and Cultivating the Right-
Brain Mindset

Embarking on the journey of drawing with the right side of your brain can present its own
unique challenges. The deeply ingrained habits of left-brain thinking and self-criticism can
be persistent hurdles. However, by understanding these obstacles and implementing
strategies to overcome them, you can foster a more conducive environment for your
artistic growth.

Dealing with the Inner Critic

The left brain's tendency to judge and criticize is often the biggest roadblock. You might
find yourself thinking, "This doesn't look right," "I'm not good at this," or "This is a waste
of time." These thoughts can quickly extinguish motivation and lead to frustration. The key
is to recognize these internal voices as the left brain trying to reassert its dominance and
consciously choose to ignore them.

A valuable strategy is to shift your focus from the outcome to the process. Celebrate the
act of observing, the challenge of translating visual information, and the learning that
occurs with each stroke. Remind yourself that drawing is a skill that develops over time,
not an innate talent bestowed upon a select few. By embracing mistakes as learning
opportunities and focusing on the sensory experience of drawing, you can gradually quiet
the inner critic.

The Role of Patience and Practice

Developing the ability to draw with the right side of your brain is not an overnight
transformation. It requires consistent, dedicated practice and a healthy dose of patience.
The more you engage in exercises that promote right-brain observation, the stronger those
neural pathways become. Consistency is far more important than the duration of any
single drawing session.



Regular practice, even for short periods, will gradually retrain your brain to rely more on
visual perception and less on symbolic representation. Embrace the journey, acknowledge
your progress, and resist the urge to compare your work to that of experienced artists.
Your artistic development is unique, and with patience, you will see significant
improvements in your drawing abilities.

Finding the Right Subject Matter

The choice of subject matter can significantly influence your experience with right-brain
drawing. For beginners, it’s often recommended to start with simple, uncomplicated
objects that have clear forms and tonal variations. Still lifes of basic shapes like fruit,
cups, or blocks are excellent starting points.

As you gain confidence, you can move on to more complex subjects. The key is to approach
any subject with the same principles: observe lines, shapes, and tones, and avoid naming
or labeling. Whether you’'re drawing a shoe, a plant, or a landscape, the fundamental
approach remains the same - see the visual information and translate it directly onto the
page without the interference of preconceived ideas.

Practicing and Developing Your Right-Brain
Drawing Skills

The mastery of drawing with the right side of your brain is an ongoing process that thrives
on consistent application of learned techniques and a willingness to experiment. By
integrating these practices into your routine, you will not only enhance your drawing
abilities but also cultivate a more observant and appreciative outlook on the visual world
around you.

Suggested Exercises for Right-Brain Engagement

To solidify the principles of right-brain drawing, incorporating specific exercises into your
practice is highly beneficial. These exercises are designed to target and strengthen the
perceptual skills that are central to this approach.

e Blind Contour Drawing: This exercise involves drawing the contour of an object
without looking at your paper at all. Your eyes must stay fixed on the subject, and
your hand should move in unison with your eye. This forces extreme focus on
observation and disconnects the left brain from the drawing process.

e Modified Contour Drawing: Similar to blind contour, but you allow yourself to
glance at your paper occasionally to ensure you are on the page. This is a good
stepping stone to blind contour.



e Negative Space Drawing: As discussed, focus on drawing the shapes of the spaces
around and between objects. This is excellent for understanding proportion and
placement.

¢ Gesture Drawing: This rapid drawing technique focuses on capturing the essence of
movement and form in a subject in a short amount of time (e.g., 30 seconds to 2
minutes per drawing). It encourages loose, expressive lines and bypasses detailed
analysis.

e Sighting and Measuring: Using a pencil or a similar tool to measure proportions
and angles relative to each other in your subject. This is a more analytical aspect but,
when used to inform right-brain perception, can be very effective.

The consistent application of these exercises, whether in a sketchbook or during dedicated
study sessions, will gradually rewire your brain’s approach to drawing. Each session is an
opportunity to refine your observational skills and build confidence in your visual
interpretation.

The Long-Term Benefits of Right-Brain Drawing

Beyond just improving your ability to render realistic images, drawing with the right side
of your brain offers profound long-term benefits. You begin to see the world with a
heightened sense of detail, appreciating the nuances of light, shadow, form, and texture
that might have previously gone unnoticed. This increased visual awareness can enrich
your life in many ways, fostering a deeper connection with your surroundings.

Furthermore, this method empowers individuals who may have previously felt they
"weren't artistic." By demystifying the drawing process and presenting it as a skill that can
be learned through observation and practice, it opens up creative avenues for a wider
audience. The confidence gained from mastering these techniques can spill over into other
areas of life, encouraging a more problem-solving and less critical approach to challenges.

Integrating Right-Brain Principles into All Your Art

Once you begin to grasp the principles of right-brain drawing, you’ll find that these
techniques are not limited to one specific style or medium. Whether you are sketching in
pencil, painting with watercolors, or sculpting, the ability to observe accurately and
translate those observations onto your chosen medium is fundamental. By consistently
applying the lessons learned from right-brain drawing, you will elevate the quality and
authenticity of all your artistic endeavors.

The journey of learning to draw with the right side of your brain is a rewarding
exploration of perception, creativity, and self-discovery. It is a testament to the idea that
artistic ability is not a fixed trait but a skill that can be cultivated through dedicated



practice and a willingness to see the world anew.

FAQ

Q: What does it mean to draw with the right side of your
brain?

A: Drawing with the right side of your brain refers to a method that emphasizes direct,
perceptual observation rather than symbolic representation. It involves quieting the
analytical, logical left hemisphere of the brain and engaging the intuitive, visual
processing capabilities of the right hemisphere. This allows you to see and draw lines,
shapes, and tones as they truly appear, rather than based on preconceived notions or
labels.

Q: Is drawing with the right side of the brain only for
beginners?

A: No, drawing with the right side of the brain is beneficial for artists of all levels. While
it's particularly effective for beginners in overcoming common drawing hurdles,
experienced artists can also use these techniques to refine their observational skills, break
through creative blocks, and achieve greater accuracy and expressiveness in their work.

Q: What are the main differences between left-brain and
right-brain drawing?

A: Left-brain drawing relies on symbols, names, and known attributes of objects (e.g.,
knowing a nose is triangular). It tends to be more analytical and can lead to generalized,
less accurate drawings. Right-brain drawing focuses on direct visual perception, seeing
the actual shapes, lines, angles, and tonal values of a subject without labeling it. It
prioritizes what the eyes see over what the mind knows.

Q: How can I practice drawing with the right side of my
brain?

A: Key practice methods include upside-down drawing, blind contour drawing, drawing
negative spaces, and focusing on observing lines, shapes, and tones. These exercises help
to bypass the left brain's symbolic processing and strengthen the right brain's perceptual
abilities. Consistent practice is crucial.

Q: Will drawing with the right side of my brain make me



a better artist instantly?

A: While this method can lead to rapid improvements in drawing accuracy and perception,
it's a skill that develops over time with consistent practice. Instantaneous mastery is
unlikely, but the foundational skills gained will significantly enhance your artistic
capabilities and understanding of form and space.

Q: What is negative space in drawing, and why is it
important for right-brain drawing?

A: Negative space refers to the empty areas surrounding and between the objects you are
drawing. Focusing on drawing these negative shapes can improve accuracy because it's
often easier to perceive and replicate the shapes of the voids than the complex forms of
the objects themselves. This technique trains your eye to see relationships and proportions
more effectively.

Q: How does the "upside-down drawing"” technique help
engage the right brain?

A: By inverting a subject, you disrupt the left brain's ability to recognize familiar objects
and their labels. This forces your brain to process the image as an abstract arrangement of
lines, curves, and shapes, thereby engaging the right hemisphere's direct visual
perception capabilities and leading to more accurate observation of its components.

Q: What if I keep getting distracted by my inner critic
while trying to draw with the right brain?

A: The inner critic is often the left brain asserting itself. To combat this, try to focus on the
process rather than the outcome. Remind yourself that mistakes are part of learning.
Engage in exercises that promote focus, like blind contour drawing, and celebrate the act
of observation and mark-making itself. Patience and consistent practice are key to
overcoming this habit.
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