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Introduction 

This factsheet is intended for GCSE art and design teachers and/or students.  It can be used by teachers to 
support lesson planning and delivery, or by students exploring different techniques for creating successful 
compositions.

Learning Outcomes

At this level students should be able to demonstrate some basic understanding of composition through their 
own work or through discussing the work of others. 
   
This resource is aimed at extending students’ knowledge and understanding.  They should be able to: 

• Know what composition means;
• Identify different types of composition in the work of others and be able to use these to develop their 

own compositions;
• Analyse and explain the composition of a range of artworks; and
• Evaluate the effectiveness of applying composition principles in their own work.

Why is Composition Important?

It is important that you can read and interpret the work of other artists, think critically about it, and use this 
to inform your own practice.  

Understanding composition will help you to create work that:

• Is interesting and engaging;
• Draws the eye in and looks good aesthetically; and
• Communicates your intentions and achieves the overall effect that you want. 

Understanding composition helps achieve success in all 4 assessment objectives but it is especially 
important for:

• A01 - developing ideas through investigations demonstrating critical understanding of sources; and
• A04 - producing a personal and meaningful response that realises intentions and demonstrates 

understanding of visual language. 
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What is Composition?

The building blocks of all artworks are the formal visual elements. These include Line, tone, shape, form, 
texture, pattern and colour. 

Composition is how these are combined or arranged to create an overall effect. 

Task – Look carefully at these artworks (Figs 1-4).  In pairs or groups discuss the following:

1. What visual elements have been used?

2. How has the artist arranged/combined them?

3. What effect does this have?

Composition is the arrangement/combination of different visual 
elements to create different effects in an artwork

Figure 1. Brian Ballard. 
Objects in the Sun. 2017

Figure 2. Jim Dine. 
Untitled. 1973

Figure 3. Bridget Riley. 
Blaze. 1964

Figure 4. Damien Hirst. 
Beautiful Nirvana Ryuu Painting. 

2007
Extension –
Select two artworks that you like or that are relevant to your work and create two pages of work in 
your sketchbook exploring and comparing how the visual elements are combined/arranged
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More information on the visual elements can be found at:

BBC Bitesize – The Elements of Art 

Artyfactory – The Visual Elements

What is a ‘Successful’ Composition?

Creating a Successful Composition – The Basics

Traditionally, artists tried to make compositions that were pleasing to the eye with visual elements working 
together in a balanced or harmonious way. Artworks don’t always need to be balanced and harmonious to 
be successful.  Sometimes a successful composition is very dramatic or contains lots of contrast. Sometimes 
the composition is very important in communicating a story or meaning. A composition is successful if the 
elements work together to achieve the desired effect.

This section provides a basic structure to support the development of two dimensional outcomes.

When you have an idea for an outcome, take the time to thoroughly explore it through creating a range 
of ideas or sketches and experimenting with different ways of combining the visual elements.  If you 
don’t think about what the piece should contain or how it should be composed it is likely to lead to a 
disappointing outcome. The following steps provide a basic guide to help develop compositions.

Step 1 – Making Decisions

When you have thought about the image/s, message, and/or story you want to convey and are beginning to 
plan a composition, you need to make decisions about the following things:
• What to include/exclude – images, objects, colour, pattern, texture.
• Size/scale – of the piece of work.
• Mood/atmosphere – the overall effect, feeling or emotion you would like your viewer to experience. 

when they look at your work.

This is just a starting point in exploring compositions and you may change your mind about these as your 
work develops and progresses.

Step 2 – Layout/Placement

The next step is figuring out layout and placement.  It is helpful to begin by deciding on focal points.  
These are areas interest or importance in artworks (areas of emphasis).  Therefore, it is logical to decide on 
their placement first.  A useful rule to follow when planning where to place your focal points is the Rule of 
Thirds.

According to the Rule of Thirds, art and design is most pleasing to look at when its elements are arranged 
along grid lines which divide it into 9 equal sections as shown in figure 5.  A composition is most successful 
when the focal points are on or near to where the grid lines intersect.  The points at which grid lines intersect 
are known as power points.  This is because placing focal points at these points is thought to give them the 
most impact or ‘power’.

There are other structures for planning layout and placement for example, S shaped compositions and 
triangular compositions but the rule of thirds is an excellent place to start.
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Task – Select a range of artworks that you feel are examples of successful compositions.  Identify 
the focal points and either using a rule of thirds grid or simply using your eye, see if the focal points 
are on or close to power points.  Document this in your sketchbook with examples of artwork and notes 
explaining what you have found.
  
 
                                                                               

Task –  Look at the examples provided in figures 6-9 and use a rule of thirds grid to sketch your own 
ideas for landscape, portrait, still life and abstract compositions.

Extension – Use image manipulation software to explore the visual elements further in your 
compositions. 

Other helpful tips to consider when planning your layout are:
• The rule of odds – the eye prefers to look at odd numbers of things rather than even.
• Filling the whole surface – compositions are more successful when they fill a surface rather than having 

elements floating in the middle.
• Taking lines off the surface. 

Extension – Create at least one more composition using the rule of thirds structure as well as the tips 
outlined above.

Figure 5. Rule of Thirds Grid Figure 6. Landscape planning 
sketch 

Figure 7. 
Portrait planning sketch 

Figure 8. Still life planning 
sketch

Figure 9. Abstract composition 
planning sketch



FACTFILE:  GCE HISTORY OF ART / ARCHITECTUREFACTFILE:  GCSE ART AND DESIGN : COMPOSITION

5

Step 3 – Combining and Arranging the Visual Elements
Now that you can use the rule of thirds structure to plan your layout, you are ready to further develop 
your understanding of composition through exploring and experimenting with arranging and combining 
the visual elements.  It is important to note that not all visual elements need to be used for a successful 
composition.  For example, an artwork in black and white can be as successful as a very colourful one 
depending on the overall effect that it creates.

The Visual Elements Ideas for Arrangement and Composition

Line

• Use lines to lead the viewer around the artwork.
• Use stronger more dramatic lines in areas you would like to emphasise. 
• Use energetic lines to create excitement, energy and a sense of 

movement (verticals).
• Use softer lines for calmer, slower less dramatic effect (horizontals). 

Tone

• Use stronger tones contrasted with lighter tones to draw the viewers eye 
to certain parts of the work.

• Contrasting tones can also create a sense of drama.

Colour

• Use analogous colours i.e. colours next to each other on the colour wheel, 
in a range of tones to create a sense of unity.  For example, light and 
dark, yellows, oranges and reds.

• Use complementary colours to enhance each other or the areas where 
they are used.

• Cool colours recede so use cool colours for the background; and warm 
colours advance so use them for the foreground

• Use one colour for focal points and its complementary colour in other 
areas to help draw the viewer toward it.  For example, a portrait of a 
person with striking blue eyes will be enhanced through using oranges/
yellows in the background.

Shape & Form

• Use rounded or curved shapes and forms for a sense of calm
• Use angular shapes and forms for a sense of drama
• Contrasting rounded with angular shapes can create a dynamic, 

energetic, ‘busy’ effect.

Texture

• Emphasise the texture and detail of the objects in the foreground to 
create a sense of depth and distance

• Contrasting rough textures with smooth textures can emphasise 
difference and create interest.

Pattern
• Repeat key features in an artwork to emphasise their importance
• Use a pattern in backgrounds to enhance the foreground. 
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The Principles of Art and Design
The principles of art and design are characteristics or effects that can be achieved through combining 
the visual elements together in different ways.  For example, you could use colour and pattern to create 
balance, you could use different tones to create contrast or, shapes and forms to create rhythm.  It is 
likely that you will want to achieve some of these principles in a piece of work but not all.  Understanding 
the principles of art and design is very helpful in discussing and analysing the work of others as well as in 
developing your own work.  Each principle is outlined below.

Balance – how elements such as shape, form, colour or pattern are distributed.  This might be symmetrical, 
asymmetrical or radial. 

Figure 10. 
Michael Craig-Martin. Common History: Conference. 
1999

Symmetrical – balance is created through mirroring 
imagery or visual elements on both halves of the piece.

‘Common History: Conference’ by Michael Craig-
Martin is a good example of symmetrical balance. The 
right and left halves of the painting contain identical 
imagery and colours.  Although it is not essential 
that both halves are identical to achieve symmetrical 
balance, it does create a perfect sense of balance in this 
piece.

Figure 11. 
Patrick Caulfield. After Lunch, 1975

Asymmetrical – balance is achieved by contrasting areas e.g. a 
very detailed and busy area may be balanced by a very simple area.

Patrick Caulfield’s ‘After Lunch’ is a good example of asymmetrical 
balance as the detail and colour in the landscape and fish tank on 
the left side of the piece are balanced by the simple lines and flat 

blue of the rest of the piece.

Figure 12. 
Andy Goldsworthy. Rowan Leaves and Hole. 1987

Radial – balance is created when details/elements radiate or 
spiral outwards from a centre point.

This piece by Andy Goldsworthy is a good example of radial 
balance as the shapes and colours of the rowan leaves are 
perfectly balanced as they radiate outwards from the hole. 
Other examples include rose windows and mandalas.
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Contrast – the effect created through emphasising the differences between visual elements.  Contrast in an 
artwork retains the viewers’ attention. For example, using contrasting colours, light and dark tones, angular 
with curved shapes and forms and, rough with smooth textures. 

Figure 13. 
Samuel Palmer. Moonlight, a landscape with 
sheep. 1881-3

Contrast with Tone – In this print Samuel Palmer 
creates a dramatic contrast between the areas lit 
by the moon and the moon itself, and the darker 
tones in the rest of the scene.  This creates a real 
sense of atmosphere and draws you towards the 
sleeping sheep and farmers.

Figure 14. 
Wassily Kandinsky. Swinging. 1925

Contrast with Shape and Colour – In this artwork Kandinsky uses 
contrasting shapes and colours to represent the contrasting sounds 

in a piece of music.

Figure 15.  
Max Ernst. The Entire City. 1934

Contrast with Texture – Max Ernst 
used the rubbing technique frottage 
to create the texture of the buildings.  
This contrasts with the flat painted 
background.  This contrast makes the 
piece more interesting and engaging and 
helps the viewer to distinguish between 
the different parts.
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Emphasis/Focal Point – how elements of interest or importance can be emphasised to draw the viewer in 
and read the meaning or story in an artwork.  Focal points can be emphasized through clever use of visual 
elements such as tone or colour. 

In this painting by Joseph Wright ‘of Derby’ (Fig. 16),  the focal point is clearly emphasized through 
clever use of tone and colour.  The light tones and colours used towards the centre of the table contrast 
dramatically with the darker tones used towards the edges of the painting.  This has the effect drawing your 
eye towards the experiment that is taking place and faces of the characters.  You are then able to interpret 
what is happening in the scene. 

Figure 16. Joseph Wright ‘of Derby’.  An Experiment on a Bird in the Airpump. 1768
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Harmony/Unity – when the imagery or visual elements used in an artwork are in harmony with each other.  
The imagery, colours, tones, shapes, patterns etc. appear to belong together.

Figure 17. 
Vincent Van Gogh. The Starry 
Night. 1889

VanGogh’s ‘Starry Night’ has 
a sense of harmony and unity 
created through its colours, 
shapes and application of paint.  
A palette of harmonious blues is 
complemented with yellows.  The 
predominant shapes are round 
or curving and paint is applied 
in very consistent daubs and 
directional marks.

Figure 18. 
Georgia O’Keefe. Oriental Poppies. 
1928

A sense of unity and harmony is 
created in this piece by Georgia 
O’Keefe as the two poppies are 
the same colour and variety.  The 
poppies are painted in different 
tones of red, orange and yellow.  
These colours are next to each other 
(analogous on the colour wheel), 
and this also creates a sense of 
unity and harmony.  
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Movement – Visual elements such as lines, shapes, forms and pattern can be used to achieve this.

Pattern and Rhythm – how regular or varied repetition of visual elements such as image, line, shape, forms 
or patterns can be used to retain the viewers interest and affect how quickly your eyes move across it.

Figure 19.  
Luigi Russolo. The Revolt. 1911

In this painting by Luigi Russolo 
there is a great sense of energy and 
movement.  The multiple figures 
on the right-hand side all appear 
to be moving energetically in the 
same direction.  Their direction of 
movement is emphasized further by 
the red and orange chevron shapes 
pointing in the same direction.

Figure 20. 
Fred Tomaselli. Night Music for 
Raptors. 2010

In this piece, Fred Tomaselli uses 
collage to create pattern which comes 
together to create the form of an owl.  
The pattern almost causes your eyes 
to vibrate around the piece.
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Proportion: How the size and scale of things in relation to each other or the viewer can affect how we 
respond to an artwork. 

Figure 21. 
Andy Warhol. Campbell’s Soup 
Cans. 1962

Repetition of the soup can image 
and the colours create a sense 
of steady rhythm, there is no 
variation. This is reminiscent of 
the how the soup can itself is mass 
produced.

Figure 22. 
Michael Craig-Martin. Eye of the 
Storm. 2002

In this piece Michael Craig-Martin 
alters the scale of everyday objects 
in relation to each other.  This has 
the effect of making us think more 
carefully about why these objects 
are combined together in this way.
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Figure 23. 
A photograph of Street Art on the Tate Modern.

Large scale works can grab your attention and 
insist that you look at them.  Street art often 
uses scale to make us take notice and think 
about what we are seeing.

Figure 24. 
Chris Ofili. Afrodizzia. 1996

In figure 20, Afrodizzia, Chris Ofili creates 
heavily patterned pieces made up of many 

tiny images, objects and marks.  This has the 
effect of making us look closely and really 

investigate what we are seeing.

Figure 25. 
Roy Lichtenstein. Whaam. 
1963

Roy Lichtenstein’s Whaam is 
a good example of how artists 
sometimes enlarge ordinarily 
small images to make them 
appear important or to make 
us think about them.  This 
large painting depicts an 
image from a comic book.  
Enlarging imagery in this 
way can make us take it more 
seriously as an artwork.

More information on the principles of art and design can be found at:
BBC Bitesize, Composing Artworks – Art Principles
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Perspective

Perspective in art is about representing three dimensional things on a two-dimensional flat surface.  It 
allows you to create the illusion of depth and distance.  An understanding of perspective is very important 
for some compositions for example, landscape art or any composition in which you would like to create a 
sense of depth, distance or realism.  It is important to note that perspective is not just for use in achieving 
accuracy or realism, it can be used to great effect in all kinds of artworks.  

There are three well known methods of drawing and painting in 3D; one point perspective, two-point 
perspective and aerial/atmospheric perspective.

One Point Perspective – creates a sense of depth and distance by showing that things decrease in size the 
further they are away until they eventually vanish at the horizon.  The point at which they converge and 
then vanish is called the vanishing point.  Artists and designers plan their compositions using one point 
perspective with the support of orthogonal lines as shown in figure 26.

Figure 26.  One-point perspective

Two Point Perspective – like one point perspective but with two vanishing points as seen in figure 27.  
Whether you use one or two-point perspective depends on the scene you are creating.

Figure 27.   Two-point perspective

Vanishing PointVanishing Point
Horizon

Horizon

Vanishing Point

Orthogonal Lines
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Aerial/Atmospheric Perspective – when strength of colour or tone is used to create the illusion of depth 
and distance.  Colour and tone is always stronger in the foreground and gradually decreases in strength 
through the middle ground to the background as seen in figures 28.  This can be a great technique to use 
when you want to create the illusion of depth and distance without creating an accurate and realistic scene.

More information and exercises in Perspective in Art and Design can be found at:

The Student Art Guide – One Point Perspective

The Artyfactory – Perspective Drawing

Figure 28. 
Monochrome Aerial Perspective

This is a good example of how different tones 
of the same colour can be used to create a 
sense of depth and distance.  Colour becomes 
less saturated and lighter in tone with 
distance.

Figure 29. 
Gustave Caillebotte. Paris, Rainy Day. 1877

Caillebotte uses both aerial perspective and 
two-point perspective in this piece to create 
the impression of depth and distance.
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