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The Golden Mean 

 
 
Ration is 1 by 1.618 
 

 
 
 



 
 
To build the golden mean: 
Start with baseline AB of any length; drop a perpendicular line from A to C so that it is ! 
the length of AB. From C scribe an arc that measures to AC to point X on the hypotenuse 
of the triangle ABC. From B swing in arc the measure of BX the perpendicular from B to 
intersection of arc at is the desired rectangle complete ABYZ. M is established golden 
ration. AM places N. G is the golden section. 
 

 



Drawing lines on the quarter line: 

 
Draw 2 adjoining squares and BGHC. Draw diagonal DG. Draw a line from H to 
intersect DG at right angles draw a vertical line EF. Thus a square within a rectangle. 

 
 
Rembrandt Whirling Square 
Arbitrary division must be careful to avoid cancellations. Too many transfers may result 
in equality of divisions, which give static picture. Transfer only in one direction, not 
using to many. 
 
To Draw: 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Divide line XY at center V. Draw arc from Y through V to cut through Z. Join YZ and 
XZ. From Z draw an arc through Y to cut XZ at V. From X draw an arc, radius XV, to 
cut XY at W. XY, XW=XW, WY. 

 
 
Basic Compositions 
Classic Landscape Compositions 



 
 
Macro Theme Ð context allergy and iconography 
Micro Theme Ð with in a painting were eye will rest 
 



 
 
Basic Formations using different techniques: 

 
 
A. Shadow indicating depth and modeling form.  
B. Fitness of picture plane has been stressed by using arbitrary horizontal and vertical 

black accents and lines Ð less feeling boundaries of the rectangular flat area in 
pictorial space. 

C. Spatial volume movement set up by using representational 3-D solids thrusting back 
into limitless space. Flattening the eye senses relationships, relative distances 
uncomfortable when objects set in conclusive and undefined space. 

D. Imposing a flattening grid and horizontal and vertical lines new spatial relationships 
are set up. Now depth, interlocking planes on various levels of space and movement 
which the eye seeks out and relations to the sides and top of the picture plane. Curved 
solid doesnÕt lie flat but comes forward from the picture plane destroying unity. 

 



 
 

A. CŽzanne-Express volume and space related to the pictorial plan emphasis on unity 
integrated behind the picture plane with the lines and forms on the flat picture 
plan ushered in a new concept of orderly pictorial dynamics.  

B. VanGogh/Gaugan-Oriental, used diagonals and space motifs of Japanese. Fit 
forms up close to the picture plane and recession of the set diagonally behind.  

C. Cubist fractured image, reverse perspective. 
D. Analytical-Broke up volume and pictorial space based on the work of CŽzanne, 

figures and objects displayed. New planes are related and created still keeping 
figurative connotations of objects depicted.  

E. Non figurative 
F. Angles are turned at an angle the picture plane, not drawn in perspective but 

provide recession, artist central design and sensation of space. Overlapping and 
fitting of some areas provided space illusions, recession and negative space.  

  
Types of Composition Using Repetition 



 
 

A. Repetition  
B. Broken repetition  
C. Curved forms contrast with varied angular  
D. Black forms dominate the cluster of White forms  
E. Dots and sense of pattern  
F. Rhythm of assorted shapes flow across the page  
G. Broken contours and shapes suggest force and movement  

 
Types of Composition 



 
 

A. Study in heavy line vs. min line and main movements accents and linear pattern  
B. Analyze planes and volume, fracturing objects into flat planes and then place 

varied light and dark  



C. Mondrian- Simplicity division in line and space  
D. Oval degrees of gray and intermediate black, white and color  
E. Vertical  
F. Line and field  
G. Agitation set against large flat areas  
H. Small touches of color contrasting backgrounds subdued tonalities  
I. Fractured, lively patterns of light and dark, lost and found areas  
J. Large simple forms placed within the pictorial plane with little relations to edges, 

carefully modulation of contours and silhouetted edges by cutting in the dark 
passages  

K. Line and mass contrasting lines and heavy black spotted with care for variety of 
size and shape  

L. Contrast shape and tone, white circle emphasized and balanced opposite of light 
and dark  

M. Dots and dashes, repletion and pattern  
N. Light patches on dark  
O. Constructivist and formal lines and areas geometric conceived flat surfaces of 

picture plane preserved with depth and space cancelled out in calculated breaking 
up of the pictorial area  

P. Accidental spotting and drippings of ink than blots and scrawls enliven surface 
(Dada)  

Q. Irradiation of the white surface with carefully chosen lines and spots with careful 
regard to the pull and influence of the side and top confining lines of the picture 
plane suggestive of natural forms  

R. Invents of form and colors and shapes fused to a high expression (Miro Ð 
Subconscious) 

S. Movement created by rhythmic linear pattern 
T. Dark and light shape interlock have a dark and light intrudes into the other area 
U. Color field space spreads outward vs. inward (perspective) 
V. Chiaroscuro light out of darkness, eye guided by shadows with a few light spots 

Closure and projection 
A. Movement 
B. Crowding picture boarder, can generate empty feeling in picture area 
C. Unable to locate, causes uneasiness. 
D. Pleasing visual contrast division of space on the boarders uneven 

Lautrec rendered visual impression rapidly with a few forceful lines and small spots of 
color 
  
Various compositions and studies in simple balance: 



 

 
  
More Stable compositions is built on horizontal and vertical lines that are reflective of the 
picture plane or contrast two types of line, i.e. line vs. curvilinear: 
 



 
More Stability offered by balancing groupings: 

 
A. We search out by dividing the picture plane into 2 equals 



B. An element placed near the picture boarder tends to have greater importance then 
same element placed near the center of the picture space  

C. An isolated element has more weight emphasis than the same element more 
closely related to others  

D. Tangents and lines of opposition generate strong attraction 
 
Balancing weight and dominance through color and objects: 

 
 
A. &  B. Gradation tends to carry more weight than flat treatment 
C. &  D Foreground elements requires less feeling of weight than similar elements in 

distance 
 
General models of tension: 



 
• Stable secure 
• Stable insecure 
• Tension instability 
• Instability 

 
Figure grouping 

 
Paintings should have a main group and secondary one and their should be a certain 
proportion between dark and light main figures shouldnÕt be exactly in the middle using 
pyramidal form of construction, general color should be warm (renaissance, Italian)  
  
Big mass on one side and distance horizon line on the other with figures grouped on 
foreground plane 
  
Counter change, contrast created by two silhouetted forms, one which is light the other 
dark 
  
Compositional types for portraits: 



 
A. Isolated subject with space all around 
B. Edges part of the overall composition 
C. Includes more free space in front of face than behind, avoids uncomfortable 

cramping 
D. Controlled but diagonal lines courts movement and tension 
E. Split into 3rds, any subject positioned on one line given emphasis 
F. Circular motion 

 
Frontal lighting to minimize light effects, side lighting to increase 
  
Symmetrical vs. Asymmetrical 

 
A. Dissimilar shapes and weights balance on a symmetrical static relationship 
B. Asymmetrical arrangements shift weight around center without resting on it axis 

creating movement  
 
Horizontal compositions 

 
A. Earthy subject 
B. Sky Space 
C. Earth and sky, mountains stretch of space 

 
Landscape Compositions 



 
 
 
 
 



Centric vs. Eccentric Compositions, creating a central symmetrical vs. roaming tension: 

 
A. Centric Composition 
B. Eccentric Composition 

 
Two ways of orienting oneself in limitless space: 

A. Landmark, a center in which other planes or places in the environment can be 
related 

B. Enclose defined areas 
 
Circular compositions offer the problem of how to cope with up right figures, trees, 
buildingsÉ where the eccentricity of verticals and horizontals rule supreme. To solve use 
radial patterns or the union jack principle (sunburst or eight main radials) 
 
Color field, evenly stained canvas and abstract textures show underplay of the center and 
the constraints of boundary and format and they replace hierarch with coordination (tied 
to Monet). 
 
Central position of subject shows what is the most important 
 
Center can be used as a teasing contradiction between an element kept deliberately small 
and its crucial importance for the story being presented i.e. landscape with the fall of 
Icuras 
 

 
 



By omitting any direct reference to a center it understates the basic stability of the 
composition it entrusts it to interaction of its vectors and charges the viewer with 
organizing what they see by referring it to the indirectly given center. 
 
Bipolar composition-duality, the meeting of 2 portions divided and balanced by a center 
axis. No direct subject is in the center, but on both sides. 
 

 
 
Persons faraway looking toward viewer brings viewer back to foreground 
 
Each area of the canvas is given equal prominence since no need to distinguish between 
figure and ground. 
 
Kazmir Malchovich Ð Supremacist element: circle refines rectangle has only one center 
and at least two geometric centers. Visual and compositional center 
 
Matrix, darks and light of the picture making a graphic conglomerate, which unite picture 

A. Dark matrix, dark holding together light  
B. Light matrix, light holding isolated darks 
C. Indeterminate matrix, not strong darks or lights 

 
Usually image less dramatic but brighter low toned muted, use of the checkerboard 
 
Combine shapes (create passage zone) to guide eye through picture. 
 
Graphic echo to the boarders (CŽzanne) it echoes or reinforces our gravitational sense 
with a true graphic reference in the picture. Find on volumetric, sides, centerlines, 
wallsÉ does the following: 

A. Reinforces gravitational sense 
B. Some vary relate to the symbols indicated in the picture 
C. Some relation to the borders donÕt require lines they can be implied 

A rotated picture lines and other linear references for other picture lines and other linear 
organization rather than to vertical or horizontal boarder picture lines held to emphasize 
or minimize the dominant shape. 
 



 
A. Normal 
B. Higher 
C. Wider 
D. Smaller 

 
Controlling eye direction: 

 
 
On a drawing the graphic eye canÕt go behind an object, instead it will go to another 
tension point; it needs to go around in a ÒtroughÓ 
 
The eye sweeps through a ÒtroughÓ between two volumes but the eye also flows a path of 
least resistance. 
 
But as you separate two volumes tension decreases, so eye less likely to find 
 
The eye travels rapidly through large clear troughs quicker down than up. As it 
approaches the top border to examine details the eye must move slowly through, moves 
rapidly around clusters, the more active the more clearly a trough needs to be.  
 
Centers of interest, guiding the eye: 
 



     
 
A. Entry hands a foil to distract the eye than to the head and loops back down, pulled down 
because of strong pull of bottom boarder than slips up to side (BC), which is greater attraction 
than (CD)  
  
B. Figure at (BC) large area (AD) the eye is overwhelmed by extreme pull of (AD) & (AB) and 
leaves the picture thus interest lessoned other spaces encompassing figure seems congested  
  
C. Secondary loops, 1 loop around foil (hands) second around head (center of interest), 3rd knob 
of chair and 4th around the accent in the background than back to the head, the eye continually 
returns to the center of interest. 
  
Generally the more open and clear the entry the easier the picture is to read. 
  
Jamming the entry 

A. Back of subject may be subordinated easily 
B. If it seems top insistent the pattern of entry will be altered or destroyed  
C. If an overlay is placed between the spectator and the trough, the entry will be weakened 

or completely changed  
  
  

 
 
Double portrait, which head should be seen first, foil the other head 
  
Varying the center of interest. Many figures (and not through color i.e. paintings main figure in red 
or green or arrow. 

 
A. Doughnut 



B. Isolation 
C. A spot in relation to large unimportant areas 

 
Non-bulls 

 
Delayed interest, force eye to move through a series of loops around interesting but secondary 
points after two or three than to the true center of interest (Peter Bruegel, the Elder Christ 
Carrying the Cross)  
  
The relation of corners to the boarder 
  
Jamming the entry or jam the space of a trough by jamming an important part by placing it next to 
the boarder or another important part between the two elements (in the following the head is not 
the center except in D  
 

 
 
Cropping 
The problem with tangency is the eye consistently returns very distracting by introducing 
a foil we force the eye through the area formed by the close volume and the boarder. The 
eye moves past the questionable point. 
 
Controversy over the entry (other theories) 

A. We look immediately at the center of interest like a target, which refutes the 
importance and premise that boarders of a picture are really symbols of forces 
(Malivch refutes this) 

B. Enter the picture of the bottom that our eye moves up through the picture to the 
center of interest (high murals) based on the idea that in nature this is how we 
scan space. Thus begin at the base. Strong diagonals often applied driving from 
foreground into distance, unfortunately such use of diagonals is based upon 
perspective concept of picture structure, which makes control of the picture 
surface extremely difficult to control. The base interrupts the diagonal. The eye is 
freed into upper region of the picture not the diagonal but a loop. 

C. We see elements of a picture indiscriminately that we just happen to see things 
(resulting in bulls eye or chaos) 



 
Tension between two or ore volume or shapes and their surface often is last because too 
much interest in subject matters. 
 
The more factual image the more we accept space around form, and then we ignore 
surrounding space. Also blinding us to possible graphic excitement i.e. movement, shape, 
surface, contours. 
 
One of the qualities of space composition is the possibility of seeing the picture both fit 
and deep at the same time. 
 
Kinds of compositions 

• Symmetrical 
• Vertical 
• Horizontal 
• Angular lines 
• Triangles 
• Diagonal 
• Opposed diagonals 
• Rhythmic line 
• Self contained (Cave paintings) 

 
Technical Qualities 

A. Texture 
B. Outline 
C. Subjective lines (grid) 
D. Significant edges 
E. Corners are arrows (and must be dealt with) 
F. Funnel effect (produce duets not returning to picture plane) 
G. Avoiding funnel 
H. Aerial perspective 
I. Filling the format 
J. Controlling shadows  
K. Perspective 
L. Protrusions form the picture plane 

 
A few technical in-depth and problems  

• Funnel effect Ð control them in back, which steps all rhythmic movement 
by a recession into space without return. 

• Arial Ð Progressive stepping back of values concentrates in the 
foreground, leaving empty uninteresting areas in reminder of the picture 
causing funnel effect receding into the back with no way back. 

• Too much perspective Ð Leads out of picture 
• Bumps and hallows Ð to preserve the integrity of the picture plane is to 

keep the surface fit. Must use with care. 
 



When composition shows weakens it is usually in the organization of darks. 
 
How to stabilize a composition: 

• Verticals stabilize by repeating lines, which flatten the picture. 
• Horizontals stabilize and unify as dominate lines in a composition 
• Rhythmic lines flow from back to foreground creating movement.  

 
Figures often placed as musical notes. 

 
 
Turn large open negative space into structured geometric shapes wherever possible and 
establish relationships. Use light and dark value relationships. 
 
Distortions solidify overall composition and satisfy over inner desire for spatial order 
 
Diagonal, overall unstable, requires an opposing force-to-force balance.  
 
Negative space needs to be broken up into 2-d geometric shapes involving the 
background of closed geometric negative shapes play an important part in all 2-D surface 
shapes vary, with no two alike in shape or size and are related to each other and to the 
whole. 
 

 
 
Easier to avoid negative space problems in horizontal composition cropping brings action 
forward supporting intensity. 
 
 Separating composition into rectangular shapes emphasize verticals in contrast to the 
main triangular shape 
 



To avoid problems of empty space, close negative areas wherever possible. Turn them 
into closed geometric shapes that are repeated in rhythmic variety (Picasso very good, 
Juan Gris not very good) 
 
Center object not as much weight as one laterally but more importance is put on center 
object.  
 
Quality and quantity of darks placed in relation to large light open areas is the key to 
organized space. 
 
Interlocking shapes unifies and makes into organic while creating contains movement in 
space. Creates in and out spatial tension by uniting near and far planes and then separates 
them in space.  
 
Small touches of color contrasting backgrounds of subdued tonalities. Fractured image, 
lively patterns of light and dark. Lost and found areas. 
 
Large simple forms placed with in the picture plane with little relation to edges creating 
careful modulations of contour and silhouetted edges by cutting into the dark passages. 
 
Contrast shape and tone, white circle emphasized and balanced opposition of light and 
dark. 
 
Inventions of forms and colors and shapes fused to a high expression (microsubconsious) 
 
Geometrical interior composition, highest degree of sophistication in paintings on a small 
scale. Examples Vermeer, Vuillard, DeHooch 
 

 
 
Plane B is parallel to picture plane C (thus static), plane C is indicated as ground and is 
diagonal.  
 



 
 
Plane in relation to ground C and back with A angle of B force it to rotate away from A, 
Thus B is dynamic. 
 

 
 
Spatial organization Ð Volume moving in space, movement between volume and large 3-
d generally have a circular movement in negative space without scientific perspective or 
light shade. 
 
Scale among the factors to which the problem of scale is immediately related are: 

• Relation of space to volume in a quantitative sense 
• Relation of sizes in parts to the whole picture 
• Relation of sizes through association 

 
Wedging Ð putting shapes lines volume, objects in-between the heighten space and scale. 
 
Scale through emphasis of the parts Ð Dramatic areas by making them significant shapes 
(i.e. using face features as small shapes disturbs in large shapes, interest in a hand 
because small shapes in large shape is noticeable. 
 
Minimize blank areas in the picture by dramatizing the size and distribution of significant 
parts (use multi stationary points) 
 
Seen on a monument and from some ways off a human figure with a large head looks 
small and one with a small head looks large. 
 
Monumental Art Ð Needs to adjust for perspective high up by: 

1. Adapt to architecture  
2. Big head, small head 
3. Multi points of perspective (clustered to open space) 

 



Academic Teachers say a well designed figure painting should have a main group and a 
secondary one and there should be a certain proportion between dark and light. Main 
figures should not be exactly in the middle using a pyramidal form of construction. 
General color should be warm (warm vs. cold, Renaissance vs. Italian). 
 
Framing 
 

 
 
High Key 

A. Expands 
B. Recedes 
C. DonÕt use 

Mid Key 
D. Projects 
E. Expands 
F. Recedes 

Low Key 
G. DonÕt use 
H. Projects 
I. Expands 

 



 
Various compositional methods: 

A. Emphasizes vertical subject 
B. Emphasizes horizontal subject 
C. Emphasizes size 



D. Forces attention 
E. Forces attention 
F. Static 
G. Informal 
H. Depth 
I. Formal 
J. No boarder and moody 
K. White projects 
L. Gray expands 
M. Black recedes 

 
Horizontal and vertical continuity (Manet hid this type of composition complexity) 
resembling the grid that planes indicated should not be conceived of as an arrangement of 
planes in recession from front to back but wields the painting into one plane giving it 
closure helping unify an agitated surface by establishing resting areas comparable to 
pauses. 
 
Seven basic compositions 
 

1. Horizontal Ð Calm 
2. Diagonal Ð Motion 
3. Pyramid Ð Stability 
4. Jagged shapes Ð Tension 
5. Round Ð Restful 
6. V shaped Ð Unstable 
7. Circle Ð Perfection 

 
Frieze composition Ð Figures grouped in a long horizontal band, can't really have a single 
focal point since the eye can't encompass all parts at same time. Thus have a series of 
focal points that lead to one another and the eye to pass over the band. 
 
Cezanne Method Ð Anchoring compositions where it was justified by the motif by 
creating a deep spot on the canvas in the exact center (this method is not used all that 
often). 
 
Route Tournante a la Roche 
 
Iconic characterized by a central or horizontal, frontal and very close display of figures. 
 
Narrative characterized by lateral/transversal display with figures in profile and maybe 
less close to the frontal plane. 
 
Ways to achieve unity 

1. Proximity 
2. Repetition 
3. Continuation Ð continuing line one object to another 



4. Continuity Ð edges lined up 
 
Unity with variety 

1. Variation in the grid 
2. Varied repetition 
3. Emphasis on unity 
4. Emphasis on variety 
5. Control 

 
Achieve Emphasis 

1. Contrast 
2. Isolation 
3. Placement 
4. Degree of Emphasis 
5. Absence of focal point 

 
Basic principles: 

A. Quadrant-value from dark to light not at equal amounts  
B. Sequential dependent of rhythm changing sizes and values  
C. Asymmetrical (dynamic)-balance between the two sides of the composition  
D. Symmetrical-Perfect balance, calm and restful 
E. Golden (Fibonacci sequence)-1 to 1.618 ration 
F. Rule of thirds (informal)-naturally occurring through foreground, middle and back  

  
Compositions: 

A. Balance by opposition of line 
B. Balance by opposition of spots 
C. Transition of line (Rembrandt, Velasquez) 
D. Balance by gradation (Turner) 
E. Balance of principality or isolation (David) 
F. Balance of cubical space (balance front and back of space, flow in-between)  
G. Apparent of formal-Symmetrical (Raphael) 

  
Axis theory 
  
Angular composition-Based on vertical or horizontal 
  
FORM 
5 aspects 

1. Structural 
2. Aesthetic 
3. Organic 
4. Tactile 
5. Dynamic 

  
Formal Structure-frame boarder and plane/surface 



  


