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INTRODUCTION:
THE ART OF
SEEING

Every artist knows that
drawing is not merely a
matter of moving a
pencil across paper; it
is an act of seeing. The
true challenge lies not
in the hand, but in the
eye—and in the mind
that interprets what
the eye perceives. Few

resources have
addressed this
challenge as

comprehensively as
Brian Curtis’s seminal

work, Drawing From
Observation. For
decades, this book has
been a cornerstone in
art education, guiding
students and seasoned
artists alike through
the disciplined practice
of perceptual drawing.
Whether you are a
beginner seeking to
understand the
fundamentals or an
experienced illustrator
looking to refine your
observational skills,
Curtis’s methodology
offers a structured yet
flexible path. In this
article, we explore the
core principles of
Drawing From
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Observation Brian
Curtis, break down its
key techniques, and
discuss why this
approach remains
essential in the digital
age.

WHO IS BRIAN
CURTIS AND WHY
DOES HIS BOOK
MATTER?

Brian Curtis is an
esteemed art educator,
painter, and author
who has spent decades
teaching drawing and
painting at the
university level. His
book, Drawing from

Observation: An
Introduction to
Perceptual Drawing,

first published in 2002
and now in its third
edition, has become a
standard textbook in
college-level

foundation art courses.
The importance of this
text lies in its rigorous
emphasis on visual

perception—the idea
that drawing is a
cognitive skill built on

careful observation
rather than rote
technique. Curtis

argues that anyone
can learn to draw by
training their eye to
see relationships of
shape, value, edge,
and space. His
approach demystifies
the drawing process,
making it accessible to
students of all
backgrounds.

THE CORE
PHILOSOPHY OF
OBSERVATIONAL
DRAWING

At the heart of
Drawing From
Observation Brian
Curtis is the belief that
drawing is a language
of seeing. Curtis rejects
the notion that artistic
talent is innate;
instead, he presents
drawing as a set of
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learned skills grounded
in perception. The book
systematically builds
these skills through a
series of progressive
exercises that
encourage students to
move beyond symbols
and preconceived
ideas about how
objects “should” look.
Instead, they learn to
record exactly what
the eye sees under
specific lighting
conditions, from a
particular viewpoint.

This philosophy is
rooted in the tradition
of perceptual
drawing, which
emphasizes direct
observation of real-
world subjects—still
lifes, landscapes, figure
models—rather than
imagination or copying
photographs. Curtis’s
method helps artists
overcome common
pitfalls such as drawing
what they think they

see (e.g., a circle for a
head) rather than what
is actually in front of
them. By training the
mind to suppress these
mental shortcuts,
students unlock a new
level of accuracy and
expression.

The Five
Fundame
ntal Skills
of
Drawing

Curtis structures his
curriculum around five
core perceptual skills.
These are not
presented as isolated
techniques but as
interconnected ways of
seeing. They include:

* Edge
awareness -



distinguishing
hard, soft, and
lost edges to
create depth.

* Negative space
- seeing the
shapes around
and between
objects to
improve
proportion.

e Relationships
of angles and
proportions -
using
comparative
measurement to
maintain
accuracy.

e Light and
shadow logic -
understanding
how light
behaviour
creates form.

e Gesture and
movement -
capturing the
essence and

practiced through
specific exercises in
the book, each
designed to isolate a
particular aspect of
perception. For
example, a common
early exercise involves
drawing only the
negative spaces of a
chair, forcing the
student to ignore the
object itself and focus
on the gaps. This
practice directly builds
the ability to see
shapes accurately.

KEY TECHNIQUES
TAUGHT IN
DRAWING FROM
OBSERVATION

1.
Sighting
and

energy of a
subject.
These skills are
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Comparat

Measure

ment

One of the most
valuable tools Curtis
teaches S
sighting—using a
pencil or a straight
edge to measure
angles and proportions
from the subject. The
artist holds the pencil
at arm’s length,
aligning it with a part
of the subject, and
then transfers that
angle to the paper.
This method helps
maintain accurate
relationships between
parts of a complex
scene. Curtis
emphasizes that
sighting is not about
mechanical copying; it

is a way to verify what
the eye perceives,
especially when the
brain wants to distort
proportions (e.qg.,
making a
foreshortened arm too
long).

2. Value
Massing
and
Notan

Another core technique
in Drawing From
Observation Brian
Curtis is value
massing. Curtis
introduces the concept
of seeing the subject in
terms of simplified
value masses—usually
just two or three tones
(light, mid, dark). This
approach, inspired by
the Japanese notion of
notan, trains the artist



to ignore detail and
focus on the large-
scale pattern of light

and shadow. By
blocking in these
masses early, students
create a strong
compositional

foundation before
adding finer

gradations. This
method also sharpens
the ability to judge
relative values, a
critical skill for creating
realistic volume.

3. Edges
and
Transition
S

Curtis devotes
significant attention to
edges. He

distinguishes between
four types of edges:
firm, firm-soft, soft,

and lost. Learning to
control these edges
allows artists to guide
the viewer’'s eye,
create atmospheric
depth, and suggest
texture. For example, a
soft edge on the
shadow side of a
sphere creates the
illusion of rounded
form, while a lost edge

(where a subject
blends into the
background) can

produce a sense of
mystery or unity.
Through exercises like
the “edge study,”
students practice
rendering a single
object using only edge
variation, without
relying on line or value.

4. Cross-
Contour
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DraWing

Cross-contour lines are
another powerful tool
in Curtis’s repertoire.
Unlike simple outlines,
cross-contours follow
the three-dimensional
surface of a form,
much like topographic
lines on a map. This
technique helps artists
understand the
underlying structure of
objects, especially
complex organic forms
like the human figure.
Curtis uses cross-
contour exercises to
build students’
sensitivity to volume
and curvature, often
asking them to draw a
hand or a piece of
drapery using only
these lines. The result
is a drawing that feels
dimensional even
without shading.

OF THE BOOK:
FROM BASIC TO
ADVANCED

Drawing from
Observation is carefully
sequenced, moving
from simple two-
dimensional problems
to complex, three-
dimensional scenes.
Early chapters focus on
shape recognition
and negative space,
ensuring that students
can accurately capture
flat shapes before
adding the illusion of
depth. Next, Curtis
introduces linear
perspective, both
formal and intuitive,
along with strategies
for achieving
proportion. The middle
chapters tackle value

and light logic,
including cast
shadows, highlights,

and the full range of
grays. Later sections



address still life,
interior spaces,
landscape, and the
figure, each with
dedicated exercises.
The book also includes
sections on
composition and
design principles, as
well as a chapter on
developing a personal

drawing practice
through daily
sketching.

A unique strength of
the book is the
inclusion of numerous
student and
professional examples

with critical
commentary. Curtis
dissects these

drawings to explain
what works and why,
making abstract
concepts concrete. He
also addresses

teaching style makes
Drawing From
Observation Brian
Curtis effective for
both classroom use
and self-study.

WHY DRAWING
FROM
OBSERVATION
STILL MATTERS IN
2025

In an era dominated by
digital art tools, Al-
generated imagery,
and photo references,
some might question
the relevance of
traditional

observational drawing.
Yet the skills taught in
Curtis’s book are more
important than ever.
First, observational
drawing builds visual
literacy—the ability to

analyze and
common errors—such  ngerstand what you
as “outline thinking” or  cae.  This skill
“symbol drawing”—and  trangjates directly into
offers practical  petter composition,
corrections. This lighting, and anatomy
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in digital painting.
Second, drawing from
life trains the hand-eye
coordination and
memory that digital
artists often lack when
they rely heavily on
undo buttons and
filters. Third, Curtis’s
emphasis on
perception rather than
output aligns perfectly
with the modern focus
on process and artistic
growth. Many
professional illustrators
and concept artists still
begin their studies with
a copy of Drawing from
Observation, crediting
it with giving them the
foundational

understanding that
makes their digital
work convincing.

HOW TO GET THE
MOST OUT OF THIS
BOOK

To truly benefit from
Drawing From
Observation Brian

Curtis, a student must

approach it with
patience and a
commitment to
practice. Simply

reading the text will
not improve one’s
drawing. Instead,
dedicate time each day
to the exercises, even
if they seem trivial at
first. For example, the
early “pure contour”
drawing exercise,
where you draw a
subject without looking
at your paper, can feel
frustrating, but it trains
an entirely different
mode of seeing. Keep a
sketchbook specifically
for Curtis-inspired
studies. Work through
the chapters
sequentially, resisting
the urge to jump ahead
to the figure section
before mastering value
massing. Additionally,
seek out a community
or a class that uses the
book as a



resource—the

feedback of an
instructor or peers can
accelerate learning.
Finally, supplement the
exercises with real-life
observation sessions:
visit @ museum, draw
from a flower
arrangement, or sketch
people in a café. The
goal is to internalize
the perceptual habits
until they become
second nature.

CONCLUSION: A
TIMELESS GUIDE
TO PERCEPTUAL
DRAWING

Brian Curtis's Drawing
from Observation
remains an
indispensable resource
for anyone serious
about learning to draw.

10

strips away the
mystery of artistic skill
and replaces it with
clear, teachable
methods. By
emphasizing seeing
over technique, Curtis
empowers students to
draw anything they can
observe, from a
crumpled paper bag to
a live model. Whether
you are an aspiring fine
artist, a digital
illustrator, or someone
looking to develop a
richer visual
understanding of the
world, the principles
found in Drawing
From Observation
Brian Curtis will serve
as a foundation for a
lifetime of creative
growth. Pick up a
pencil, look closely,
and begin the journey

Its systematic,

of true perceptual
perceptual approach .

drawing.
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