Composition
The term composition means ‘putting together’. It refers to the
way that elements are organised or arranged within an
artwork.
Composition is used by artists to draw our attention to
important features and points of interest in an image, to create
mood, or to guide our eyes so that we experience an artwork
in a particular way.
Invisible, underlying geometric shapes are often used by
artists to guide their compositions. Triangle arrangements, for
example, produce pleasing images and can suggest stability
and strength. Elements arranged in a circular fashion can help
create a central focal point and encourage our eyes to move
around the image.

Focus Questions
What first catches your eye when you look
at the painting? How has the artist drawn
your attention to this part of the image?
How do your eyes move around the
painting when you look at it?
Does the image appear symmetrical or
asymmetrical? Is it balanced or does it
appear random?
Does the overall composition use a certain
shape? How has the artist suggested this
shape (e.g. line, colour, gesture)?
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Fra Angelico (Guido di Pietro)
The Crucifixion c.1420–23
The focal point of this image is the figure of Christ on a cross. The artist has
arranged the Roman soldiers on horseback to form a tight semi-circle
around the base of the cross, encouraging our eyes to move around the
group and creating a circular composition.

Nicolas Poussin
Saints Peter and John Healing the Lame Man 1655
Poussin uses the triangle to organise his composition. The
two figures walking up the stairs draw our attention to the
central group of Saints Peter and John and the seated man.
Peter reaches towards the man, asking him to rise and walk
again, while John touches his arm and points up to heaven.

Jean Siméon Chardin
Soap Bubbles c.1733–34
Soap Bubbles shows a young man leaning on a ledge
blowing a bubble. The ledge forms the solid base of a
triangle shape that includes the head, shoulders and arms
of the central figure. The focus of the composition, however,
is the round soap bubble.

Élisabeth Louise Vigée Le Brun
Comtesse de la Châtre (Marie Charlotte Louise Perrette Aglaé
Bontemps, 1762–1848) 1789

The subject’s simple, white muslin dress forms
a clear triangle shape in this painting.
The spread and drape of her skirts form the
base of the triangle, leading up to her shoulders
and neck and the focal point of the image – the
face of Marie Charlotte Louise Perrette Aglaé
Bontemps.

Making Activities
1. Explore different compositions by arranging pre-cut forms on a
piece of paper. Draw a geometric shape such as a triangle, circle,
square, diamond or hexagon, and place the forms along the sides of
the shape or at each corner. Translate this arrangement into an
artwork.
2. Create a painting that communicates balance. Consider how you
will organise and arrange elements within your painting to express
this idea.
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