
SWS February Challenge 2026- Composition 
 
Overview 
The terms composition and design are often used synonymously. While they do work 
harmoniously, they represent different visual characteristics. Composition signifies the 
arrangement of the visual elements and principles of design independent of subject 
matter. Design elements are line, shape, color, value, tone, texture and depth. Design 
principles are balance, contrast, movement, rhythm, emphasis, proportion and unity. 
These elements and principles form the nucleus of an artist’s compositional tool chest. 
Every painting relies on them, but some will be more apparent than others. 
 
Composition 
Art composition involves arranging elements for visual appeal, with the Rule of 
Thirds (placing subjects on a 3x3 grid's lines/intersections) being a key guideline for 
balance, while other methods include Leading Lines, Symmetry, Framing, Rule of 
Odds, Negative Space, and the more complex Golden Ratio/Spiral, all aiming for 
dynamic, engaging visuals rather than static centering.  
 
Key Compositional Techniques 

●​ Rule of Thirds: Divide your canvas into nine equal parts (two horizontal, two 
vertical lines). Place focal points on the four intersections or along the lines for 
natural-looking balance, avoiding dead-center placement. 

●​ Symmetry & Patterns: Creates order, stability, and even majesty (like in religious 
art) by mirroring elements, often using reflections or architectural forms. 

●​ Leading Lines: Use natural or man-made lines (roads, rivers, fences) to guide the 
viewer's eye towards the main subject. 

●​ Framing (Frame within a Frame): Use elements like doorways, windows, or tree 
branches to create a natural border around your subject, adding depth. 

●​ Rule of Odds: Grouping subjects in odd numbers (3, 5, 7) is often more visually 
appealing and memorable than even numbers. 

●​ Negative Space: The empty space around your subject. Leaving ample negative 
space creates simplicity, emphasizes the subject, and prevents clutter. 

●​ Depth & Perspective (Foreground Interest): Adding elements in the foreground 
helps create a sense of three-dimensionality, making flat art feel more immersive. 

https://www.google.com/search?q=Leading+Lines&oq=Art+-+different+kinds+of+compositions%2C+rule+of+thirds%2C+etc.&gs_lcrp=EgZjaHJvbWUyBggAEEUYOTIHCAEQIRigATIHCAIQIRigATIHCAMQIRiPAjIHCAQQIRiPAjIHCAUQIRiPAtIBCjMwMDAxajBqMTWoAgiwAgHxBTHIVaWFNKrR8QUxyFWlhTSq0Q&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8&ved=2ahUKEwj23f7ym4ySAxVoweYEHSxuErUQgK4QegQIARAE
https://www.google.com/search?q=Symmetry&oq=Art+-+different+kinds+of+compositions%2C+rule+of+thirds%2C+etc.&gs_lcrp=EgZjaHJvbWUyBggAEEUYOTIHCAEQIRigATIHCAIQIRigATIHCAMQIRiPAjIHCAQQIRiPAjIHCAUQIRiPAtIBCjMwMDAxajBqMTWoAgiwAgHxBTHIVaWFNKrR8QUxyFWlhTSq0Q&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8&ved=2ahUKEwj23f7ym4ySAxVoweYEHSxuErUQgK4QegQIARAF
https://www.google.com/search?q=Framing&oq=Art+-+different+kinds+of+compositions%2C+rule+of+thirds%2C+etc.&gs_lcrp=EgZjaHJvbWUyBggAEEUYOTIHCAEQIRigATIHCAIQIRigATIHCAMQIRiPAjIHCAQQIRiPAjIHCAUQIRiPAtIBCjMwMDAxajBqMTWoAgiwAgHxBTHIVaWFNKrR8QUxyFWlhTSq0Q&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8&ved=2ahUKEwj23f7ym4ySAxVoweYEHSxuErUQgK4QegQIARAG
https://www.google.com/search?q=Rule+of+Odds&oq=Art+-+different+kinds+of+compositions%2C+rule+of+thirds%2C+etc.&gs_lcrp=EgZjaHJvbWUyBggAEEUYOTIHCAEQIRigATIHCAIQIRigATIHCAMQIRiPAjIHCAQQIRiPAjIHCAUQIRiPAtIBCjMwMDAxajBqMTWoAgiwAgHxBTHIVaWFNKrR8QUxyFWlhTSq0Q&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8&ved=2ahUKEwj23f7ym4ySAxVoweYEHSxuErUQgK4QegQIARAH
https://www.google.com/search?q=Rule+of+Odds&oq=Art+-+different+kinds+of+compositions%2C+rule+of+thirds%2C+etc.&gs_lcrp=EgZjaHJvbWUyBggAEEUYOTIHCAEQIRigATIHCAIQIRigATIHCAMQIRiPAjIHCAQQIRiPAjIHCAUQIRiPAtIBCjMwMDAxajBqMTWoAgiwAgHxBTHIVaWFNKrR8QUxyFWlhTSq0Q&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8&ved=2ahUKEwj23f7ym4ySAxVoweYEHSxuErUQgK4QegQIARAH
https://www.google.com/search?q=Negative+Space&oq=Art+-+different+kinds+of+compositions%2C+rule+of+thirds%2C+etc.&gs_lcrp=EgZjaHJvbWUyBggAEEUYOTIHCAEQIRigATIHCAIQIRigATIHCAMQIRiPAjIHCAQQIRiPAjIHCAUQIRiPAtIBCjMwMDAxajBqMTWoAgiwAgHxBTHIVaWFNKrR8QUxyFWlhTSq0Q&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8&ved=2ahUKEwj23f7ym4ySAxVoweYEHSxuErUQgK4QegQIARAI
https://www.google.com/search?q=Golden+Ratio%2FSpiral&oq=Art+-+different+kinds+of+compositions%2C+rule+of+thirds%2C+etc.&gs_lcrp=EgZjaHJvbWUyBggAEEUYOTIHCAEQIRigATIHCAIQIRigATIHCAMQIRiPAjIHCAQQIRiPAjIHCAUQIRiPAtIBCjMwMDAxajBqMTWoAgiwAgHxBTHIVaWFNKrR8QUxyFWlhTSq0Q&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8&ved=2ahUKEwj23f7ym4ySAxVoweYEHSxuErUQgK4QegQIARAJ
https://www.google.com/search?q=Rule+of+Thirds&oq=Art+-+different+kinds+of+compositions%2C+rule+of+thirds%2C+etc.&gs_lcrp=EgZjaHJvbWUyBggAEEUYOTIHCAEQIRigATIHCAIQIRigATIHCAMQIRiPAjIHCAQQIRiPAjIHCAUQIRiPAtIBCjMwMDAxajBqMTWoAgiwAgHxBTHIVaWFNKrR8QUxyFWlhTSq0Q&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8&ved=2ahUKEwj23f7ym4ySAxVoweYEHSxuErUQgK4QegQIAxAB
https://www.google.com/search?q=Symmetry+%26+Patterns&oq=Art+-+different+kinds+of+compositions%2C+rule+of+thirds%2C+etc.&gs_lcrp=EgZjaHJvbWUyBggAEEUYOTIHCAEQIRigATIHCAIQIRigATIHCAMQIRiPAjIHCAQQIRiPAjIHCAUQIRiPAtIBCjMwMDAxajBqMTWoAgiwAgHxBTHIVaWFNKrR8QUxyFWlhTSq0Q&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8&ved=2ahUKEwj23f7ym4ySAxVoweYEHSxuErUQgK4QegQIAxAD
https://www.google.com/search?q=Leading+Lines&oq=Art+-+different+kinds+of+compositions%2C+rule+of+thirds%2C+etc.&gs_lcrp=EgZjaHJvbWUyBggAEEUYOTIHCAEQIRigATIHCAIQIRigATIHCAMQIRiPAjIHCAQQIRiPAjIHCAUQIRiPAtIBCjMwMDAxajBqMTWoAgiwAgHxBTHIVaWFNKrR8QUxyFWlhTSq0Q&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8&ved=2ahUKEwj23f7ym4ySAxVoweYEHSxuErUQgK4QegQIAxAF
https://www.google.com/search?q=Framing&oq=Art+-+different+kinds+of+compositions%2C+rule+of+thirds%2C+etc.&gs_lcrp=EgZjaHJvbWUyBggAEEUYOTIHCAEQIRigATIHCAIQIRigATIHCAMQIRiPAjIHCAQQIRiPAjIHCAUQIRiPAtIBCjMwMDAxajBqMTWoAgiwAgHxBTHIVaWFNKrR8QUxyFWlhTSq0Q&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8&ved=2ahUKEwj23f7ym4ySAxVoweYEHSxuErUQgK4QegQIAxAH
https://www.google.com/search?q=Rule+of+Odds&oq=Art+-+different+kinds+of+compositions%2C+rule+of+thirds%2C+etc.&gs_lcrp=EgZjaHJvbWUyBggAEEUYOTIHCAEQIRigATIHCAIQIRigATIHCAMQIRiPAjIHCAQQIRiPAjIHCAUQIRiPAtIBCjMwMDAxajBqMTWoAgiwAgHxBTHIVaWFNKrR8QUxyFWlhTSq0Q&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8&ved=2ahUKEwj23f7ym4ySAxVoweYEHSxuErUQgK4QegQIAxAJ
https://www.google.com/search?q=Negative+Space&oq=Art+-+different+kinds+of+compositions%2C+rule+of+thirds%2C+etc.&gs_lcrp=EgZjaHJvbWUyBggAEEUYOTIHCAEQIRigATIHCAIQIRigATIHCAMQIRiPAjIHCAQQIRiPAjIHCAUQIRiPAtIBCjMwMDAxajBqMTWoAgiwAgHxBTHIVaWFNKrR8QUxyFWlhTSq0Q&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8&ved=2ahUKEwj23f7ym4ySAxVoweYEHSxuErUQgK4QegQIAxAL
https://www.google.com/search?q=Depth+%26+Perspective&oq=Art+-+different+kinds+of+compositions%2C+rule+of+thirds%2C+etc.&gs_lcrp=EgZjaHJvbWUyBggAEEUYOTIHCAEQIRigATIHCAIQIRigATIHCAMQIRiPAjIHCAQQIRiPAjIHCAUQIRiPAtIBCjMwMDAxajBqMTWoAgiwAgHxBTHIVaWFNKrR8QUxyFWlhTSq0Q&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8&ved=2ahUKEwj23f7ym4ySAxVoweYEHSxuErUQgK4QegQIAxAN


●​ Filling the Frame: Intentionally getting close to your subject to eliminate 
distractions and create intimacy.  (Cropping). 

●​ Golden Ratio/Spiral (Phi): A more advanced mathematical proportion (approx. 
1:1.618) found in nature, used to create harmonious, flowing compositions, often 
visualized as the Golden Spiral.  

Why Use Them? 
●​ Visual Interest: Breaks monotony and guides the eye. 

●​ Balance: Creates harmony between elements, even when asymmetrical. 

●​ Emotion: Can evoke feelings of drama, calm, power, or mystery. 

●​ Clarity: Helps isolate and emphasize the main subject.  

 

 

 

Examples of Famous Artists Using Composition Principles 

https://www.google.com/search?q=Filling+the+Frame&oq=Art+-+different+kinds+of+compositions%2C+rule+of+thirds%2C+etc.&gs_lcrp=EgZjaHJvbWUyBggAEEUYOTIHCAEQIRigATIHCAIQIRigATIHCAMQIRiPAjIHCAQQIRiPAjIHCAUQIRiPAtIBCjMwMDAxajBqMTWoAgiwAgHxBTHIVaWFNKrR8QUxyFWlhTSq0Q&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8&ved=2ahUKEwj23f7ym4ySAxVoweYEHSxuErUQgK4QegQIAxAP
https://www.google.com/search?q=Golden+Ratio%2FSpiral&oq=Art+-+different+kinds+of+compositions%2C+rule+of+thirds%2C+etc.&gs_lcrp=EgZjaHJvbWUyBggAEEUYOTIHCAEQIRigATIHCAIQIRigATIHCAMQIRiPAjIHCAQQIRiPAjIHCAUQIRiPAtIBCjMwMDAxajBqMTWoAgiwAgHxBTHIVaWFNKrR8QUxyFWlhTSq0Q&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8&ved=2ahUKEwj23f7ym4ySAxVoweYEHSxuErUQgK4QegQIAxAR
https://www.google.com/search?q=Phi&oq=Art+-+different+kinds+of+compositions%2C+rule+of+thirds%2C+etc.&gs_lcrp=EgZjaHJvbWUyBggAEEUYOTIHCAEQIRigATIHCAIQIRigATIHCAMQIRiPAjIHCAQQIRiPAjIHCAUQIRiPAtIBCjMwMDAxajBqMTWoAgiwAgHxBTHIVaWFNKrR8QUxyFWlhTSq0Q&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8&ved=2ahUKEwj23f7ym4ySAxVoweYEHSxuErUQgK4QegQIAxAS


 

 

landscape study by John Singer Sargent 

 

 

 

Boats on the Beach at Saintes Maries by Van Gogh 
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The Windmill at Wijk bij Duurstede (c. 1670) by Dutch Golden Age artist 
Jacob van Ruisdael 

 

 

The Bath, created by Italian Baroque artist Federico Barocci 


