
Betty Edwards: Drawing on 
the Right Side of the Brain



DRAWING

• Drawing is a global or "whole" skill requiring only 
a limited set of basic components.
• Once you have learned the components and have 

integrated them, you can draw



THEORY:  The relationship 
of drawing to visual 
perceptual brain 
processes and to 
provide methods of 
accessing and 
controlling these 
processes. 
 



One: the perception of edges 
Two: the perception of spaces 
Three: the perception of relationships 
Four: the perception of lights and shadows 
Five: the perception of the whole, or gestalt

FIVE BASIC COMPONENT SKILLS OF DRAWING



PERCEPTUAL SKILLS



THE RIGHT AND LEFT BRAIN



The two halves are called the "left 
hemisphere" and the "right 
hemisphere." The left hemisphere 
controls the right side of the body; 
the right hemisphere controls the 
left side

Most scientists agree that for a 
majority of individuals, 
information-processing based 
primarily on linear, sequential data 
is mainly located in the left 
hemisphere, while global, 
perceptual data is mainly 
processed in the right 
hemisphere. 



LEFT DOMINATE BRAINS
• Because speech and language are such vitally important 

human capabilities, nineteenth-century scientists named 
the left hemisphere the "dominant," "leading," or "major" 
hemisphere. Scientists named the right brain the 
"subordinate" or "minor" hemisphere. 

•  Tests provided surprising new evidence that each 
hemisphere, in a sense, perceives its own reality—or 
perhaps better stated, perceives reality in its own way. The 
verbal half of the brain—the left half—dominates most of 
the time in individuals with intact brains as well as in the 
split-brain patients



SPLIT BRAIN PATIENTS



Both hemispheres are involved in higher cognitive 
functioning, with each half of the brain specialized 
in complementary fashion for different modes of 
thinking, both highly complex.



THE DIFFERENCE

• Nevertheless, as each of our hemispheres gathers in the same 
sensory information, each half of our brains may handle the 
information in different ways:
• The left hemisphere analyzes, abstracts, counts, marks time, 

plans step-by-step procedures, verbalizes, and makes rational 
statements based on logic.
• The right-hemisphere mode: the intuitive, subjective, relational, 

holistic, time-free mode. 



• In a manner of speaking, each of us has two minds, two 
consciousness's, mediated and integrated by the 
connecting cable of nerve fibers between the 
hemispheres.  
•What is important is that incoming information can be 

handled in two fundamentally different ways and that the 
two modes can apparently work together in a vast array of 
combinations

HOW OUR BRAIN HANDLES VISUAL INFORMATION



DRAWING ABILITY

• Seems to be, in part at least, an ability to make a shift in 
brain state to a different mode of seeing/perceiving. When 
you see in the special way in which experienced artists see, 
then you can draw. 
• Time and again, creative individuals have recognized the 

differences between the two processes of gathering data 
and transforming those data creatively

TO



• Terms L-mode and R-mode are used to try to 
avoid the location controversy. The terms are 
intended to differentiate the major modes of 
cognition, regardless of where they are located in 
the individual brain. 
• In order to cause shift we need to set up 

conditions that cause you to make a mental shift 
to a different mode of information processing the 
slightly altered state of consciousness that 
enables you to see well. 

L- MODE AND R-MODE



The basic assumption of the exercises is 
that the nature of the task can influence 
which mode will "take up" the job while 
inhibiting the other hemisphere. 
• Which hemisphere gets to the job the 

quickest? 
A second way is motivation:  
• Which hemisphere cares most or likes 

the task the best?  
And conversely:  
• Which hemisphere cares least and 

likes the job the least?

DRAWING EXERCISE



Try drawing this image 
in your sketchbook.

Try drawing it with each 
of your hands: Left and 
Right. 



LEFT HANDED RIGHT HANDED



• You probably found that naming the parts such as forehead, nose, 
or mouth seemed to confuse you. It was better not to think of the 
drawing as a face. It was easier to use the shape of the space 
between the two profiles as your guide. Stated differently, it was 
easiest not to think at all 

• "Where does that curve start?"  
• "How deep is that curve?"  
• "What is that angle relative to the edge of the paper?” 
• "How long is that line relative to the one I've just drawn?” 
• "Where is that point as I scan across to the other side—where is 

that point relative to the distance from the top (or bottom) edge 
of the paper?” 

• These are R-mode questions: spatial, relational, and comparative.

DRAWING CONCLUSIONS



• For, in upright orientation, we can recognize familiar things, 
name them, and categorize them by matching what we see with 
our stored memories and concepts. When an image is upside 
down, the visual clues don't match.
• The message is strange, and the brain becomes confused. We 

see the shapes and the areas of light and shadow. We don't 
particularly object to looking at upside-down pictures unless we 
are called on to name the image. Then the task becomes 
exasperating.







We will use this gap in the abilities of the left hemisphere to allow 
R-mode to have a chance to take over for a while by drawing 
pictures using methods we are not used to using such as Blind 
Contour Drawing, Grid Drawing, and Upside Down Drawing. 


