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1 ST IN A SERIES OF 6 

Figurative fundamentals 
PROPORTION AND COMPOSITION 

Ann Witheridge and Holly Cawte begin a new six-part series in which 
they examine the language of drawing and painting. This month, Ann 

and Holly explain how to achieve a balanced composition 

T
ere is a visual language in art that 
llows the practising artist as much 
s the art enthusiast to see and 

judge if a painting works, and if 
they like it. Our ability to judge and enjoy 
artwork does not depend on our ability to 
draw and paint - as with music, we can 
love a certain composer or singing voice, 
even if we cannot achieve it. 

However, there are many simple 
exercises we can do to bring us closer to 
our artistic goals. The articles in this series 
will be sequential, so each is dependent 
on the understanding and knowledge of 
the previous one. The exercises will help 
to explain the visual language and 
develop both your technical and art 
appreciation skills - you can do these 
exercises at home, with everyday objects. 

Making a start 
The exercises in this article will inform the 
initial stages of your work. When setting 

PROPORTION 
This is a relatively simple concept to 
understand and one that most artists can 
grasp, if they keep it simple. The problem 
is that we love to overcomplicate things. 
Take a simple object from around the 
house - a jug, a teapot, an onion - and 
look at its height in relationship to its 
width. This is proportion. 

II> Here are some everyday objects: a 
jug and some garlic 

II> I have drawn simple height and 
width lines around the objects. Draw 
the top and bottom lines first - these 
give the scale of the object and set it 
on the picture plane. The second two 
lines, the vertical ones, indicate the 
proportion - how wide the object is 
in relation to its height 
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up a composition, think about your 
subject. Think about space. The space 
occupied between you, the subject and 
the support. If using just one object, try 
placing your subject off centre, to the 
side or at the top, all of which make for 
interesting compositional choices, 
rather than in the middle of the page. If 
using several objects, turn them upside 
down, on their side, placing them in 
front of each other or far apart, and so 
on. 

Materials 
• Selection of pencils: 2B, 4B, 6/8B. 
At this stage you don't need to use 
charcoal pencils; lead or graphite pencils 
are perfect. It's better to use a soft 
pencil (B) than a hard one (H) 
• Paper, sketchbook. When buying a 
sketchbook look for one with paper that 
has a good tooth - something that 
could take a light watercolour wash is 

perfect. A slightly toned paper is also nicer, 
such as off-white, buff, cream or grey. It 
makes the image appear a little softer than 
the coldness of white paper. If you have 
thick paper you can dye it easily with a 
little tea or coffee to make it look more 
interesting. 
• Firm eraser 
• Pencil sharpener or knife 

An artist might sometimes place 
something intentionally askew to push the 
boundary of composition, but in this series 
we are going to look at more traditional 
set-ups. It is best to learn from the 
exercises that work and are balanced 
before we try to push and break 
boundaries. Remember, a simple Mondrian 
can be as pleasing to the eye as a complex 
Jan van Huysum. Mondrian is a wonderful 
example of an artist whose early works, 
landscapes and still lifes, are beautifully 
complex. In his later work he has reduced 
them to simple lines and abstraction. [> 
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FIGURATIVE FUNDAMENTALS 

COMPOSITION 

If painted w ith interest, 
even these simple 
objects can inspire a 
painting 

FAR LEFT 
Ann Witheridge Yellow Jug, oil 
on linen, S x 3~in (12.S x 9cm) 

LEFT 
Ann Witheridge Garlic, oil on 
linen, S x 3~in (12.S x 9cm) 

We know what we find 
pleasing to the eye. When you 
are next in a gallery or 
looking through an art book, 
look at the images in their 
simplest forms, and their 
relationship and placement 
on the picture plane. What is 
the difference between the 
central object and the first 
object that catches your eye? 
The relationship of these 
objects, to each other and to 
the picture plane, help to set 
the image on the canvas. This 
is composition. 

& Here objects are shown in relationship to each other. The composition does not work if one 
object sits too centrally in front of another, or is too hidden (A and B). If they are on the exact picture 
plane (C) the eye is more satisfied by the relationship and balance than by perfect symmetry. The 
golden section, a proportional device of % is a simple guideline, but this can be moved 

& If you look down or up at the objects rather than directly 
at them, the altered perspective changes the relationship of 
the objects and therefore the balance of the whole. Also, the 
placement of the objects can create very different effects, 
near to each other, very far part, one diagonally in front etc. 
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& Garlic and Yellow Jug, 3~x 5in (9x 12.Scm). 
Before my final painting I did a quick, crude block-in to see if the 
composition would work in its simplest form, without attention 
to the background or the modelling 
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~ Ann Witheridge Garlic and Yellow Jug, 

oil, 10x 11in (25.5 x 28cm). 
My final painting, right, shows a very 
classic relationship between the 
objects. The lines, below, indicate the 
overall proportion; the diagonal lines 
set out the composition. I have used 
the background to balance the 
painting, making it more playful with 
the diagonal line of fabric at the top 
and the simpler line at the bottom that 
anchors the painting. It is not only the 
shapes of the objects, but those of the 
background that create the 
composition 

HOLLY'S SKETCHING 
TIPS 
e Try not to hold your pencil too 

near the tip. 

e Don't allow the pencil to become 
cramped. 

e Allow your hand to hold the pencil 
gently, relax your fingers and use 
your little finger as a support 
when drawing. 

e When starting a drawing or 
painting, keep your lines light and 
airy. The softer the line, the more 
you will feel able to adjust and 
change them - the process of 
editing and setting your subject 
on your page is easier. 

e Keep experimenting. Working with 
this first exercise time and again 
will help you to find rhythms and 
patterns that are pleasing to the 
eye. 

e Studying for a concentrated five to 
ten minutes is so much better 
than a misspent hour! 

• Look at Old Master drawings, see 
how soft and delicate the lines are. 
It is very easy to find good Old 
Master drawing books in second
hand bookshops. 
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Do as many small drawings as 
possible in your sketchbook -
observations of everyday objects and their 
proportions. A toned paper helps to make 

them look softer 

• Holly Cawte, drawings, 28 pencil on 
Fabriano lngres paper, 14x 1 Oin 
(35.5 x 25.5cm). 

Ann Witheridge 

• Holly Cawte, Blue Jug and Apple, 
28 pencil on Fabriano lngres paper, 
1 Ox Sin (25.S x 20.5cm) 

is a founder and director of Lavender Hill Studios, London, an art school dedicated to teaching 
traditional techniques of charcoal drawing and oil painting. Holly Cawte, student teacher at 

the studios is a recipient of the De Lazio scholarship and Leighton House Museum artist in 

residence. 
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