Composition

Composition; what does this mean for you?
Highlight some ideas on these pieces of artwork

Learning Objectives:
You will be learning to:

• Understand the importance of composition
• Use universal forms to create a composition
• Demonstrate the use of charcoal to create a still life piece
Outcomes:

• Show an understanding by producing a composition
of universal forms using the media charcoal
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This tonal scale will prove to be extremely useful when drawing and painting so it’s important to get it right.
Using only a standard hb pencil will not work properly and is bad practice so use your range of art pencils.

Praying hands by
German painter
Albrecht Durer

This is what we are heading towards…
You can see this still life charcoal drawing comprises of the universal forms.
Your task is to gather up your own objects comprising of the universal forms and draw it using charcoal.
You will be able to consider an aspect of composition and annotate those ideas onto your work

So where do I start and what do I need to know??

• You need to use the tonal scale to
complete the tonal shading on your
piece.
• You need a good range of objects to
draw.
• You need to understand some basics of
composition to make your piece ‘work’.

What is composition?
If the composition in a painting is done well you don't notice it initially, you just know that the
painting has something about it that's particularly appealling. When a painting's composition is
done badly (such as when the subject is slap bang in the center, or squeezed into a corner) the
painting just feels awkward.

But why??

A good composition stops a viewer in their tracks.
Once you have their attention, you can reel them in,
guide him around your work, and, above all, keep
them interested.

The art of creating the perfect composition has
preoccupied artists for centuries. This is why you can
find comprehensive discussions on composition
online… you may be surprised that there are a lot of
mathematics and psychology involved for instance.

Back in the days of the
Renaissance, artists used the
‘Golden Section’

Renaissance master Leonardo da Vinci was a genius of composition
Can you spot the compositional ‘map’ that directs the onlooker to the
main feature of the painting (the focal point)?

A rather complex
mathematical theory… but in
essence it is all in the
geometry
We are a bit more relaxed
today but balance still
remains the key to good
composition.
Here are some to bear in
mind as you design your
pictures…

In The Adoration of the Magi 1481 Leonardo positioned the key figures
inside a ‘triangle’ with the head of the Virgin at its apex. She is surrounded
by space and the other figures lean in towards her. This draws the eye to
the focal point of the painting

Back in the days of the
Renaissance, artists used the
‘Golden Section’

Renaissance master Leonardo da Vinci was a genius of composition
Can you spot the compositional ‘map’ that directs the onlooker to the
main feature of the painting (the focal point)?

A rather complex
mathematical theory… but in
essence it is all in the
geometry
We are a bit more relaxed
today but balance still
remains the key to good
composition.
Here are some to bear in
mind as you design your
pictures…

In The Adoration of the Magi 1481 Leonardo positioned the key figures
inside a ‘triangle’ with the head of the Virgin at its apex. She is surrounded
by space and the other figures lean in towards her. This draws the eye to
the focal point of the painting

As a naturally dynamic shape that you can tilt any
way you want, a triangle is a great starting point for
arranging effective compositions.

The eye of the viewer is constantly kept on the move, from one edge
of the triangle to the next point, as it takes each object in turn.
The invisible triangle holds the group together and stops the eye
getting lost in this richly patterned painting.

You might also be able to see how
successful logos use the ‘golden section’
for impact on the viewer…

Before the picture appears, I want you to try to be aware
of what you see first…what you see next….where do your
eyes go??

A circle creates a sense of balance and movement in a
composition. It draws the attention to the focal point in
a picture and keeps the eye constantly moving around
it.
You can include an actual round object in your piece, or
place key elements in a circular arrangement to focus
the viewer’s attention where you want it most.
What is the order of eye movement in this piece?

1)

White disc of the plate

2)

Echoing circle of the place mat underneath

3)

Vibrant orange blossoms

4)

Verticals of the brushes

5)

Back down to whirling circles again….repeat

To compose a picture, the artist has to first decide what the focal point, or what the
centre of the attention will be

Think of the ‘Golden Section’ when creating your composition. Link to other artists and
make annotated notes to point out your thoughts when arranging your piece.

One of the first things to decide in a composition is how many elements or items
there will be in it.
One of the simplest ways to make a composition more dynamic is to have an odd
number in the composition, say three, five, or seven, rather than an even number,
say two, four, or six. It's called the Rule of Odds.
Having an odd number of things in a composition means your eye and brain can't
pair them up or group them easily.
There's some how always one thing left over, which keeps your eyes moving
across the composition.
With an even number of elements, such as in the basic composition show in the
top image, your eye instinctively pairs up the trees, whether it's two left and two
right or two top and two bottom. Whereas the lower two compositions, each with
an odd number of elements, are more dynamic in terms of composition, because
your brain can't pair up the elements.

Rule of Odds

Spot the Difference

The version of the painting on the
right; the artist added several
more brushes of varying heights
and angles. It's far more
interesting to look at, it engages
your attention and keeps you
looking for a while, which is what a
painting's composition should do.
It's the Rule of Odds in action.

Good composition in art tends to be a mystery to many beginning artists. Unfortunately, many new artists approach
composition as guesswork. Your artwork should never be the product of guesswork.
Composition can actually be a bit structured. It can be studied and practiced and improved. Learning the basics of artistic
composition coupled with practice, will lead to you to make well thought out decisions about your own compositions.

Setting yourself up…
Here is a check list of questions to ask yourself:
Is there one dominant object?
Is the eye led through the picture to the centre of interest?

Is the eye kept in the picture and not led right out of it?
Is the centre of interest in a good position?
Does the greatest tonal range appear at the centre of interest?

Great compositions don’t just happen by accident. They take
planning, patience, and a knowledge of all the visual elements at
your disposal. The great thing is, no matter how much or how
little talent you have, you’ll always be able to improve your art by
sketching out a good composition before you begin.

In a still life, do not have
objects of same sizes and
with handles or buttons
pointing in the same
direction. That’s boring too.
Try to link the objects
together by having them
blocking one another in an
harmonious way.
Try to use asymmetrical
shapes rather than squares,
rectangles, circles. Choose
viewpoints which use oblique
angles rather than
horizontals. They add to
drama. Try to make each
angles slightly different. Vary
angles and masses.

Over the centuries artists have invented clever,
user-friendly devices as stepping stones to create
great works.
Future artists will no doubt benefit from the latest
hi-tech developments, in the same way that many
art inventions from the past still have relevance
today.
If you like taking photographs, you’ll be familiar
with the notion of a viewfinder, a “window” in the
camera that you look through to frame your
subject before clicking the shutter. Without it,
great pictures would not be possible. Artists use a
similar device to help frame their subject and a
basic grid to help place the elements making up a
composition.
Proportions can be measured accurately without
the need for clever machinery through shortcuts
that are simple to use and work.

A Viewfinder
This landscape format includes large areas of
sky and sea for the eye to explore

Crop the photo using
a narrow landscape
format.
This kind of frame
gives maximum
importance to the
landscape, with just
slivers of sky and sea
to frame it.
Quite a difference!

Looking at the photographs that use the ‘rule of thirds’, any guesses what that means? Spot the
similarities...

The rule of thirds is a compositional guideline. Its origins go back to classical and Renaissance
paintings, but it is mostly known as a compositional tool used by photographers. This painting
by Valentin de Boulogne shows how the main characters are all placed on the upper dividing
line, creating a dynamic arrangement of figures.

Salvador Dali
In “The Sacrament of the Last Supper,”
Salvador Dali framed his painting in a
golden rectangle.
Following Da Vinci’s lead, Dali positioned
the table exactly at the golden section of
the height of this painting.
He positioned the two disciples
at Christ‘s side at the golden sections of
the width of the composition.

In addition, the windows in the
background are formed by a
large dodecahedron. Dodecahedrons
consist of 12 pentagons, which exhibit
phi relationships in their proportions

The rule of thirds states that if you divide any composition into thirds, vertically and horizontally, then place the key
elements of your image either along these lines or at the junctions of them, you’ll achieve a more pleasing
arrangement and more interesting and dynamic compositions.
Painters and artists use the rule of thirds mostly for landscapes, but it also works for any subject matter including stilllifes, figures and even portraits.
The rule of thirds gives you a guide for placing focal points. If you design your focal points according to the intersections
of any of the nine rectangles, your picture will have the counterbalance needed to make the composition more
interesting and more compelling.

What is the focal point of this
portrait?

The eyes fall on the upper horizontal line and leads
to the second focal point in the ear.

Without the rule of
third grid lines, can
you still see how this
Van Gogh painting
has been
composed?

In Michelangelo’s painting of
“The Creation of Adam” on the
ceiling of the Sistine Chapel,
look at the section of the
painting bounded by God and
Adam. The finger of God
touches the finger of Adam
precisely at the golden ratio
point of the width and height
of the area that contains them
both.

Create attention-grabbing compositions quickly and easily with the ‘rule of thirds’.
Divide your picture area into three horizontal and three vertical segments (picture the grid in your head or sketch it lightly
on paper). Use the lines in each direction to create a dynamic asymmetrical composition- much more exciting than a
boring symmetrical arrangement
Apply the ‘rule of thirds’ with the help of your viewfinder. With a black
marker and a ruler, divide two acetate sheets into three equal columns. Line
them up to form a grid of nine equal rectangles. Clip them together
between your two L-shaped brackets and you’ve got an instant see-through
grid!

In this drawing, the viewfinder helps create a balanced
composition using the ‘rule of thirds’.
The apples are placed in the outer thirds of the frame,
leaving the centre empty, so that the eye is compelled to
keep on moving from one apple to another. If the pieces of
fruit were centrally placed, the piece would look more static
and dull

This demonstration is of a still-life.
The artist began by arranging the
objects so that the composition
lines up with the guidelines and
intersections created by the rule of
thirds.
The banana and shadow follow the
bottom guideline while the
highlight on the mango falls on the
upper-right intersection, creating a
dynamic focal point.

The next step is to create the drawing using the intersections as guides.
Here, the lower and left thirds are dominated by darks while the bright
highlight in the upper section creates a dynamic focal point.

FINAL TIPS

1. Pick a good subject
This one might be a no-brainer, but you can’t have a great composition
without something good to compose! Obviously your composition depends
a lot on what you’re actually painting or drawing, so pick something
interesting (visually at least), and always make sure that there’s a good light
source from one direction to give the object a strong highlight and shadow. I
like painting stuff with a lot of colour, texture, sharp angles, etc, since those
will increase a viewer’s interest.

2. Control your lines
Any subject you choose will have at least an outline as well as other lines to give
it depth, texture and detail. Our eyes naturally follow lines, so use that to your
advantage in capturing the viewer’s gaze. Let your lines flow to the center of
your work, or to the spots that you want the viewer to look at. Angled or curved
lines generally add more visual interest and movement, but too much can be
chaotic. Horizontals and verticals lend strength, solidity, and impressiveness but
can be boring.
Avoid letting lines divide your art exactly in half; like with a horizon line running
through the middle, or vertically with a tree. This pulls the viewer out of the
space you’ve created and will distract from the image.

X

3. Add contrast
Visual art should have a full range of values from dark to light. Without bright
highlights and dark shadows, an image will often feel gray or washed out, and
will be less interesting. Darker areas in a predominantly light section will stand
out and draw the eye, and the same is true for the reverse. Use this to focus
attention but watch out for unintentionally doing so. Make sure you’re not
adding emphasis to a corner or edge of a painting if your focus is meant to be on
a ‘rule of thirds’ line or intersection.

4. Don’t make any two things the same
If you’ve got a row of fence posts going into
the distance – check the gaps, they should all
be different.
If you have a simple still life with a jug and
some fruit – check the heights, they should all
be different, check the width, they should all
be different.
This seems very straightforward, and it is. It is
just a simple way of analysing your initial
setup. Is this method true for all paintings?
No, but the more you look, the more you will
notice this to be true.

