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How to Use Photos Creatively as
Subject References

Always use photos you’ve taken yourself, or which
were taken in situations where you were present.
• If you have no personal experience with the
photo’s location or content, your work will suffer
from a lack of authenticity.
• Especially don’t use photos from magazines,
newspapers, postcards, or other printed matter.
This is usually a violation of copyright law. Many
photos online are also copyright. So just don’t.
Never duplicate a photo as a painting.

Glenda Blake / http://glendablake.com

Ways of altering photos
• Cropping
• Collaging
• Changing colors (hue, value)
• Changing sizes of elements
• Deleting elements
• Changing relationships of elements
• Moving elements

• What’s the point? Get an enlargement on canvas
if you love it as is. Otherwise, change it for the
better.

Means of altering photo elements

Make your altered photo reference a work of art
in itself. It’ll be much more satisfying to work
from.

• Squaring-up for resizing (see reverse)

• I like to bring mine to a point where I fool my own
eye, and I can believe that my image is “real.”

• Tracing paper additions

• Just remember that your goal is not to duplicate
your reference: work from it, don’t stay in that one
place.
When combining photos, be sure that light is
coming from the same direction in each photo.
View your photo/s with a sharp eye for
compositional structure as well as for content.
• Make changes for better composition: move and/or
resize elements, delete, simplify, or focus on others.
Let your painting tell you what it needs, apart
from the guidance of your photo reference.
• Towards the end of your art-making process pay
more attention to your work of art, and little or
no attention to your photo reference. Do the
darks need to be darker, or the lights lighter? Does
an area need a change of hue? Not everything you
need will be in the photo reference.

• Photo editing software (Photoshop, etc.)
• Projection/re-drawing
• Photocopy collage

*

*Can also be used to reduce

“The advice I like to give young artists, or really
anybody who’ll listen to me, is not to wait around
for inspiration.
...If you wait around for the clouds to part and a
bolt of lightning to strike you in the brain, you are
not going to make an awful lot of work.
All the best ideas come out of the process;
they come out of the work itself. Things
occur to you.
If you’re sitting around trying to dream up a great
art idea, you can sit there a long time before
anything happens. But if you just get to work,
something will occur to you and something
else will occur to you and something else that
you reject will push you in another direction.
Inspiration is absolutely unnecessary and
somehow deceptive. You feel like you need this
great idea before you can get down to work, and
I find that’s almost never the case.”
Chuck Close, American painter
and photographer

