COMPOSITION

When we paint a landscape we are inspired by a beautiful view. Often the view does not translate on to the paper with the same inspirational feeling. This is because our eye constantly roams unfettered across the landscape, but is confined by the mount and frame of a watercolour.
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We overcome these conflicts by good composition. Elements that sit side by side in reality may be best overlapped, one behind the other, to produce a sensation of three dimensions. As artists we can move buildings, chop down trees a hundred years old without harming the environment, even build a mountain to serve as a backdrop to a cottage.

Tips for Good Composition

Decide what your painting is about. Is it about the waterfall in the middle distance, or the complexity of rocks in the foreground? If you are struggling with this, ask yourself what attracted you in the first place or think up a title for the picture. Having decided what your picture is about you should make this the dominating element in your picture. Achieve this by making it bigger; stronger toned or coloured (try a bright red for instance to draw the eye); or boost the contrast. 

Contrast can be boosted by making the darks darker and the lights lighter around the dominating element or by painting a primary colour against its complimentary. Classic examples are a white cottage next to dark trees, or a red rose in a mass of green foliage.
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Classical painters would often locate the dominating element on the golden section. Mathematically this is located at 0.618 of the way along any of the edges. The main feature would be positioned where two golden section lines intersected. This can be simplified to 

“Locate the dominating feature at, or near to, the intersection of thirds”.
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 In other words, place your dominating feature about a third in from the two nearest adjacent edges of your picture area.



A simple shape echoed can give unity to a picture. Echoes should  vary (entertain) but remain recognisable as recurring patterns. In the house picture above the lines of the smoke are echoed in the lines of the river and the curve of the bridge is reflected in the curves of the foliage.

A limited palette (try four colours only and mix everything from them) also lends unity to a picture. Some artists use the key colour principle introducing, sometimes minute, quantities of a particular colour into every wash. Another approach to establishing a key colour is to cover your entire paper with a pale flat wash of a single colour before you begin to paint the subject.
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If a painting does not attain balance it can seem to fall off one edge of the paper or topple forwards. 
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Two equally sized, equally visually weighted elements will balance if placed opposite each other, equal distances from the centre. They will also look contrived.
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Attain balance by placing large, heavily visually weighted elements nearer to the centre and balance with smaller, less weighted elements towards the edge. Boosting contrast, heavily toning or using colours that come forward such as bright red can be manipulated to attain visual weighting.

Where you have large blank areas (blue sky for instance) vary the area by such devices as gradation to add interest. Gradation could either be a gradual change from,say, blue to violet or gradual changes in tone. Quiet areas are helpful, little oases for the eye, but they should not be flat and boring.
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We can lead the eye into a picture with lines of perspective, shadows, paths or more subtle devices.

Moods:-

· Horizontals suggest wide vistas, restful, peaceful moods.
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Verticals suggest tall objects, stately and monumental moods.

· Horizontal and vertical combination suggests architectural subjects.

· Diagonals and hard angles appear to be in conflict and create tension.

· Curves suggest organic movement and sensuous moods.



When painting people, artists past and present have often used vertical compositions to impress the importance of the sitter upon the viewer.

























And a single horizontal line will always suggest a landscape to the viewer





“Don’t be afraid to play God”


Ashley Jackson
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