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 Introduction
Drawing and painting from photographs isn’t cheating.

Yes, there are purists who will argue that you can only capture the real 
atmosphere in a landscape, or the true personality in a portrait, by working 
from life.    

To some extent that’s true. But when you’re still honing your artistic skills, 
reference photos provide an easier, more practical source of inspiration to 
work from. 

Besides, many of the great artists both past and present, such as Paul 
Degas, Vincent Van Gogh, Toulouse Lautrec and David Hockney, regularly 
used or use photos for reference. You’re in good company!

When it comes to using reference photographs, you can take your own or 
use those taken by others (with permission of course). Using your own 
photographs is always the most preferable. Why? 

Because the map is not the territory - as accurate as photograph might be, 
it’s still just one limited perspective of the subject matter. Have you ever 
seen a photograph (or multiple photographs) of someone you’ve never met, 
and then you meet them in real life and you’re shocked at how they don’t 
match the perception in your mind? Just ask any online dating aficionado!  

Reference photos work best when they remind you of what you 
observed and felt when you were actually there.
 
This guide assumes you're not an expert with the camera and basically use 
it to point and shoot. It also assumes that you have only a smart phone or 
low cost digital camera. And that’s all you need.

It’s written for the non-photographer who simply wants to take more 
inspiring and more useful photos to make great art from! 
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 Where To Get Free Reference Photos
While this guide is about simple ways to take better reference photos of 
your own, there are times when you have to use someone else’s reference. 

Most of use don’t have big cats, cascading waterfalls or iconic city 
landmarks on our doorstep so if you want to draw/paint any of those, you 
need to source a reference. 

A lot of artists, even experienced professionals, will use photos they find 
from a Google search and then copy them blindly.

If you do this, more often than not you'll be breaking copyright law. 

If it’s just for your own personal use then fin But as soon as you display it 
publicly (i.e. on Facebook), and certainly if you want to sell it, then you 
need permission from the original photographer. 

What’s the answer? 

Use permission-granted photos.

There are millions of photos online where you have permission by default 
to use them for your artwork. You don't need ask and you can even sell 
your artwork based on them.

Here's a list of some great resources:
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Flickr's Creative Commons Program
Literally millions of photos - just type in your search.  Click the link above 
and then choose the top category called "Attribution Licence".  Avoid the 
"No Derivs" categories because you ca only use the photo as is and 
technically can't make art from it. The only criteria is that you must give 
credit to the Flickr user when you display/sell your art.

MorgueFile
Lots of high quality stunning images here. Make sure you stick to the 
MorgueFile tab and "Free Photos" when you do a search. 

Paint My Photo
A free social network where other people like you and I upload their photo 
for you to draw/paint without fear of breaking copyright.

Public Domain Photos
Lots of images sorted into logical categories.

SAA Reference Photo Gallery
Several thousand images, nicely categorised.

FreeImages.com
Over 300,00 images and overall very good quality. Owned by Getty Images 
now so occasionally you’ll click an image and be asked to buy it.Be the 
vast majority are free at the time of writing.

Every Stock Photo
If you don’t want to search the sites above, you can use this site because it’s 
a search engine for around 30 million free photos on the Net.  Just type in 
‘tiger’ or ‘castle’ of whatever else you have in mind. Note: when you find 
an image you like, click on the license button to make sure you can use the 
image the way you want to.
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 General Photography Tips
Let’s start with some non-subject specific photography tips. Then we’ll 
look at tips specific to landscape, portrait and still life photography.

  TIP #1 
Take more photos than you think you need and don’t delete them until after 
you’ve finished your picture. I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve 
erased a poor photograph right away only to wish I hadn’t because it 
contained a vital piece of information that no other photo does!

 

  TIP #2
Counter to the above, don’t take snaps of anything and everything. Be 
selective with your angles and vantage points and when you find the 
compositions you like, then snap away! 
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  TIP #3
Try to compose 
at least one shot 
as if it was your 
finished drawing 
or painting i.e. 
concentrating on 
your main focal 
point (we’ll 
cover some 
composition tips 
below). Using 
the camera like 
this trains your 
eye to compose 
interesting, 
balanced 

pictures. Plus it’s always easier to refer to one main reference when you’re 
drawing/painting and use several others as a supporting cast.

  TIP #4
Again, counter to the above, don’t spend forever trying to take that perfect 
shot! You’re an artist and your goal is to capture something the camera 
can’t by tweaking your main photo to your liking, or combining several 
photos into something that technically doesn’t exist. 

  TIP #5
Duplicate the main photographs you’re going to work from and convert 
them to black and white (keep a colour copy as well). A black and white 
photo will help you see values of light and dark much more easily. And I 
know you know how important value is! I can’t overemphasise this one 
enough.
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  TIP #6
To find a more compelling 
composition than your original 
photograph, play about digitally cropping and zooming in on your photos 
back at home. Don’t be afraid to get quite bold with how much you crop 
and zoom in - it can dramatically alter the feel of the image.
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You can crop and zoom with the 
built in camera app of most modern 
smart phones. Or use an online tool 
like Pixlr Editor.

  TIP #7
Finally, there’s nothing wrong with 
digitally enhancing your photos to 
make them more appealing. Let’s 
say you have a photo that has the 
composition you like but it’s a little 
dull and lacklustre. Simply tweaking 
the brightness and contrast and 
colour saturation can tun into a 
much more uplifting image.

Yes, you’re going to do this 
(hopefully!) in the drawing/painting 
process anyway but having a more 
pleasing reference will give you 
greater confidence and inspiration. 

Again, you can do this on your smart phone or use the ArtTutor grid tool to 
do this easily.
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 Landscape Photography Tips
Photographs of the natural world are relatively easy to find online from 
royalty-free sources like Flickr’s creative commons program.

But there is still no substitute for taking your own landscape photos where 
you can get multiple images of one scene to recreate a more authentic piece 
of art. Besides, it’s a great excuse to get outdoors and explore!

Here are some tips for helping you take better landscape photos…

 Lighting

You don’t have a lot of control over outdoor light but in photography 
circles, the minutes just after dawn and just before dusk are known as the 
‘magic hours’. 

Page �  10

https://www.flickr.com/creativecommons/


�

The sun is lower, shadows are less harsh and colours can be richer than 
when the sun is at it’s highest.

Depending on the time of year, you’ll have up to a 30-60 minute window, 
so either get up and out early or look for shots in late afternoon / early 
evening depending on hat time the sun sets. 

If the lighting conditions are dull and your photos look muted, remember to 
do some simple digital enhancing using software like Photoshop or the 
ArtTutor grid tool.
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 Composition

The rule of thirds is the classic compositional technique for creating a well-
balanced image.  

You can easily get to grips with the rule of thirds by imaging two lines 
running down an image, and two lines running across. This will divided the 
image into three boxes across and three boxes down, like this:

The aim is to roughly line up the most interesting parts of an image along 
any of these lines.  Better still, would be to place the focal point on one of 
the cross section.

In the example above, three is about one third from the left of the image, 
rather than in the middle. The horizon line is about a one third from the 
bottom, not cutting the image in half. 
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The rule of 
thirds 
creates 
asymmetry 
but not too 
much. 
Anything 
that is too 
central and 
symmetrical 
is generally 
less pleasing 
to the eye.

Of course, 
as an artist 
you have the 

advantage of constructing these compositions during the drawing stage. But 
as I mentioned earlier, thinking about composition with your camera gives 
you greater opportunity to learn what works and what doesn’t.
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Sometimes, you’ll want to deliberately break the rule of thirds to capture a 
more compelling, more attention-grabbing composition.  When you do 
break the rule of thirds, over exaggerate it - that way it looks deliberate 
and not like a careless mistake.

An image that is so unbalanced that it has to have been deliberate, can 
actually be very striking. We’ll see this in the portrait section as well.
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 Zoom In More Than You Think

When you’re looking at a view across a lot of distance, your eye does a 
better job of seeing detail than the camera.  

Here's an example of what your eye will see:

However, here’s what the camera lens ‘sees’ and records:
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A professional photographer will make various adjustments so that their 
long shots more closely resemble what their eye is seeing.  For the rest of,  
just zoom in more than you think and take several shots across your field of 
view.

Some smartphones have a panoramic feature but I find this pushes the 
detail even further back. Plus, I’m forever obsessing over keeping the 
camera perfectly on the line!
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 Portrait Photography Tips
The best portraits to draw and paint are of people that mean something to 
you - family members, friends or yourself.

That means you’re going to have 
to take your own photos because 
you can guarantee the ones you 
have won’t be what you need.

Here are some tips for helping to 
take better portrait photos (and 
these work great for pets too!)…

 Lighting

A lot of the portrait photography 
you’ll have seen uses what 
photographers call three point 
lighting. There are three light 
sources but you don’t necessarily 
need 3 separate lights to achieve 
this. 

The first light source is called 
the key light. This is your main 
light source and if you’re 
photographing someone 
outdoors or next to window, the 
sun becomes your key light.

If all you have is the key light (i.e. a single light source), you’ll get really 
strong shadows. Sometimes you want that (read on for when) and 
sometimes you don’t. To minimise the harshness of the shadows, a second 
light source called the fill light is used to illuminate shadow areas.
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The third light is a back light and puts a glowing effect around the edges of 
the subject. It helps to separate them from the background. 

Three-point lighting is 
quite soft and generally 
flattering to everyone. 
The downside for a non-
photographer is that you 
obviously need 3 light 
sources and ideally you 
should be able to control 
the strength of the fill 
light so it doesn’t 
compete too much with 
the key light (as a rule of 
thumb it should be about 
half the strength).

The other downside is that 
you’ll lose most of the strong 
shadows and definitions that 
are so exciting to capture in 
pencil or paint.  

 Achieving a More Dramatic Light

With just one light source and a simple, home made reflector you can create 
a classic lighting set up called Rembrandt Lighting, named after the artist.

With Rembrandt lighting, you’ll retain that striking contrast between 
highlights and shadows without it being too harsh.
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Here’s how to set it up…

• Place your subject close to the key light, turned away at about a 45 
degree angle.  

• The light must be above their head so that the shadow from the nose falls 
down towards their cheek. If you’re using a window for the key light, 
you may need to block off the bottom part of the window (cardboard will 
do)  that is below head height.

• The key light can be a simple stand light, or a low cost soft box light like 
this one, or a window. 

• On the other side of the subject you can optionally set up your reflector 
as a fill light, to reduce the strength of the shadows.
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Here’s a guide for making a very simple reflector from a piece of cardboard 
and silver or gold foil.

The telltale sign of classic Rembrandt lighting is a triangle-shaped area of 
light under the eye that’s in shadow:
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You can get quite technical with Rembrandt lighting - the triangle should 
be no wider than the eye and no longer than the nose - but don’t obsess 
over this by any means!

 Low Key Lighting

Rembrandt lighting can be dramatic even with the reflector helping to 
soften the shadow side of the face.  But if you remove the reflector and just 
use a single light source, and if you minimise all other light in the room, 
you can create a really dramatic effect. 

In photography, they call this low key lighting.
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Renaissance 
painters like 
Caravaggio 
recognised the 
power of low key 
lighting to create 
an effect called 
chiaroscuro 
(pronounced: key-
are-roh-score-
roh), which means 
dramatic changes 
between lights 
and darks. 

Drawing and 
painting subjects 
with strong light 

and dark contrasts will help you create depth and realism in your artwork.  
Not only will you find it very satisfying, it also cuts down on the time it 
takes to draw or paint a full portrait because many of the subject’s features 
are in the dark. 

If you choose to 
photograph your 
portrait subject with 
very dramatic low key 
lighting, just be aware 
that it tends to 
accentuate facial 
features and can give 
your subject quite a 
harsh, powerful look. If 
you’re not careful, it 
can make them a bit 
sinister-looking!
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Low key lighting is usually requires a black backdrop, which you probably 
won’t have. So one set up is to use a room where you can block out all the 
light (a basement, blackout curtains, or shoot at night) and take your 
photograph through the doorway of a lit room. Something like this:

 Composition

When you think about drawing or painting someone’s portrait, I’d be 
willing to bet the composition that comes to mind is a head and shoulders 
shot looking straight into the camera.

Why not get a bit more creative?  

Here are some ideas…
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There’s no reason why you have to go for the straight on, head and 
shoulders shot, at eye level.  You can change your vantage point to high up 
looking down, or down on the ground or from an unusual angle.
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In portraiture photography, the rule of thirds says that the eye line should 
about a third of the way down the image (see the man in fur hood below). 
This is good rule of thumb to keep to. 

But… you can deliberately break the rule of thirds by having your subject 
way off to one edge of the photograph (as with landscape, exaggerate it!). 
You can easily create this in your drawing/painting if you don’t have such a 
photo.

Similarly, don’t be afraid to crop your photo for a more interesting 
composition. And there’s no rule to say you have to get the full head into 
the shot with lots of breathing space around it.
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Obscure part of your subjects face by framing it with objects in the 
environment, clothing or their own hands. You can really focus in a 
particular facial feature like the eyes.

Don’t insist on your 
subject looking 
directly into the 
camera. That might 
work but experiment 
with them looking 
past the camera, or 
to side, or at a near 
by object.
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 Still Life Photography Tips
Hang on… a section on taking 
photographs of a still life 
arrangement you’ve set up 
yourself? Why not just draw 
or paint what’s in front of 
you? After all, it’s not like 
that bottle of wine is going to 
get tired posing for you 
(although its content may 
disappear!).

Drawing and painting from 
life is challenging. When 
you’re improving you need to 
make things easy for 
yourself, and it’s much easier 
to see values and shapes in a 
photograph. By all means 
leave your still life 
arrangement set up, if you 
have the dedicated space, but 
still take plenty of photos for 
your primary reference. 

As with landscapes, you’ll 
find lots of good reference 
material online that comes 
pre-approved for your use.  
But you might struggle to 
find the perfect collection of objects that appeal to your eye. Or, you’ll find 
something that’s almost ideal, but it’ll have an object that’s overly intricate 
and going to be too time consuming to render in pencil or paint.

So here are some tips for helping to take better still life photos…
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 Lighting

We’ll keep this short because you can use the lighting tips in the portrait 
section for your still life arrangement.

Use either the Rembrandt lighting method or a single light source - a stand 
lamp or table lamp will do. You definitely want to experiment with the 
chiaroscuro effect - very dark shadows contrasted with strong lights.

For a dramatic chiaroscuro effect, you’ll want to minimise all other light in 
the room. You can place thick, black material under and around your set up 
to help minimise reflected light. A simple option is to drape blackout 
duration material over the back or some chairs that are set up in a slight 
arch around your items.
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A second option for softer lighting is to make a home-made light box that 
surrounds your set up. Use a large cardboard or wooden box with the front 
removed and simple light diffusers at the side. Here’s a guide for building 
your own.

Play around with the position and height of the single light source and take 
plenty of photos with the light in its various positions.    

 Composition

There’s an almost infinite number of objects and combination of objects 
you can use for a still life. But there are still some rules of thumb to use 
when setting them out. 

Firstly, think in terms of an overall triangle.  Create a high point in your set 
up that tapers off to one side by using objects of various sizes and heights. 
And remember the rule of thirds with the high point sitting on one of the 
vertical lines.

Page �  29

Photo credit: wikihow.com

http://www.wikihow.com/Create-an-Inexpensive-Photography-Lightbox
http://www.wikihow.com/Create-an-Inexpensive-Photography-Lightbox
http://www.wikihow.com/Create-an-Inexpensive-Photography-Lightbox


�

Secondly, avoid having the edges of objects touching each other (kissing 
edges) or touching other lines in the background.
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Finally, avoid being too neat and uniform in your still life arrangement. If 
you have a bunch of grapes in a basket for example, let them spill over and 
have a few single grapes at the base.  

And vice versa, avoid being overly sloppy with how you position your 
items.  There’s a balance between the two extremes that is hard to 
formulate - instead look at the images below which will help you gain a 
feel for that idea of balance
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I hope you’ve found this guide useful. Please feel free to pass it on to 
anyone you think might benefit from it. 

About the Author

Phil Davies is the co-founder of ArtTutor 
and delivers several of the drawing 
courses on the site.  He studied art at 
school and briefly at college but is 
largely self-taught.

You can see a list of Phil’s course here
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