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Panoramic drawings expand the rules of perspective in order to present striking  
wide-angle views. Artist and teacher John Roman explains how to construct these 

 curious compositions. 

b y  j o h n  r o m a n

p r i n c i p l e s  o f  p a n o r a m i c  d r a w i n g
As Far as the Eye Can See

Panoramic drawings, paintings, 
photos and films seemingly bend 
the laws of perspective, creating 
the illusion of spherical, three-
dimensional views on flat, two-
dimensional surfaces. Therein lies 
our psychological attraction to this 
type of art: We enjoy a subconscious 
connection, even a touch of humor, 
when witnessing the exact process 
experienced by our human vision 
reproduced in these wide-angle 
perspectives. We recognize the effects 
that come through panoramic art as 
creative interpretations of one of our 
own senses, and it fascinates us.

In this article we’ll look at the 
history of these images and learn the 
basics of how to draw 180-degree 
wide-angle views. I’ve been teaching 
perspective drawing for many years 
at Massachusetts College of Art and 
Design, in Boston, and the examples 
shown here were produced by 
students of mine in those courses.
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Panoramic drawings and paintings 
have captured the attention of 21st-
century artists, yet panoramic art is by 
no means a product of our own time. 
As Harald Woeste explains in Mastering 
Digital Panoramic Photography, the 
word “panorama” is derived from the 
Greek words “pan” and “horama” 

which translate to “all-around view,” and 
artists dating back to the Renaissance 
have sought to capture this novel visual 
expression. Although the majority of 
Renaissance art focused on paintings 
composed in a standard 60-degree view, 
examples of Renaissance panoramic art 
abound as well—wide-angle paintings 
and frescoes that take into account an 
entire 180 degrees or even more. (See 
Illustration 1.)

Panoramic imagery continued to 
influence artists for centuries, but it 
found a new home with the invention of 
photography in the form of panoramic 
photos, which became highly popular 
during the 19th century. (See Illustration 
2.) This fascination with wide-angle 
photos soon led to another form of 
panoramic art: cyclorama displays. 
Across Europe and America, large 
round theaters were built to exhibit 

long continuous paintings hung on 
circular walls. Spectators standing in the 
middle of these cylindrical structures 
were treated to 360-degree views of 
famous places and historical events. (See 
Illustration 3.)

Panoramic photos and 360-degree 
cycloramas were the precursors to 
the wide-angle motion pictures of the 
mid-1900s, including those filmed 
in the Panavision and CinemaScope 
formats. These in turn spawned the 
short-lived Cinerama format, a valiant 
effort by the motion-picture industry 
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Illustration 1: Martyrdom of Saint Hippolytus 
anonymous, 1400s, tempera and oil on panel, 34½ x 995⁄8. Collection Museum 

of Fine Arts, Boston; Boston, Massachusetts. 
This 15th-century three-paneled Flemish altarpiece is one of the earliest 

examples of a Renaissance-era artist attempting to create a panoramic view. 
Paneled altarpieces such as this usually showed three different scenes, but here 
the three panels depict one continuous wide-angle setting, all connected by a 

uniform eye-level line.
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Illustration 2: Panoramic Photography
This wide-angle photo of Boston’s Copley Square circa 1900 is a classic 

example of panoramic photography. Rather than containing one focal point, 
as in traditional photos, this scene clearly contains three lines of sight: looking 
east up Boylston Street, looking straight ahead at the old Museum of Fine Arts 

building, and looking west down Boylston Street toward the  
Boston Public Library. 
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Horizontal Panorama: Alexa 
Gustafson
Alexa Gustafson structured this 
view to grasp the scale of a cor-
ridor in the Museum of Fine Arts, 
Boston, crafted with a blend of 
care, accuracy and artistic license.


