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LEARNING PLAN 
An Overview of the Composition Training 

The Composition Module is a game changer. It is a major move towards you 
becoming an original artist and not a copyist.    It is also a very creative and 

‘fun’ module. 
 

Composition Training also makes you into a better more orignal artist. 

 
At the Heart of this training is the idea that you begin to keep a file of images – 

original images and also those from open source (copyright free).    With a 
sound knowledge of composition you will avoid copying por compositions! 

 
Ideally you will want to keep a file of ‘good’ images  which you consider pretty 

close to a good composition and needing little change.   And also a file of 
photos which come under misc. reference, which will have elements you like 

and want to incorporate into a composition. 
 

PHOTOGRAPHY  

The first time we try to use photographs to produce a drawing or a painting, 
our first instincts are to copy them.   This is a doubly strong inclination because 
the common attitude to photography is that it ‘captures the truth’, and ‘a 
photograph cannot lie’.   And we all know the school of thought that weighs 
heavy on original artists that photographic realism is real art. (!)   But 
photography, - poorly composed photography is still the one single source of 
the worst paintings I have seen.       
 
The first part of composition training is about photography and how we use it.  
Photographers need to use much the same Core rules of composition as 
painters do.  There are two video trainings which are about photography. So 
armed with this training, you will be able to make choices – good 
choices.      
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                      Introduction to Composition 

 
Image of the Introduction to Composition Video 

(This is the basics of Composition – Please also download the PDF that 
accompanies this video.) 

Core principles of Composition – the Main Questions 
 

1. Where/what is my FOCAL POINT?   
   

2. WHAT direction is the LIGHT COMING FROM? 
 

3. WHAT FORMAT should this composition be in?   (landscape, portrait or 
square?) 
 

4.  HOW CAN I SUPPORT the Focal Point of the painting? 
        a)    Remove something – or maybe move something?      
        b)    Add something to the composition to give importance to the focal 
point? 
 
(Make sure all the strongest tonal values contrasts are within the area of the focal point.  
Also make sure that the strongest colours are in the area of the focal point.     This means 
that all strongest tonal values and colour should not be anywhere near the edges of your 
painting). 
 
What the Greyscale Exercise is to Tonal Values – these Main 

questions are to Composition 
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Exercise 1 - Introduction 
 

Choosing 6 Landscape Images  

 
This exercise kicks off the Composition Module. 

 

We all have photos from the past and present which we 
though might make a good painting - and many which we 
might have though wouldn’t.   Interestingly both are of 
equal value for this exercise 
 
It is also the case that you may find many more than 6 
images and you should keep those in a file for future 
reference. 

 

1)  Don’t choose professionally produced calendar images.   We 
need specifically ‘normal’ ones. 

 
2)  Pick your images in landscape with some variety in them eg 

with buildings and without buildings.      
 

3)  You might think it looks dull or the light is not good 
enough.  That is fine. 
 

4) I shall set up a gallery in the Forum to post the images into. 
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Exercise 2 – Introduction 

 
Having chosen the images – we now have to learn 
something about compostion: 

 
1) Watch the Introduction to Composition Video first. 

 
2) Make a note or two of how your images comply with the 

advice on the videos. 
 

Do they all have a good light source?  Do they all have a 
focal point?  Etc. 
 
Could you improve the images by employing some of my 
compositional decisions in the second video? 
 

3) Separate the better ones from the poor ones. 
 

4) Finally choose at least two that you think you can work with. 
 

5) From your selections – you will eventually produce 
some originally composed paintings. 
 

6) Watch Thinking about Composition form the start,  How I 
use photographs in my work,  How to place yourself in the 
right position and The Power of Cropping  videos. 
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Thinking About Composition from the Start 

 

 
Image of the Thinking about Composition from the start video 

Learning about Composition is a game changer.  It will put you in charge of 
your paintings when using photographs as well as from life.  How to compose 
becomes instinctive over a relatively short time.    We need to think about 
Composition from the start. 
 
In this video I go through my thought processes of how to approach a photo 
and question different ideas of how the best composition can be achieved.   
Sometimes there are more than one possible option. 

Learning how to use some parts of a photo and omit others is a big step 
forward.   Learning what to look for in the landscape – which will add to your 
composition is of major value.      All too often it is all too easy to copy a 
photograph, when it is far better to use photos as a reference in your own 
composition. 
 
You will also notice the use of the sketchbook.   It really is the best habit to 
develop to take your photo and roughly (thumbnails) sketch out your idea 
based on the 4 core principle questions. 

It is this pre planning – the thinking process that will develop your work . 
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How I Use Photography in my own work 
 

 

Image of the using Photography in my own work video 

 

This is an insight into my thinking processes as I approach a new painting.  How 
I work live and how I work using photography.   Both approaches need sound 
compositional knowledge. 

In this video you will see some of the original photography I used for some of 
my paintings on my website.   Only by doing this can you fully understand the 
choices I faced and why I made the choices I did.    It was an interesting 
exercise for me as I worked on this training too, given that so much of what I 
do now is the product of experience and instinct, it is always a good idea to re 
examine what I do and why. 

This is also the reason it is a great idea to save your work.  Not because it is a 
good piece, but also if it is a poor piece that needs some work. 

There are good lessons to be learnt here, not least of all developing sound 
habits in the approach to your work. 
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The Power of Cropping 
 

            

Cartoon is one of many that a student would produce for me whenever he attended one of  my 
courses – he came to many courses and I ended up with a few really funny cartoons. 

Image of the Cropping video top left – Duddon Bridge  

 

This Video takes you through the when why and how to crop for better 
compositions.   Cropping has been the saviour of many a poorly composed 
composition.   In classes I would have a Cropping session regularly and it never 
failed to amaze and please the students who went home with great 
compositions that they didn’t know they had. 
 
You don’t have to take a knife to your paintings to learn about cropping.   As I 
explain in this video it is really easy and convenient to use the cropping tool in 
any photo editing programme,  so that you can digitally crop in a variety of 
ways to see which looks best. 

  

Another real game changer.   You can also do the same with any photgraph 
you intend to use – to see which composition is best. 

. 
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Images will be provided for the Still life exercises. 

 

Composition in Still Life and Florals 

 

 

Image of Composition in Still Life video 

 

(The above painting is not my work and I have no reference for it yet) 
 
Florists are one example (and anyone who works in a visual design capacity) of 
those who need a good eye for composition.  Florists of course when designing 
bouquets and floral displays need a sound compositional knowledge of how to 
balance colour and texture in a display. 
 
Still life painting is perhaps the strongest of all compositional disciplines 
because it is the work of an artist who composes using a diverse collection of 
objects and different elements.  Some amazing still life work emerges from 
sound composition.   

 

This video attempts to show you quite a range of compositions in Still life. 

Exercises will be set in Charcoal and Pastel 
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Images will be provided for Portraiture Exercises 

Composition in Portraiture 

 

 

                                Image of the Composition in Portraiture video 
 
 
Composition in Portraiture can be a minefield.  It really can stretch the portrait 
artist’s understanding of composition when trying to work out a good 
composition from photographs that have been supplied by the client as a 
commission.    Fundamentally portraiture needs the exact same considerations 
as landscape.  Light source, format and the placing of the head being 
paramount. 

This video show how artists over time have tried to be original in their 
compositional choices with their portrait work.  

  
Exercises will be set in both charcoal and pastel. 
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Images will be provided for this training 

Composition in Animal Portraiture 
 

 

Image of the Composition in animal Portraiture 

 

Animal portraiture can be the hardest genre to achieve a good composition.  
Why?   Because so many times owners of animals and artist don’t know how to 
take good photographs of animals. 

 

This video will to some extent look at the better compositions of animal 
portraiture  and explain how and why they work. 

 

Exercises will be set for this training in both charcoal and pastel. 

 


