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Composition in Visual 
arts is the organization of 
the visual elements such 
as dots, shapes, lines, 
colours, or any other 
element that appears in 
artwork. Depending on 
the locations of every 
object or element the 
depiction can cause 
different visual 
impressions or moods.

1. What is composition?



Composition encloses 
some aspects, like the 
format, the rhythm, the 
compositional scheme 
and balancing the 
image. And there are 
also some rules that 
help to carry out a 
good composition.

1. What is composition?



The Triumph of Bacchus, Diego de Velázquez





Two-dimensional formats Three-dimensional formats

The format is the size, the shape 
and the disposition in the space 
of the surface on which an 
artwork is done. 

When making a painting or a 
drawing the first thing to decide 
is the shape of the format that 
we are going to use.

2. Format



Two-dimensional formats

In two dimensions the format is usually a
canvas, a board or any flat surface which
are used as a medium to create the
depiction.

2. Format



1. Vertical format: 

• Visual sensation of balance 
and elevation. It has been 
used for religious subjects 
because the sense of elevation 
and spirituality. 

• It can be used for long raising 
elements such as human 
figure standing, trees or 
towers



• It provides calm and 
stability. Very much used in 
areas of landscape and still 
life, which helps create the 
effect of order of its 
elements. 

• They are more likely to be 
used in still life, lying people 
or landscapes. 

2. Horizontal format: 



• Provides great stability 
to the shapes placed on 
its basic and limits the 
expansion of the forms 
on the top.

3. Triangular format: 



• Surrounding movement.
• They are called tondi 

(tondo in plural)which is 
an Italian word. Tondi 
were popular in the 
Renaiscence period.

4. Circular format: 



• Focuses vision and 
balances visual 
tensions.

5. Square format: 



6. Irregular format: 

• An irregular format can 
be found in comic frames



- When a format is three-dimensional it means it has to be 
related to any volumetric figure such as buildings objects or 
rooms. 

- Greek temples' facades show a triangle on the top. These 
triangles are called pediments and usually hold scluptures. 

- Domes are spherical roofs for some buildings like churches 
and on their inner face they usually show murals. And most 
churches access doors have a tympanum over them that also 
hold sculptures. 

Three-dimensional formats

2. FORMAT



3. COMPOSITION RULES
1. The rule of thirds 
It is mainly used in photography and graphic 
design, it consists on trazing a grid dividing the 
main rectangle sides in three equal parts and 
drawing two horizontal and two vertical axes 
through these divisions. 

The four middle intersections correspond with the 
image elements that have more visual weight or 
importance in the composition.



2. The rule of the balance 
It is a simple way to compose an image. When 
using it the visual weights, shapes and colors are 
spread to both sides of an imaginary middle axis. 

So the most important element is located towards 
the center while the other elements, not as 
important,towards the edge.

3. COMPOSITION RULES



3. The golden rectangle
The Golden rectangle is structured by the golden ratio which is 
1,618, this number is the result of dividing its long side by the 
short one.

Artists, architects and designers have been using this rectangle 
as a pattern for composition since centuries before Christ.

A golden rectangle can be divided in 
a square and another rectangle, over 
and over, getting smaller and smaller 
golden rectangles and squares inside 
that is also golden. This
operation can lead to inscribe a 
spiral in the main rectangle.

3. COMPOSITION RULES



The Forge of Vulcan, 1630, Diego de Velázquez



4. The silver rectangle
The Silver rectangle has the property that if its cut by the middle 
of its long side it originates two similar rectangles to the first 
one, but half of its size. 

This rectangle is used as a standard for paper sheets and 
industry and it is called formally DIN, UNE OR ISO. 

Depending on the size they are called DIN A0, the biggest, DIN 
A1, A2, A3, A4...

3. COMPOSITION RULES



The set of lines and basic geometric shapes on
which the image is supported. Sometimes the
composition can be guided by modular patterns.

The compositional schemes can be classified in
simple or composed depending on their complexity.

4. COMPOSITIONAL SCHEMES



Murillo, 1650, Beggar child

1. Simple compositional scheme:

They are normally formed by one 
or several basic geometric figures 
or lines. The most common are: 
symmetrical, triangular, two 
converging lines, cross, diagonal, 
forming an "S" or "L", radial, 
circular, oval, spiral, etc.

4. COMPOSITIONAL SCHEMES



2. Composite compositional scheme:

The compositional schemes can 
vary depending on the observer 
that performs the analysis, they 
can be met such as the gaze 
directions, the positions of the 
different principal elements of the 
artwork, and the orientations of 
the elements or movement of the 
characters.

4. COMPOSITIONAL SCHEMES



1. Rhythms regarding the shapes:
Rectilinear: Express seriousness and order.
Broken: Transmit nervousness, tension,
dynamism and aggressiveness.
Curved: express little movement.
Wavy: Enhance the sense of movement.

2. Rhythms for the disposition in 
space:
Continuous: They are monotonous.
Alternate: Give feeling of controlled movement.
Discontinuous: express freedom of movement
Increasing: enhance the effect of depth.

5. RHYTHMS



6. THE VISUAL 
BALANCE

• We get the visual 
balance with the 
right compensation 
and distribution of 
the visual weight 
and direction of 
shapes.

Wassily Kandinsky



7. VISUAL WEIGHT

• The visual weight is the 
focus of interest of the 
composition, shapes or 
colors that attract 
attention, to which we 
turn our gaze.

• In the painting of Edgar 
Degas the eye is 
immediately drawn to the 
right side of the painting.



8. SYMMETRY

• Shapes are 
arranged in respect 
to a central axis.

• Symmetrical balance 
and stable.

• Static compositions

Masaccio, Trinity



The Birth of Venus , 1485, Boticelli

8. SYMMETRY




