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You are studying art to learn to make pic-
tures. In your Course you will learn to
draw people — animals — inanimate objects
— anything you can see or imagine. But it
takes more than drawing to make a pic-
ture. It takes drawing plus planning. Be-
cause planning the arrangement of the
objects in the picture space is so basic, we
are introducing you to its simple funda-
mentals as early as your third lesson. Refer
back to this lesson often — it will increase
in meaning and value with every picture
you make.

Later in your Course we will take up
more advanced studies in this very impor-
tant aspect of making pictures, which is
known as Composition.

Composition

Composition means the selection and arrangement of appropri-
ate elements within the picture space so that they express the
artist’s idea clearly and effectively. It makes a great deal of
difference how we put together the things we draw within our
picture space. Often, a picture will succeed or fail, depending
on how well it is composed.

Composition, in a basic sense, means combining forms and
space to produce a harmonious whole. When we make a picture,
we arrange the picture elements much the way a composer of
music arranges musical notes and themes to form a harmonious
result. The composer of music creates an arrangement in sound
— we, as artists, create a visual arrangement. In composing a
picture we are chiefly interested in where we place our objects
in the picture space, how important we make them in size and
value, and how they relate to each other and to the outside
borders of the picture.

Good pictures, we see, do not simply happen. They are not
the result of thoughtlessly throwing together miscellaneous
objects or filling up a background with details. No matter how
well we draw or paint, unless we plan our picture carefully, it
is likely to leave the viewer with an unsatisfied feeling. A well-
composed picture, on the other hand, will give the viewer a
satisfied sense of order or beauty, although he may not realize
by what methods this satisfaction was produced.

Every picture starts with an idea — a story we have to tell, an
effect or mood we are striving to communicate. In composing,
we select those things for our picture which clarify our idea, and
we discard those which may distract or confuse.

No matter what the subject of your picture may be, begin by
asking yourself: “What is the basic idea I want to get across?
What things must I put in the picture so that the viewer will

understand it at once? What is important — and what isn’t?”

In composing, you emphasize those elements of your picture
that will dramatize it the most. Usually this requires a change
in the sizes of things. You make important objects larger or
clearer or stronger than they may appear in reality, and less
important objects you make smaller or less distinct.

Objects can be featured or played down by adjusting their
position as well as their size. For instance, you might place a
powerful, important figure in the middle of your picture space
and draw him large, so he would dominate the picture. By con-
trast, a shy, retiring character might be shown much smaller and
to the side, dominated by the space and the objects around him.

The artist can actually control which part of his picture the
viewer will linger over and find most meaningful. By the way he
arranges the objects, he can establish a definite focal point or
center of interest, and lead the eye to it indirectly or directly.
He can also use light and dark tones to help emphasize this
center of interest.

Often the artist can use the natural shape of his subject to
good effect in establishing his composition and the proportions
of his picture. For example, if the subject is a wide expanse of
meadow or sea, it might well suggest a picture of a long, hori-
zontal shape. For a picture of a long, narrow subject like a tall
man or a church tower, a vertical picture of similar proportions
might dramatize the height of the subject most strikingly. Dil-
ferent forms are often best expressed by different picture shapes.

All of these are principles you can apply in developing your
own compositions. Once you have learned how to use these
principles, you will soon find yourself giving sharper, clearer
expression to your ideas — saying what you want to say directly
and interestingly in pictures.



The picture starts in your mind

Before making a picture, the artist must decide what he wants
to show in it. He has to select his subject matter, and then he
has to arrange it so that the picture will be as effective as pos-
sible. But, to start with, he needs an idea.

Ideas begin in the mind, and that is precisely where pictures
begin, too. In fact, the mind or imagination is a natural creator
of pictures. When we hear a word or think of an idea, the imag-
ination goes to work at once and projects a picture in the mind.

Suppose we hear the phrase “Two lovers are sitting on a
bench in the park.” Instantly the imagination creates a picture
of a young man and woman close together on a bench, perhaps
locked in each other’s arms. We visualize the walk, the sur-
rounding trees, the grassy lawn.

Or, we may be listening to the radio and hear a crime play
which begins with these words: “It is dusk. A blue sedan drives
up to a gas station. From it the figure of a man emerges, the
lower half of his face covered by a handkerchief. He moves
silently toward the station, his right hand thrust ominously in
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his pocket.” Immediately we conjure up a mental image, a
picture of the whole tension-packed scene: the car, motor run-
ning, drawn up alongside the gas pumps, the door swinging
open, the sinister figure of the gunman moving swiftly toward
the station. Every word is fuel to the imagination.

We are always forming such mental images of things which
we hear, read or think about. These images are the raw ma-
terial of which pictures are made.

The first mental image which our mind forms in response to
a picture idea is just one possibility. As we think about it, other
and better views may occur to us. We must try out these varia-
tions before deciding which will make the best picture.

The artist thinks on paper. As one image follows another
through the mind, we put them down on paper in the form of
rough sketches, working out the arrangement of the objects
which we see in our imagination. Both our thinking and our
sketching should be broad and flexible at this point. This is not
the time to bother with details!

Every picture starts with an image in the artist's mind.
Here our picture idea requires us to show two lovers on
a park bench. In our first mental image (left) we might
see them from a distance, with trees, grass, walk, and sky

occupying much of the picture space. Then, again, we
might move in on the figures for a close-up view (center).
In the third of many possibilities we might picture the
couple as if we were seated opposite them (right).
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Basic thinking and arranging

When you have a good mental image of what you want to show
in your picture, the picture is already partly composed. The
next step is to arrange the objects as effectively as you can.
Here we show you the kind of basic thinking you must do in
composing. Start by simplifying the objects in your picture. In

The elements

your preliminary sketches, reduce these objects to their simplest
shapes. You need to try them out in different arrangements to
find the one you like best, and this will be easiest if you ignore
the details and concentrate on the big forms. These large forms
must be properly related if the picture is to be successful.

Above, you see three picture elements —a man with a gun, his
victim, and a tree. Our problem is to arrange them in the

picture space at the right to form a good composition.

This arrangement doesn’t work

First, we try it this woy. The
figure of the gunman gives us
a good dominant form up front
but crowds the rest of the picture.

out because there is no dominant
shape. Gunman, tree, and back-
ground figure all compete.

Placing the elements

Notice, first of all, how utterly simple the picture elements have
been made. They are completely bare of detail. It is almost as if
we decided on the general size, shape, and value of the picture
elements and the background and cut them out of pieces of
black, white, and gray paper. Our composition problem is main-
ly a matter of shifting them around until we arrive at the best
arrangement. Naturally, we will work with a pencil — our “think-
ing tool” —and try out each arrangement of the picture ele-
ments in a rough sketch.

Here is a good solution — it will
do very well for our final com-
position. The action is clear and

This time we try overlapping the
foreground figure and the tree,
but the tree looks too important
and confuses the action.

the shapes are well related.



Problem :ﬂno'her -composlhon problem: to arrange
in the picture space below the four ele-
ments shown — a mountain, a lake, a rock
and a boat.
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Problem Here again are four different elements, which we
are going to arrange in the picture space at the
left. Below are just three of the many possibilities
which you can discover for yourself by making
simple rough compositional sketches.

We can emphasize the figure by making
it take up a large part of the picture
space. The door, lamp, and table serve
as incidental objects in the background.

We might try them this way — with
both rock and boat made small and
set against the large shape of the
mountain.

Here's another possibility. We might
make the boat the dominant shape,
move the rock to bottom right, and
treat the mountain as incidental
background.

Or the rock might be featured. Now
both mountain and boat are second-
ary in the composition.

Here is another solution. This time we
have moved the figure back and placed
it behind the table. The figure and its
surroundings are more balanced.

In this completely different arrangement
the lamp, placed in the foreground,
dominates the scene. It also acts as a
frame for the figure in the doorway.
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The four main elements
of composition

To make your study of composition as simple as
possible, we have divided the subject into its four
basic elements — area, depth, line, and value.
Here we show you what these elements mean,
and how Austin Briggs uses them to compose a
picture. At the start you will probably apply
each of these principles very consciously. With
experience, however, you will compose your pic-
tures the way your Faculty members do, instinc-
tively thinking of area, depth, line, and value all
at the same time.
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Picture area

Picture area is the flat surface within the four borders of your
picture — the surface on which you draw and paint. When you
work in terms of picture area, your chief concerns are how big

you make your objects and where you place them. In this illu-
stration the figure of the soldier claims our attention at once
because Austin Briggs made it the largest form in the picture
and placed it near the center. The less important forms — the
smoke and the soldiers in the distance — are all made smaller
and placed in secondary positions.




Depth

Depth is the illusion of distance or o third dimension. By drawing

things in depth, you make them seem to exist in space, and to
appear close to the viewer or far away. In this picture the
strong feeling of depth is created by the broad plane of the
beach. On it, the large figure of the soldier contrasts sharply
with the smaller figures in the distance, making them seem far
off. Also helping are the breakwater wall, which grows smaller
as it recedes toward the main figure, and the rocks, which are
shown in detail up front but become indistinct farther back.

.

Line

Line has two meanings: (1) The outline which encloses a shape.
(2) The line of direction our eye follows in locking ot a picture.
This second meaning is the one we refer to here. In composing
with line, you arrange your objects so their shapes or main lines
lead the eye unconsciously to the center of interest. Here this is
the wounded soldier. The horizon line, smoke, and running figures
all carry our eye directly to his head. At the left, the breakwater
shoots in toward him; at the right, our eye follows the line of
his leg in from the border. The muzzle of his rifle points to a
secondary center of interest — the running figures — and these
lead us back to the wounded soldier.

Value

Value is (1) the lightness or darkness of a particular area or
shape within the picture or (2) the over-all quality of lightness
or darkness of the whole picture. The diagram shows us how the
artist used value to strengthen his center of interest. Notice that
he made his important forms dark, and set them against a light
background. The strongest contrast is between the dark uniform
of the soldier and the beach. Less important elements, such as
the breakwater, smoke, and distant figures, contrast less sharply
with the tones around them.



Picture area

The artist’s first consideration in composing a picture is the picture area.
This is simply the flat surface on which you draw or paint within the borders
of your picture.

If you have ever taken a snapshot you have already worked with picture
area. To take your photograph, you looked in the viewer of the camera and
moved back to be certain your whole subject was in the picture — or else you
moved closer so the subject would appear larger and clearer. These simple
steps in controlling the space in a photograph are basically the same ones
you use to control picture area in drawing or painting.

To use your picture area most effectively, you must weigh carefully where
you place things within it and what size you make them. Your choice of size
and placement should never be accidental or arbitrary. After you have
placed an object in your composition, pause and study the size and location
you have given it. Ask yourself: “Does this create the effect I had in mind?”
If not, try making things larger or smaller. Move them to different places
within the four borders until you are satisfied with the result.
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At the left is the figure of @ man. We shall
try this figure in different sizes and loca-
tions in the picture area to see what hap-
pens. Drawn as above, the man dominates.

If the figure is drawn very small, the whole
effect of the picture changes tremendously.
Now the man seems isolated and far away
— overpowered by the space around him.

Exactly the opposite effect occurs when the
figure fills a large part of the picture area.
Now he overwhelms the space. This is ap-
propriate for a close.up, intimate view.

No matter what our subject, the same principle applies. For

example, we can make o small child appear to overpower the
picture space — or a huge truck seem isolated and remote. The
point is to choose a size appropriate for the effect we want.




The effect that one object or figure completely It is not necessary to have great disparity in Here neither figure is dominant. This is all right

overwhelms another can be created by sharp size for one figure to claim our attention over if you want both figures the same size — but
contrasts in size, as in this compesition. the other. Here the nearer figure dominates. normally it would be considered monotonous.

Vary your sizes with a purpose

When we show just a single thing in a picture, the viewer’s eye
cannot help but be drawn to it. No matter how small we make
this single object, it is the center of interest — the most impor-
tant thing in the picture. However, when we add a second
object, a third, or still more, the situation becomes more com-
plicated. Unless we establish a scale of relative importance
among these things, the viewer’s eye will not know where to go,
and he may not understand the message that the picture is sup-
posed to convey.

Again, one of the artist’s ways of showing what is important
in his picture is through the relative sizes he makes his objects.

If, for example, we want to compose two figures in a story
illustration, we can make one figure overwhelm the other or
dominate it just slightly — depending, to a good extent, on the
relative size we make each figure. If we want the viewer's interest
to be divided equally between the two figures, we can make
them both the same size. It is possible to place strong emphasis

¢ S
on a figure by drawing it in the foreground and making any Whenever possible, select objects of varying size for your
other figure much smaller. The same rules apply when we have pictire (lsf), This varisty. creatis latsrest. Objach that ars

. N ) alike in size will tend to appear monotonous even though
many figures or objects in a picture. they are different kinds of things (right).

These, admittedly, are very simple examples. The possibilities
are endless. However, the basic principle remains the same:
The size we give to things and where we place them control
their importance in the picture. Size should never be chosen
haphazardly or without regard to the effect it will produce. It
should be decided upon just as carefully as the action or pose.

In the picture at the left the sense of distance and the dominance
of space is easily felt. By drawing the figures larger (right) we mountain ot the left, we immediately feel the dominance of the
make them dominate the picture area. sky. But if our mountain takes up most of the picture space (right)

we get the feeling of its huge, overwhelming bulk.

Figures or mountains — the effect is the same. In the view of the
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Overlapping

Most of the pictures we make have more than one object in
them, and each often differs from the others in size and shape.
Overlapping provides a good way to organize these varied ob-
l jects into interesting, unified arrangements.

When we overlap things in a picture, we are applying a prin-

ciple we observe at work in everyday life. Most of the things we
see are partly hidden or overlapped by other objects. Overlap-
ping, however, can also help us to express our picture idea more
directly. By partly concealing the secondary objects through
overlapping, we can make the important ones more prominent.

We shall use these four simple
objects to demonstrate some ef-

fective ways to overlap — and

some of the pitfalls to avoid.

Here is a natural tendency many students have
they show all of each object.
objects do not make a well-organized picture.

at first:

This picture has a little more unity — but the
objects touch each other rather than overlap.

Overlapping should be more decisive.

Isolated

Poor overlapping — the objects are lined up right
behind each other. The apple in the bowl is lost,
and the bottle seems to rest on the foreground

apple.

Cropping

Even the border may be used to overlap objects. This is com-
monly called “cropping.” The border may be used to ¢rop a
large part of the object —as long as the part which shows is
typical enough to identify the object.

)
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Moving the bowl to the right helps — we can see
the apple in it now. But the bottle is lined up
too directly behind the foreground apple.

Now the composition works well. We have moved
the bottle and bowl to the left, the apple to the
right. Everything doesn’t have to overlap.

When we show all of each object in a picture
the effect tends to be dull and uninteresting.
This picture would be better if the objects were
rearranged as at right.

The shapes here are the same as those in the
picture at left — but the effect is more in-
teresting because the objects are varied in size
and overlapped. The tree, cropped by the
border, serves as a “lead in.”

When all the objects are drawn entirely within the frame
lines (left) the picture may appear formal or monotonous. But
when parts of the objects extend beyond the frame lines or
behind one another, we have variety.



Applying common sense to composition

Although the actual making of pictures may be new to you, you
will find that you have a.good deal of practical experience and
judgment which you can apply in composing them. The same
rules of common sense hold true for pictures as for real life. For
example, a picture, like a room, may be bare and empty, or
crowded and cluttered, or have too much in one corner —and,

under ordinary conditions, none of these extremes is good.
Below are examples which will help you tie in your thinking
about picture making with your everyday experience. They
demonstrate that there is nothing mysterious about composing
a picture. It calls for the same kind of common sense and judg-
ment you use in solving the ordinary problems of daily living.

Let's apply a common-sense approach to
picture making in this arrangement of some
fruit, a bowl and a bottle. This composition
does not make sense. Why crowd every-

thing against the right border — and waste e‘

setting objects on the very edge of a table.
" We get the uncomfortable feeling that they
are in danger of falling off.

% two thirds of our picture area? It's like

This arrangement makes sense because it
makes more logical use of the whole picture
area. The objects rest comfortably within
the picture space. Nothing seems to be fall-
ing out of the composition as in the first
picture. Both bottle and bowl are placed
off center, to avoid splitting the picture in
half. The left side of the picture area is no
longer empty and wasted.

Bottom heavy: This arrangement is the reverse of the left one.

Everything is jammed against the bottom border and the rest of

Topheavy: Everything is needlessly crowd- the picture area is unused.
ed against the top border, wasting most of

the picture space.

Shapes should be clear: (Left) It is difficult to see the man
because his form merges with that of the tree against which he
is leaning. (Right) It makes better sense to show the identifying
shape of the man standing out ogainst the contrasting light
background. Here his form and action are perfectly clear.

Everything competes for attention: All the objects here
are equally important, and our eye jumps back and forth
from one to the other without any center of interest on which
to rest. All right for a wallpaper, but not for a picture.

L1

Crowded: The objects in this illustration
are too large for the picture area. They
almost bump against each other, creating
an obvious effect of overcrowding.
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Points to remember

On this page we show you some more common-sense rules for arranging objects
inside the picture area. Study these rules carefully and fix them in your mind —
they will help you to avoid unnecessary errors. Although our examples are very
simple, the points that they make apply to much more complicated pictures also.

T

Don’t split the picture in half:
Everything is crowded into the right
half of the picture, with the left side
completely empty.

Use the whole picture area:
Note that the figure is placed just
enough off center to keep from
splitting the picture in half.

Don’t line things up: This kind of
placement is monotonous. Things are
placed on @ line at equal intervals.

Vary the placement: Things look
more interesting when they are var-
ied in position and overlapped.

Don’t crowd the bottom: Here
the objects have been crowded into
the bottom half of the picture and
the uvpper half is empty.

Use the upper half, too: It is o
mistake to waste any of your picture
area. Use the space in the upper
half of the picture, too.

Don't center everything: Things
are lined up vertically, and the re-
sult is monotonous. The objects seem
to rest on top of each other.

Move things to the side: This
effect is more interesting because of
variety in placement. The objects
are behind each other in space.

Don’t leave a hole: This
will happen if you line things
uvp along the borders. The
center of the picture becomes
an empty hole.

Make good use of your
space: The space in the cen-
ter of your picture is impor-
tant — put it to good use.
Here is just one possibility.

Don’t let objects just
touch: The bottle appears
to be resting on the bowl —
and both objects seem to
frame the white space.

Overlap the objects: Raise
the bowl and make it overlap
the bottle. Bowl no longer
touches border, and there is
a better feeling of balance.
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Reduced to its simple over-all shape, this magazine cover illus-
tration shows Rockwell’s concern for the same principles of com-
position we demonstrated in simpler pictures such as the one at
the far right. Rockwell combined his several picture elements to
create one varied, interesting whole.

© The Curtis Publishing Co.

Norman

BEGINNING Rochwell

THE STORY OF HELEN HAYES

Applying the principles — Normesn

Norman Rockwell is famous for the human interest and the
elaborate detail he puts into his pictures — but they owe just as
much to the skill with which he composes them. In creating this
illustration for a magazine cover, Rockwell gave careful thought
to the size of the main figure and where he should place it. In
overlapping the objects, he made sure that the important identi-
fying characteristics of each one were not obscured. His picture

proves that the things you have been studying about size, place-
ment and overlapping are just as important to the success of a
major magazine cover as they are to your lesson assignments.

If we study one form, such as the dog, in detail,
we realize the care with which Rockwell designed
each object in the picture. The middle of the dog
is hidden and overlapped by both the boots and
chair legs — yet we have no trouble recognizing
its form and we feel that it is gll there. This is ~
because Rockwell was careful to show the most
important and characteristic parts.

™
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Study the way Rockwell has put together his four
main objects — window, sheriff, ‘gun and dog —
and notice how carefully these things are over-
lapped to reveal what they are. For instance, see
how the hat breaks the rectangle of the window
at the top, and the gun butt and barrel show just
enough to identify these objects. Even the keys are
more easily recognized because they break the
line of the chair seat.

e et . S — i .
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Depth

Depth, in a picture, is the illusion of distance or a third dimension. If our pic-
tures are to create a convincing sense of reality, we must suggest a feeling of
depth in them.

One way of getting a feeling of depth in pictures, we have seen, is to over-
lap things. Another way is to draw objects smaller as they get further from the eye.

At the same time, we must arrange our objects in depth so that they express
our picture idea accurately. Purpose and the effect we are working for must be
the guiding considerations here, just as they are when we arrange our objects
within the borders of the picture, or picture area.

In the illustration below we see how Fred Ludekens has arranged two figures
in depth to make a dramatic storytelling picture. He has placed one figure
in the foreground, so close to the viewer that we have a feeling of being directly

involved in the situation. The other figure is further off, but within talking dis-
tance, as required by the story. Far in the background, even the high mesa
appears low.

In his preliminary sketches, Ludekens tried out other possible arrangements
in depth. The diagrams below illustrate the kind of thinking he did. Like him,
you should always examine your effect very carefully to decide whether the
figures are at just the right depth — and make changes and adjustments until they
tell your story the way you want it told.

3 !- "kxl;

e S

® The Curtis Publishing Co.

L -

Different sizes produce different effects of depth.
For example, we can push both riders back in
depth by reducing their size. Here, all of the
foreground rider is within the picture area, but
we do not feel the same sense of nearness to the

situation as in the actual illustration.

Both riders appear somewhat closer to us when we
make them larger. The combined forms of the
horse and rider in the foreground no longer fit
within the picture area, but are cropped by the
bottom border. This is better, but the main figure
is still not important enough.

Now we’ve really separated them. The border cuts

off the horse's legs completely and the second
rider is a tiny shape on the horizon. This one
might be all right where great depth or distance
is important to the situation, but the figures could
not possibly talk to each other.
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This is a poor use of three-dimensional space. All Here depth is suggested slightly more than in the This is by for !h‘e most interesting arrangement,
three figures stand on the some line and the effect preceding diagram, but the total effect is monoto- The figures are overlapped to make full use of the
is one of flatness rather than depth. nous because the figures still stand in a line. three-dimensional plane.

The same principles apply, regardless of subject Here things are arranged in a monotonous tri- This is o better arrangement because the objects
matter, These three objects look flat and uninter- angle. The objects crowd the borders. Overlapping have been overlapped and the placement makes
esting because they are in a straight line. would have created a stronger illusion of reality. interesting use of the three-dimensional plane.

There is no overlapping here. The flatness is em-
phasized by the similar shapes of foreground and

water and the mountains. The far shore seems to
be on top of the boats.

The varied shapes of foreground and water now
carry our eye gently back into the picture. Note
the effect of distance created by the overlapped

mountains and staggered boats.

Use depth in an interesting way

Overlapping, cropping and making objects appear smaller as
they recede into the distance are useful devices for giving pic-
tures a sense of depth, an illusion of reality. It is not enough,
however, to create depth in a composition — we must do it in an
interesting way.

The drawings on this page show right and wrong ways of sug-

gesting depth in pictures. Unless there is some special reason for
it, do not line up objects in a row, crowd them into a half or a
quarter of the picture depth, or arrange them in a regular or
obvious design, such as a cross or a triangle. It is much better to
place things so that they make a varied, informal, and interest-
ing pattern in depth.

Often the interest in a picture can be increased by selecting a
different view from the one you start with. In the first view the
objects may be all of a size or lined up at regular intervals. By
taking another view, it may be possible to stagger the objects at
different intervals, to make some large and some small for the
sake of variety. You might try a view from the side in place of
one from the front, or change the angle of vision in some other
way. There are always new possibilities worth considering.

Don’t ever be satisfied with an ordinary composition or keep
repeating the same few basic arrangements in your pictures. Try
to create something new. Think — experiment — move your ob-
jects around in depth until you arrive at arrangements that are
different and interesting. That is what the best artists do.
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In this composition, notice that the sofa appears narrower as it leads into the depth of
the picture. The overlapped curtains and the decorative rooster create depth on the wall
plane. The cropping at the front brings us right into the scene.

The plane of the table top creates the basic
feeling of depth in the picture.

Parker has overlapped all the elements of
his illustration so that they not only lead
back into depth — they also form a single
interesting over-all shape. Around this shape
the background space is interestingly varied
in every part of the picture.

Using props to create depth — AMKM

On this page we see how Al Parker uses “props” — objects
— to build a sense of depth in his pictures. In each of
these illustrations the figure or figures are the center of
interest, and they are placed toward the rear of the pic-
ture. Parker arranges the objects in the pictures so that
they create a strong feeling of depth and at the same time
lead our eye back into this depth to the center of interest.

Courtesy McCall’s

In this illustration Al Parker, wanting to show a woman sad and alone,
placed her against the expanse of background so her loneliness could be
felt. The empty chair ot the front tells the rest of the story. The dinner
service is arranged in depth to lead your eye across the table to her.
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© The Curtis Publishing Co.

The feeling of depth is greatly strengthened by
the lines of the plowed furrows, which narrow
as they extend into the background. These fur-
rows and the strips of trees in the background
lead our eye inevitably to the farm buildings
in the distance.

Design in depth — % HELCRT

In this cover illustration for a farm magazine, Helck's center of interest is the )

. The shapes in the foreground are carefully
two figures and the tractor and plow. He drew them large and placed them in ovstiapped, 1o. reveal the Ideistfybig Teatinus
the left foreground, so they would dominate the scene. He arranged the plowed of the tractor and plow as well as the typical
furrows to carry our eye sharply back over the hillside to the farm — and fur- gustorss oF Tk two Sqwtes; They are ploced fo

3 . % R N direct our attention into the depth of the picture.
ther emphasized this movement into depth by the direction of the tractor and
the road at the left, as well as the gesture of the farmer.

Courtesy Esquire

Groupings in depth — W

Ben Stahl had three sets of figures to arrange in this
room, and he composed them to create a striking effect
of depth. He made the most important figure largest
and placed him in the foreground. The others he made
smaller and placed them further back, staggering the
groups for variety and interest. The diagonal created
by the bench top pulls our eye sharply back into the
room and strengthens the sense of depth. Note that the
ash tray is actually larger than the figures at the rear.




18

—

Line

The term line, as generally understood, is simply the outline of a shape. When we
apply it to composition, however, line means the direction in which our eye moves
as we look at a picture. We create this directional kind of line by arranging the
objects in the picture so that their shapes or their main lines lead the eye uncon-
sciously to a center of interest.

Controlling the movement of the viewer’s eye within the picture borders is a
very important part of picture making. The artist must always be aware of what
the lines in his pictures do. In composing a picture we must plan these lines to
help guide the viewer's eye. We should make sure that one line leads to another,
and ultimately to some center of interest. If we work unthinkingly, we may create
strong lines that lead to unimportant parts of the illustration or out of it altogether.

It is also important to be aware of the type of movement that directional line
creates. It can move our eye along quite smoothly and rhythmically from one thing
to another, grouping and relating objects which belong together. On the other
hand, the movement may be abrupt — the artist may purposefully create a clash
of lines. This may be appropriate if he is drawing a scene of violence or conflict.

Line can be a strong force or a subtle one — but it should always lead the viewer
so that he will see and feel the things we want him to.

‘ an

Here is an obvious use of line to point out the center of interest in a
picture. The converging sides of the road and the overlapping clouds
are deliberately placed to lead our eye to the church. Even the line of
the mountains intersects and further draws our attention to the church.

~

This is what could happen if our placement of lines were thoughtless.
Now, instead of leading our eye to the church, the major lines lead
past it. The clouds even lead our eye out of the picture. Such a scene
might be found in nature but not in a well-composed picture.

Here is a less obvious example of the use of line. Our eye enters the
picture in the lower left corner and moves along the road. This move-
ment is picked up by the tree trunk, and carried out through the

branch to the church. Again the mountains intersect the steeple.

All of the lines in this picture work against good composition. The lines
of the mountains and road, and the rows of trees and fence posts
carry our eye past the center of interest and out the left or right bor-
ders. The large tree leads our attention out of the picture.
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l This first attempt ot composing two figures in the pic- 2 By moving the man to the right and raising his arm we 3 Finally we change the woman’s pose to tie the whole

ture space is very weak. The lines of the man’s suit are greatly improve the center area. The dull rectangle of composition together. Now her left arm leads up and
confused by those of the drape behind him. The lamp- the window has been broken into two interesting irreg- over to the man, the graceful line of her hand being
shade hits the edge of the other drape and confuses vlar shapes. By showing more of the chair we move continued in his hand-on-hip gesture. Her head has
the lines of the woman’s head. The window in the center the woman out of the corner. However, the side of her been moved to the left of the edge of the drape and
is an empty, wasted space. Our eye is pulled down and head comes together with the drape confusingly and the lamp has been moved back. The table is shifted to
out the bottom border by the converging lines of the her arm still leads to the bottom. We have added a the right to block the movement of skirt and trouser
woman’s hand, the drape, and the man’s side. coffee table in the corner but it bumps the man’s leg. lines out the bottom border.

O k

e o B —

I Almost every main line in this picture works against good See how much easier it is to focus on both the man and This is still better. The girl has been moved to the left, so
composition. The lines of the road, fence, and hill carry girl when the strong lines of the road and fence are turned that she is no longer partly concealed by the tree. Drop-
our eye sharply to the left border. Even the tree leans out of around to lead to her. The tree helps to block movement ping the hill line makes both man and girl stand out more
the picture. The man’s arm runs into the top line of the hill. out of the right border but it still leans out of the picture. clearly. The tree trunk and branches turn our eye move-
The man’s arm and the line of the hill are less confusing. ment back into the picture and help frame the two figures.

Using line to full advantage

The demonstrations above show you, step by step, how weak, confusing
compositions can be strengthened and clarified by more thoughtful use
of line. When you plan a picture, make it a point to study the direction
of the lines in your rough sketch. Decide whether or not your main
lines keep the eye within the picture. Ask yourself: Do the background
lines become confused with the lines of the center of interest? Are the
lines crowded together or — just as undesirable —spaced at equal,
monotonous intervals? Asking and answering questions like these will
help you get the most out of the lines in your picture.



20

Courtesy This Week Magazine
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The scroll is the important point of interest in this picture.

" Robert Fawcett has skillfully used lines to direct our eye
to it. The line formed by the arm of the foreground figure
draws our attention almost irresistibly across the upper
right of the picture, down to the scroll, and finally to the
head of the king. Notice how we are forced to look back
and forth from the king’s head to the scroll.

In or out: Remember that lines can lead the eye into or out of
= a picture. In the left diagram, the lines of the figures lead the
eye to the left border and out. At right, they bring our attention
back into the picture space. Alwaoys use your lines to create the
particular movement and direction you want.

© The Curtis Publishing Co.

This scene, which contains many figures, is carefully or-
ganized so that the main movement is one of opposition
between the figure leaning forward at the left and the
man on the floor. The line along the back of the man at
the left follows o definite curve toward the falling figure.
This figure and the table and chair in turn create a pat-
tern of line that opposes the other figure.
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Courtesy Kindred-Maclean Co.
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Here is an excellent example of controlled movement
in an illustration. The emphasis is on movement in
depth. Our eye starts at the lower right-hand cor-
ner and moves counter-clockwise os shown in the
diagram. The glass on the floor becomes the ultimate

focal center. Even the shadow on the rug guides
our attention across the floor to the hand and glass.

Collection Mr. and Mrs. James Thrall Soby

The effectiveness of this Ben Shahn picture is due in part
/ h\ to the careful placement of shapes which have directional

movement. Note that all three heads are on the same line
and our attention is guided toward this line by the back-
ground trees. The shawl in which the child is wrapped
also leads our eye up to the heads.
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Although the hunter is @ small figure, we have no
difficulty in seeing him amidst the huge trees. This
is becouse Helck used the lines of the trees and
the landscape to guide our eye to the man.
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Tangents: Don’t arrange objects so that o line on one will meet a line
on another. They will form a longer line and draw the eye away from
the center of interest. In the left diagram the lines at the top of the

man’s head, at his shoulders and jacket bottom form distracting tangents
— which are easily corrected (right) by moving the objects a little.

Picture corners: Picture corners, due to the meeting of the frame lines,
are strong and attract attention. Don't let any of a picture’s main lines
run into corners — as the road, long branch and top of the tree trunk do
in the left diagram — or they will lead the eye out of the picture. Plan your
lines as at the right to keep the viewer’s interest within the picture area.



Value

Value — lightness or darkness — is the fourth of the elements of composition. Al-
though last in order, it is by no means last in importance. Like area, depth, and
line, value can play a leading part in the making of a picture.

Many pictures have a mood, and a major factor in creating this mood is the
over-all value we give the picture —the “key,” as it is frequently called. For
example, a picture of a gay picnic or a children’s party should probably be painted
light in value, or in a fairly “high key.” But if we wished to paint a scene with
a feeling of sadness and despair, we could accentuate this mood by making the
picture dark in value or in a “low key.” In a violent fight scene or a picture of a
storm we might logically select a wide range of contrasting values ranging from
pure white to solid black.

Values should be consistent within a picture, particularly where we use them
to set the mood. For example, the over-all effect of the picnic scene might be
ruined if part of the picture or some of the figures in it were painted in deep,
somber tones, out of key with the rest of the illustration. And, similarly, a picture
with a mood of dark despair could be weakened by thoughtlessly introducing
light or gay tones.

Just as the proper use of line leads our eye to a focal point in a picture, so our
eye tends to go to those points where there is the greatest contrast of values. This
is because objects become more conspicuous when placed next to a value that
contrasts with their own. On the other hand, when an object is surrounded with
values that are nearly the same as its own, it is not so likely to attract our atten-
tion. Thus our eye is drawn to the black hat on a man standing in front of a pile
of snow — but it is not attracted when he moves over and stands in front of a
pile of coal. We can use this principle to help focus attention where we want
it in a picture.

.
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Here is a picture in which we have applied the composition prin- This diagram illustrates a typical problem. Because everything is
ciples we have learned so far. The elements are well arranged in in a medium tone or tones that are closely related, nothing stands
depth in the picture area and the movement of line is equally out any more than it did in the drawing to the left. The tones
satisfactory. Now we are ready to add the consideration of value confuse the picture rather than show us what is important in it.

By using different tones we can easily moke things contrast with By using in-between values of gray we can control the contrast
one another. However, now everything seems equally important. between tones. Now the strongest contrast is where it should be
The boat and mountain stand out just as sharply as the fisherman. — between the fisherman and his background. The other elements

The values are not helping to create a definite center of interest. still stand out clearly but are less important in the picture.



We will use these
three elements to
point out how you can
plan your picture
with just a few
simple values.
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Plan with a few simple values

Before you begin to paint, you should always try to decide on
a basic value pattern. In general, the basic value plan of most
pictures can be reduced to one of the following:

light against dark

dark against light

dark and halftone (in-between tone) against light

light and dark against halftone

Sometimes these patterns are clear and sharp, and can be
recognized at once. Often, however, they are more subtle. The
value patterns may be heavily overlaid with texture or made up

of detailed forms that obscure the basic scheme of darks and
lights. Still, if you squint at the picture you will see that one of
these basic value patterns is there underneath, and that it holds
the composition together.

A picture in which the values are not solved in big, simple
terms is usually confusing. To avoid this problem, settle on the
values of the larger areas of your picture right at the start. A
good way to do this is to make small value sketches, much like
the illustrations below, so you can quickly try out a number of
different value patterns and see which one works best.

N —

In this pattern of dark against halftone, the

“This is @ pottern of light and dark against half-
tone. The figure has been lightened, so that it
contrasts more sharply with the background than
the dressing table does. There is no question that
the figure is the center of interest.

This is a pattern of dark and halftone against a
light background. Because the greatest contrast
is between the dressing table and background, the
dressing table stands out more than the woman.

This is @ simple pattern of light against dark. Be-
cause the dressing table and the figure are the
same tone, they work together as a single
shape. MNotice how different in its effect this
pattern is from the one we saw just before.

dressing table remains the dominant element —
its large black form still contrasts more strongly
with the background than the woman does.

A

—
Here light and dark areas are created by light
and shadow. The dark dressing table stands out
against the light wall, the light figure against
the wall in shadow. This principle of contrasts
works well in a picture with strong light and shade.
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Creating a center of interest

When we arrange objects in a composition, we must always keep
their values in mind. We can make a dark object stand out by
putting it next to or in front of a light one. We can make a light
object important in a picture by setting it against a dark back-
ground. By contrasting the value of one thing with the value of
another, we can create a center of interest.

Obviously, the strongest and most attention-getting contrast is
achieved by placing the lightest shape in the picture against the
darkest one — or vice versa. And, likewise, we can make objects
almost indistinguishable by grouping them with others that are

to the wrong place and distort or confuse the picture’s message.
To learn how to control values in composition, make some
sketches like the still-life demonstrations below. Keep the pic-
tures uncomplicated and, using only three or four simple tones,
work for various degrees of contrast. When you add details,
don't let them destroy the three or four basic values that make
up your picture. By practicing this way, you will soon know
how to make the viewer’s attention focus where you want it.
Here we are emphasizing the role of value in creating a center
of interest. Don’t forget, though, that area, line, and depth can

all be used for the same purpose. Usually, you will build your

closely related in value. Things that are not important to the
center of interest not just with one, but with all or most of these

theme of the picture can be played down in this way. Never al-
elements of composition.

.f;

(Left) Now the bottle is the center of interest — it is darkest
and contrasts more with background than bowl or orange
does. (Right) The bowl stands out because its dark value
is most prominent against the halftone background.

low an accidental use of contrast to draw the viewer's attention

(Left) No object stands out more than any other — they
blend into each other and the background. Now let's
change some values to create a focal center. (Right) Here
the orange contrasts most with the background.

Courtesy Massachusetts Mutual Life Insurance Company

This picture by Norman Rockwell
provides a fine example of how to
control interest by varying value con-
trast. The boy, with his light suit, is
the dominant focal center, the father
is second in importance, and the
mother has a background position.

The value pattern in this illustration, also by Norman
Rockwell, is based on the light and shadow pattern
thrown by the lamp in the lower foreground. The

strongest contrast is between the boy's shadowy head
and gun and the light uniform of the officer. This con-

trast adds drama to the scene.

Courtesy The Carrier Corporation

Here Robert Fawcett sets a pattern of darks against
a light background. Notice, on the man cutting ice
in the foreground, how the artist uses contrast to
make typical shapes like the hands, saw teeth, and
handle stand out so the action will be clear.
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Controlling values in a composition

Broadly speaking, there are four ranges of value, or value keys,
in which pictures are painted. On this page we show you these
keys and the effect created by each.

The middle-key picture is the original illustration here. It was
painted by Al Parker, who selected this key because he felt it
expressed the mood he wanted. The other pictures show how

4 Aimll

Low key: Over-all value very dark.

the same subject would look in the other keys. Next to each pic-
ture a value bar with a bracket indicates the range of values used.

Notice that the relationship of values is consistent in each of
these pictures. For example, the girl’s dress is always the lightest
tone, her black eye one of the darkest. Always choose the key
most appropriate to your subject — and stick to it as you paint.

High key: Over-all value very light.

Full-value range: The whole range from white to black.
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Evolution of the composition

This first attempt was too static. The
horizon cutting the compesition in half
was much too dull. The caddy is too
prominent and distracting.

In this next effort, everything was pushed
to one side of the areq, leaving a lot of
uninteresting space on the right. The
caddy seems to be holding up the pic-
ture frame with his head.

3

A three-quarter rear view of the main
figure was tried but did not help. Our
landscape pattern begins to look better,
although the line defining the trap draws

Turning the figure toward the observer
adds interest but he is now in the exact
center of the picture area. This spoils
the try. However, the slope of the trap

our attention to the lower corners. itself begins to suggest trouble.

We try a violent design with the golfer
in @ more exciting ottitude. The off-
center position is better, but the extreme
angle of the trap suggests a mountain-
side rather than a trap. There is trouble
in the corners here again.

Lowering the line of the trap and avoid-
ing the corners, we are now beginning
to get some semblance of unity. The
brief case and the caddy are still not in
exactly the right position. The landscape
added at left fills a gap.

The completed illustration

The finished illustration as it appeared in the magazines.

Shifting the brief case gives us better
balance. But the straight part of the
trap on the right gives a feeling that
everything is about to slide through the
bottom. The caddy still appears to be in

the wrong place. to make the finished drawing.

ALTERT
DORNEL

Same subject, many compositions

The composition appearing on this page was one of a series of
advertisements for American Airlines Airfreight which appeared
in national magazines. The story concerned a golf-ball manufac-
turer who found himself trapped by a serious production prob-
lem. A nearby source which had long supplied vital centers for
these balls was unable to maintain delivery schedules, and any
delay in production might mean the golf-ball maker would be
“in the red” instead of “on the green.”

The problem was to show the golf-ball manufacturer in
trouble and still tie the story up with the game. As the entire
series of advertisements was in a humorous vein, it was decided
to picture the business man in a sand trap — which, of course,
represented trouble. The copy in the advertisement explained
how American Airlines Airfreight helped the business man out
of his difficulty.

You learn to draw by drawing

In his new position, the caddy now bal-
ances the golfer. Note how changing
the line of the trap so that it swings en-
tirely around the bottom has unified the
whole composition. We are now ready
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This was the first try. It seems too spread out and This lock-down view also loses the man. The Cutting this sketch in half both horizontally and
the man seems lost in a lot of office equipment. typewriter, rather than the man, appears to vertically proved uninteresting. The attitude of the

be the center of interest.

Too much emphasis here is on bookshelves
ond desk rather than on the figure. This
looks too architectural and we still don't
have the right attitude in our hero.

The man’s feet on the desk seem like o good “stopper.”
However, this picture has the same faults as No. 3 — there
are disturbing tangents, the man looks asleep.

man suggests laziness rather than thinking.

A close-up of the man seems to crowd the picture. How-
ever, there is an idea here. We show the client’s prod-
ucts on the desk and the subject’s face.

The feet are back on the desk and the picture

is opened out a little more. The client's products
in the foreground give depth to the composi-
tion. The man’s attitude seems good.

This is the composition we decide on. It seems to say frustra

there are no tangents and that our space is well designed.

This is the finished picture. The design of space and the placement of the objects turned
out well. The tones and values are good — and while there are many elements in the
picture, our attention is held by the man’s head.

tion and clutter. We now refine our compesition, making sure

Here is the finished pencil drawing. We add the heavy
book to strengthen the lower right corner. The head is now

definitely the center of interest.

ALTErRT
DORNE.

Composing an advertising picture

On this page we show you another advertising illustra-
tion in its step-by-step development as a composition.
The subject is an advertising writer who is having
trouble getting an idea for his client’s products, which
are piled up on his desk. The atmosphere is one of
frustration and clutter — the man is obviously tired. In
making pictures, the number of approaches to working
out the composition on a given subject are enormous,
and there are many ways of doing it that are good.
The important point to remember is the selection of
the right composition to solve the advertiser's specific
problem — to get his message over to the public.
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Area: Here is the over-all shape of the
main forms in the composition — figures and
desks. Because the figures are more impor-
tant, Parker has made them stand out clear-
ly and sharply. The less important desks
have been made into a simpler, less active
shape, so they will not distract from the
figures. At the same time this over-all shape
is well placed in the picture space.

S— .
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Depth: Although two-dimensional pattern
is important in this picture, a strong feeling
of depth is suggested by the row of over-
lapping desk tops, which carries our eye
back in space to the figures.

i/ \
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Line: This picture makes good use of con-
trasting straight lines and a circular move-
ment to draw our attention to its center of
interest. The curved outlines of the figures
flow into each other to form a circular
shape. This shape stands out sharply against
the straight horizontals, verticals, and diag-
onals in the rest of the picture. All of the
main lines in the picture — the edges of the
desks, maps, ond blackboard — lead our
eye to the figures.

In this seemingly simple picture, notice the full,
free, and imaginative use that Al Parker makes
of the four elements of composition.

First, Parker has done some striking things
with the picture area. He has divided it up by
means of the blackboard, maps, figures and
desks. There is no monotonous repetition of
spaces of equal size and shape. Instead, we find
a careful, sensitive placement of objects that is
designed to maintain interest through variety.

Value: Parker has used the basic device of
dark against light and light against dark
to emphasize the two figures. The girl's
blonde head contrasts with the blackboard,
the boy’s dark hair stands out against the
light mop. Less important things such as
the boy's sweater or the girl's dress con-
trast less sharply or are tied in with objects
of similar value so that they do not claim
our attention so forcefully.

‘ | The four elements of composition in action

m

Through his use of the desks, Parker has
created a feeling of depth. They also work as
directional lines, leading our eye back to the
figures and their faces, the center of interest.

Finally, we see the picture strengthened by
Parker’s use of the principle of playing dark
against light and light against dark in the heads
and their backgrounds. The greatest variety of
contrasting values occurs in the center of in-
terest around the boy and girl.
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