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Welcome to Drawing 1 !
Drawing is an art and a skill.  

Even more, it’s a lifelong journey that never runs out of trail.
 The great thing about drawing is that no one can do the drawing you will do. It is yours and yours alone. Drawing 

offers a rare chance to go beyond the daily mundane. It gets at the quick of life.
It is discovery, meditation and problem solving all at once.
Gathered in this book are some of my favorite artists, coming from all walks of life. Drew White worked as a 

newspaper artist. Samuel Parker is a tattoo artist. Arthur Barnes often paints by cigarette lighter at night on location in 
upstate New York, sometimes in knee deep snow. Many are professors and working artists. All are excellent.

Each contributor in this publication has something profound to offer you, the emerging artist.
If you will come to drawing with an open mind and a willingness to work, you will begin a great adventure.
Now, some people may argue that they cannot draw, or learn to draw, and that’s the end of the story.
But after teaching art for some time, I’ve seen that 

virtually anyone can learn to draw, paint or sculpt – at 
least on a basic level – if they will grasp a few basic 
principles and invest some time. 

I’ve seen students with little inclination (but with 
an open mind) take to it, and those with skills become 
jaw-droppingly good. Take the dive and put in the time 
to learn the life skill of drawing. 

It stays with you always.

Enjoy your journey.
Jim Chapman, 2017  
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Drawing emerged in the blink of history’s eye – 
sometime between the discovery of fire building and 
the squeak of the first crude wheel, roughly 40,000 
years ago. Some of the most beautiful drawings still ex-
ist on cave walls around the world and give us astonish-
ing glimpses into the hearts and minds of people from 
long ago. 

Drawing precedes all writing and language. In a 
literal sense, line traces a history back to the earliest 
murmurs of humanity.

Some theories speculate that early humans 
learned to make lines by tracing their shadow’s edges 
on the cave wall by flickering firelight. Others say 
someone accidentally scratched a line while making a 
gesture. And others believe that drawing is simply in-
herent in the human DNA; we simply yearn to be heard 
and understood.

No one really knows. Much like today, each 
drawing we encounter must be examined and per-
haps such question emerge: Who did this? What does 
it mean? How did they do it? When did they do it? 
Within what context did they do it?

We do know that writing evolved from drawing, 
with two major styles emerging roughly 4,000 -5,000 
years ago in the first major urban civilizations. Cunei-
form script arose from Sumer and hieroglyphic text 
emerged in Egypt. 

They are both first generation written text.
Can you see how letters came into being, based 

on some of these early symbols?

This Hieroglyphic 
symbol represents ‘walking’ 
or ‘running.’ Hieroglyphics are 
based on a stylized draw-
ing style from Egypt. Does 
this symbol remind you of a     
modern letter?

Congratulations! You are carrying on an ancient tradition
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This Cuneiform 
symbol represents 

‘star’ ‘sky.’ The cuneiform is 
an ancient alphabet derived 
from stylized drawings in 
Sumer. Does this remind you 
of our modern asterisk?    

Study of clay figure, 8 x 10 in., pencil on paper, Jim Chapman

* A
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Untitled,  Pen on paper, Samuel Parker

Three views of a bug in 3-D Space: Rhonda Forever Beta version, digital image, size variable, Jim Chapman
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The Elements and Principles of 
Art & Design are the common 

international language for 
discussing,  directing and 

understanding the visual arts.

Art students usually glaze over upon hear-
ing the words ‘elements and principles.’

That’s fairly universal. 
It’s a shame, because the meaning behind 

the words is tremendously useful for the artist. 
Technologies and fads come and go, but the ele-
ments and principles are always in play. The prob-
lem is, they sound like jargon from the 1950s.

So let’s begin with a clean slate here and try 
an alternative way of thinking of them. 

Think of the elements of design simply as 
a bunch of building blocks.

When stacked together, these blocks create 
the illusion of space. They are static, however, and 
just sit there until they are acted upon.

Here’s the thing: In stacking the blocks, you 
may stack them in any way you want. 

You can arrange them like a Type-A per-
sonality or you can sling them like an ape going 
through a dumpster. In either case, the blocks (the 
elements) were the same; it was only the way you 
stacked them that was different. 

Elements

Elements
Point, line, shape, value, space 
(mass), texture 

Principles
contrast, scale, dominance, 
movement, balance, rhythm, 
harmony and unity

 

Principles
So, consider the principles of design as 
the way in which the blocks are stacked. 
        
           The principles are difficult to see in them-
selves; they have to be seen at work on the elements.  
  For example, the principle of dominance 
can be seen when comparing two elements, such 
as shapes. When one shape appears larger than 
another, then the principle of dominance becomes 
apparent.

In the following pages, we’ll take a look at 
the elements and principles and hopefully you’ll 
begin to see them in a new light. I don’t have the 
wisdom to add or take away from these pillars; my 
aim is only to reconsider their arrangement in hope 
of a more streamlined path. Here, then, are the             
elements and principles, as covered in the class:
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Line

A line is a moving dot that leaves a 
history of where it’s been. A line may 
be actual or implied. 
Read more on page 8.

Shapes occur when lines touch each 
other. The number of new shapes based 
upon these touching lines in almost infi-
nite. Read more on page 27.

All shapes must hold some value; 
the artist must decide what value 
the shape will be. Read more on 
page 29.

In a 3-D world, space is real. In the 2-D world, 
it is the illusion of space that we use. Read 
more on page 35.

2 3

4 5 6

Shape

 Value Space (mass) Texture

Texture is a pattern echoed in 
any number of variations. Read 
more on page 38.

 Elements at a glance*

Point1

The language and (many) 
dialects of art and design

  Don’t be overwhelmed by the elements and principles, as if 
they must be memorized all at once. 
  They do not. Instead, take one at time, and spend time with 
it. Once you gain an understanding of them, they become the 
primary language for discussing the physical aspects of a work (as 
opposed to content, or what the work means).
  Also, remember that the elements and principles may be 
worded differently at different places. For example, some identify 
the principle of ‘domination’ as ‘emphasis.’ The idea is the same.
  Also, the relationship between the elements and principles 
is complex, and represented below is just one person’s understand-
ing and application of them. There are many views; explore all of 
them and then form your own ideas. 

*NOTE: Color is the last element, but is not covered within the scope of this class.

The least of the elements, a point, 
or dot, is capable of great illusions 
when many are grouped together.
Read more on page 7.

Which element is most prominent in this photo?
Although we see the texture of the sand very clearly, the 
squiggle line and stick emerge as the story here. How 
would you describe the line? And the sand texture?
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Scale (proportion, size)

Dominance (emphasis)
Movement (Direction)

BalanceRhythm

Harmony Unity

Without contrast, a picture is boring. Too much 
contrast is chaos. Finding the right level of con-
trast is the key. Values, color and textures, etc. 
can be contrasted. Ideas may be contrasted, 
too. Read more on page 45.

Scale is in effect when the proportions of an image are kept 
intact during enlargement or reduction, no matter how large or 
how small the end result. Two objects of the same size will ap-
pear as different sizes on the picture plane, depending on their 
placement and the position of the viewer.
Read more about scale on page 35.

Dominance establishes order among a variety of ele-
ments of shape, color, value, or texture. Dominance 
creates a dynamic basis for composition. Read more on 
page 51.

All images contain a suggestion of movement. The eye follows 
this passage, creating a sense of direction. Artists can use this 
movement to lead the viewer through an image. Read more on 
page 55.

Rhythm is like sonar pinging back variations from an 
original line, shape, texture, color or theme. Read more 
about rhythm on page 62.

Balance is the idea that an image seems to fall over or stand 
based on symmetrical or asymmetrical composition.  
Read more on page 60.

Harmony is the glue that holds the image together. You 
usually don’t notice it until it’s absent. Read more about 
harmony on page 64.

Unity describes the state where a thing becomes a thing in itself 
and is complete and nothing can be added or subtracted without 
damaging the whole. Read more on page 65.

1
2

3 4

5 6

7 8

UNBALANCED                         BALANCED

><
Contrast

=

Principles at a glance
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Element:

POINT
Element:

POINT

What direction do the dots 
at left seem to suggest?
A series of marks or shapes that flow in a 
direction imply continuation
beyond the shapes themselves.

Do you see a pattern emerge?
The eye picks out and groups similar shapes 
(colors, textures, etc.). These ‘felt’ relation-
ships creates the principle of similarity.  (It’s 
actually two triangles > < 

Where do you focus on the 
group of dots at left?
You went to the dense area of dots, correct? 
A grouping occurs visually when objects 
gain proximity to one another. Think of 
constellations in the sky, or connecting the 
dots. The mind looks to make connections 
wherever it can. It goes first to the area of 
greatest concentration, or proximity.

 

 
 A point, or dot, is the first of the elements.
 It is simply a fixed spot in space. 
 Visual symbols such as points enter the mind 
through the eye, where they are processed. Points clustered 
in arranged patterns can cause the eye to trigger recogni-
tion in the mind. For example, dots arranged in a curved 
pattern causes the mind to ‘see’ the curve beyond the dots.  
Drawing when using only the element of point is called 
stippling (AS SEEN BELOW), and is similiar to the paint-
ing style of pointillism, which uses color dots to create the 
illusion of space.

Public art in Israel, steel and concrete. 
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A line is a moving point that leaves a history or trail of 
where it’s been on the page.

Line seems nearly mystical because it exists simultane-
ously on two levels: it evokes the idea of what you’re draw-
ing while it’s also recognizable as just a plain line. A line 
drawing of a cathedral and a milk jug are both a line, and 
one may appear as majestic as another in a drawing.

Line drawing begins not so much with drawing, but 
with seeing. This notion is tough for beginners to accept 
because of its paradoxical nature. 

A line can express a tremendous range of observa-
tions, thoughts and concepts. Drawings that explore and 
investigate the world around us are observational; drawings 
that explore the mind and imagination are imaginative. 

The word ‘line’ comes from the 
Latin word ‘līnea’ that suggests 

linen thread or string

Contour drawing of a steeple (Gainesville First Baptist), pen on sketchbook paper. 11 x 17 in. Pen on paper, Jim Chapman.

Element:

 LINE

Element:

 LINE
Intro



Line is a workhorse element with endless uses
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Observations can be expressed by line

The element of line is a powerhouse element. It does everything from mapping circuits in a panel to getting belly 
laughs from simple cartoons. It only requires a pen or pencil and a piece of paper – or a simple app or software program.

Line drawings are great to investigate the world around us, make wry commentary or explore possible solutions 
and new ideas. Great architectural wonders often start as a simple line drawing on an envelope or napkin. Sales are made 
based on a sketch of what a product will look like. The line is a wonderful world of its own; a lifetime is not enough time to 
explore the amazing potential of line.  

Element:

 LINE
Intro

Studies of exoskeleton Pen and paper, 8 x 10 in., Jim Chapman
This bug exoskeleton provided days of drawing, and I filled several pages in a sketchbook with these little studies.

9
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LEFT: 31 Animals
This drawing was done for an article about 
the evolution of the theory of evolution, 
8” x 11” Jim Chapman.

Concepts can be 
expressed by line

ABOVE  Your Bad Habit is Far Worse than 
Mine,This drawing was done for an article 
about the societal view of the hierarchy of 
bad habits. Pen on paper, 8” x 11” 
Jim Chapman.

Element:

 LINE
Intro

10

RGHT: Untitled, study of a 
sleeping child, pen on paper, 
John Amoss

Humor can be 
expressed by line

Events 
can be 
expressed 
by line



Perception: Now see here...
    Observational drawing requires a deep, hypnotic sort of seeing, as if noth-
ing in the world exists except what you’re looking at. The word ‘transfixed’ comes 
to mind, and this intense focus is getting close to meditation.

Consider: everyone has brief breakthrough moments in seeing. Remember 
the first time you saw a rainbow, waterfall or a rattlesnake? Or the first time you 
gazed into your child’s eyes? It’s about seeing as if with new eyes, as if  you just 
landed in an alien world swarming with inexplicable shapes. 

These brief seeing moments give us jolts that lift us above the day-to-day. 
Actually, we would always see in this ‘ah-h-h’ way if we weren’t hard wired to cat-
egorize, label and rank our observations. Sorting and labeling work well for the 
daily mail, but not quite so well for observational drawing. And herein lies one of 
the challenges in our social media era for observational drawing: we are increas-
ingly prompted to judge a thing rather than experience it, to quickly decide if we 
‘like’ or ‘dislike’ it.

Observational drawing has nothing to do with liking or disliking, but, 

9 Views of a rock crystal, Modified contour. 
Digital vector drawings, sizes variable, Jim Chapman

The problem:
This is what I guessed a 
quartz crystal might look 
before I actually 
examined one: 

Yet, after I looked closely at a crystal, I 
found it didn’t appear as I expected. 
My prediction paled against reality. Plus, it 
looks different every time I move it.

Conclusion: 
What exists is far more interesting 
(and myriad) than what I thought 
would exist. This is the essence of 
seeing, and this single 
realization opens a whole new 
world of possibilities.

Element:

 LINE
On Seeing

129

12  11



ABOVE: STUDENT WORK: Blind contour. 
Pencil on paper. 8.5 x 11 in., Jessica Thompson

STUDENT WORK: 
Modified contour. 
Pencil on paper. 
8.5 x 11 in. 
Raluca Rodila

STUDENT 
WORK: 
Blind contour. 
Pencil on paper. 
8.5 x 11 in., 
Emily Berry

rather, to see without any preference or judgement.
Instead, what we need is the mental state of  ‘tabula 

rasa.’ Tabula rasa is an old Latin concept that means the 
mind as an erased slate, free from any preconceived ideas 
or the rush to rank or select a preference. 

Simply put, this means to approach everything you 
encounter as if it were the oddest thing you’ve ever seen, as if the gates of 
eternity somehow came unlatched and what you’re drawing is the first thing 
that came wandering out. 

Even a rusty can becomes worth investigating in this light.
In the next chapter, we’ll be getting into contour drawing, which is a 

perfect bridge between this meditative state and visual expression.
For now, though, just hang on to the idea that you’re going to be  

looking at things in a new, different way as you begin. 
Tabula rasa.

 

Element:

 LINE
On Seeing

1310
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There’s a brilliant, naive charm about contour 
drawing; it reveals far more than we think we see. This 
happens because contour drawing short-circuits the chat-
terbox part of our mind – that play-by-play commentator 
that prizes its own voice and judgement.

Free of this hindrance, we can embrace the looking 
and not the analysis. 

The idea of contour drawing is to follow a subject’s 
edges with a slow, curious line. Don’t think. Don’t judge. 
Just slowly follow the edge of the subject with your eye 
and let your pencil tip move in tandem with your eye as it 
rambles along. Feel the edges.
 There’s no correct way to do it; it’s a Sunday drive 
with no destination. The only criteria is to look intensely 
at the subject and let the drawing hand move very slowly.  STUDENT WORK: Blind contour. Pencil on paper. 

8.5 x 11 in., Raluca Rodila

STUDENT WORK: Modified contour, pencil on paper. 10 x 14 in., Meredith Rouner

Contour drawing is about 
following inner and outer edges

Element:

 LINE
Intro to
contour

13



Blind and Modified: 
Two styles of contour

We’ll be looking at two types of contour 
drawing: blind and modified contour.

 In blind contour drawing, the idea is that 
the artist never takes her eyes off the subject; she 
draws without ever looking at the paper. Most 
people dread trying it, so don’t be concerned if 
you don’t like the sound of it, either.

The payoff of blind contour is that it forces 
the artist to trust that the depth of her observa-
tions will overcome her fear of lack of control.

    This requires a small leap of faith. 
Blind contour drawing is a real paradox; 

not seeing the paper would infer a lack of detail 
stated in the drawing. Yet the detail revealed is 
often uncannily specific.

The object that you focus on becomes a 
‘still point’ in the universe, while everything else 
fades away. This type of drawing then becomes 
a Zen-like motion, a funnel through which the 
whole world pours into you.

Approach everything you draw as if you 
have never seen it. Take it in at once and let it 
form an impression of how it feels to you, not 
what it means. If you see in this way, you’ll dis-
cover that you are looking for the first time.

 

Holding the drawing instrument for contour: Hold the pen or 
pencil as if you are writing a note to a friend.

STUDENT WORK: Blind 
contour, Pencil on paper. 
8.5 x 11 in., Jessica 
Thompson The precision 

     of naming 
takes away 
   from the 
uniqueness of
 seeing.
    PIERRE BONNARD

 

“ 

Holding the pencil or pen
for contour drawing

“ 

Element:

 LINE
Intro to
contour
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Choose an interesting object, such as your 
hand or something from the fridge. Cover your pen 
or pencil with a paper plate (as seen at right).

Slowly let your pencil tip follow along the ob-
ject’s edges, recording the object as if gently ‘feeling’ 
the edge with your eyeball. Go as slowly as you can. 
Allow 10-20 minutes for a study.

1 2

3 4 The finished drawing
doesn’t look anything at all 
like the real thing, yet it is 
curiously evocative of it.

Begin anywhere. 
Don’t think about it.

Enjoy the looking, forget 
about the drawing.

Follow a line until it 
reaches an edge
or you get bored.

Tip:
The less you worry about the 
outcome of your drawing, the 
better your drawing will be. }{

Blind Contour Demonstration
Element:

 LINE
Blind
contour
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Everything is 
  worthy to be seen

Practically anything with an interesting 
shape makes a decent subject: fruit and veggies, cell 
phones or granny’s church hat. Or, randomly pick 
up rocks, leaves or whatever is lying about the yard. 

Then draw, draw, draw!
Get yourself lost in the looking. Ironically, it 

is here, in this state, that an odd quietness quickens 
the mind. This quality of mind is quite startling – 
and even addictive. The drawings you do from this 
perspective become a metaphysical inquiry rather 
than a recording. 

ABOVE RIGHT: Two views of a 
digital watch, pen on paper, 
8 x 10 in., Jim Chapman

BELOW:
A collard leaf, 
pen on paper, 8 x 10., 
Jim Chapman 

  Things 
touched while in 
    this state 
are transformed
   into a likeness 
of the state.
       GENE COKER
 

“ 
“ 

What’s your subject?

Element:

 LINE
Blind
contour
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In modified contour drawing, you proceed much the 
same as in blind contour drawing except that you can now 
peek at the paper occasionally in order to align key shapes. 

It’s like a blind contour with some polish about it. As a 
warm-up exercise, pick up an object and physically trace its 
edges with your finger. Imagine your finger is a pencil.         
What does the shape feel like? 

Sharp? Soft? Curvy? Rough? Blocky?
Find things that interest you to look at to draw: a set of 

car keys, a garden tiller or a snoring uncle. Really, everything 
is worthwhile to consider for modified contour, as you are 
‘mapping’ your own world.

 A good contour drawing transcends the subject from 
which it originates and becomes a new thing in itself. Draw 
everything in your world. If you really look, you’ll see than 
even a book of matches or a hat can become a marvelous little 
world of its own.

See the modified contour demo on page 22.

Element:

 LINE
Modified 
contour

Modified Contour

RIGHT: Foot
8 x 10 in., Jim Chapman

ABOVE: Soda Bottle
8 x 10 in., Jim Chapman

17



Modified Contour

Element:

 LINE
Modified 
contour

RIGHT: Artichoke # 8 study
8 x 10 in., Jim Chapman

BELOW, 
Weed study # 28 
pen on paper, 8 x 10., 
Jim Chapman 
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Line 
Variation
Try using a water-soluble ink 
when drawing; you can go 
back with daubs of water to 
create nice line variations.

}{



In modified contour, you can peek at the paper to keep things lined 
up and in scale, otherwise it’s very much like blind contour. 
       There is no hard-and-fast rule, but spend about 75 percent looking at 
the subject and 25 percent looking at the paper. Don’t look at the paper as 
much as you dare. Go at a snail’s pace. Feel every bump and twist.

Modified Contour 
Demonstration

1 2

43

Start anywhere. 
Go wherever you eye finds interesting. 

Follow a line until you start feeling bored. 
Then find another interesting place and 
begin fresh.

Let lines cross over other lines and let things fall 
where they will, not where you think they ought.

Stop the drawing when it 
starts feeling tedious.

Element:

 LINE
Modified 
contour

19



BELOW: Dino toy # 2
8.5 x 11 in., Pen on paper
Jim Chapman

Element:

 LINE
Modified 
contour

ABOVE 
Self-portrait, 
8.5 x 11 in., 
Pencil on paper. 
Gene Coker

BELOW: Dino toy # 5
8.5 x 11 in., Pen on paper
Jim Chapman

20

Tip:
Consider the inside and 
outside of your subject and 
let you eye wander all around 
without restraint. }{



Another highly useful type of line mak-
ing is gesture drawing – a style that capitalizes 
on the energy imagined within or around an 
object, rather than a literal description of the 
object’s edges and textures.

Good gesture drawings are done with 
an articulate virtuosity commonly found in 
bullwhip masters, young cobras and scratch-off 
lottery players. It takes practice to do a good 
gesture drawing, because you are in motion 
and about motion. 

Nothing is fixed. 
Gesture drawings are unmatched when it 

comes to suggesting or implying energy or the 
feeling of action.

An good illustrative idea about gesture 
drawing is that it’s like particles orbiting an 
atom: we envision the path but we don’t really 
see the orbiting objects, just their pathway of 
energy. Yet, by envisioning their pathways, we 
get a sense of the fury and a strange gravity that 
holds them together. 

This sweeping notation lies at the heart of 
gesture drawing.

Artists eventually settle into a unique 
drawing style and many even develop their 
own hybrid mode.

This combination of styles may be where 
an artist eventually arrives, but start with tradi-
tional gesture drawing to get a feeling for it.

Some love it; some do not. 
Either way, try gesture drawing for a long 

season – at least until you’re proficient enough 
to make a convincing figure. It will inform you 
other styles of drawing and benefit you as an 
artist.

STUDENT WORK: Coffee pot. Pencil on paper.Raluca Rodila

Element:

 LINE
gestureGesture

RIGHT: Gesture drawing by Owen Chapman,
 age 3, pencil on paper.
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“ 

“ 
A good traveler       
      has no fixed 
plans and is not  
    intent on 
       arriving.
          LAOZI

 

Element:

 LINE
gesture

22

Steeple study,  pencil on paper, Meredith Rouner

Tip:
Expect to use more paper 
doing gesture drawings. Don’t 
worry so much about getting 
a good image, just think of 
getting the gesture and the 
image will come.

}{
Hat guy study, pencil on paper, 11 x 14 in., Jim 
Chapman



Go someplace where there’s a lot of people activ-
ity. Try a shopping mall food court or a town square to 
see folks moving past quickly. Or go the beach.  

Give yourself a very limited time to do your 
gesture drawing, say, 20 seconds. Then, use multiple, 
sweeping strokes (the whole arm moves) to describe 
shapes. For example, drawing an oval shape may 
require three or four rapidly-drawn attempts, one on 
top of the other, to fuse into the illusion of a single 

Gesture is all about fluidity and flow
oval. Keep the figures small and draw very quickly. Do a 
drawing and then move to the next one without any fuss 
or corrections. 

The idea is to be able to do a lightning fast impres-
sion of things that carries a ring of truth to it, no matter 
the lack of detail.

Learning to draw in this mode helps the artist use an 
economy of movement to get the most of her marks and a 
confidence to make marks without fear.

Element:

 LINE
gesture

Drawing of bottles, pen, 8 x 10 
in., unknown artist Female with Pigtails, pencil, 16 x 22 in., Karen Adams. 
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Tip
Take a few practice swipes 
across the paper without 
touching it before you start. 
This will loosen you up and 
give you confidence to let go 
ahead and make some actual 
marks.

Gesture studies from the square, pen on paper, 8 x 10 in., Gene Coker. .

RIGHT:
Holding the drawing instrument for gesture: 
Hold the pen or pencil far from the tip and draw 
from the shoulder with quick, decisive strokes.

Element:

 LINE
gesture

24
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The word ‘shape’ comes from the Old English 
‘sceapen’  and means to ‘give form to’

Element:

Shape
Intro

Element:

SHAPE

STUDENT WORK: Eight variations in shapes (above, right) were created from a single line drawing (above left) by assigning a 
different value to areas wherever lines touch and shapes emerge. The subject was UNG’s distinctive steeple at Dahlonega. Pencil on 
paper. Amelia Ankerich

Many shapes can be found within your drawings. 
Simply examine places where your lines or edges inter-
sect. These intersecting lines enclose potential shapes. 
They are at your disposal to pick and choose. 

There is an almost limitless number of shapes you 
can ‘harvest’ based on even the simplest of line drawings.

Consider the eight compositions in the drawing 
above. Each one of them – based on the first line drawing 

Finding shapes in lines
– is a great example of how you can select or edit 
away shapes. 

The artist came out of the exercise with a 
selection of strong options. 

Creating options is what shape-making is 
all about. If you have good, unique shapes, then 
it’s much easier to move forward into painting or 
other expressions. 
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Light, middle or dark 
value: A shape must 
have a value, but it can 
always be changed and 
still remain the same 
shape.

 Have you ever noticed that 
you can recognize a friend from 
across a street, even at night, sim-
ply by his or her silhouette?
 Silhouettes are shapes that 
are recognizable to the point of      
identifying them instantly. 
 When shapes become rec-
ognizable as something beyond 
themselves, they become iconic.  
 Shapes that refer to something 
larger, an idea or an action, serve 
as symbols. Symbols are power-
ful shapes because they can carry 
conceptual ideas. 
 Shapes that serve in passage 
or transition to another place or 
state are called signs.
 Shapes that carry within them 
instructions are called notations.

Shapes ‘happen’ when lines or edges cross
Geometric and organic

A line that never crosses itself remains a line. If a line    
crosses over or touches itself, it can be a shape. Like a fence, a 
closed line can contain things within itself. It also means that it 
now has definite boundaries, edges and an interior. 

Shape: independent of things
A drawing of a spoon may not consist of any spoon-like 

shapes. The idea here is to let go of the logic that shapes are 
‘mini-me’s of the object from which they arrive. Avoid ‘similarity’ 
logic: “an eye is football-shaped.” It probably isn’t. Wait and see 
what shape emerges from looking. Looking will reveal it.

Shapes and the ‘primary trait’
A shape must be either light, 

middle value or dark. It inherits this 
trait once it reaches ‘shapehood.’

This degree of light/dark is the 
element of value (read more about  
value on page 29). 

If it’s darker than its surround-
ings, a shape will appear as a posi-
tive. It will read as a negative shape    
(negative meaning ‘absent’) if it’s 
lighter than its surroundings. 

 

 Shape edge
Shapes have either hard or soft 

edges, or a combination. This creates 
a great range for the artist to explore, 
as well as giving the ability to create 
contrast in the work.

 

Shapes can ‘carry’ ideas

STOP

An icon

A symbol

A sign

Shapes vary from geometric to organic. 
Geometric shapes are defined by angles, straight 
lines and perfect arcs while organic shapes are 
fluid and meandering. Both occur naturally.

A line......................can become a shape

Positive      Negative 
Read more on positive 
and negative shapes 
(alternation) on 34.

Hard              Soft 
Shape edges vary.
Some are hard edged 
and some are soft.

A notation

Tip:
There is an ocean of shapes 
swarming before you. Catch an 
interesting one for your efforts. 
Release the weaker ones. }{

Element:

Shape
Intro
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Element:

Shape

There is no right or wrong way to find shapes in 
your drawings; there is no sheriff or committee to say 
what constitutes a shape or what does not.

It’s up to you. 
So, be free and adventureous in your shape 

making. Look for potential shapes that are differ-
ent on all sides, that are interesting to look at and to 
consider. Remember; if a shape seems boring to you, 
it will probably seem boring to the viewer, too. 

Likewise, if you find a dynamic shape, it will 
appear interesting to the viewer, too.

Keep the best and toss the rest.

There is no shape ‘sheriff’
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Tip
Some people are attracted to 
organic shapes and others 
like geometric shapes, or 
linear shapes. Ask yourself 
which kind attracts you, then 
identify those ‘magic’ shapes 
that resonate for you. }{

Tree study, pencil on paper, 8 x 10 in., Jim Chapman



In the excellent drawing above, can you guess the light source? Although we don’t see the 
source, it is very apparent that it comes from the upper right. The light-struck shapes and the shadow 
shapes all create a convincing composition that agrees to the unseen light source. 

Many times our drawings may not work because our shapes, as defined by a light source, are 
not accurate. We may fudge and toss in unclear shadow or light-struck shapes and hope for the best. 
Instead, make your shapes decisive.

To learn more on light and shadows, see page 43 for more examples.

Now, what to do with those found shapes
Garrett 1, charcoal on paper, John Amoss

Element:

Shape
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Tree study, pencil on paper, 8 x 10 in., Jim Chapman



Untitled  airbrush on paper, 16 X 20 in. Joseph Peragine. This study of a 
rabbit demonstrates a beautiful modulation of values, texture and edges. 

As you create shapes, you are presented with the 
challenge of the characteristics they will embody. As not-
ed earlier, the shapes must either be light, middle value 
or dark in value. Each shape must reside somewhere on 
a value scale – but the artist has latitude to use any value 
range she wants. She can create a scale of light-to-dark 
that has many steps in between, or just a few. (In reality, 
there are countless steps in the value scale; however, the 

How to choose and assign values to shapes
human eye can only detect a certain number of them.) 
For beginners, it’s good to start with six or less. Consider 
the chart on top of the next page. At the top is a two-val-
ue scale, which creates strong contrast. At the bottom is a 
complex scale with eleven steps between light and dark. 
This creates subtle differences between light and dark.

It’s  your choice, depending on what mood or atmo-
sphere you want to create.

The word value comes from the Latin ‘valuta’ 
and implies a quality of strength or worth

Element:

VALUE

Element:

Value
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An 11-step value scale 
A 6-step value scale

A 4-step value scale (the blank paper is 0%)

A 2-step value scale

0% 100%

0% 100%

100%

100%

66%33%

80%60%40%20%

80%80%70%60%50%40%30%20%10%0%

Use the type of value scale that most appeals to you. The fewer the steps, the most contrast it creates. 
(Read more about on contrast on page 45).

A value range can be 
simple or complex

Simple
(Few value steps)

Complex
(Many value steps)

0%

Study of crumpled 
aluminum foil, 
8 x 10 in., pencil on paper, 
Jim Chapman. This study of 
crumpled aluminum foil shows a 
hard-edged texture – just the 
opposite of the soft-edged 
rabbit drawing on the previous 
page. The foil drawing accents 
dozens of small shapes within 
the larger shape. 

Edges

Element:

Value
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STUDENT WORK, pencil on paper, Georgia Gober

 
Shapes in nature usually hold a single flat 

value. That is, they are uniformly light, middle 
dark or dark – much like pieces of cut paper 
placed beside one another. 

By combining three or four of these flat 
shapes, the space they occupy seems to advance or 
recede. This deliberate use of space is called “push 
and pull,” and it’s more sculptural than not.  

Consider the paper bag drawing at lower 
right: the illusion of space is quite convincing be-
cause the artist created simple shapes using clear 
values and clear shapes. 

This gives the artist excellent occasion to 
study how shapes react to a given light source. 
Choose a limited number of values and assign 
those to the shapes that you find as revealed by the 
lighting source. Common items, such as a paper 
bag, can yield countless variations of shapes. 

Keep your values clear, no matter how 
many you choose to work with in a drawing. It’s 
the clarity of values that makes all the difference.

Using a value scale

ABOVE: The student is well prepared using a value scale.

Element:

Value

ABOVE: The shapes that comprise the skull appear to change as 
a candle is moved around the skull. The light source makes the 
shapes change. Read more about light and shadows on page 
43.
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Maximizing your value range

Self Portrait, charcoal on paper, 18 x 24 in., Craig Marshall Wilson

It only takes a few vaules to create a stunning image. The 
key lies in effective shapes and clear values. In the diagram at 
right, there are only four values used, but the combination of the          
relationships between them offers quite a range. 

The drawing above has strong impact because the shapes 
and values are clear, strong and decisive. 

Carrying through with clarity of intention is one of the most 
powerful skills you can bring to drawing.

Element:

Value
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Value contrast can be stark – or subtle
Value range: In nature, there are countless steps, but the artist only needs a few to make a convincing illusion of 
space. Two or three values will do the job. 
Value contrast: The key is understanding which values you are pitting against another. It’s the relationship of the 
two that determine the range. Look at the examples below and see how each range will create a totally different 
look and feel to the subject.

High key:
Practical application: Foggy and in-
clement weather. Illuminated mystery. 
Vague. Hidden. Obscured.

High contrast:
Practical application: Bright light, strong 
shadows. Everything is in the open. Stark. 
Apparent.

Low key:
Practical application: Dusk/dawn. Fading 
or coming light. Dark mystery. Hidden. 
Favorite time of day for vampires.

Setting a mood with your value range

Putting it to practical, everyday application

Close together 
on the top of value 
scale = High key

Close together on the 
middle or low end of the 
value scale = Low key

Far apart on 
      the value scale 
            = High contrast

Do you wish to whisper with your image or do you want to shout?
In the three situations below, take a look at how value choices can create the modulation:

  33
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Positive space Negative space 

Gestalt, figure /ground, notan, positive and negative, alternation

The ability to ‘flip’ between positive and 
negative while still seeing the triangle demon-
strates the mind’s ability to distinguish shape 
regardless of its value, texture or color.

Variations within the field of value

Values ‘change’ - 
depending on their 
surroundings

When one shape moves in front of an-
other shape, one of them may suddenly appear 
to ‘change’ values. 

In the chart at right, the rabbit is the 
darker shape until it steps in front of the 
elephant, then it suddenly seems lighter by 
comparison. 

BELOW: The rabbit is the same value in both cases. Only the 
surroundings changed, which makes it appear to change.

Gradients 
 

       Long shapes such as telephone poles or trees of-
ten transition from light to dark. The values change 
so gradually you don’t see the transitions. Shapes 
shift positive to negative, or vice versa, and that 
shift from one value to another is called a gradient, 
or a gradation, as seen at right.  
 Use them sparingly, as nature does.   

Positive/Negative
 

 Consider the triangles at right. Is one more 
prominent than the other? To which one is your 
eye drawn? The triangle shape is the same in both 
examples; it’s surrounded by something lighter than 
itself on left and something darker than itself on    the 
right. 
 Visually, it is switching from positive to nega-
tive   fields – while always being the same triangle. 
This optical effect is sometimes called Gestalt, notan, 
figure/ground or alternation. Watch nature for this 
occurance, as it happens frequently.
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 If a slab of concrete drops on your 
foot, you will notice it.
  If a drawing of a slab hits your foot, 
you probably won’t notice.
  That’s the essential difference in 2-D 
and 3-D work.
 In 2-D work, there’s a suggestion of 
space or mass, while in 3-D there really is 
mass. Mass in 3-D is weight and volume 
confined within a given space. It’s what gives 
a sense of heft, form or solidity.
 In 2-D work, a good way to infer space 
and mass is using a progression of clear-
reading values, like visual stairs that the eye 
can climb or descend. That optically pulls us 
into space and then brings us back out again.
 In the diagram below, notice how any 
configuration of the value-shapes produces 
an optical feeling of space. There’s the sense 
that you could ‘crawl through’ the boxes 
because they seem to have dimension.  
 This is the primary optical illusion 
used in 2-D work. 
 This sense of space can also be implied 
using color, texture, scale and other ways, 
but using value is the most obvious and 
dramatic way to suggest mass.

The word ‘space’ comes from the Latin ‘spatium’
and suggests ‘room, area or depth’

Element:

SPACE

The four spacial
dimensions*
1. Height
2. Width
3. Depth
4. Time, motion, 
   sequence 

H
ei

gh
t

Width

Dep
th

Time

6

Almost any art department in the world offers classes in 2-D, 
3-D and 4-D. This is what each means specifically:

2-D = Height x Width
3-D  = Height x Width x Depth

4-D = Heigth x Width X Depth X Time
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Element:

SPACE

Study of pepper 
pencil on paper, 
11 x 14 in.
Jim Chapman.



 There is a fact one can note about the physical uni-
verse: It has things in it (atoms, gases, protons, etc.) and it 
also has even more empty space between these things. 
 The space between things is probably the least regarded 
space for artists – although many have made long and won-
derful explorations into this very space. 
 Think of music: what would a song sound like it there 
were no spaces between notes? In language: What would a 
poem sound like if there were no spaces between words?
 Much of Zen practices the appreciation of the space be-
tween things as a vital as the things themselves, for, without 
the space, it could not exist as it is. For example, a bicycyle 
wheel depends on the spokes, but the equal empty spaces 
between the spokes are part of the wheel.
 Consider the space between things as much as the 
things themselves. It takes both.

Things and the ‘space between’ them

indecisive   as   an   autumn beetle 
with winter stamping at it in frozen shoes.

The ‘space between’ in music

The ‘space between’ in language

Sound               Rest
                      (Space)           

Sound               Rest
                       (Space)           

  Word         Silence
                    (Space)           

  Word           Silence
                      (Space)          
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Untitled, graphite on paper, 24 x 24 in., Chris Dockery



Commonalities in discussing 2-D, 3-D and 4-D art work

 In art school, there is always a bit of healthy competition among 
those working in 2-D, 3-D and 4-D. The sculpture, for example, may 
feel limited by a flat surface on which the 2-D artist thrives, and the 
filmmaker may wince at limitation of still images in 2-D and 3-D.
 Yet, it’s a mistake to think that we all use a different language to 
discuss all of these spacial arts.
 No matter how many dimensions, we can observe a few things 
regarding the elements and principles of art and design:

� t�"MM�JODPSQPSBUF�TPNF�PS�BMM�PG�UIF�TUFQT�MFBEJOH�VQ�UP�UIFN���
    For instance,  a video (4-D) uses height, width and depth.
�� t�ćF�FMFNFOUT�BOE�QSJODJQMFT�BSF�DPOTUBOU�RVBMJUJFT�JO�BMM�
    dimensions. (A dark value is dark in a drawing or a film.)
� t�7JTVBMT�EPOF�JO�BOZ�EJNFOTJPO�SFRVJSF�B�XBZ�UP�EJTDVTT�UIFN��
             for understanding, collaborating and evaluation.
 

6

Double Cross, formed metal, Dr. Jon Mehlferber. Three-dimensional shapes actually have mass, 
while 2-D images must rely on the illusion of mass.
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Element:

SPACES

Tip
Whether you work 2-D, 3-D or 
4-D, create a sense of space 
in your work  through which 
the viewer can choose to en-
ter. Offer the viewer a sense 
of new dimension. 

}{



 
 Texture (pattern) plays a key role in drawing 
and the arts, yet we often think of it as a last-min-
ute surface decoration.     
           Yet, texture is much more than that.
 At its root, it’s about the repetition of a cen-
tral theme occurring within a composition.          
         Think of a squiggle, a square, a circle, or a 
fingerprint. If you took the thing that most defines 
each of these patterns uniquely and isolated it, 
that would be the basis of a texture. 
 Observe nature. 
 Often, a texture is not so much a surface as 
much as a repeat of a central shape.  Look closely 
at what shapes underly the texture. The following 
pages will provide insight into the pattern making 
of nature.

. 

The word ‘texture’ comes from the Latin 
‘textura’ and suggests weaving or thread work

Wall texture, graffiti, paint and stickers

Element:

TEXTURE

7

x
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Element:

TEXTURE

Some common root shapes



ABOVE, STUDENT WORK: A theme that replicates 
itself, or some variation of itself, creates texture. Notice 
that the pattern above, when seen large, visually ‘feels’ 
rough. As it gets progressively smaller, it feels smoother. 
In all cases, the pattern is exactly the same, it is only the 
point of reference of the viewer that makes the viewer 
believe that it is smooth or rough. The drawing was done 
with ink on paper, by Amelia Ankerich.

‘Feel’ the texture with your eyes

Herb garden sketch, pen on paper, Timothy Flowers
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Element:

TEXTURE

Ask yourself this: If the re-
peated pattern that descends 
from top to bottom of this page 
is exactly the same pattern 
– then why does the texture 
seem to get smoother as it 
descends?. 



Two options for texture 
There are two sorts of texture: Actual texture and optical texture. 
Actual texture means real physical texture, such as the touch of your hand 

against a sheet of corrugated steel. Or backing into a cactus.
Optical texture is the illusion of texture. A photo of a bumpy log looks textured, 

but it really is smooth if you touched the photo. 
The important thing is that it feels rough to the eye.
Both of these modes are available to the artist; however, it’s close observation that 

gives clues as to how to best represent any given texture. 

Just a brown leaf?
In a first glance at the leaf (at left), it may 
be tempting to say the leaf is brown and 
it’s fuzzy. But is it? It has a complex texture 
pattern based on shapes – plus there’s a 
multitude of colors. There’s more to the leaf 
than a quick glance might reveal. Looking 
closely reveals a world that lies just under a 
veneer of assumption.

Tip: 
Like people, everything in nature 
has its own ‘fingerprints.’ Find 
what is unique about a thing and 
amplify that aspect.

Natural textures: This snake skin (above left) is a actually a repetition of four-sided 
shapes. The paper wasp nest (at right) is a series of hexagonal, or six-sided, shapes. 

 
OPTICAL TEXTURE:

This area appears to be rough 

texturally...
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ACTUAL TEXTURE:

Yet it feels smooth to the hand



Caterpillar Mind, oil on canvas, 62 x 45.5 in., Timothy Flowers
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Element:

TEXTURE

Untitled, laser burned woodcut, Michael Marling de Cuellar



beginning artists encounter. 
 Try this exercise: make a few drawings using just 
the shadow to describe the object. Take care in making 
shadows become a part of the composition and not an 
afterthought.
 Another consideration is how far the light 
source is to the object it strikes. The farther away it 
gets, the softer edged the shadows will appear.

       A vague or conflicting light source depicted in a draw-
ing or painting can kill the optical effect. Knowing where 
the light originates is vital for the artist.
         So ask: where’s the light coming from?
        It’s smart for an artist to make a little arrow on the 
paper to indicate the light source. There basically two 
types of light: strong direct light, like sunlight, and there’s 
ambient light, such as light on a foggy day. Sunlight causes 
pronounced shadows and ambient light causes soft, diffuse 
shadows. In both cases, shadows form on the opposite side 
of the light source. Another consideration is of the light’s 
temperature, as it will flavor the mood.
        Shadows are formed from the cast shadow of the 
object, combined with the surface on which they strike. 
Creating convincing shadows is one of the top problems 

Shadow shapes are important. The Christmas tree ornament, above, seems to change shape depending on where the light is 
pointed. A thing’s shadow is one of the most descriptive aspects of an image, yet it is one of the most overlooked features. Study 
the shadow shapes carefully, for they are powerfully descripture of the thing itself.

   Mechanics:

Light and Shadow shapes
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   Mechanics:

LIGHT

Tip: 
Try drawing the shadow of a thing 
first, instead of last, as is usually 
the case. Be as interested in the 
shadow as a child who first no-
tices his own shadow. 

}{



Things like roads or fence lines can be ex-
pressed in one-point perspective, like the roadway 
in the photo at the top left of this page.  

Complex objects, like buildings, that have two 
or more sides, are best explained using a two-point 
system, which shows all sides in diminishing per-
spective. One, two and three point express the same 
idea: Recession in size in regard to the viewer.

All shapes obey perspective

Two-point perspectiveOne-point perspective

One-point perspective is best suited for things with 
one side: a row of telephone poles, railroad tracks, etc. 
It’s the same as two-point perspective but only uses 
one point on the horizon line. 

Horizon Line
Horizon Line

Two-point perspective describes things with multiple sides 
– such as a building or a box. This offers additional options 
for receding to the horizon line (which falls in the center of 
an image if you are looking from eye level.) More on van-
tagepoints on page 67.

1 pt. 2 pt.

Horizon Line
Vanishing PointVanishing Point

2 pt.

     Mechanics:

Perspective

Horizon Line

3 pt. Three-point per-
spective describes 
things with all 
aspects of the things 
being affected by 
perspective, as per-
cieved by a viewer. 
Think of a view of 
New York, from the 
top of a skyscraper to 
the ground. This ef-
fect can almost seem 
dizzying – even in a 
drawing.
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PERSPECTIVE



Contrast, or conflict, is the area where the two 
greatest opposite elements (line, shape, value, mass or 
color) clash. It’s like the edge-of-the-seat moment in a 
movie when the hero fights the mother-of-all-demons.

Too much conflict fries your nerves. Too little is a 
snoozer. There’s a wide range between the two extremes. 
The question is: how much conflict?

><

Opposites excite each other when placed in 
proximity. In fact, you never fully get a real sense 
of an element without a hint of its opposite.

The contrast of the two create a relationship 
that’s stronger than the individual pieces, building 
a experiential space that can’t been seen but has to 
be felt. 

The word ‘contrast’ comes from the Latin 
‘contra’ and means being ‘against’

Contrast depends on opposing forces

 

    Principle:

CONTRAST
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  Principle:

CONTRAST

Labyrinth, oil on canvas, 44 x 42 in., Elizabeth Niles Stockton



Color Contrast

Texture Contrast

Rough and smooth are the two basic types of texture, 
with countless variations in between. The greater the 
difference in texture, the greater the textural contrast.

Complementary colors contrast, as well as vivid 
colors compared to muted colors. 

The real question with contrast is, what mood do 
you want to set? High key, low key or high contrast?

(See page 33)
Remember that you have the option on the value 

range you are using. Below are a few contrast examples:

What can be contrasted?

Size Contrast
Large shapes contrast with small shapes.

Shape Contrast
Geometric shapes contrast with bio-morphic shapes. 
Long shapes contrast with short shapes.

Direction Contrast
Vertical, horizontal, oblique and circular marks vie 
for attention in the composition. 
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  Principle:

CONTRAST

Untitled, charcoal on toned paper, John Amoss

LEFT: Hurt Park guy, watercolor, Jim Chapman



The word ‘scale’ comes from the Latin word 
‘scala’ and it implies steps to climb or descend

    Principle:

SCALE
Also called proportion or the element of 

size, scale is about relationship.
Telephone poles appear to get smaller the 

farther away they are. But everyone knows tele-
phone poles are really all about the same size. So 
there’s a dichotomy at play between what is and 
what appears to be.

Scale is the glue that allows both cases to 
be true while being false at the same time. 

Scale simply means that, visually, objects 
appear to conform to fit the environment that 
surrounds them. We say things are “scaled up or 
down” depending on their setting. Scale means 
that an object retains its original proportions, but 
may “scale up or down.”

And therein lies the magic of scale: you 
can enlarge an object to the size of the moon or 
reduce it down to penny-size and its proportions 
within have not changed one iota. 

Scale enables an artist to change her 
artwork size without loss of impact. Additionally, 
a strong design is more easily scaled up or down 
than a weak design – primarily because strong 
design is better at any size, but also because the 
stronger design usually is based upon a simpler 
and cleaner underlying value pattern with clear 
boundaries and proportions.  

This clarity is more easily scaled than 
murky shapes and relationships. 

In creating imagery, it’s interesting to 
juxtapose an unexpected shape in an otherwise 
predictable environment. 

For example, a moon depicted in an image 
may evoke feelings of distance or isolation; the 
same view as seen partially obscured by a close-
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  Principle:

SCALE

Untitled, Atlanta, pen on paper, John Amoss

up onject in the foreground may exaggerate the feeling. 
Try arranging close-up things and far-away things in 

close quarters for unique presentation.

See more on page 49 on how to utilize the element of 

scale. 

Tip: 
The key to size proportion or scale 
is the relationship between things 
in the image – but more important-
ly, where you intend to place them 
in regard to the viewer.

}{



Sage Sublime, acrylic paint and marker, Melissa Paige Taylor

48

  Principle:
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Take a look at the two images at the left. 
What’s happening that makes these drawings      
appear to recede into the distance? 

Three key things are occurring:
Most noticeably, there is a size change 

in objects: the farther away an object gets, the 
smaller it appears to the stationary viewer. 
(Think of telephone poles along a highway or 
cows in a pasture).

 The receding object will also appear to 
diminish in contrast (value, color and texture). 
The effects of atmosphere are behind this soften-
ing and lightening of items as they recede. (See 
more on atmospheric perspective on page 59).

Also, the objects overlap each other as 
they recede. (As seen in both images at left)

These ideas are devices to make your two-
dimensional work appear to have three dimen-
sions. 

The Picture Plane
Incidentially, this two-dimensional, flat 

surface where the image exists is called the ‘pic-
ture plane.’ To get an idea of the picture plane, 
imagine yourself holding a painted canvas. 

You can tilt the picture back and forth, or 
you can lean it against the wall. 

No matter which way you move it, it is 
always a 2-dimensional surface. It is only when 
looking into the picture plane that the above illu-
sions take hold of the viewer’s imagination. 

Without them, the picture plane is flat and 
doesn’t offer illusions of depth.

Using scale and proportion to create ‘space’

STUDENT WORK, pencil on paper. Jessica Thompson

 Tip:
Utilize size change, diminish-
ing contrast and overlap to 
create a powerful sense of 
depth using scale.  
Use scale to establish dis-
tance or space. For example, 
force the viewer to be close or 
far away. By manipulating this 
factor, you can set the stage.

STUDENT WORK, pencil on paper. Heather Lund
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SCALE
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A coin is really larger than a truck?

This untampered photo proves that the quarter 
is larger than the truck...right?

Optically, yes. Literally, no. It’s bigger as we view 
it.  Scale allows this dichotomy. The quarter remains 
in the same proportions no matter how large or small 
it is. Therefore, scale is an attribute that’s independent 
of size. If you keep the proportions intact, the design 
can be sized up or down to infinity and will read 
exactly the same. Just remember: optical truth is not 
literal, but it’s a lie that true.

Scaling ‘up’ and ‘down’

Strange Boxes Flooded, paint on an abandoned barber shop. Atlanta, Ga. Gyun Hur. Gyun’s wonderful redo of the old 
barber shop causes the passing motorist to pause and reconsider the space anew.

        Take an object, like a coin or the head on a 
coin, and enlarge it according to a grid such as 
the one below. Both images should be identical 
once scaled up. The only difference is the size. 
Scale is the elastic glue that makes them the same 
but different at the same time. 
        The key is that every proportion stays the 
same, no matter the size. This principle allows 
the artist tremendous range. Trying scaling up 
various objects and see the effect for yourself. 
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The ‘rule of thirds’
The Rule of Thirds is a design device that was 
created in the 1700’s, and it’s sort of a ‘lite’ version of 
the Golden Mean (see page 53). The rule of thirds’ 
premise is that you divide the picture plane into 
thirds and then use those proportions as guidelines. 
This prevents a composition form being divided in 
half by setting up an unequal 2/3 against 1/3 sce-
nario. Using this as a guide, dynamic compositions 
are the result.

It also suggests placing critical objects, or focal 
points, in one of the four ‘sweet spots”:

The idea is the same in either direction: 
vertical or horizontal.

2/3

1/3

1/3

2/3

2/3    1/3 2/3     1/3
    

Dominance (emphasis) means the parts are unequal

Dominance, or emphasis, creates a rela-
tionship of unequals that entices a viewer to 
focus on one part more than another part. 

This principle helps create some sense of 
order within a variety of objects, that might 
otherwise appear as a static field. 

Sometimes this area of interest is called 
the ‘focal point,’ and the less noticeable areas 
are sometimes called ‘rest areas’ or ‘quiet 
areas.’ 

Ironically, it’s often the lesser things, 
when compared to the larger ones, that be-
come the focal point. 

When you work, think of the relationship 
of parts of the drawing/painting and how one 
can help emphasize the qualities of another.

Capitalize on this difference. What the 
artist emphasizes may be subtle or it may be 
abrupt, depending on intent. 

The degree of dominance is up to the 
artist, as is the focus of the imagery she is 
creating.

The word ‘dominance’ comes from the 
Latin word ‘dominatus’ and means ‘to master’

   Principle:

DOMINANCE
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 Tip:
Decide what you wish to em-
phasize in a work. Keep this in 
mind as you work, and allow 
this focus to ‘speak.’tablish 
distance or space. For ex-
ample, force the viewer to be 
close or far away. By manipu-
lating this factor, you can set 
the stage.

}{
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Natural order seems almost random, until you look 
at  it from a different point of view and see that it has a 
peculiar order to it. This grouping of trees seems more 
‘natural’ than the grouping above.

What is ‘natural’ design and what isn’t

I once asked a terrific landscape gardener how he made 
his plantings so beautiful. He said he resisted the impulse to 
plant things in neat rows and tried to make his garden designs 
seem as ‘natural’ as possible. 

This, of course, begs the questions: what is ‘natural’? 
This question gets at the root of design itself, because 

design is a system more than a style or anything else. 
There are basically two kinds of design.
The first kind, human-made, or mechanical, brings to 

mind the beautiful precision found in a computer mother-
board, a hydro-electric dam or a car engine. In the car engine, 
for example, the pistons are all the same size, and they are 
perfectly distributed. 

Had nature designed the car engine, it would look very 
different, because nature distributes things according to a dif-
ferent system, one that seems odd to us. Nature’s design follows 
a natural order than is difficult to grasp unless we study it.

Look at the two diagrams of trees at right: which arrange-
ment of trees would you expect to see when you visited an old 
forest? And which would you expect to see on a property line 
of a manufacturing plant? That’s a clue into the difference.

On the next page, we will look in depth at natural design, 
and you will see why it affects all of the other principles and 
underlies design itself. 

Natural made: Nature makes things with a logic that performs 
flawlessly but often defies our ability to grasp it.

Human made: Human-made things are usually level, plumb, 
square, round, in straight lines and in even layers.

Human-made order seldom works when applied to 
organic task such as landscaping. Usually when we 
try to impose human-made order on nature, we get 
static design, not because it is bad but because it is 
not the right kind of design for the task. 
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Tip:
First, decide what it is you 
are designing.You may need 
mechanical order, or you may 
need natural order. Choose 
the right mode for the task.
ablish distance or space. For 
example, force the viewer 
to be close or far away. By 
manipulating this factor, you 
can set the stage.

}{



See any similarities below?

Using the ‘more of one than another’ idea
  If there were no variety of shapes, colors, textures, 
etc, then life would be pretty dull. If there are too many, it 
becomes chaos. The ideal is a balance.
 Here, we can take nature’s clues for finding that 
zone of balance. 
 First, nature isn’t even-handed. Every creature, 
plant and object exists somewhere on a descending scale. 
A elephant is more ‘dominant’ than the mouse because 
of sheer size. A peacock is more colorful than a manatee. 
Nothing exists in equals. Nothing tries to.
 The Golden Mean is loosely based on a spiral that 
reoccurs in nature. What is this spiral?  
 Some suggest that it’s a stretch to give much atten-
tion to this spiral. Others give it much weight. 
 Yet, we can easily observe some a similiar kind of 
spiral recurring again and again in nature.  
 Regardless of the outcome of that argument, the 
spiral does offer the visual artist a hint as to proportions 
found in natural design. As in the Golden Mean spiral, 
there arises a model:
 In simplest terms, it means to use more of one thing 
than another: Large, medium and small, but not equal.

For example:
t�Color, a painting should be more warm than cool, or 
more cool than warm, or more neutral than either. It 
should be unequal in parts. 
t�Texture, a painting should be more rough than smooth, 
or more smooth than rough.
t�Value, a painting should be more dark than light and 
middle values, more middle values than light and dark, or 
more light than middle values or dark.   
     Remember and apply this logic in all of the elements of 
art and design to achieve a sense of natural design:
‘More of one than another, not equal parts.’

The Golden Mean reveals an arc, and also a diminishing series of 
boxes based upon a ratio that occurs repeatedly in nature.

A sprouting plant unfolds

A spiral galaxy, such as M74 galaxy, shows a resemblance 
to the arc within the Golden Mean. Photo by NASA, ESA, 
and the Hubble Heritage (STScI/AURA)-ESA/Hubble Col-
laboration

In a seedless watermelon

1                                     1.618

1.618          1
   

 1
   

   
   

   
   

 1
.6

18
   

 

Large
Medium

Small

     
    

OK                                    OK                            Not  so OK
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The 411: Any pattern will work as long as there is this 
descending order. This clarity of size, shape, color and 
texture lies at the heart of natural design.
 

More of one than another

Any arrangement 
seems natural 
as long as the 
shapes read in 
diminishing order

Gene Coker’s sketchbook demonstrates a strong understanding of 
dominance as seen in his compositions.

Crack of Dawn, watercolor and pen, Arthur Barnes. Do you see the dominance of the dark shapes over the light shapes? This ‘more of 
one than another’ relationship create a dynamic tension in the composition. Had the dark and light shapes been equal in size, the effect 
would be greatly reduced.
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  Also called direction, the prin-
ciple of movement creates a pathway 
through the work. 
 Be it as subtle as a orchid-lined 
path or as bumpy as a camel trot, 
every visual image has some feeling 
of movement – or a conspicuous 
lack of movement – woven within it. 
 Consequently, designing an 
image is very similar to designing a 
roadway through which the viewer 
will travel. 
 The artist who gets this idea 
has a tremendous advantage. She 
needs consider: Will the pathway 
through the image be smooth or 
rough? Curvy or straight? Easy or 
difficult to navigate? Short or long?
        Generally speaking, the eye 
goes first to the greatest area of 
contrast – the lightest against the 
darkest, for example, or the stron-
gest colors. 
 Then it moves around to 
secondary objects and actions and 
finally goes into the ‘rest areas,’ the 
places where the eye gets a brief 
break from the visual action.
        The role of the artist is to create 
an interesting pathway within an 
image for the viewer. 
 That path may be peaceful or 
violent; it is up to the artist to decide 
the velocity and nature of the path-
ways.

The word ‘movement’ or ‘motion’ comes from 
the Latin word ‘movere’ and it implies starting

    Principle:

MOVEMENT

Circular 
movement
In the painting above, 
the viewer is likely to 
enter at the center and 
navigate the 
composition in an 
outward movement.

Rat Maze, watercolor and cut paper, Kathy Rennell Forbes
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 Ask yourself where you 
want to lead your viewer? It’s 
generally not a good idea to 
lead them off the page, but 
that may be what you intend.  
 If that is you intention, 
then be clear about it, and do 
exactly that.



Types of pathways
        The combinations are nearly endless, but in general, 
these are key ways to make a pathway:
t�Value: Light travels through dark shape, or vice versa.
t�Color: A bright color may pass through neutral one, or      
  vice versa.
t�Texture: A rough texture may pass through 
   a smooth one, or vice versa.
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Head study, 14 x 20 in., pen and watercolor, Jim Chapman

Tip:
What will be the most domi-
nant element in your image 
and what direction will appear 
to travel (or to rest)? Empha-
size that sense of motion or 
non-motion. 
Use scale to establish dis-
tance or space. For example, 
force the viewer to be close or 
far away. By manipulating this 
factor, you can set the stage.

}{

ABOVE: In the paint-
ing at right, a light 
shape (the lightstruck 
front of a face) travels 
through a darker field.

ABOVE: Here is the 
same situation re-
versed, where a dark 
shape travels through 
a lighter field. 



Movement and direction are closely 
tied together, but are often siloed out as 
two different principles. They seem to 
be rooted into the same thing, they are  
included together in this section.

Remember, on a 2-dimensional 
surface, everything travels in some direc-
tion or another: vertical, horizontal or 
oblique. Therefore, understand which 
direction you intend for your markings 
to suggest. Each direction has its own 
nature. A horizontal pattern feels tran-
quil. A oblique pattern suggests action. 
A curvilinear pattern implies cycles. Use 
these to reinforce your intentions when 
creating your work.

 Every mark you make urges the 
viewer in a direction. Most viewers 
enter a piece of art at the area of highest 
contrast. If the contrast is low, the viewer 
often reads across from left to right. 

No matter where they enter, view-
ers are surely going to travel into, across 
and out of the artwork. The artist has the 
responsibility to decide what the viewer’s 

Ask: which direction is an image ‘going’?

The hidden word: HERO

In the drawing below (which is dominated 
by a circular movement), by Linda Jenkins, 
there is a hidden word. See if you can find it. 
The answer is beneath the image. The Alleyway, watercolor and pen, Arthur Barnes. The yellow streaks 

sweep the viewer along from the lower left into the deepening blue sky at 
upper right. It’s irresistible.

Tip:
Ask first: What mood do I want to 
convey? Tranquil? Chaotic? Cyclical? 
Express your intentions through direction 
and movement.
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trip will be: bumpy, smooth, fast or slow. 
 Use movement and direction to speak in your 

work. A drawing of a tree in the wind will have dif-
ferent directions within than a tree on a quiet and 
peaceful day. Consider the directional movements 
within your artwork.           

Remember that you are responsible for creat-
ing clues and pathways for the viewer whether you 
intend to or not. It is often the unintended direc-
tions that lead viewers to dead ends and off visual 
cliffs. 

Plan your directional movements and leave 
room for the viewer to travel it.

Jason Cade, 22” x 30”, charcoal on paper, Arthur Rosenbaum. Most viewers will enter this drawing on the left and across the fiddler’s tilted head 
to the right. The windswept cloud add to this effect.
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Two faces, 
digital vector image,
size variable, 
Jim Chapman
Which way is this im-
age ‘traveling?’



Reflection is movement across surface
On reflective materials – water, metals, glass, etc. – light can reflect indefinitely. No only does the light source 

bounce, but picked-up colors get grabbed up and carried along. 
The best way to convey a sense of reflection is to echo the same colors and values throughout a drawing, usually in 

mirror image. The only question is how ‘unbroken’ does 
the surface appear? Calm water (see photo at right) 
causes maximum reflection. Choppy waters cause a 
broken-mirror reflection. 

Remember: anything that’s wet will reflect. Think 
of how city streets act after the rain. They behave just 
like a lake’s surface. Depth of water doesn’t matter. A 
shallow water puddle reflects just like a lake, even if one 
is but a film and the other is 90-feet deep.

The basic rule for reflection is like that of the an-
cient Greek world: “as above, so below.” In other words, 
whatever reflects is pretty much a mirror image, based 
on surface of the conveying object. 

Make your reflected angles exactly the same angle 
as the originating shapes. Angles don’t change, only the 

Atmospheric 
perspective
         The basic idea is that things 
get less defined in color and lighter 
in value as they recede – because 
there’s a veil of air between the 
subject and viewer. Things closer 
are seen without much atmosphere 
and therefore appear more crisp 
and colorful.  
         The photo at right shows how 
atmosphere obscures the farther-
away objects while affecting the 
foreground less drastically.
 Drawings done without at 
least implying atmospheric per-
spective usually seem flat. 
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Digital photo, Jim Chapman        

Digital photo, Jim Chapman        



Symmetry 
and Asymmetry

There’s two basic modes of balance, and either can 
produce a wonderful sense of poise within a composition. The 
first type is symmetrical, which means that each side is the 
same of the other, based on the imaginary 
axis down the middle. A good illustration of 
symmetry is how a butterfly is a mirror image 
from one side to another. 
Symmetrical:
       Consider the butterfly, the snowflake, deer 
antlers, the human body, etc, that are identical on both sides.        
        Symmetrical design is a staple of nature, and it reflects the 
idea of duality, or two-into one. Much of nature is symmetrical 
or very near symmetrical.

Asymmetrical:
         Asymmetrical patterns gain balance 
from a diminishing order of unsimilar 
objects that stabilize each other as if in 
constellation. The asymmetrical repre-
sents a puzzle to the human mind.

There’s no hard-and-fast rule for choosing either of 
these types of balance. 

The mysterious thing about symmetry is the mir-
ror image. The mysterious thing about asymmetry is how 
the sense of travel through the image produces a satisfied 
feeling of balance – think of how the rocks in a river are 
placed by the current. Imagine an invisible current sweeping 
through the objects in your painting, sorting shapes with its 
‘flow-through.’

The flow-through in 
an asymmetrical 
composition resembles 
how water flows 
around rocks in a river. 

Axis

Which of the drawings above seems more symmetrical? 
And which is more asymmetrical?
Self portraits, pencil on paper, 12” x 16” 
Jim Chapman 
       

The word ‘balance’ comes from the Latin 
word ‘bilanx’ and suggests a set of scales

    Principle:

BALANCE
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More on spirals on 53



Balance might be defined as the thing that makes a painting feel like it won’t tip over. That is, parts on one side feel 
equally weighted on the other side – whether asymmetrically or symmetrically. Think of a seesaw: there has to be bal-
ance or one side will flop down. (Who hasn’t had the old ‘jumping off of the seesaw trick’ pulled on them?) Balance your 
artwork by thinking of a central axis down the middle of your work, like the diagram shown below at left:

Picture an imaginary 
axis on the image

Owen Drawing, 10 x 12 in., 
Jim Chapman. The drawing of 
my son Owen is balanced as if 
on a letter “A” frame, with two 
secure anchor points.

UNBALANCED:
Leans over to the left

BALANCED: 
This image is balanced
asymmetrically

UNBALANCED:
This image leans right

Balance means not tipping over 

A

Unbalanced
This composition feels like it is 
weighted down on the left.

Balanced: Asymmetrical
The sides are different but weighed so 
there is balance.

Balanced: Symmetrical
The sides are almost identical 
and this creates an equilibrium.

Axis

BALANCED: 
This image is balanced
symmetrcally
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Rhythm is like radar pings coming off an initial shape – a circle, rectangle, polygon and so on – that may dis-
tort but always points back to the thing from which it originated. Or it might compared to generations of photocop-
ies, how they get successively unclear – yet they retain something unmistakable from the original.

Texture, on the other hand, is a based on a repetition of a theme.
Rhythm might also be compared to a hall of mirrors, wherein every mirror is slightly different, yet it unmis-

takably can be reduced back to a common source. That cadence of referencing back to the origin is rhythm. 
The beautiful thing about the principle of rhythm is that it lends a ‘tempo’ to your work, making it seem fast, 

jerky, slow, cautious, sensual or otherwise – based on a singular point of origin. Think of the first note of the Wil-
liam Tell Overture: everything references back to the first note. Ta!, ta ta ta! 

Ask yourself what kind of music is your artwork like? Bluesy? A march? rap? A dirge?
The type of music doesn’t matter so much as the consistency throughout the work.
And a composition can expand into more than one tempo. It may vary but there must be a glue that binds all 

the various pieces together. Some things will not be easily joined, though one never knows...
The important thing is ringing true to the original source point.

The word ‘rhythm’ comes from the Greek word 
‘rhythmos’ and it implies a measured flow

    Principle:
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Relative to Truth, collage and found objects, Diane Speight.
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City Sentinel, 36 x 36 in., acrylic and oil on canvas. Beth Henson. 

Tip:
Look at an image that an artist has 
created. See if you can identify the 
point of origin of the rhythm impulse. 
Perhaps it is clearly emanating from 
a location, or maybe it is obscure.

}{



The word ‘harmony’ comes from the Greek 
word ‘harmonia’ and suggests agreement

Harmony is the principle that goes unnoticed until it is missing. Then, you really notice that some-
thing is out of whack. What makes things gel? It’s a difficult quality to explore, but there is no better place 
to observe harmony than in nature. The realm of color offers a good clue at how nature handles the other 
elements. Nature never looks gaudy, and everything seems in place. Consider:

t�&WFO�JO�UIF�BVUVNO�UIBU�T�GVMM�PG�WJWJE�DPMPS�UIFSF�BSF�TUJMM�OFVUSBM�DPMPST�
t�&WFO�CSJHIU�DPMPST�IPME�TUSPOH�WBMVF�QBUUFSOT�
t�6TJOH�DPMPST�BOE�WBMVFT�QVMMFE�GSPN�OBUVSF�IFMQ�FOTVSF�IBSNPOZ�
t�*U�JT�QPTTJCMF�UP�VTF�FYUSFNFMZ�WJWJE�DPMPST�JG�UIFZ�BSF�CBMBODFE�CZ�OFVUSBM�BSFBT�UIBU�IFMQ�ASFTU��UIF�FZF�

between big doses of color. 
Remember, harmony happens almost effortlessly. 
If an image isn’t working, look for the anomaly. Therein lies the harmony breaker.
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Impression of my Father’s Drill Under Foil, 36 x 48 in., crayon on Yupo paper, Jim Chapman
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Untitled, graphite on paper, 24 x 24 in., Chris Dockery



Unity is best described as 
something being indivisible. It is 
a ‘unit’ and can’t be refined or cut 
in any way without lessening the 
whole. In that sense, it feels com-
plete in its own right.

That’s the desirable quality.
It either works or it doesn’t. 

And you generally know either 
way without asking.

I think the best to be said for 
attaining unity is to remember the 
impulse that you began the project 
with and riff off that. Certainly, 
you may change direction midway, 
or you can take another direction 
and then stay true to that until you 
finish.

Keep your artwork tied back 
to the idea that compelled you 
to act at first. While this doesn’t 
guarantee unity, it certainly does 
encourage it.

Compare the idea of unity in 
art to unity in the kitchen: Make it 
a cake, or make it a brisket, but not 
a combo.

It would gag anyone who 
liked either. It’s better to stick with 
one and make that one work out 
right.

When nothing can be added or taken away

The word ‘unity’ come s from the Latin 
‘unus’ and means a state of oneness

=
    Principle:

UNITY

Fifth Dimension, digital image, size variable, Drew White. In this image, the white marks 
emerge from a dark ground and get increasingly skewed, adding to the theme of the image. 
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When nothing can be added or taken away
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Untitled, watercolor on paper, Jon Mehlferber

Try to pinpoint the single quality that 
binds the image together. If this qual-
ity is present throughout, the image 
probably works. }{ Tip:

Herb Garden, oil on canvas, 46 x 64 in., Timothy Flowers



From above, 
(bird’s eye view)

I once asked a superb photog-
rapher how he made such innova-
tive compositions. He said he sim-
ply avoided the standard eye-level 
photographs that 95 percent of all 
photographers use. He squatted low 
or climbed a ladder to get above the 
subject. He shot through the hedge, 
anything to break the standard eye-
level shot. As artists, we often forget 
about these options and draw an 
image from that standard eye-level, 
in the center of the paper – which 
creates the additional issue of a 
stagnant composition/design.

While the image may be 
attractively rendered, the whole 
composition is rather weak because 
all sides surrounding the object are 
the same, and there is little surprise 
for the viewer. The best advice for 
composition is ‘more of one thing 
than another’ rule (pages 53-54) we 
covered back in the dominance sec-
tion.  The idea is you should fit the 
image to your frame in a way where 
unequal parts are shown. 

A good idea to help with 
composition is to make your image 
touch one or more sides of your 
image. That anchors it to the picture 
frame and helps lead the eye into 
the picture. Create unequal parts. 

Try seeing from points of 
view other than the standard eye-
level view. Remember, the standard 
view is how the rest of the world is 
already seeing it.

Standard 
eye level

From below, 
(worm’s eye view)

   Mechanics:

POSITIONING THE VIEWER

Study of a WWI monument, pencil on grid paper, 8 x 10 in., Jim Chapman
The point of view forces the viewer to see the image from a certain vantagepoint. 
From what point of view is this marble head depicted to the viewer?
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Some artists work to change the world; others 
work for status, others to express themselves, others to 
sell their work and others for reasons unknown.

Content is ‘what it means,’ and many times 
this falls on the viewer to decipher. The meaning of a 
work may be apparent (“war is immoral”), ambiguous 
or completely opaque to the viewer. It may reference 
something else. It may be confessional. It may be 
documentation. It may have no apparent meaning.

Some viewers expect challenging imagery and           

    others are outraged to see work whose aim is any-
thing other than matching someone’s home decor.

Beginning artists often ask what they should 
paint and then how to paint it. Instead, they should 
first ask what makes their world tick. 

So what’s wrong with painting a pretty picture 
of a barn, someone is bound to ask?  

Nothing, except about a zillion barns have 
been painted thus far, and the crucible is whether you 
can bring something new or relevant about a barn. 
Without some special insight, the barn painting is 
simply one more image in a long, weary line of barns. 

Instead, offer something rare.

     Meaning:

CONTENT

   Natural Patterns:

ORIGINS of DESIGN
Consider: A person who is said to have very ‘good taste’ decides 

to become an artist. This person’s sofa, drapes, crown moulding and 
wallpaper match. This person feels that stepping into the role of an artist 
will be simple enough, with their exquisite taste and good breeding. 
 But the new artist’s resultant artwork is below the quality desired. 
That’s because it was not rooted in diligence and design; it was rooted 
in personal preference – the exact same mechanism at play as when you 
choose a hotdog over a hamburger at the drive-through window. 

So here’s the question worth asking: what are the basics of art and 
design – and perhaps more interestingly, from where do they come? 

The easy answer is that they’re a set of common practices used the 
world over when discussing the visual arts. Yet, their roots don’t come 
from a book, a theory, a preference or a committee. They are simply a 
function of nature, the same way a ripple on a pond is a function of na-
ture. Nature creates more dynamic patterns by accident than we do by 
intention. How is this possible? From where did the snowflake design 
come, the zebra skin, peacock tail feathers, rock crystals or frost?

There is a strangeness at play in nature’s design, as if something 
on the other side of the blackboard is scrawling messages to us in some 
unknown tongue. Nature is seldom what we expected. Look and listen 
to this strange natural language and in time it will not seem strange at 
all. It will seem orderly, in its own fashion, said in a thousand tongues, 
across time, cultures, distance and memory. This is design.

?
Frost on a car 
windshield

Pond ripples

BELOW: 
Paint on a 
can lid
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CARTOON DRAWING
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Featuring Tres Swygert

Drawings on this page 
by Tres Swygert



 It is sweet 
   to let the 
mind 
    unbend on 
occasion.
    HORACE

 

“ 

“ 
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Watch real life situations for 
people’s expressions and 
physical movement. Then 
mimic and exaggerate those 
characteristics. 

}{ Tip: 

RIGHT: Road Warriors, digital 
image, size variable, Drew White

ABOVE: Meeting, digital image, size variable, Jim Chapman



yard. It is streamlined and graceful, a small prehistoric 
work of art. I am told it’s at least a thousand years old. 

I wondered about its maker: Did he or she stand 
back and look at it when he finished? Did he smile, seeing 
that it was good?

I was once in a remote village and heard a ‘tink, 
tink, tink’ sound in the distance. I walked 
between mud huts until I came to the source: 
An old fellow with a small hammer was mak-
ing exquisite little metal boxes using only old 
tin cans. He held up a finished box; it was as 
gleaming and graceful in the sun as a Con-
corde jet. 

He smiled, and then I smiled. 
It was good. We both saw that.
Whenever you consider art, consider 

the life of the artist behind it. It may give you an insight 
that offers a rare glimpse into the life and heart of another 
person.

Obviously, you can take any work of art on its own 
terms, without history or knowledge of context. 

Yet, it is often the ‘backstory’ than really makes a 
piece interesting and more resonate. 

 If you see an exhibit of art that contains a big pile 
of rubble, it might be tempting to write it off as non-
sense. But what if the work was done by an artist whose 
family had been lost in an avalanche? That knowledge 
could change your perception of the work, wouldn’t it?
 The key here is understanding why an artist cre-
ated a work and within what context it 
was created. In general, artistic context 
has historically shifted from ideals of 
permanence to the transient and the 
fragmented.

This shift doesn’t infer that the 
later is less beautiful or thoughtful, but 
its difference tells of a unique context. 
Art is, finally,  a mirror of society and its 
angst, joys, hopes and dreams.

And while any good work of art should stand on 
its own, it’s good to understand a bit of the artist’s point 
of view, background and intentions. Understanding this 
in relation to the artist’s work, and to the society and 
time in which it is created, helps the viewer understand 
the whole of the image. 

I recently found an arrowhead (above) in my 

Understand the framework 
in which the artist worked

  Consider:

CONTEXT
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WHERE, WHEN, 

CONTEXT

LEFT: An image on a 
public wall in Italy.



   Practice:

DAILY 
SKETCHING
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  Practice

SKETCHING

Really, the only way to improve in drawing 
is to draw. A daily sketchbook habit is one worth 
developing, and plus, it is great fun, too. Join other 
sketchers and go out on location to interesting sites, 
such as the science museum or the train station. 
Make a day of it, eat lunch and compare what you 
have done with others. 

Or simply keep a sketchbook by the TV, and 
sketch as you sit. A good practice is to doodle con-
stantly, and this habit evolves into a personal style, 
based on being familiar with the materials.

Untitled, pen on paper, John Amoss

Untitled, pen on paper, Jim Chapman Studies, pen on paper, Jim Chapman
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SKETCHING

Sketch while traveling, pen and watercolor on paper, Jim Chapman

Travel is a great time for sketching

Explore the micro world with sketching

Bug study, pencil on paper, Jim Chapman



It is easier to criticize than to create, as Zeuxis so 
wisely noted in antiquity. True then, true still. 

Now, there’s a big point to be made about criticism: 
Constructive criticism and cynical criticism are two dif-
ferent animals; one helps and one bites. 

It’s my observation that sometimes artists are their 
own harshest critics, too. There’s a little dictator in our 
minds that says we stink. Unfortunately, too, we some-
times run into this kind of corrosive criticism from others. 
Usually it comes from people who are very unsatisfied 
with their own lives. 

Artists need constructive criticism, and that alone.
Other artists and critics can help us understand our 

weak and strong points, giving a road map toward better 
visual expression. When evaluating our own work, too, a 
constructive mind-set is the right one, the sort that sees 
both the good and bad of a work. 

In self evaluating, there are a few tricks I use:
t�-PPL�BU�ZPVS�XPSL�JO�B�NJSSPS��*U�T�B�GSFTI�MPPL�
t�-PPL�BU�JU�UISPVHI�B�SFEVDJOH�HMBTT�
    (ABOVE RIGHT)
t�7JFX�ZPVS�XPSL�VQTJEF�EPXO�
t�-PPL�BU�ZPVS�XPSL�JO�B�NBU�

In a group critique or with an instructor:
This is a good time to steel your nerves. If the group 

or instructor breezes past you with a “yeah...that’s coming 
along’ comment, really dig in and ask:

t�8IBU�BSF�UIF�XPSL�T�TUSFOHUIT�BOE��������������� ��������������

its weaknesses?
t�)PX�NJHIU�JU�CF�TUSPOHFS 
t�8IBU�EP�ZPV�TFF�BT�OFYU�TUFQ �
t�8JMM�ZPV�TIPX�NF�FYBNQMFT�PG�XIBU�ZPV�SF��

              talking about?
Keep digging. Don’t be afraid to ask. 
Keep negativity in perspective: Consider one 

of the most popular – and arguably best songs in the 
history of the world – Pachelbel’s Canon in D, has 
18,000,000 likes online. On that same page, some 
1,700 people disliked it. 

Not everyone will like like your work. And that 
is perfectly ok!

Avoid art dictators
(mainly the one in your head)

Tip:
Take away what makes you 
a better artist; leave all the 
rest behind.

Criticism comes easier 
         than craftsmanship.
                   ZEUXIS, 400 B.C.

    Practice:

CRITIQUE

A reducing glass works the opposite as a magnifying glass. It 
gives the same effect as stepping back from a work to see its com-
position objectively. 
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CRITIQUE

Sketch while traveling, pen and watercolor on paper, Jim Chapman

Bug study, pencil on paper, Jim Chapman
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   Latest Research:

CREATIVITY & THE BRAIN
Educator Jananne Waller has spent much time in the research of how the human brain works, including post graduate 
research at Harvard University on the brain and creativity. Her research, combined with her practice, can help shed some 
light for artists on creating the optimum scenario for creativity.

Here are some of her findings regarding creativity. Use them to create and challenge yourself:
t�"�ĕYFE�NJOETFU�DBO�CF�EFUSJNFOUBM�UP�DSF-
ativity. It encourages individuals to discount 
effort and engagement (aka hard work) that 
makes a difference. Challenge assumptions.

t�"�HSPXUI�NJOETFU�JOUFSOBMJ[FT�UIBU�TLJMMT�BOE�
abilities can be developed. Say ‘yes’ to learning 
new ideas and skills.

t�$SFBUJWJUZ�JT�OPU�TJNQMF�BOE�TFRVFOUJBM��CVU�
a highly complex process involving the entire 
brain (not exclusively right or left hemi-
spheres). It’s ok if you make a big mess.

t�%JWFSHFOU�UIJOLJOH�JOTQJSFT�DSFBUJWJUZ��3FBMJ[F�
the options are endless, limited only by our 
choice making process.

t�$POWFSHFOU�UIJOLJOH�o�UIBU�JT�UP�DPNF�VQ�
with one solution (traditionally thought of as 
intelligence) actually decreases creative intelligence. Creativity is about entertaining multiple answers and best solutions 
rather than ‘one right way.’

t�"TL�UIJT�POF�RVFTUJPO�i8IBU�XPVME�IBQQFO�JG w��ćFO�CFHJO�UP�FYQMPSF�QPUFOUJBM�TPMVUJPOT�SVMJOH�OPOF�PVU�o�BU�ĕSTU�

t�:PV�IBWF�UP�JOIJCJU�UIF�NPTU�PCWJPVT�BOTXFST�BOE�TPMVUJPOT�UP�HFOFSBUF�PVU�PG�UIF�CPY�BOTXFST��ćF�JEFB�JT�EJTDPWFS�
many possible solutions before honing in on a final direction.

t�.PWFNFOU�QSPNPUFT�DSFBUJWJUZ��(FU�VQ�BOE�NPWF�BSPVOE�PęFO��&YDFSDJTF��(FU�PYZHFO�UP�UIF�CSBJO�BOE�CPEZ�

t�ćF�MBUFTU�SFTFBSDI�TIBSFT�UIBU�DSFBUJWJUZ�JT�OPU�B�TUFQ�by step process. It’s about discovery, not rote learning.

 

A fixed mindset can be detrimental to creativity.
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OPTIMAL CREATIVITY“ “ 
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OPTIMAL CREATIVITY“ 

Good reads
The Shape of Content, Ben Shahn

The Art Spirit, Robert Henri

The Natural Way to Draw
Kimon Nicolaides

Hawthorne on Painting
Collected by Mrs. Charles W. Hawthorne 

Drawing on the Right Side of the Brain
Betty Edwards

Keys to Drawing, Bert Dodson

The Accidental Masterpiece: On the Art of Life 
and Vice Versa, Michael Kimmelman

Out of Our Minds: Learning to Be Creative 
Sir Ken Robinson

Wolf Kahn’s America, Wolf Kahn

Watercolor, Simple, Fast, and Focused 
Mel Stabin

The Zen of Seeing, Seeing/Drawing 
as Meditation, Frederick Franck

Self Portraits and Other Ruins
Jacques Derrida

The Agony and the Ecstasy
Irving Penn

The War of Art, Steven Pressfield

The Elegant Universe
Briane Greene

The Artist’s Way
Julia Cameron

Notan: The Dark-Light Principle of Design 
Dorr Bothwell and Marlys Mayfield

Portrait of an Artist: A Biography of 
Georgia O’keefe,  Laurie Lisle

The Letters of Vincent Van Gogh
Vincent Van Gogh 

NEW! Introduction to Art: Design, Context 
and Meaning, Pamela Sachant, Ph.D

  Practice

READING

Female with Long Hair, 17 x 22 in., Karen Adams

Providence Canyon studio, 17 x 22 in., watercolor and pen, Jim Chapman
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