
How To See As An Artist 
 

Learning ‘to see’ is one of the primary challenges for any artist.  It is a skill 
that develops over time becoming refined as it is practiced.   When we look 
at a scene or an object we can observe it in different ways.  An artist will 
often notice the big shapes, shapes created by light and dark or notice 
negative shapes, for example.  Seeing this way does not mean the artist’s 
eyes are seeing something different from others, but their brain is processing 
the scene before them from a design or compositional perspective as 
opposed to seeing literally etc. creating a design or pleasing composition 
from the visual impression. A good example of an artist’s ability to simplify 
what is before them can be seen in Japanese art; see the examples above.  
Notice the pleasing design and the use of light and dark.  If standing in front 
of a landscape/seascape there would be lots of information and detail that 
the artist must decipher, making decisions about what is rejected or included 
in the painting as the artist has done in the examples above.  


Paintings by master oil painters such as Rembrandt, Vermeer and Sargent 
(to name a few) are simplified into big shapes, but when viewed up close the 
detail, colour and brush marks distract from the strong design which is a key 
element making the painting so successful.  


An artist has several tools to help them see in this simplified manner.  These 
tools can be very useful not only when deciding what to paint or during the 
design phase of a painting, but also while completing the painting.  Every 
time a brush stroke is made on a painting it will change the painting in some 
way.  For example a new hue or a change in tone, no matter how small the 
mark can change a painting  dramatically.  As a painting develops the artist 
is balancing many elements, which will inevitably cause the artist’s eyes and 
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brain to tire meaning the ability to see as an artist becomes increasing 
challenged.


Tips To Seeing Your Painting with Fresh Eyes 

Take a Break 
Every 20 minutes or so stop painting and take a 5 minute break - make a cup 
of coffee, take a toilet break or hang out the washing .  Return to your 
painting with fresh eyes.  This is not easy to do but it does help to combat 
fatigue and repeating the same mistakes.  Unlike tired eyes a ‘fresh eye’ can 
see easily how to solve a problem.


Stand Back from the Easel 
Standing back from the easel allows the artist to see the 
work as a whole.  Standing close to the easel 
encourages the work to be viewed in small pieces, with 
an emphasis on detail, detracting from positive design 
elements that should be developed and not lost as the 
painting develops. 


Squint 
Start with your eyes shut tight and slowly open them.  The first thing you will 
see is the big light shape and the big dark shape.  As more light enters the 
eyes the mid tones will be revealed right through to the highlights and dark 
accents. Eventually the entire painting can be seen in full light.  This allows 
the painting to be seen tonally particularly the dark and light with a reduction 
of colour.


Use a Lorrain Glass or Black Mirror 
The Lorrain Glass is a valuable tool for evaluating your own 
painting for tonal accuracy and precise drawing.  The flat, 
blackened glass is held up to the eyes and a weakened 
reflection is seen upside-down with reduced tonal variation, 
eliminating detail from the subject.  The artist can then see 
the unfamiliar image with fresh eyes. (See Lorrain Glass in 
Free Content)
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Mirror the Image 
Viewing a painting using a standard mirror allows the artist to see the work in 
reverse.  This highlights drawing errors and compositional problems 
immediately.  Stand with your back to the painting and look into the mirror 
over your shoulder.  Ensure enough distance to see the painting as a whole.



Consider Negative Shapes 
The negative shapes are those shapes that exists around a 
solid object.  For example sky holes, the space inside a tea 
cup handle, or the light shape around a head shape.  
Consider the negative shapes in your painting.  This can 
help correct drawing errors too.


Turn the Painting Upside Down 

This is a great technique to see drawing errors and undesirable shapes that 
need adjusting.  The brain no longer sees the subject matter (for example a 
child’s face) instead a subject is reduced to patches of colour/tone and 
shapes.


Use your iPhone 
Photograph your painting using your iPhone.  Seeing the work as a 
thumbnail reduces the detail and enables you to see the big shapes or the 
design/composition of the work.  The balance of tone, shape colour, texture 
etc. can be seen eliminating the emotional elements.


Flick Your Eyes 
Flick your eyes between the painting and the reference to reveal differences 
in composition.  If you squint and then flick your eyes discrepancies in tone 
will be revealed.


Tip:  Many of these tools are easily available to all artists.  Keep this list handy 
and refer to it often to evaluate your own work.  Use these methods at every 
stage of the painting, from the planning stage, initial drawing, and as the 
paintings develops.  Do not wait until the work is finished.  Many problems 
can be solved early in the work so it is good to invest time at each stage. 
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