
The design of a painting

Composition
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What a good composition can do 

for your painting

 Lead the viewer’s eye

 Help the viewer find things you want them to see

 Influence whether the viewer is racing to a focal point, 

traveling to various points of interest, or meandering around 

the painting

 Keep the viewer in the painting longer



We will look at composition design

ideas for inspiration. 
 There are a lot of composition design ideas. And one 

painting can often be described in different ways. 

 Don’t get hung up on trying to fit paintings into one right 

composition idea. 

 Instead, use the composition ideas as inspiration for your 

compositions. Not as rules to limit you, but as ideas when 

you need ideas.

 Don’t let composition ideas or “rules” stop you from painting 

what you want. They’re just ideas.



Some important principals of composition

You can focus on one of these principals as a guiding idea for 
your composition design – or several of them

Main principals we’ll look at

 Arrangement of the masses

 Focal point(s) 

 Movement or the path followed by the viewer's eye

And to a lesser extent

 Balance

 Rhythm



Are there universal rules of composition? 

 No, there are composition ideas, not “rules”, and they are not universal.

 However, there are elements that are powerful ways to draw the eye, and 

therefore become very awkward when done unintentionally. Here are 

some of those things.

 Putting important information close to an edge

 Having shapes share an edge

 Having identical repeated elements 

 Making a focal point right in the middle

 Putting a dividing line in the middle horizontally or vertically



Composition design ideas

The most well-known 

composition idea is the Golden 

Ratio

Also called the Fibonacci ratio 

and the Rule of Thirds

It’s used to place a focal point 

in an interesting spot

To use this design, place your 

focal point approximately 1/3 

of the way in from any 

adjoining sides. 

Fibonacci Spiral Science - Pixabay

https://pixabay.com/vectors/fibonacci-spiral-science-golden-1601158/


Composition design ideas

* Ideas from Edgar Payne’s Composition of Outdoor Painting book

 Edgar Payne described a bunch of composition designs in his book 

“Composition of Outdoor Painting”. Let's look at them.

These two designs are 

about having one main 

interesting positive 

shape. 



Composition design ideas

* Ideas from Edgar Payne’s Composition of Outdoor Painting book

These designs are also about the placement of the masses. These masses are creating 

movement within the painting. By which I mean they lead the eye through the painting.



Composition design ideas

* Ideas from Edgar Payne’s Composition of Outdoor Painting book

These two designs are 

about balancing two 

shapes against each other, 

sometimes using 

foreground and 

background, or value 

differences between the 

shapes.



Composition design ideas

* Ideas from Edgar Payne’s Composition of Outdoor Painting book

This is a design concept 

of using three or more 

shapes of interest and 

arranging them in “a 

pleasing way”



Composition design ideas

* Ideas from Edgar Payne’s Composition of Outdoor Painting book

The designs here are about movement of the eye through the design.



Composition design ideas

* Ideas from Edgar Payne’s Composition of Outdoor Painting book

And these design ideas 

are a bit different from 

the ones before. The first 

one does not necessarily 

have a focal point. It is 

about repetition or 

rhythm. 

And this one is about the 

contrast between a 

foreground shape and a 

background shape. 



Composition design ideas

 These are not all the designs possible; they are some of the great design ideas 

available to you. 

Golden Ratio



Using source material that you want to paint from 

(or one of the photos I’ve linked to), try several small composition 

studies on a single piece of paper so you can compare them.

 Follow your heart and your interests. 

 Then apply some different composition ideas to the subject, and 

see which compositions seem most interesting to you.

How do you find the right composition 

for your painting? 



Time to make composition studies!

Golden Ratio

 Try a couple studies, and we’ll meet back here in 20 minutes. 

 Have fun and experiment! 

 I’ll be right here; you are welcome to ask me questions.



Which of your studies do you like most?

 What do you like most about it?

 Where do you look? 

 What are the thing(s) you want the viewer to see?

 How does your eye move? 

 Do you race to a focal point, travel to various points of interest, or 

meander around the painting?



Does your design use one (or more) of 

these principals of composition?

 Arrangement of the masses

 Focal point(s)

 Movement or the path followed by the viewer's eye

 Balance

 Rhythm



Do you have a couple favorite 

composition design ideas? 

Golden Ratio

 Note those for future artwork


