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Proportion and
gesture
This month Ann Witheridge discusses the subject
that most eludes the artist, yet is the foundation of
drawing: proportion
Ann Witheridge

roportion is the foundation of
drawing. It is relatively easy
concept to understand and should
be easy to achieve as it is the basic
height of an object compared to the
width. We are all made up of the same
bone structure and the three core
masses - head, torso and pelvis - are
proportionally more or less the same
from one person to the other. Indeed, if
we think of Leonardo's universal man,
we all follow the same construct of our
overall height being equal to our
overall width from finger to finger. This
reassuring fact should make us relaxed
about our ability to see proportion and
yet, as discussed last month, it is the
muscles and fat we carry that make us
seem so different.
The simplest way to see proportion is
to imagine placing someone on a
canvas; if their head were to touch the
top and their feet the bottom, how
wide would the canvas need to be? If
standing straight, but with arms
outstretched, we would need a
perfectly square canvas. If standing
straight but with arms by the side the
canvas would be very narrow, even
narrower than a third of the height.
Nor is there a set canon; proportion
can vary from the voluptuousness of a
Rubens to the leanness of a Cranach.
Proportion can also be distorted if the
distortion is within the overall
proportion of the whole. Think of
Pontormo or later Michelangelo, or from
the extremes of Giacometti and
Modigliani to Botero and Mailo!!. The
figures may not be naturally
proportioned but they are
proportionate to themselves.
So proportion is important, whether
accurate or relative proportion or
harmonious disproportion. But we
would be uninspired if the model were
to stand stock straight - we need to
add gesture to the proportion.

P

.4 Ann Witheridge Standing Pose, oil on linen board, 16 X 12in (40.5 X 30.5cm).
In this standing nude I have superimposed the anchor lines, the furthest points from the left to
the right, the gestural lines, which envelope the form, and the gestural line of the hips and
shoulders. These would be the essential 11 lines that give the most indication of the pose
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PRACTICAL
-. Ann Witheridge Seated Pose, oil on linen board, 10 X8in
(25.S X20.Scm).
In a seated or reclining pose, your anchor lines are no longer
necessarily the top of the head and base of the feet but perhaps
the bottom of the knees. Here the anchor lines are the base of the
bottom and top of the head. There is very little gesture apart from
the slight tilt of the head, but without the tilt the pose would be
rather dull. It doesn't have to be an overly dramatic or dynamic
angle for it to add gesture. Even this subtle tilt adds to the mood of
the painting

TIP
Try to draw your figure in 20 lines - these would be the most
essential lines. If you already have features of the portrait
indicated, you are jumping ahead of yourself. The portrait is
dependent on the overall proportions of the figure and the
gesture, not the other way round. If you already have
individualised limbs or rounded breasts, this is again too much
information.
Now try to draw the figure with only ten lines. Really reduce the
figure to the most essential lines. How little can you put down to
convey the most in terms of the overall proportions, the gesture,
the weight and the relationship of the three core masses of the
head, ribcage and pelvis with the limbs? It's not by adding detail
that you make an essentially correct drawing, but by getting the
core initial 10 or 20 lines correct.

Gesture
Gesture is the great expression of
figure painting. It is the imbalanced
weight of a pose. In art historical terms,
it is the contraposto.
The classic contraposto pose is that of
the Venus de Milo or Michelangelo's
David. See how the pelvis is tilted at the
opposite angle to the shoulders.
Hogarth spoke of the natural line of
beauty. This is an elongated S-shape as i n the Venus de Milo. The next time
you are in a figure class note the S-form
in the pose - you will start seeing it
everywhere, in the line of the arm, as
with Sargent's Madame X, Velazquez'
reclining Roheby Venus or Titian 's Concert
Cftampetre. Indeed once we are aware of
the contraposto or Hogarth 's line of
beauty it is hard not to see it in every
aspect of the pose.
If you can capture both proportion
and gesture in their most subtle or
dynamic form, then you have a
successful image. All that follows, the
tones, the colours or techniques are
built on top; these are the taste, mood
and expression , but not the essence.
The essence of the figure is in the
proportion and gesture.

Proportion: then draw two lines at the
outer point of the pose. This
establishes the over9ll height of the
drawing in relation to the width.
Gesture: the consequent lines that are
at angles establish the gesture. Look at
the angle from the top of the head to
the outermost point, perhaps the hip or
an extended arm, and then again from
the hip or extended arm to the ankle.

Do th is on the other side. This applies
to a standing figure, a seated figure, or
a reclining one.
In a standing figure look fo r the angle
of the pelvis , which occurs around the
midpoint, and the angle of the
shoulders. This establishes your
contraposto . Look for the movement of
the spinal cord in a back view, or the
movement down the sternum through

Constructing the figure
Anchor lines: to find proportion draw
two lines, one at the top of the page,
another at the bottom . These two lines
are your anchors and establish the
height of your figure , the scale of your
figure and the placement on the canvas.
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.t. Ann Witheridge Reclining, oil on linen board, 10 X14in (25.S X35.Scm).
The overall width is harder to establish as we find it much easier to read heights than widths.
Here your outer gestural lines become even more important to establish the lean of the figure
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.A India Amos Contraposto, front,
charcoal on paper, 151'X7in (40 X 1Scm)
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Ann Witheridge Block-in, oil on linen board, 14X 11 in (35.2X28cm).

The initial lines are essential, whether you do them in pencil, charcoal, oil or any medium. In this
final painting three of my original construction lines are still in the image: the two anchor lines
of the top of the head and base of the bottom leading into the cast shadow, and the left
gestural line that indicates the relationship between the point furthest to the left of the image
by the hand, going at an angle along the shoulder to the top of head

the belly button to the pubic bone and
down the legs. Invariably one leg will
be bent and another straight. So often
we get so excited about the calf muscles
and knees that we forget to think about
the angle of the leg and the weight.

Sketch clubs
This is why sketch clubs are so great,
even if the lighting is poor or the model
changes pose every five minutes.
Spend the time trying to convey the

TIP
When you feel yourself getting drawn into
the detail start to look at the negative shapes
to help you draw. I often have students who
claim 'they just can't draw legs' when actually
the legs have been drawn beautifully but the
negative shape in between them is far too

most in terms of proportion and
gesture with a mere 20 lines. As Robert
Henri writes in the Art Spirit 'Your
struggle should be to perfect the
beginning of your painting'.
India Amos' drawings on the right
demonstrate how simple the approach
should be when drawing the figure.
Note the emphasised lines of gesture;
in a long drawing I would keep these
lighter on the paper but she wanted to
demonstrate in the early stages of the
drawing how simply she was trying to
see the figure underneath layers of
detail. Through your first 20 lines you
should only look to establish overall
proportion and gesture, don 't get
caught up in details . A few well-drawn
construction lines should be the
foundation of your drawing rather than
layers of badly drawn lines.
Im

wide. The negative shape itself is just as
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.A India Amos Contraposto, back,
charcoal on paper, 151'X7in (40 X 18 cm)

Ann Witheridge founded London Fine
Art Studios. She has taught figure
drawing and painting for over 15 years
and written for art periodicals over the
course of her teaching. India Amos has
been working with Ann for six years and
is head of figure drawing and
coordinates all the models at London
Fine Art Studios. For more information
see www.londonfineartstudios.com

Next month: Value patterns

important

46

J
II

1-h"cartist October 2016

w w w.painters-online.co.uk

