
Composition Principles

Focal Point: 
Direct the eye by use of scale, isolation, contrast, saturation, or a human 
element. Often there are hierarchies of focal points: where do you look 
first? 1) The face, 2) the hands 3) the background. 

An easy recipe for a focal point: the area of highest contrast next to the 
area of highest saturation (this does not mean the lightest light next to the 
darkest dark, just the area of highest contrast). 

Dominance: 
Avoid 50/50 relationships in your image: avoid giving equal heights to 
characters, do not cut objects in half, have a painting that is mostly light or 
mostly dark –not an equal split. 

Visual Language: 
We associate various elements with different feelings or moods: horizontal 
shapes are stable, calm, vertical shapes are authoritative, strong. Diagonal 
shapes are chaotic, dramatic. The viewpoint you choose in a scene will 
change the shapes – be aware of what you are communicating. 

Viewpoint:  
Think of yourself as a filmmaker. What type of shot do you need? 
Emotional reaction: closeup. Setting the scene: establishing shot. 
Authoritative/ intimidating: worm’s eye view. Vulnerable: bird’s eye view. 
Relating to character: POV or over-the-shoulder might work. These are 
guidelines, not rules, but think about how the viewpoint serves the story. 

Composition is the pattern of light and dark forms in a picture. It does two important things: it 
It makes an image more or less visually interesting, and it communicates the story.
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Resources:

Composition Exercises:

Books: 

Creative Illustration by Andrew Loomis

How to Draw Comics the Marvel Way by John Buscema and Stan Lee

Framed Ink: Drawing and Composition for Visual Storytellers by Marcos Mateu-Mestre

Picture This by Molly Bang 

Artists’ Master Series: Composition and Narrative by Greg Rutkowski

Websites: 

Cartoon Guide to Composition: Where to Put the Cow by Anita Griffin

James Gurney: Gurney Journey Blog (search for composition)

•	 Find a picture book with good composition. Do a storyboard study of the compositions 

throughout the book. Note how they change throughout the story.

•	 Make a small rectangle on a sheet of paper. Scatter some coins or other objects of 

varying size onto it. Use these shapes as the basis of your composition. 

•	 Find a composition that you like, then use the basic shapes to create a new image 

with subject matter that is totally unrelated to the original piece (do NOT COPY the 

drawing, just the shapes). 

•	 Find a composition you think is dull – make it better! Try changing the viewpoint or 

adding layers of space. 

•	 Watch 5 minutes of a film, pause it at every shot change and do a storyboard study. 

(Pixar shorts are great for this – I’ve also used Hitchcock films.)

•	 Make a viewfinder. Search for interesting shapes in real life. Frame them in interesting 

ways, then sketch a thumbnail. Swap out shapes for your characters/environment.


