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THE CANONS OF ART

D PROPORTION,
GESTURE AND
BALANCE
IN TH E FIRST O F "A NEW SER IES, ANN WITHERIDGE
DISCUSSES THE KEY CONCEP T S THAT FORM T HE
FOUNDATIONS OF AL L ARTISTI C PRAC TI CE
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ver the next months, I'm going to be
looking at the essential canons
underpinning the figurative art
tradition: drawing, values, colour, edges and
materials. Mark-making, or drawing, is one of
the most instinctual things we do. Children
are so able and natural with drawing. As
Picasso famously stated: "Every child is an
artist, the problem is staying an artist as you
grow up." So, as artists, how do we keep the
freshness of a child's eye? Ironically, the
more thorough our foundation in the canons,
the more our work can appear effortless.
Like many, I have always loved both
painting and looking at art but I chose to read
art history at university because I was
intimidated by the conceptual, cool
atmosphere of art schools. Although I was
eager to paint, and much more motivated by
studios than libraries, I feel fortunate to have
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spent time studying art history. It provided a
great foundation for the practical side of art.
It was through looking at art I realised there
are accepted canons or principles in the
figurative tradition, which, if understood, are
incredibly useful for the appreciation of art,
and the practice of drawing and painting.
Let's put aside discussions of taste and style,
and simply look at these e_nduring principles.
Much like knowing the grammar of a
language, an understanding of these canons
is liberating, rather than restrictive. I am not
talking about the classical standards by
which art ca n be judged but its visual
language, which can help us decide how we
like to paint, and what we like to see and
borrow from other works. After all, no man is
an island. To develop our own work as artists,
it is important to loo k at nature, other
/
artworks and art forms including

photography,
film and design.
Sir Joshua Reynolds
wrote that "invention is little more than a
new combination of those images which
have been previously gathered and
deposited in the memory for nothing can
come of nothing." For, in truth , there is
nothing new at the core. The first, and most
important, subject to cover is drawing. In
English, the word ·'d rawing' is simplistic and
does not cover everything the subject
involves. The Italian word disegno is much
richer, encompassing ideas of proportion,
gesture, balance, composition and design,
with paint, pastels or any other media.

PROPORTION
This is an easy concept to understand and
judge. The proportion of an object is its
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height compared with its width. It does not,
however, have to be exact to be appealing.
There is a difference between bad proportion
and disproportion. Bad proportion is where
one foot might be too small for the other. But,
in art, you can have exaggerated proportion
- both too narrow and too wide. If the image
is in proportion to itself, it can still work.
Indeed, the purpose of art is not necessarily
to be naturalistic, or even realistic. Works can
be symbolic or expressive and purposefully
distorted to evoke an effect and emotion.
I've made three drawings of a torso (top
right). The middle (2) is the correct
proportional scale to the cast I was working
from , but the two either side (1 and 3) look
no less plausible. The box the figure sits in is
the proportion; the external diagonal line from
the shoulder to the hip is the gesture line.
Take a look at the outline drawing of an
apple (right). The first (1) is straight up. In the
second (2), I have drawn a line outside the
form (proportion) and then carved the angles
off (gesture). Imagine that, like the female
torso or the shape of a tree, the apple has
gesture. They are never completely
symmetrical. Isn't it more interesting? If I
then add the form and cast shadow shape
(3) , it balances the drawing even more, giving
proportion , gesture and variety of form.
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COMPOSITION
This is the basic relationship and placement
of objects. The gesture of a figure is
comparable with the composition and
balance of a still life or a landscape. A still life
with objects that are all the same size or on
the same plane is dull. Likewise, compare a
flat view of a street to one disappearing away
from us in perspective. In the first drawing (1)
I have placed the apple in front of a bottle
and to the left. They are simplistically
balanced. If I put the apple directly in front of
the bottle (2), it immediately becomes dull,
like the upright apple. The same would be the
case if I were to put them on the same plane
(3) . To make the image more interesting, I
can add the value patterns and cast shadow,
to add more rhythm and pattern (4) .
In subsequent articles, I will be discussing
values, edges and colour. These can greatly
change the balance of a composition,
however, an artwork should work at every
step, even with the initial lines. Whatever
your style and goals, the underlying principles
of balance, gesture, composition and ,
ultimately, disegno remain the same,
however much you play with tpem.
Consider the freshness and rapid
movement of JMW Turner's paintings but
remember, too, his early works; how exquisite
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TILL LIFE

ABOVE Torso,
Apple and
Still Life,

charcoal and
ink on paper
LEFT Pen
and ink
figure sketch
on paper

MUCH LIKE KNOWING
THE GRAMMAR OF
A LANGUAGE, AN
UNDERSTANDING OF
THESE CANONS OF ART
IS LIBERATING RATHER
THAN RESTRICTIVE

and laboured they are. It was only with this
foundation and understanding of
composition and drawing that he was able to
be so broad later on .
Having taught in the atelier tradition for 20
years, I have not only studied the practical
side of painting, but also researched art
education - it is as much a love of mine as
the painting process itself. These principles
and the rhythm in which they are taught are

neither new, nor novel. It is the fact it is an
international dialogue stemming back
generations that makes it rich and exciting.
It is good to push boundaries and break
rules, but rules cannot be aesthetically
manipulated if we have not first understood
the foundation of our craft.
Ann Witheridge t eaches at London Fine Art
Studios. www.londonfineartstud ios.com;
www.annwitheridge.com
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