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The Human Figure

Artists gain knowledge from many
sources, but the greatest source of
knowledge comes from observa-
tion. This is especially true of the
figure artist. Learning to see the
figure as it really appears will do
more for increasing a person’s abil-
ity to draw the figure than almost
any other ability.

Probably the most significant thing
that I have learned through intent
observation is to see how things
really are instead of how I think
they should be. A big revelation for
me when I started really learning
how to draw was how many
assumptions I made in life. Let me
give you an example. Take the
human eye, which many think is
shaped like a football. I have seen
many beginning art students draw
eyes similar to footballs, as shown
in Figure 1.3.

Close examination shows that even
though the eye might resemble the
shape of a football, it is much more
complicated. Look at Figure 1.4.
The eye itself is actually a round
sphere within the eye socket. The
upper and lower eyelids cover the
ball of the eye, allowing only a
small portion to be seen. Rarely
does the iris of the eye show com-
pletely below the upper eyelid.
There is a tear duct on the side of
the eye near the nose. And the eye-
lids have thickness, which is most
noticeable on the lower lid.

When teaching students how to
draw eyes, I first have to unteach
the football shape and get them to
really look at the eye. As long as
they assume they know the shape
of the eye, they don’t really look at
it; they just draw footballs. Once
they really start to look at the eye,
they begin to understand how it
really looks and can draw it with
confidence (see Figure 1.5).

Figure 1.3 Beginning artists often
draw eyes in the shape of a foot-
ball.

Figure 1.4 The shape of the eye is
more complex than a simple foot-
ball.

Figure 1.5 It helps to know the
true nature of the eye to draw it
well.
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Vision

In addition to drawing skill and
knowledge, a good figure artist
needs one more ingredient—
vision. It doesn’t take vision to
draw something well and accu-
rately, but it does take vision to
create art.

Not long ago I was discussing with
a friend his recent experiences in
taking a drawing class at a local
university. He commented on
something I have often seen when
teaching my own students draw-
ing. He told me that he was
amazed at all of the things he had
never noticed before—things such
as the way light defines objects and
how reflected light makes objects
look like they have dimension. He
spoke of colors and shading, of
textures and motion, of composi-
tion and perspective. He com-
mented that he really wasn’t a very
good artist, but that taking a draw-
ing class was teaching him how to
see. He stated, “I never knew how
much I was missing in life until I
took this art class.”

My friend was gaining more in his
drawing class than just the ability
to draw. He was gaining artistic
vision—the ability to see the world
in a truer, clearer way. In other
words, he was gaining the ability to
see and understand the world
around him in a deeper, more pro-
found manner. This ability enables
the artist to see what most people

miss. What the artist sees might be
the subtle shading from light to
dark across a surface, or it might
be the underlying personality of
the person he or she is drawing. It
might be that the artist has a
unique way of looking at social sit-
uations, as Norman Rockwell did,
or it might be that the artist can see
the inner spirit of man, as
Michelangelo did. The artist then
takes that vision and infuses it into
his work to give the world a mean-
ingful work of art.

A trained artist who has learned to
draw and paint realistically experi-
ences life at a completely different
level than does a person who has
not had art training. The world
becomes a rich and beautiful place
full of wonder and excitement.

Even mundane objects and places
become interesting. Major art
museums are filled with paintings
of mundane scenes made interest-
ing by the hand of great masters
whose vision helped the rest of the
world see wonder in the ordinary.

Artistic vision requires the artist to
focus and see what others might
miss. It is difficult to say which ele-
ments the artist might pick up that
others miss, but let me give you a
simple example from my own
work. While drawing a portrait
one day, I noticed that the pupil of
the eye was set back from the lens.
Look at the drawing of the eye in
Figure 1.6. Notice that the clear
lens of the eye has thickness, and
both the iris and the pupil sit
behind the lens.

Figure 1.6 The iris and pupil sit behind the clear lens of the eye.
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For me, this simple discovery was
meaningful because it changed the
way I thought of eyes, and I began
to recognize the inherent quality of
offsetting the iris and pupil from
the outer edge of the eyeball when
the eyes are turned at an angle.
This might sound like a little thing,
but the little things sometimes
make the biggest differences in an
artist’s work.

Learning about

the Figure

In this book I hope to help you to
develop all three aspects of figure
art just mentioned. I will be giving
you practice exercises to help you
develop your physical art abilities.
I will give instruction to help
increase your knowledge of figure
drawing. And last of all, I will give
you creative challenges to help you
unlock your artistic vision. Let’s
start by going over some of the
basics of the figure. This will help
you to gain a foundation upon
which you can then learn how to
draw the human form.

Basic Proportions

of the Human

Form

As mentioned earlier, human bod-
ies come in a great variety of
shapes, sizes, and colors. It would
be almost impossible to describe
every variation while trying to give
you some basic guidelines for
drawing the figure. Instead, I will
attempt to give you some general
proportions based on an ideal
human body. The creators of
Figure Artist have been kind
enough to supply ideal male and
female virtual models that I will
use as references to show you the
proportions. Let me introduce
them to you. Meet James and
Jessica, shown in Figure 1.7.

James and Jessica are virtual mod-
els and not real people; therefore,
they are not based on a single body
type, but rather are designed to be
the ideal body types. Figure 1.8
shows our models without clothing
so you can better see their
anatomy.

Figure 1.7 James and Jessica are
our two virtual models.

Figure 1.8 Without their clothing,
you can better see the models’
body type.
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When working from the ideal fig-
ure as reference, the artist needs to
keep a couple things in mind.
First, the ideal figure is an ideal,
not an average. For example, the
average figure is about seven-and-
a-half heads high. (When measur-
ing, the figure artist will often use
the model’s head as a standard unit
of measurement because the head

doesn’t radically change dimen-
sions.) The ideal figure is about
eight heads high, giving it a slightly
larger-than-life feel. Look at Figure
1.9, which shows the proportions
of the ideal figure.

The “eight heads high” rule applies
to the female figure the same way it
applies to the male, as shown in
Figure 1.10.

Even though the female figure is
generally smaller than the male fig-
ure, the proportions are the same
because a person’s head is usually
proportional to their body. Thus,
taller people generally have larger
heads than shorter people do.

Figure 1.9 The ideal figure is eight heads high. Figure 1.10 The female figure is also eight heads
high.
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I also included a few other lines
over our male and female figures to
show some other interesting facts.

✎ The male figure is
about three head-
widths wide at the
shoulders and only
about two to two-and-
a-half wide at the hips.

✎ The female figure is
about two to two-and-
a-half head widths for
both the shoulders and
the hips.

✎ The halfway point for
the height of the figure
is just above the crotch
area of the model.

✎ The distance from the
center of the body to
the tip of the finger is
about half the height of
the model. Therefore,
the distance from fin-
gertip to fingertip is
equal to the model’s
height.

✎ If the body was divided
in height by four, the
bottom quarter line
would intersect the
knees, and the top
quarter line would be
just above the nipples.

✎ With the exception of
the hips and upper

legs, the male figure is
usually thicker than the
female figure.

✎ The widest point of the
hips on a female is
even with her crotch,
while the widest point
for the male is above
his crotch.

✎ If the male figure is
muscular, the upper leg
muscles will be wider
than the hips.

Figure 1.11 shows the male from
the front, side, and back. Notice
that the lower leg is almost entirely
to the right of the centerline in the
side view.

Figure 1.11 Look how the proportions line up with the figure from front, side, and back views.
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Figure 1.12 shows the female from
the front, side, and back.

You can use these general propor-
tions to help you set up your fig-
ures in your drawings. They create
a base for better understanding the
human form. Try sketching our
two models, shown in Figure 1.13.

For this drawing don’t worry too
much about getting a beautiful fig-
ure drawing. This is just an exer-
cise to show how to use the pro-
portions to set up a drawing.

Figure 1.12 The female figure seen from the front, side, and back

Figure 1.13 The two
models are walking and
wearing bathing suits.
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Figure 1.17 Draw the skeletal structures for the
two figures.

Figure 1.18 Now block in your figures.

4
Now fill in a rough skeletal structure for the
two figures, as shown in Figure 1.17.

5
Once things feel right, you can move forward
with blocking in your figures, as shown in
Figure 1.18.
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An eight-heads-high figure might
be the ideal height, but in some
cases it might not be ideal enough.
Fashion drawings, for example,
may use a character that is closer
to eight-and-a-half heads high, and
if you are doing a superhuman fig-
ure, such as in a comic book, the
figure might even be nine heads

high. Figure 1.19 shows the fash-
ion and heroic proportions next to
the ideal figure. Notice the differ-
ent feeling that each has.

You are in charge of your drawings.
Once you know the basic propor-
tions of the human figure, you can
adjust the proportions to get the
look you want.

This chapter has only touched
briefly on some of the important
aspects of figure drawing. I hope
you have had a chance to pull out
the Figure Artist CD and experi-
ment with it a little. In the next
chapter, we will cover figure
anatomy and construction.

Figure 1.19 Changing the number of heads-high a figure is changes the feeling of the figure.
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Figure 2.1 Use a simplified skeleton like the one shown here to start your drawing.
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The simplified skeleton should be
proportionally correct, as shown in
Figure 2.2, where I have overlaid
the same proportion chart used in
Chapter 1.

This simplified figure is very useful
in roughing out figures and figur-
ing out compositions. It is easy to
draw and doesn’t get bogged down
in detail. Here is an example of
how you can use it in conjunction
with Figure Artist.

Figure 2.2 Make your skeleton the correct proportions.
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S T E P - B Y - S T E P

1
Start by creating a pose in Figure Artist, simi-
lar to the one shown in Figure 2.3.

2
Using the posed figure for a reference, start
with the figure’s ribcage by drawing a simple
oval with a few lines to indicate the front of
the ribcage and the overlying pectoral mus-
cles, as shown in Figure 2.4.

Figure 2.3 Pose and render a figure from Figure
Artist.

3
Next draw a line for the spine and
attach another oval for the head, as
shown in Figure 2.5.

4
At the base of the spine, draw a
block for the hips, as shown in
Figure 2.6. The hips will usually be
rotated from the ribcage because the
back is flexible and the lower part of
the human torso usually counterbal-
ances the upper torso.

Figure 2.4 Start
by drawing an
oval for the
ribcage.

Figure 2.5 Add
the spine and
head to your
drawing.

Figure 2.6 Draw
the hips next.
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Figure 2.7 Draw the legs and arms of the figure. Figure 2.8 Draw in the hands, feet, and knees.

7
The last step is to draw simple shapes for the
hands, feet, and knees, as shown in Figure
2.8.

5
Now draw lines indicating the shoulders and
arms across the top of the ribcage.

6
Draw the legs coming down from the hips, as
shown in Figure 2.7.
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The skeleton that you just drew
should fit over the top of the fig-
ure, as shown in Figure 2.9. In
fact, a useful exercise for beginning
artists is to use a piece of tracing
paper and define the skeleton of
photographs from magazines and
other sources.

The nice part about drawing the
skeleton first is that you can use it
to create a number of very expres-
sive figures in very little time.

Gesture

Drawing

One of the most important aspects
of learning to draw the figure is
getting the feeling of life and action
in your drawings, as shown in
Figure 2.10. This is often referred
to as capturing a gesture or gesture
drawing.

Gesture drawing is the foundation
of good figure drawing. A gesture
drawing is a quick drawing of the
figure focusing on just the figure’s
action. It doesn’t need to be accu-
rate, but it does need to get the
feeling of life and movement that is
inherent in any figure.

Figure 2.9 The skeleton and figure should match up
with each other.

Figure 2.10 The skeleton can show action.
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The first step in doing a gesture
drawing is to establish the action
line of the figure. The action line is
a single line that shows the direc-
tion of the main movement of the
body. Figure 2.11 shows an action
line for a figure.

On top of the action line, the
skeleton can be roughed in quickly,
as shown in Figure 2.12. You will
notice that the construction lines

are really not very precise. They are
almost sloppy. That is okay.
Sometimes a good scribble has
more feeling than a well-planned
line.

Once you have an idea of general
proportions, you can draw the
actual skeleton, as shown in Figure
2.13.

The entire process of creating a
gesture drawing should take only
about 30 to 60 seconds. It is very
important to set a time limit and
push yourself when doing gesture
drawings. The time limit forces the
artist to focus only on the main
action and not on the detail. Figure
2.14 shows a page of gesture draw-
ings from a live model. Each draw-
ing was limited to 30 seconds.

Figure 2.11 The action line estab-
lishes the action of the body.

Figure 2.12 Quickly scribble in the
skeleton over the action line.

Figure 2.13 The skeleton is drawn
in over the construction lines.
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Figure 2.14 Try drawing several gesture drawings.
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Beginning figure artists tend to
draw stiff figures that have little or
no life in them. Your drawings will
improve dramatically if they have a
good gesture drawing as their
foundation. The timed gesture
drawing focuses on the continuity
in the figure, rather than the dis-
continuity of the joints.

Often a figure will seem stiff and
awkward because the artist will
focus on the joints rather than the
line that goes through the joints of
the body, causing a stiff robotic
look. The human form is made up
of curves. There is really nothing
straight about it. If you complain
that you can’t draw a straight line,

then you might be just right for
figure drawing.

Think of the body as a series of
curves. Some of the curves have
sharper angles than others, but
they are all curves. There is a curve
that goes through every joint,
including the elbow and knee
joints. The limbs of the body
should flow into each other, even if
they are bent at extreme angles.
Take a look at the example in
Figure 2.15. The figure in this
example has his legs bent sharply,
yet as you can see from the over-
laid lines, the joints can still flow
into each other.

Now it is time to do a little practic-
ing. Figures 2.16 through 2.21
show examples of our virtual mod-
els posed in some action poses.
Time yourself and draw a gesture
drawing with the simplified skele-
ton. Give yourself only about 30
seconds to do each drawing. You
might need to draw them more
than once to get a good gesture
drawing in that short of a time, but
hang in there until you have cap-
tured the action in each figure.

In Figure 2.16, the model is stand-
ing in a power position with his
feet spread and his arms to his
sides. See whether you can capture
the power behind the stance.

Figure 2.15 The joints should flow into each other.

Figure 2.16 Try to capture the power behind the
model’s stance.



25

Figure Construction

In Figure 2.17, the model has
shifted his stance and is reaching
up with his right arm. See whether
you can capture the weight and
pressure in the model’s legs and his
arm straining in the action.

In Figure 2.18, the model has just
completed a punch. His weight is
supported on his left leg, but the
power behind the punch came
from the right leg. Notice the twist-
ing of the torso.

In Figure 2.19, the model is in a
dramatic pose with both her arms
extended to the sides as if she were
a sorceress casting a major spell.

Can you capture the tension and
drama of the pose in your draw-
ing?

In Figure 2.20, the model is
crouching low, looking to spring
into action. This pose might be
more of a challenge because of the
overlapping limbs, but give it a try
and see whether you can capture
the coiled tension of the pose.

In this last pose in Figure 2.21, the
model is sagging as if she were very
tired. Maybe she was just hurt and
is trying to get up. See whether
you can put these aspects of the
pose into your drawing.

Each of the poses I just used as
examples is part of the library of
poses supplied with Figure Artist.
You can find them and many more
on the CD that came with this
book. Figure Artist is a great
resource for working with the
action of a figure and then drawing
the result. You can use the sup-
plied poses or come up with some
of your own. In Chapter 5, we will
cover posing the virtual models in
more detail.

Figure 2.17 The model moves into action. Figure 2.18 Look to which leg is supporting the
model’s weight.
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Figure 2.19 Try to capture the drama of this pose. Figure 2.20 Try to draw the overlapping limbs in this
crouching pose.

Figure 2.21 This pose is more of a sagging, tired
pose.
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Creating the

Manikin

The next step in drawing figures is
to create a simplified manikin of
the body. The manikin is like the
simplified skeleton in that it uses
only minimal detail, but unlike the
skeleton that works mostly with
inner structure of the body, the
manikin deals more with surface
detail. Drawing simplified skele-
tons and gesture drawings is fine,
but at some point you will want to

add some flesh and muscle to your
drawings.

Figure 2.22 shows a male manikin.
You can use this for an example of
how to draw your manikin.

The manikin does not need to be
very detailed to work well; it just
needs to show the bulk and
dimension of the figure. You can
simplify your manikin beyond
what I have done here if it will
make it easier to draw.

You will notice that in my manikin,
a lot of detail such as fingers, toes,
and facial features are omitted.
This is because the purpose of the
manikin is to establish the figure
on the paper, not to deal with
detail. The detail will come later.
Artists use the manikin as a simpli-
fied figure for working out compo-
sitions and for quickly sketching
their ideas and inspiration.

When you draw the manikin, sim-
plify the muscle groups. Think of

Figure 2.22 The manikin adds surface detail to the beginning stages of the figure drawing.
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them as lying over or around the
bones of the skeleton. In Chapter
3, “Figure Anatomy,” we will cover
human anatomy in more detail,
but for now just do the best you
can with what you already know.

The human body is made for
movement. The muscles are placed
so that they can contract and move
various limbs or other body parts.
The muscles at the top of the
shoulders are called deltoids. They
pull the arm up. The muscles

across the chest are the pectoral
muscles, and they pull the arms for-
ward. The large muscles of the
back are called the latissimus dorsi
muscles, or lats for short. They are
used to pull the arms back. These
are just three of the many muscles
used to move the arm.

If you do any weightlifting, you
know that lifting weight above
your head will work your deltoid
muscles and make those muscles
more pronounced. The bench

press will work the pectoral mus-
cles, and rowing will work the lats.
Sometimes it is a good practice for
the artist to go to the gym and
work the different muscle groups
to see how they affect movement.
You will know which muscles you
worked because they will be the
ones that ache the next morning.

Figure 2.23 shows the female
manikin. If you compare her to the
male version, you can readily see
that she is very different than the
male.

Figure 2.23 The female manikin is different than the male manikin.
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Although male and female bodies
have many similarities, they are
also very different. A single
manikin will not work well for
drawing both figures. You should
develop your own manikins for
both the male and female figures.
Some of the main differences
between the two manikins are in
the pelvis. On the female, the hip
bones are higher, wider, and

deeper than on the male. The
female waistline is higher than the
male’s. The female ribcage is
smaller and the shoulders are nar-
rower. The female’s arms are gener-
ally more slender than the male’s,
but her upper thigh area is often
thicker. Her legs tend to have more
of an overall taper from the hip to
the ankle. Her hands and feet are
often smaller than those on the

male manikin. As you become
more familiar with the male and
female figures, you will notice
other differences.

Drawing the

Manikin

Let’s take a look at drawing the
manikin.

S T E P - B Y - S T E P

1
Start with the action line, as shown in
Figure 2.24.

2
Over the action line, draw the simpli-
fied skeleton of the figure. Make sure
you establish the gesture in your skele-
ton. Don’t worry about being exactly
accurate. The two things you are look-
ing to accomplish at this stage are cap-
turing the figure’s gestures and defin-
ing the general proportions of the
figure (see Figure 2.25).

Figure 2.24 The action
line establishes the
dynamics of the figure.

Figure 2.25 Capture the
gesture with the simpli-
fied skeleton.
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Figure 2.26 Draw the manikin over the top of
the skeleton.

3
Over the skeleton draw the manikin. Just like the action line is
a guide for drawing the skeleton, the skeleton is a guide for
drawing the manikin. Each step builds on the preceding one.
The manikin is shown in Figure 2.26.

N O T E

In this drawing exercise, I drew the action line and skeleton much darker than I would normally draw
them so that you could see them. Typically I draw the action line, skeleton, and manikin very lightly so I
can do a finished drawing over the top of them. You will notice that in Figure 2.26 the action line and
skeleton are much lighter. I went in with a kneaded eraser and pulled much of the graphite off the page
so that you could better see the manikin drawing. I usually don’t erase when I draw because it has a ten-
dency to disturb the paper fibers, causing unwanted textures. By drawing the initial stages very lightly, I
can establish my figures without needing to erase the construction lines, and I can still create delicate
drawings.
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Draw the manikin a number of
times until you become comfort-
able with it. Figure 2.27 shows the
male and female manikin in some
action poses.

Try filling your sketchbook with
manikin figures drawn from your
imagination and from reference.
Figure Artist can be a valuable tool
because you can set up the figure
in a number of poses and create
sketches of it. Try sketching the
same pose from different angles. A
big advantage that Figure Artist has
over photographs for figure refer-
ence is that you can set up a figure
and then look at it from any angle.

The manikin is a very useful tool
for the figure artist. With it, you
can quickly (and in most cases,
accurately) sketch and build up
ideas for your drawings. Working
with a manikin helps you draw
better from reference because it
builds confidence in figure draw-
ing. One of the reasons why begin-
ning figure artists experience prob-
lems sketching the figure is that
they are afraid that they will draw
something wrong. By learning how
to draw the manikin, the artist can
overcome that fear and focus
instead on learning to draw the fig-
ure well.

Be aware that in learning to draw
the manikin, you need to con-
stantly work on getting the overall
proportions right. If the propor-
tions are off, the drawing will look
odd or awkward. As you draw,
measure your drawing and com-
pare it to the basic proportions of
the body to keep it correct.

As you can see from this chapter,
the idea is to learn to draw the fig-
ure from the inside out. You start
with the action line and then build
a gesture sketch using simplified
skeletons over the top of it. The
skeleton establishes the gesture
and the proportions of the figure
without any surface detail. It can
be done in a matter of seconds.

On top of the skeleton you draw
the manikin, which adds flesh to
the bones. The manikin defines the
shape and mass of the body. Major
muscle groups are lightly defined
in the manikin, but most surface
detail, such as facial features and
fingers, are omitted. The manikin
can be used for drawing from ref-
erence and for developing figures
from your imagination.

Figure 2.27 Draw the manikin in action.



C H A P T E R  3



35

Figure Anatomy

Figure 3.1 The skeleton forms the structure upon which the body is built.
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Try to learn how these bones look
and function even if you don’t
remember all their names. If you
can make sketches of each individ-
ual bone, such as the humerus in
Figure 3.2, you will gain a better
understanding of how the bones
affect the shape of the body.

If you look closely at the skeleton,
you will notice that there are no
straight bones. Every bone is
curved. In fact, every bone is made
up of many curves. If you draw the
bones of the body as straight, you
will end up with a stiff, robotic-
looking drawing. Your drawings
will look better if you understand
the direction of the curves of the
bones and emphasize those curves
in your figures.

Figure 3.3 shows the female skele-
ton. You can see from the skeleton
that there are many differences
between the male and female
skeletons even though they are
made up of the same number and
types of bones.

In the female, the pelvis is more
open and proportionally larger
than in the male skeleton. The
male ribcage is proportionally
larger, giving the male skeleton
wider shoulders and narrower
hips. They also give the female fig-
ure wider hips, a higher waistline,
and lower buttocks than the male.

In general, the female skeleton is
smaller and more delicate than the
male skeleton. The male skeleton is
build for power and lifting. If you

look at how the bones are built
and the muscles, you will see that
the male is more massive. The
bones are thicker, and the muscle
groups are bulkier. On the female
the bones are smaller and more
slender. The muscles are less bulky,
almost strap-like, except for the
area around the hip and thigh,
where the female tends to be more
bulky than the male does.

A good example of how the two
skeletons differ is in the elbow
joint. The male elbow is a fairly
direct joint, whereas the female
joint tends to have the lower arm
flare out. Take a look at your own
arm. Hold it out with the palm fac-
ing up. If you are male, the arm
should remain fairly direct. If you
are female you will notice that the

Figure 3.2 Sketch individual bones of the skeleton.
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Figure 3.3 The female skeleton is different than the male skeleton.
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Figure 3.4 Many muscles are near the surface.
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Figure 3.5 Muscles as seen from the back
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Figure 3.6 The female figure has the same muscles as the male figure.
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Figure 3.7 The female figure has a distinctive hourglass shape from the back.
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joints. The fingers and thumb are
each capable of independent move-
ment. Because of this extreme flexi-
bility, there is not one view of the
hand that is adequate for learning
to draw it. It has to be studied
from many angles and in many
positions for the artist to truly
understand its overall nature.

Anatomy of the

Hand

Our hands are made up of 27
bones that can be split into three
groups. The bones of the wrist are
called the carpals. They are small
bones that work together to give
the wrist its flexibility. The wrist
itself is composed of eight separate
bones to allow for extreme move-
ment of the hand.

The wrist can move in almost any
direction in a half circle around the
end of the forearm. Unlike the
shoulder and the hips, which use a
single joint between two bones, the
joints of the wrist and the foot use
several bones. The bones of the
wrist and ankle are different in that
they need to be flexible yet sustain
prolonged pressure. The ankle, for
example, must remain locked in
place for extended periods while a
person is standing. The wrist must
lock in place when a person is
pushing with the hand. The many
bones that make up the wrist and
ankle are designed to withstand

extended pressure while remaining
flexible when needed. Figure 4.1
shows the bones of the hand.

The metacarpal bones run through
the palms of our hands. They are
longer and narrower than the

carpals and reach to the first
knuckles of the fingers and thumb.
The metacarpal bones are evident
on the back of the hand in adults
and elderly people, but are covered
by a thin layer of fat in babies and
children.

Figure 4.1 The carpal bones make the wrist flexible and strong.
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If you flex and release your hand
you will see that the metacarpals
have quite a range of movement,
allowing for the hollow part of the
hand to conform to almost any
object that you might want to pick
up. Unlike the other joints of the
fingers that only bend in one direc-
tion, they can move in multiple
directions.

The bones in the fingers and
thumb are called phalanges. These
bones are on the back of the fin-
gers. The joints of the phalanges
only move in one direction, and
their range of motion is limited to
the palm side.

The bones of the hand are con-
trolled by a number of ligaments
that run across the back of the
hand for opening the hand and
through the palm for closing the
hand. Many of the muscles that
control the movement of the hand
are located in the forearms, not in
the hands themselves. The power-
ful muscles of the arm give the
hand such incredible strength with-
out the size associated with the
muscles needed for that strength.
Because of this, the hand itself can
be very small, yet still have a strong
grip that is capable of holding the
entire weight of the body.

The palm of the hand is hollow
with an indentation between the
joints of the fingers and the large
muscle of the thumb. This design
facilitates the operations of grasp-
ing and holding objects.

The back of the hand in an adult
has much less padding than the
palm, so the ligaments, bones, and
blood vessels are more evident.
Whereas the palm is somewhat
standard in its look from hand to
hand, the back of the hand can
have a big range in how it looks
due in large part to the veins that
crisscross it. The veins of the back
of the hand are unique to the indi-
vidual in much the same way that
individual fingerprints are unique.

One of the best sources for draw-
ing hands is to draw your own
hand. You can also try drawing
your friends’ hands. Figure 4.2
shows several hands drawn from
different angles. Try drawing lots of
hands until you start to feel com-
fortable with the subject. Think of
the fingers and thumb as tubes
connected by hinges. This should
help you to better visualize the
hand in three dimensions.

Figure 4.2 Draw hands from different angles.
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To better understand the hand, let’s
take a look at how it works. The
hand has two sides—the palm, or
grasping side, and the back, or
non-grasping side. Figure 4.3
shows the palm of the hand.

The palm is characterized by being
a concave surface surrounded by

muscle tissue, the largest of which
is the muscle that controls the
movement of the thumb. The fin-
gers are attached at the end of the
palm, and the thumb is attached to
the side. Tendons that extend
through the palm to the muscles of
the forearm control the movement
of the fingers. If you look carefully

at the underside of your wrist
while making a fist, you can see
the movement of these tendons.

The back of the hand is shown in
Figure 4.4. This part of the hand is
characterized by knuckles, ten-
dons, and veins, giving it a some-
times rough appearance.

Figure 4.3 The palm is the grasping side of the hand. Figure 4.4 You can see the tendons on the back of
the hand.
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The knuckles of the hand follow
consecutive arcs that become more
and more pronounced from the
base of the hand outward, as
shown in Figure 4.5.

Notice that the second knuckle of
the thumb is along the arc of the
first knuckles of the fingers. When
constructing the hand, it is often
useful to draw in the arcs before
you rough in the fingers. This will
help to keep your hand unified
and the proportions right.

Figure 4.5 The knuckles of the hand follow arcs.
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The Foot

The foot is a marvel of engineering.
It is designed for holding the entire
weight of the body in balance.
Although it is relatively small com-
pared to the rest of the body, the
foot is designed to support the
body in a wide range of movement.
While most all other animals in the
animal kingdom walk on all fours,
man is the only land creature that
can balance walking on two legs
without the support of forepaws or
a tail.

The foot contains 26 bones, similar
to the hand’s 27, but the bones 

of the foot are much larger and
heavier than those of the hand.
The largest bone of the foot is the
calcaneus that forms the heel. This
bone acts counter to the other
bones and is attached to the body’s
larges tendon, the Achilles tendon.
Just above the calcaneus bone is
the talus bone. The talus bone acts
as a pivot joint between the mas-
sive calcaneus bone and the front
bones of the foot. Figure 4.6 shows
the bones of the foot.

The mid foot contains the tarsal
bones. These bones form the arch
of the foot and act as weight dis-
tributors and shock absorbers.

Figure 4.6 The foot contains 26 bones.

The metatarsal bones are similar to
the hand’s metacarpal bones. They
are flexible joints that connect the
tarsal bones with the phalange
bones of the toes.

The phalange bones of the foot
comprise the bones of the toes.
There are 14 phalange bones—two
in the big toe and three in each of
the other toes.

The bottom of the foot is padded
with a layer of fat that acts as a
cushion for the foot. The plantar
fascia ligament holds the bones of
the arch together and lifts the arch.
A series of tendons runs along the
top of the foot up through the
ankle. These tendons are very evi-
dent in the foot, particularly when
the toes are lifted.

The Achilles tendon connects the
calf muscle with the calcaneus
bone on the heel of the foot. The
tendon forms the narrow ridge that
runs up the back of the foot.

The foot is basically wedge-shaped
from the side and with a concave
indentation of the arch on the
inside bottom. It is narrower at the
back than it is at the front. Like the
hand, a series of blood vessels
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cross the upper foot, forming
ridges. Figure 4.7 shows some con-
struction drawings of the foot.

Try to draw the foot as many times
as you can. With the aid of a mir-
ror, you can get a good view of
your own foot to work from. In
addition, you can pose and draw
from the feet of your virtual mod-
els in Figure Artist. Figure 4.8
shows a close-up shot of a foot
from Figure Artist. Although not as
detailed as an actual foot, the mod-

els in Figure Artist are great for
learning proportion and construc-
tion of the foot.

Try isolating and drawing the foot
by itself so that you feel confident.
I remember talking with an artist
friend of mine who was trying to
get accepted at a major art gallery.
He said he brought his paintings
into the gallery and placed them
against the wall. The gallery owner
was talking with a customer and
didn’t pay much attention to him
for several minutes. Then, all at

once, he stopped talking and
walked over to my friend’s paint-
ings. He picked up one of his
paintings and asked if my friend
had painted it. My friend answered
that he had.

The gallery owner looked at my
friend and said, “You know how to
paint feet! You don’t know how
many artists I see who don’t know
how to paint feet.”

My friend was accepted into the
gallery.

Figure 4.7 Draw the foot from many different angles.

Figure 4.8 You can use the virtual feet in Figure Artist
as foot references.



Just because your feet are farthest
from your head and at the bottom
of the body does not mean that
they are not important. Figure 4.9
shows a more finished drawing of a
foot.
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Figure 4.9 Some drawings should look for the subtle detail in the shading of the foot.



59

Hands, Feet, and Head

The Head

Although this is not a book about
portraiture, it is still a book about
drawing the figure, and no figure-
drawing book is complete without
taking a close look at drawing the
head. There is probably no other
part of human anatomy that is
viewed more than our heads, and
there is probably no part of the
head that is more sought out by
others than the eyes. The head is
the central element of countless
works of art. Whole industries,
such as beauty salons and cosmet-
ics companies, are devoted to
enhancing the beauty of the head.

Drawing a great figure drawing of
the body is wonderful, but if you
can’t put a decent-looking head on
the figure, your drawing will
almost immediately fail. People
tend to search out the head and
eyes of a person in a drawing
before they look at anything else. It
is kind of like the opening chapter
in a book. If you can’t grab the
viewer’s attention with a well-
drawn head, you will most likely
lose the viewer.

To draw the head well, you need to
learn how to construct the head
and how to place each feature in its
proper place. Like everything else,
begin from the inside and work
out.

Anatomy of the

Head

The head gains much of its shape
from the skull. Although the skull
might appear to be a single bone, it
is in fact made up of several bones
that are completely or partially
fused together. The areas where the
bones are fused together are called
sutures. Some of the bones are
fused at birth, but others fuse
together as a person grows to
maturity. Figure 4.10 shows the
human skull from a side view,
showing some of the sutures that
divide the bones of the skull.

The bones of the skull form a pro-
tective layer for one of the body’s
most important and delicate
organs, the brain. If you feel along
your forehead and back over your
head, you will notice that the
bones of the skull are very close to
the surface of the skin. If you press
your fingers against your forehead
or scalp and move them around,
you will also notice that there is a
little give in the skin because it is
more loosely laid against the bone
than in other location on the body.
As a person ages, the skin become
looser and begins to sag.

Figure 4.10

The bones of
the skull fuse
together as a
person
matures.
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Figure 4.11 shows the skull from
the front.

The skull can be broken down into
two parts—the cranium and the
mandible. The cranium includes all
bones of the skull except the jaw-
bone, which is called the mandible.
The jaws are powered by two mus-
cles on either side of the jaw that
are attached to the skull under the
zygomatic arch. Other muscles of
the head stabilize the bones and
produce facial expressions.

Figure 4.11

The skull is
near the sur-
face on the
forehead and
scalp.

Proportions

Proportion in figure drawing is a
term used to describe accurately
defining relative distances between
physical features of the human
body. This means that when draw-
ing people, all aspects of the body
are related to each other so that no
part is drawn too small or too
large.

Proportions of the Head

The proportions of the head are
rather simple if you take the time
to study them. Figure 4.12 below
is a drawing of a head from the
front and the side.

Figure 4.12 A head from the front and side.
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Although there are individual vari-
ations, most heads fall within some
general guidelines.

✎ The face can be divided
vertically into four sec-
tions. The hairline is in
the top section. The top
of the eyes and the
eyebrows are in the
next quarter section.
The bottom of the eyes
and the nose are in the
next lower quarter, and
the mouth and chin are
in the bottom quarter
(see Figure 4.13).

✎ The distance between
the eyes is about one
eye-width, as shown in
Figure 4.14. Notice that
the nose is also about
an eye-width wide.
Noses vary in width
quite a bit, so this is
not always the case.

✎ The width of the mouth
generally falls inside
the distance between
the pupils of the eyes,
as shown in Figure
4.15.

✎ The ears usually are as
high as the top of the
eyes and extend to
near the bottom of the
nose, as shown in
Figure 4.16.

Figure 4.13 The face can be
divided vertically into four quarters.

Figure 4.14 The eyes are about
one eye-width apart.

Figure 4.15 The mouth is usually
inside the width between the
pupils.

Figure 4.16 The ears are about the
length from the top of the eyes and
the bottom of the nose.
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✎ The ears usually fall in
the back half of the
head, as seen from the
side (see Figure 4.17).

Figure 4.17 The
ears are more
than halfway back
on the head.

Figure 4.18 The
front of the neck
starts about
halfway back on
the head.

✎ When measuring from
the tip of the nose to
the back of the head,
the base of the front of
the neck falls at about
the midpoint, as shown
in Figure 4.18.
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Construction Guide for

the Head

With these principles in mind, you
can now create a construction
guide for drawing heads. To help
them accurately draw in 3D space,
artists use construction guides as a
framework for placing features.
Here is how it works. First, start
with a circle. The circle will act as a
guide for most of the skull.

The bottom of the circle will gener-
ally fall somewhere between the
mouth and the nose, and most of

the time it will come just below the
cheekbones, as shown in Figure
4.19.

Notice that the circle extends out
from the head on either side, past
the ears. This is because the head is
not a perfect circle. When drawing,
you need to remember to bring the
sides of the head inside the circle.

Split the circle in half both verti-
cally and horizontally. The head is
fundamentally symmetrical. The
vertical line defines the center of

the face. The horizontal line is
used as a guide for placing fea-
tures.

Once you have established the cir-
cle, draw in the jaw line. It will
extend down below the circle, as
shown in Figure 4.20. Extend the
vertical line to the bottom of the
jaw.

Divide the head construction with
horizontal lines for the eyes, nose,
and mouth, as shown in Figure
4.21.

Figure 4.19 Start the drawing with
a simple circle.

Figure 4.20 Draw in the jaw line. Figure 4.21 Draw lines for the
eyes, nose, and mouth.



This is the basic construction guide
for drawing a head from the front.
Figure 4.22 shows the construction
for drawing a head from the side.

Not every head you draw will be a
front view or a side view. Often the
head will be turned to one side or
the other, or it will be looking up
or down. Most of the time, you
will need to create the construction
guide as a 3D shape. Figure 4.23
shows the construction guide
moved into a three-quarter turn
with the circle, cross lines, and the
jaw line drawn in. Notice that the
cross lines are drawn as ovals, indi-
cating the turn of the head to the
left and the tilting of the head
slightly down.

Next, draw in the lines defining the
eyes, nose, and mouth, as shown
in Figure 4.24. The lines going
around the back of the head are
lightened so you can better see
how they work.
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Figure 4.22 The construction lines work for a side view as well.

Figure 4.23 Draw the construction
guide as a 3D shape.

Figure 4.24 Finish drawing the
construction guide in 3D space.
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The lines can now be used to
define the location of the features.
Figure 4.25 shows the construction
guide over the face and the draw-
ing once the guide is removed.

It takes a little practice to get the
features in the right places using

Figure 4.25 Use the construction guide to draw the face.

the construction guide. Remember
that the construction guide defines
the base of the nose where it pro-
trudes from the face. The eyes, on
the other hand, generally recess in
from the line. The top cross line is
just about the level of the eye-
brows. The sides of the face do not

extend all the way to the edge of
the circle.

Try drawing a few faces on your
own. Figure 4.26 shows a con-
struction guide that you can copy
and use to practice.
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Figure 4.26 Use the construction guide to draw the head.
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Facial Features

Drawing the head is easier if the
artist is familiar with all of the fea-
tures of the face. Each feature is
unique, and understanding them
can improve your ability to draw
high-quality heads for your charac-
ters. A good way to understand
how to draw the head is to isolate
each feature and learn how to draw
it. Try filling sketchbooks with
eyes, noses, mouths, and ears.

Let’s take a look at the individual
features of the face and see how
each one is drawn.

Eyes

The human eye is a spherical
object recessed into the skull. We
only see a part of it. It is covered

by eyelids and protected by a ridge
of bone that makes up the brow
and cheekbones of the skull.
Figure 4.27 shows the many parts
of the eye.

Here are some tips for drawing
eyes:

✎ Eyelids have thickness
on the top and the bot-
tom. It is most evident
on the bottom lid.

✎ When drawing the
lashes, plant the tip of
the pencil at the base
of each lash and
release pressure on the
pencil stroke as you
draw in each lash.

✎ The highlights of the
eye are direct reflec-
tions of the light
source. They are
always the brightest
part of the eye, even
brighter than the
whites of the eye.

✎ There is often a fold
above the eye that
becomes more evident
the more the person
opens his eyes.

✎ There is a cast shadow
below the upper lid on
the eyeball.

✎ Remember to draw the
tear duct on the inner
side of the eye.

✎ The pupil sits behind
the lens of the eye, not
on the surface of the
eyeball.

✎ The eye bulges from
the skull at the center
because of its ball
shape (see Figure 4.28).

Figure 4.27 There are many parts that make up an eye. Figure 4.28 The eye bulges in the
middle.



Nose

The nose is often one of the hard-
est features for a beginning artist to
draw. That is because the nose is a
protrusion from the face and is
indicated mostly by delicate shad-
ing along the bridge. Often the
beginning artist will try to draw
the nose using lines from the eyes.
It is better to think of the nose as a
protruding structure that blends in
with the other structures of the
face, as shown in Figure 4.29.

A nose is made up of bone, carti-
lage, and soft tissue. The bony

bump often seen on the ridge of
adult male noses is the transition
between the skeletal bone of the
nose and the cartilage, as shown in
Figure 4.30. There are three pieces
of cartilage in a nose, one along the
bridge and then two at the tip of
the nose. If you feel the tip of your
nose with your finger, you should
be able to sense the two plates and
the small recess where they come
together. With some noses this
recess between the cartilage plates
can be seen.

Both nostrils have a soft tissue flap
that extends from the tip of the

nose and around each nostril. The
flap tucks in to the upper lip and
often forms a slight outward bulge.

The upper lip often reflects light to
the lower part of the nose. The
more ball-shaped the end of the
nose is, the more this reflected
light is evident.

The highlight of the nose is usually
above the tip of the nose.

Noses are generally larger on older
people because the nose continues
to grow throughout our lives.
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Figure 4.29 The nose is a protruding structure that
blends in with the rest of the face.

Figure 4.30 There are many parts that make up a
nose.
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Mouth

The lips frame the mouth opening
for the face, as shown in Figure
4.31. They are primarily fleshy tis-
sue with underlying muscles that
enable movement. They form the
most dominant feature of the
mouth and are divided into two
parts—the upper and lower lips.

The upper lip is attached to the
skull, and the lower lip is attached
to the jawbone. Because of the two
separate bone attachments, the
mouth has the widest range of
change of any facial feature.

The lips cover the inner mouth and
derive much of their shape from
the teeth. If seen from one side or
the other, there is a pronounced
arch from the sides of the mouth to
the middle, as shown in Figure
4.32.

When drawing the mouth, the
upper lip is usually in shadow
from overhead lighting. The lower
lip typically has more direct light
and a highlight. The upper lip will
often cast a shadow on the lower
lip when the lips are together and
on the teeth when the lips are
apart.

There is a ridge of transition
between the skin of the face and
the flesh of the lips. This area is
slightly lighter than the surround-
ing skin and is more noticeable on
people with darker flesh tones and
on men.

There is often a shadow beneath
the lower lip above the chin. The
larger the lower lip, the more likely
the shadow will be evident.

When drawing the mouth open,
draw the teeth as a single mass
with shading. Come in later and
define the individual teeth, as
shown in Figure 4.33. Remember
that the teeth are generally in
shadow even though they are
white.

Figure 4.31 The lips frame the mouth.

Figure 4.32 The mouth curves
around the face.

Figure 4.33 The teeth are usually
in shadow from the upper lip.



Ear

Ears vary widely in shape and size
from person to person. Some peo-
ple have large ears, and some have
small ears. Some ears lay flat
against the skull, while others pro-
trude. Older people tend to have
larger ears than younger people
because the ear continues to grow
throughout our lives. Even though
the ear is not prominently placed
on the front of our faces, it is still a

significant facial feature and should
not be ignored. Figure 4.34 shows
the major parts of the ear.

The ear is basically a sound-catch-
ing mechanism and, as such, acts
as a funnel for sound waves. The
fleshy outer parts of the ear chan-
nel sound to the concha, and then
the inner ear through the ear can-
nel. An anterior notch protects the
ear canal from damage.

The ear is made up of a stiff yet
flexible tissue that keeps its shape
but can bend when needed. A
ridge of skin called the helix sur-
rounds the upper and back of the
ear. The lower part of the ear forms
a lobe and is more flexible than the
rest of the ear.

When drawing the ear, think of the
many shapes and shade them
according to the shading principles
discussed earlier. There are many
areas of cast shadow and reflected
light. Most drawings view the ear
from the front of the face, as shown
in Figure 4.35.
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Figure 4.34 The human ear. Figure 4.35 The ear is seen from the
front in most portraits.
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Hair

Okay, I know hair is not consid-
ered a facial feature, but it is part of
the head so we will take a look at it
as well. Hair is not an individual
feature, such as a mouth or an eye,
but rather it is made up of many
separate strands. Often artists find
hair difficult to draw because they
don’t understand how it catches
light and how it flows. Figure 4.36
shows some of the basic aspects of
drawing hair.

Hair is usually shiny and catches
light with many highlights. It is
usually a good idea to look at the
highlights and shadow areas of hair
first. The highlights will be the
white of the paper unless the hair
is very dark. Draw in the shadow
areas first. Then draw in the transi-
tional areas with individual pencil
strokes emanating from the
shadow areas toward the highlight
areas. Each stroke should start
dark and then lighten as pressure
is released from the pencil.

Longer hair usually clumps in
locks. A head of hair is made up of
several overlapping locks. This is
most evident in longer wavy or
curly hair.

When the hair is parted, as shown
in Figure 4.37, there is usually a
shadow area near the scalp and a
highlight as the hair changes direc-
tion and lies against the skull.

As you can see, there are many
facets to each facial feature on a
head. I suggest that you spend
some time working on each feature
until you feel comfortable drawing
it. Fill some sketchbooks with pic-
tures of eyes, noses, mouths, ears,
and hair. When you feel you’ve
mastered the individual features,
try putting them together. Figure
4.38 shows a finished head.

Figure 4.36 Hair is made up of many individual
strands.

Figure 4.37 A highlight runs parallel to a part in the
hair.
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Figure 4.38 Put the features together to draw a head.
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Using Figure

Artist

One of the biggest advantages of
using Figure Artist to set up your
characters for figure drawing is the
fact that the models are detailed.
They have all of their fingers and
toes, and they are all proportion-
ally correct. In addition, they are
accurate for studies of the head or
even of individual features, such as
the ear or nose. The models might
not have every scrap of detail that
an actual person does, but they are

a great help as reference for con-
struction and lighting. Figure 4.39
shows a close-up of James. As you
can see, the construction and
placement of the facial features are
very accurate.

As the artist, you have complete
control over how you use Figure
Artist. You can just use it to help
you sketch figures, and then later
hire a live model, or you can use it
as your model for your pictures.

When it comes to learning how to
draw the hands, feet, and head,
Figure Artist is a great resource

because you have at your fingertips
an unlimited supply of reference
that you can pose and draw. Figure
4.40 shows a close up of Jessi’s
head. Try drawing her to see how
you do with her head.

Hopefully this book has given you
a good foundation from which you
can build your drawings. You
should now be ready to start pos-
ing and drawing your own figures
from Figure Artist. In the next few
chapters, you will be learning how
to pose, light, and compose your
virtual models.

Figure 4.39 The facial features in Figure Artist are
almost lifelike.

Figure 4.40 Try drawing Jessi’s head.
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Figure 5.1 The figure’s emotion is expressed by his stance.
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What Pose?

When faced with a white sheet of
paper that is supposed to become a
figure drawing, one of the first
questions an artist must answer is
what pose the figure should be in.
This is true whether the drawing is
a commissioned portrait or a sim-
ple figure study.

Many elements go into determin-
ing the pose for a drawing, but
they all begin with the purpose of
the drawing. Maybe the drawing is
commissioned to illustrate a story.
The artist has to visualize the story
and think of how the people in it
will interact with each other. The
characters in the story have to be
envisioned. The situations need to
be explored. The mood of the story
should also be taken into consider-
ation. For example, the story might
begin with a woman waiting for a
friend to arrive. Figure 5.2 shows a
female figure dressed in casual
clothing, with an attitude of wait-
ing for something or someone.

Using Figure Artist as a tool, the
artist has the ability to explore a
number of visual options in detail
before embarking on the task of
creating the drawing. Using Figure
Artist, you can explore creative
possibilities for posing the figures
in your drawings to help give you

the information you need to create
beautiful works of art without the
expense of hiring a model. If you
need a model for your work,
Figure Artist can help you work
out the lighting and poses prior to
your model session so there is
much less wasted time and less
chance of not getting the best pose
for your art.

One of the great advantages of a
software program such as Figure
Artist is that it has almost unlim-
ited possibilities for setting up fig-
ures as reference for your drawing.
Not only can you pose the figures
in Figure Artist in almost any posi-
tion possible for the human form,
you can also change the figures
themselves for a huge variety of
looks, from fat to thin and from
muscular to frail. A variety of cos-
tumes and facial expressions for
the virtual mannequins are also
available. But with all of this free-
dom there is also a danger because
the figure may not look natural or
like it fits into its environment.

In a real-world situation, the artist
has to follow natural laws, such as
gravity. In a virtual situation, the
artist has to remember that these
laws exist and simulate their
effects. If the artist does not plan
for the effects of gravity or perspec-
tive, then the pose can look odd or
even uncomfortable to the viewer.
For example, in Figure 5.3 the
seated figure is not in the same
perspective as the chair, making
the pose seem very out of place.

Figure 5.2 The pose is of a girl
with the attitude of waiting.
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Balance and

Weight

For a figure to look right in its sur-
roundings, it needs to have balance
and look like it has weight. One of
the problems with posing a figure
in a virtual setting, whether it is
with a software program such as
Figure Artist or with a wooden
mannequin, is the fact that it is
easy to pose a figure that looks
slightly odd or out of place. There
could be a number of reasons for
this, but the most common one is
that the figure may not look like it
fits in the setting. The perspective
could be off. The lighting might be

wrong. More than likely, the char-
acter might not be completely bal-
anced or there might be a lack of
weight to the figure.

Balance

If the character is off balance, view-
ing it will be uncomfortable
because there will be a feeling of an
impending fall. This is not always
bad if there is a good reason for the
off-balance pose, but it is bad if it
is the artist’s oversight. In Figure
5.4 the character is leaning to one
side. He looks as if he is about to
fall. The viewer might feel the need
to try to catch him.

Being off balance is not always a
bad thing. If you are working on
an action drawing, you can use
balance as a point of action. Say,
for instance, that you are working
on a picture of a person running.
When a person runs, their weight
is shifted forward in an off-balance
position. Standing still in that posi-
tion would likely cause the runner
to topple over. The viewer recog-
nizes the off-balance position of
the person and interprets it as part
of the running motion.

Comic book artist often have their
superhuman characters in impossi-
ble poses. The exaggeration of the

Figure 5.3 Inconsistent perspective makes the scene
uncomfortable.

Figure 5.4 This guy looks like he is about to fall.
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pose can give the picture the feel-
ing of movement and superhuman
powers. Figure 5.5 shows a charac-
ter in an action pose. Not only is
the character not balanced, but he
is flying, something that a normal
human can’t do.

Because artificial environments
don’t have gravity (this includes
your drawings), you have to com-
pensate by learning how to keep
your drawings balanced. You do
this by locating the center of mass
of the body and then determining
whether it is supported by the fig-
ure. To find the center of mass,
look to the person’s hips. Even
though the chest or upper torso of
some characters might be larger
than the hip area, the hips are what
really determine the balance of a
figure. Following is an example of
how you might check the balance
on your figures. Figure 5.5 Some poses are off balance on purpose.
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S T E P - B Y - S T E P

2
Draw a circle centered on the figure’s hips, as
shown in Figure 5.7. The circle locates the
center of mass for the figure.

1
The first step is to pose the figure that you
want to draw. Figure 5.6 shows a sample fig-
ure in a balanced pose.

Figure 5.6 Pose the figure.

Figure 5.7 Draw a circle around the hips.
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Figure 5.8 Draw a vertical line through the cen-
ter of the circle.

Figure 5.9 Draw the action line.

3
Now draw a vertical line that bisects the cen-
ter of the circle, as shown in Figure 5.8.
Although the line might not fall directly
between the figure’s feet, it does fall between
them. Most poses have more weight on one
foot than on the other, so the line will rarely
be in the exact center. You also need to think
three-dimensionally. In this example the char-
acter is standing at an angle to us, so that will
affect the center line as well.

4
Now draw the action line that shows the line
of motion for the figure, as shown in Figure
5.9. Compare the action line with the vertical
center of mass line. A balanced standing fig-
ure’s action line and center of mass line will
be roughly the same. The closer these two
line are, the more evenly distributed the 
body weight will be between the figure’s legs.
Use these lines to check the balance of your
character.
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This method of checking the bal-
ance of a figure is a good way to
understand whether your drawing
will look right. Let’s see how it
works for a figure that is off bal-
ance. Look at Figure 5.10. I have
drawn in the center of mass line.
Notice how it is shifted to the right.
The figure looks like he should be
sitting or leaning on something.

When the action line is drawn, you
can see that it does not match the
center of mass line very well, as
shown in Figure 5.11. The more
deviation between the action line
and the center of mass line, the
more likely the character is out of
balance.

One caution about this method is
worth mentioning: You need to
examine the figure from several
different angles. Figures exist in 
3D space even though your draw-
ings will be in 2D. Often from a
specific angle, the action line will

the figure from other angles, the
lines diverge distinctly. One of the
advantages of having a virtual 3D
model to draw from is that you can
check the model from multiple
angles to make sure it is correct
before you start your drawing.

match the center of mass line. For
example, look at the three views of
the figure in Figure 5.12.

The figure is definitely not bal-
anced, yet in the first view on the
left, the lines correspond well to
each other. However, if you look at

Figure 5.10 The center of mass
line is shifted to the right.

Figure 5.11 The action line deviates
far from the center of mass line.

Figure 5.12 Make sure to check the figure for balance from several angles.
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Hip and Shoulder

Relationship

One of the most interesting aspects
of the human body is the spine.
The spine is a flexible segmented
series of bones that runs from the
pelvis to the skull. The spine con-
nects our upper body with our
lower body. One of the advantages
of flexibility in the spine is that it
helps us to keep our balance while
standing or walking. For example,
when a person walks, the hips will
tilt from side to side. If the spine
were not flexible, the tilting of 
the pelvis would throw the body

off-balance. Because the spine is
flexible, it bends and shifts the
weight of the upper torso to com-
pensate and counterbalance the
tilting of the pelvis.

Usually the hips and pelvis move
in opposite directions to try to
keep the body in balance. In art,
this opposing movement is called
contrapposto and often an artist will
accentuate the shift because it cre-
ates a more interesting pose.

Figure Artist has a feature called
the Hip-Shoulder Relationship

Guide that helps the artist to see
the relationship of the hips to the
shoulders. The shoulders are repre-
sented by a blue rectangle and the
hips are represented by a yellow
rectangle. When this feature is
turned on, it is easy to see the posi-
tion of the hips in relation to the
shoulders. The guide is pictured in
Figure 5.13.

In this example, the skeleton is in
the act of walking. Notice how the
right hip is up while the right
shoulder is down. Figure 5.14
shows the curvature of the spine.

Figure 5.13 The Hip-Shoulder Relationship Guide
helps to show the shift of the hips and shoulders.

Figure 5.14 The spine twists and turns as a person
walks.
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Weight

Every figure in life has some
weight unless it is floating in outer
space. Weight is closely related to
balance in that without weight,
balance is not an issue. A figure’s
weight is a combination of mass
and gravity. Gravity is constantly
pulling a figure toward the ground.
The figure’s skeletal and muscular
systems work together to help the
figure stand, move, and essentially
fight the effects of gravity. When
working with a virtual figure in a
virtual setting, you’ll find that the

model will often seem to have no
weight. This can be a problem if
you are working toward a realistic
picture. When posing a figure, you
have to take weight into account.

Figure 5.15 shows a figure in the
act of lifting an object. Even
though the object is missing, there
is a sense of weight to both the fig-
ure and the object. This is because
the figure is firmly planted on the
ground and his body is bent to
indicate that there is tension in the
arms and legs.

In essence, the figure needs to look
like it is interacting with gravity to
give it a sense of weight.

Weight is better understood when
drawing the nude figure.
Sometimes the tension of the mus-
cles can play a big role in giving
the body a sense of mass and
weight. In the next example, you
will be using Figure 5.16 as a pose
for a drawing. The pose is an
action pose in which the figure’s
foot is pushing off in the beginning
of a run. Notice how the push-off
leg is powering the figure against
gravity. Try drawing this figure.

Figure 5.15 The pose shows weight by how the fig-
ure interacts with gravity.

Figure 5.16 The muscles of the leg fight against grav-
ity in a running pose.
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Figure 5.18 Draw the surface
detail over the mannequin figure.

2
One you feel comfortable with
the proportions, you can cre-
ate a more detailed line draw-
ing of the figure. In this stage
the figure’s minor proportions
are all defined, such as the
distances between facial fea-
tures and the individual fin-
gers and toes. The surface
detail of the character’s mus-
cular and skeletal systems is
also defined. Figure 5.18
shows this stage in progress.

Figure 5.17 Lightly draw the
major proportions of the figure.

1
Start by lightly drawing a base
mannequin of the figure. The
base mannequin defines the
foundation proportions and the
size of the figure on the paper.
Pay attention to where the fig-
ure overlaps and what parts of
the figure are oriented toward
you, such as his right forearm
and left thigh. These areas will
need at least some foreshort-
ening. Figure 5.17 shows this
first step. I have purposely
darkened the exposure on this
example so you can see the
lines. Typically, these lines are
drawn so lightly that they don’t
print well in a book.

Figure 5.19 Begin the shading
around the figure’s face.

3
The purpose of Steps 1 and 2
is to give you guides for draw-
ing and shading the figure.
Once you are satisfied that
your drawing is accurate, start
applying the shading and
detail. I always start shading
around the figure’s face if it is
visible in the picture because
our eyes are naturally drawn
to a person’s face. It is usually
the most scrutinized part of
the figure. Figure 5.19 shows
the drawing in progress.
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Figure 5.20 Continue to shade
the figure.

4
Continue shading the figure,
working your way down from
the head, defining the detail
of the chest and arms. Figure
5.20 shows the picture in
progress at this stage.

Figure 5.21 Add shading to the
entire figure.

5
Continue shading the figure
through the hips and legs.
Figure 5.21 shows the figure
after shading. Notice that I
eliminated the cast shadow
on the figure’s thigh. Some
cast shadows on the figure
itself are a problem because
they tend to obscure the form.
Add just a hint of a cast
shadow on the ground near
the figure’s planted foot.

Figure 5.22 Do the final touch-
ups on your drawing.

6
The last step is the cleanup
and final detail phase of the
drawing. This is the only time
that I will use an eraser on the
picture. Here I remove any of
the light construction lines
that are still showing in the
highlight areas. I also clean up
the edges and adjust the con-
trast in any areas that need
balancing. Figure 5.22 shows
the final drawing.
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Figure 5.23 Shaking hands was and still is symbolic
of trust and friendship.

Figure 5.24 This pose might be used to express
impatience.

Figure 5.25 In this pose, the figure is surprised. Figure 5.26 The figure has a confident swagger to
her walk.
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Facial

Expressions

Facial expressions play a big role in
portraying emotion. Often we wear
our emotions in our countenance.
Sometimes it is pronounced, as in
the case of anger, whereas other
times it is subtler, as in confusion
or daydreaming.

One big advantage of Figure Artist
as a reference for your drawings is
that you can pose the figure’s face.

Facial expressions can have a huge
impact on your drawings. Figures
5.27 and 5.28 show a few exam-
ples of facial expressions. Figure
5.27 shows an example of three
different emotions. Drawings of
each emotion are just below the
poses.

When a person is angry, he or she
often displays a lot of tension
around the top of the bridge of the
nose. Eyebrows tend to pull
toward the center of the face, as
does the mouth. Fear is kind of the

opposite—the eyebrows pull away
from the center of the face and are
lifted. The eyes are open, as is the
mouth. With a worried look you
are kind of between anger and fear
in facial expression. Notice that the
expression is more subtle, with just
a slightly pinched look to it.

Figure 5.28 shows a few more
emotions. Try drawing these and
see whether you can capture the
feeling of each pose.

Figure 5.27 The face can
have many emotions.
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Figure 5.28 Try draw-
ing these emotions.
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Beauty

As the old saying goes, beauty is in
the eye of the beholder, and so it is
with the drawings you create.
What is beautiful to one person
might not be very appealing to
another. Some people may love
your work, whereas others may
hate it. In general, however, there
are some basic concepts that help
to make your drawings more beau-
tiful by our culture’s generally
accepted standards for beauty.
When it comes to posing the fig-
ure, beauty can generally be
defined as grace. Capturing the
potential for gracefulness in your
drawings is the goal of this section.
In addition to grace, there are
other aspects of beauty, such as
lighting and composition. Lighting
will be covered in Chapter 7 and
composition will be covered in
Chapter 6.

The human form is graceful by its
natural design, so posing a figure
to take the best advantage of dis-
playing an aspect of the human
form can be very beautiful. This is
one reason why I suspect artists
have been fascinated by the human
form for centuries. It is also why
many artists spend a great deal of
time in figure drawing classes and
studying the nude figure.

Anyone who has studied the ele-
gance of the human form will
probably agree that the grace and
beauty of how the body is put
together is nothing short of amaz-
ing. From the skeletal structure to
the way our muscles attach and
flow, the human body is one of the
most versatile and ingenious
designs for movement and grace.
Take, for example, the femur bone
of the leg and how it is shaped.
Figure 5.29 shows the femur next
to a straight rod. Notice how much
more interesting the shape of the
bone is compared to the rod.

Often beginning artists (and even
some professional artists) have
problems getting their figures to
look alive. Their work often looks
contrived or stilted because they
don’t follow the natural dynamics
of the figure. This is often the case
when using photography because
it is difficult for a model to hold a
dynamic pose, such as the one in
Figure 5.30.

The idea is to have your poses look
natural, not posed. When posing a
figure, try to keep the action con-
sistent and, where possible, relaxed
rather than forced. A good way to
improve your poses is to establish
an action line.

Figure 5.29 The femur is a more
graceful shape than a straight rod.

Figure 5.30 Try to make your
poses flow gracefully.
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Action Line

A curved line is generally more
interesting and pleasing than a
straight line. Look at the two lines
in Figure 5.31. The curved line is
much more expressive than the
straight line.

Figure 5.31 Curves are
more interesting than
straight lines.

Figure 5.32 Pay attention to the action line in the figure.

The action line helps artists keep
their drawings from becoming
stilted by unifying the form. In
Figure 5.32, the action line is one
continuous arch.

All figures have an action line, even
when they are at rest. In Figure
5.33, the figure is seated on the
ground. Even though the figure is
not moving it still has an action
line, as shown in the picture.
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Try looking for the action line
when observing people in life.
Think in terms of reducing the fig-
ure to a single line of motion. You
will soon notice that the more
defined the action line is, the more
graceful the pose will be.

When posing the figure, you
should avoid 90-degree angles as
much as possible. As shown in
Figure 5.34, 90-degree angles on
limbs give figures a robotic look.

A good way to look for graceful
motion is to study dance, particu-
larly ballet, because of the empha-
sis on beauty and grace. Figure
5.35 is a pose of a dancer. See
whether you can draw in the
action line for this pose.

Figure 5.36 shows the action line
for the dancer pose.

Secondary action lines can also be
used to unify the figure and add
grace to the pose. Figure 5.37
shows two additional action lines
for the arms and the other leg.

Try posing a few figures yourself to
see whether you can get the feel of
establishing action lines in your
poses. If you can get the action line
to work well in the poses you cre-
ate, then they will likely translate
into good drawings.

Figure 5.33 Even a seated figure has an action line.
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Figure 5.34 Try to make your poses flow gracefully. Figure 5.35 Can you find the action line in this pose?

Figure 5.36 The action line follows the major curve of
the body.

Figure 5.37 Secondary action lines can help to unify
the form.
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Drawing Beauty

Now that you understand how to
give your poses an action line, let’s
move on to drawing the figure. In
Figure 5.38 I have prepared a pose
for the drawing.

Learning to pose your figures well
in your drawings will help you to
gain more confidence in your
work. The number of ways you can
pose the figure is limitless.
Remember, your best source of
information is observation. Look at
the people around you and make
some quick sketches. There are few
things as expressive as the human
form.

Figure 5.38 Start
the drawing with
this pose as a ref-
erence.

S T E P - B Y - S T E P

1
The first step is to find the action line in the
pose. I have overlaid the action line in Figure
5.39.

Figure 5.39 Find the action line.
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Figure 5.40 Draw the beginning construction lines very
lightly.

Figure 5.41 Lightly block in the details of the drawing.

2
Using the pose from Figure Artist,
begin to construct the mannequin of
the figure. Make sure to also use the
action line as a guide. Figure 5.40
shows the beginning construction
lines for the drawing.

3
When the general proportions are
finished, work in the finer details in a
light outline, as shown in Figure 5.41.
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Figure 5.42 Start by shading the head and hair.

Figure 5.43 Continue to shade the drawing.

4
Begin shading at the face, making
any minor adjustments that are
needed. Draw in the hair by using
single strokes of a sharp pencil
toward the highlights (see Figure
5.42).

5
Continue to shade the drawing, pay-
ing attention to the subtle detail on
the surface. Figure 5.43 shows the
shading in progress.
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Figure 5.44 Finish shading the body down to the toes.

Figure 5.45 Clean up the drawing and add cast shadows.

6
Finish the first pass of shading the
body by working in the darker areas
on the legs and feet, as shown in
Figure 5.44.

7
Next add the cast shadows and clean
up any residual construction lines in
the highlight areas and around the
outer edges of the figure. Figure 5.45
shows the finished drawing.
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Placement

Placement is the arrangement of
pictorial elements within the pic-
ture frame. It is not merely the
placement of the figure; rather, it is
the placement of all elements of
drawing. The elements of drawing
are what make up a picture; they
include points, lines, shapes, and
forms.

Points

The smallest mark an artist can
make and thus the smallest design
element is the point. Some draw-
ings, such as stipple drawings, are
made up of nothing but points. A
stipple drawing is usually drawn in
ink on paper. The drawing consists
of dots of ink that can vary in size
and distance from each other to
make up shades of light and dark.
Figure 6.2 shows an example of a
stipple drawing.

Lines

When a point becomes longer in
any one direction, it is no longer a
point and becomes a line. The line
is the most common and versatile
drawing element. Lines can be
used to indicate areas, show depth,
lead the viewer, delineate edges,
define detail, and depict value.

Lines are more expressive than
points because they have direction
and they can vary in weight. Look
at the example in Figure 6.3.
Notice that there are three drawing
elements. The first is a point, the
second is a line, and the third is a
line that varies in weight. Can you
see how the line is more expressive
than the point, and the line with
variation in weight is more expres-
sive than just a simple line?

Figure 6.2 Stipple drawings are made up of many tiny dots.

Figure 6.3 Adding variation in
weight can make a line more
expressive.
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Varying the weight of a line is often
called using thick and thin lines in
art. The technique of drawing with
thick and thin lines is most often
used in pen and ink drawings. The
basic idea of varying the weight of
a line for compositional purposes
is that a heavier line emphasizes
that part of the line and thus that
part of the drawing. Figure 6.4 is a
line drawing of a character using
thick and thin lines. Notice how
the thick and thin lines add a more
dramatic feel to the drawing. Also
notice how the thicker areas of the
lines in the drawing add weight to
emphasize that area.

Beginning artists often ask the
question of what lines should be
thicker and what lines should be
thinner. Although there is not hard
rule about thick and thin lines,
there are a few general rules that
might help.

✎ Contrast. Thick lines
have more contrast
with the white of the
paper than thin lines
do. Thick lines around
a specific area of your
drawing will draw
more attention to that
area. I wanted the
viewer to look first at
the character’s head, so
I gave that area of the
drawing more contrast,
as shown in Figure 6.5.

✎ Movement. Variation in
the weight of a line
tends to cause the eye
to move from the nar-
rower area of the line
to the thicker area. By
placing lines in a draw-
ing that vary in thick-
ness over their length,
the artist can orches-
trate the way a person
looks at the picture.
Think of it in terms of
creating a racetrack in
which the lines are the
track. In Figure 6.6,
there is a sense of
movement in the char-
acter’s hat.

Figure 6.4 Adding variation in
weight can give a line more
emphasis.

Figure 6.5 Use thicker lines in
areas of emphasis.

Figure 6.6 The viewer’s eye tends
to follow the lines in a drawing.
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✎ Curves. Lines going
around an arc tend to
look better if the line is
thicker as it swings
around the curve.
Going back to our anal-
ogy of the racetrack,
motion tends to slow in
a curve. By adding
width to a line in a
curve, you give more
space for swinging
around the curve, mak-
ing the curve easier to
follow with the eye. In
the curves on the char-
acter’s shoulder shown
in Figure 6.7, the lines
are thicker, making the
curve easier to follow.

✎ Tapered ends. Abrupt
endings cause harsh
stops in a drawing. It is
much easier for the eye
to begin and end at a
tapered point. Figure
6.8 shows several lines
in the drawing that
begin or end in tapered
points.

✎ Corners. Sharp corners
are abrupt changes of
direction. They can
happen in the course of
a line or when two or
more lines meet.
Adding more weight to
the lines at a corner
helps keep the viewer’s
eyes on the drawing.
The corner then acts as
a launch pad for the
eyes to move in a dif-
ferent direction. Figure
6.9 shows where the
corners of the charac-
ter’s pants cause
abrupt changes in
direction.

Figure 6.7 Adding weight to curves
makes them easier to follow.

Figure 6.8 A tapered end is easier
for the eye to begin and end.

Figure 6.9 A heavy corner can make an abrupt change in direction more
natural.
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This list does not cover every
aspect of using thick and thin
lines, but hopefully it will give 
you a start. One of the wonderful
aspects of art is taking basic 
concepts and exploring new 
applications.

Lines are the building blocks of
most drawings. Using lines, the
artist can define almost anything.
When it comes to composition,
one of the most important things
that lines define is shape.

Shapes

A shape is a defined area in a draw-
ing. For example, Figure 6.10
shows the familiar shape of a heart.
The shape is composed of two
lines, but the meaning of the shape
goes way beyond just the two lines
because the shape is also a symbol.

Not all shapes have symbolic
meaning, but the fact that they can
have meaning beyond a mark on a
piece of paper shows an important
distinction between a shape and 
a line.

As you approach creating a figure
drawing, try to look beyond the
figure and look at the entire pic-
ture as a set of shapes. Sometimes
looking at the silhouette of shapes
in a picture helps define them.
Figure 6.11 shows the silhouette of
a figure.

Figure 6.10 Some shapes have
symbolic meaning.

Figure 6.11 The figure is a shape in the drawing.
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The figure is a shape because it is a
defined area in the drawing.
Understanding the shapes in your
drawings will help you develop
good compositions. For example,
here there are three basic shapes—
a square, a circle, and a heart. One
or more lines define each shape.

The quality and placement of the
lines not only define the shapes,
they also define the picture. The
picture is somewhat static because
all of the lines are similar in weight
and spacing. The shapes also are of
equal size and centered on the
paper.

By adjusting some of the drawing
elements, you can see how the
dynamics of the picture can
change. In Figure 6.13, the shape
of the circle was enlarged and the
other two shapes were reduced.
The circle is now the dominant
shape. The dominant position of
the circle is also enhanced by the
fact that it is in the center of the
picture.

In Figure 6.14, the circle is moved
to the side but the weight of the
line is heavier, so even though it is
not central, it is still dominant
because of the heavier line.

Figure 6.12 The picture contains three basic shapes.

Figure 6.13 The circle is the dominant shape in the drawing.

Figure 6.14 The circle is dominant in both size and line weight.
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Another method of emphasizing a
shape is to have it overlap other
shapes, as shown in Figure 6.15.
The overlapping helps to increase
the importance of the top shape
and diminish the importance of the
other two shapes.

One aspect of a shape is the fact
that by defining a shape in a draw-
ing, you also define others shapes.
Notice that in the last picture there
are three overlapping shapes, but
there is also the shape of the sur-
rounding area of the picture. The
areas defined outside the pictorial
shapes in a drawing are often
referred to by artists as negative
shapes. Figure 6.16 shows the neg-
ative shape in white.

Figure 6.16 The negative shape surrounds the other shapes in the picture.

Figure 6.15 Overlapping shapes can emphasize importance.
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Negatives shapes are very impor-
tant in a composition. If they are
organized correctly, they can have a
big impact on the success of your
drawing. For example, Figure 6.17
shows a group of negative and pos-
itive shapes.

When the shapes are put together
in the correct organization, the
negative shapes carry the message
of the drawing, as shown in Figure
6.18.

The way you place pictorial ele-
ments can have a big effect on the
quality of your composition. When
placing shapes in a drawing, there
are a few things that you should
avoid, such as monotony, tangents,
and unwanted inclusion.

Figure 6.17 The picture shows some unorganized shapes.

Figure 6.18 When organized, the negative shapes spell the words nega-
tive shapes.
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Monotony

Monotony is the repetition of
shapes that closely match each
other in size and spacing. A good
example of monotony is back in
Figure 6.12, in which all of the
shapes are roughly the same size
and are spaced statically across the
drawing. The best way to avoid
monotony is to vary the size and
spacing of the pictorial shapes in
your drawings.

Tangents

Sometimes the placement of
objects can cause problems. For
example, tangents can cause visual
confusion. In Figure 6.19, the seal
is supposed to be in the fore-
ground. However, the placement of
the seal’s nose on the line of the
barn gives the impression that the
seal is balancing the barn on his
nose.

When placing items in a picture,
you should always watch out for
potential problems with tangents

that cause confusion in the place-
ment of the visual elements in
three-dimensional spaces.

Tangents can also be painful. In
Figure 6.20, the diamond shape is
placed next to the edge of the pic-
ture. This causes two problems.
First, the placement is uncomfort-
able because it is poking the side of
the picture frame. It is almost like
the frame is getting hurt! Second,
sharp corners can often act as
arrows, directing viewers’ attention
away from the picture.

Figure 6.19 The seal looks like he is balancing the barn on
his nose.

Figure 6.20 Some tangents can be painful.
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Unwanted Inclusion

Sometimes a shape might be
behind another shape, causing the
two shapes to run together and
blend. This is particularly true
when the two shapes are of similar
value. Figure 6.21 shows a simple
example of this problem. The
square shape is overlapping the
cross shape, but they are so close
in value that they seem to be one
shape rather than two.

Sometimes you might want the
shapes of your drawing to run
together, so this is only a problem
when the blending is unwanted yet
still present. It is always a good
idea to create a value sketch of
your drawing first to see whether
there is any potential for unwanted
inclusion.

Form

In nature there really aren’t any
lines. Lines are what artists use to
interpret nature. Lines are often
used by artists to define edges or
suggest contours, but there is
another aspect of composition that
brings pictorial elements into
three-dimensional representations;
it is called form. Form is the depic-
tion of objects based on the effects
of light on that object. It brings the
element of shading into drawings.
In Figure 6.22 there are two cir-
cles. The one on the left shows
only the shape of the circle,
whereas the one on the right shows
the form of the circle as a sphere.

Figure 6.21 The cross and square blend together because they are similar
in value.

Figure 6.22 The circle on the right indicates the form of the circular
shape.
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Form is important in composition
because it shows solidity and
dimension. In figure drawing,
often the artist will want to repre-
sent the figure as a three-dimen-
sional element of the picture.
Compositionally, this means that
the drawing will take into account
the effects of lighting on it.

Lighting creates tonal differences
on figures. These tonal differences
create patterns and shapes of their
own. In Figure 6.23, you can see a
posed figure in tonal grays. There
are shapes that make up the light
side of the figure and others that
make up the dark side.

Tonal qualities of a figure are visu-
ally very powerful—sometimes
more powerful than the silhouette
of the figure itself, depending on
the harshness of the light. In
Figure 6.24, I increased the con-
trast to emphasize the dark and
light shapes of the figure.

Figure 6.23 Light and shadow create shapes on the
figure.

Figure 6.24 The contrast is increased in the figure to
show clearly the shapes of the light side and the dark
side.
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As an artist, you have to see the
shapes of the light and dark on
your figures. Often shadows—
particularly cast shadows—obscure
the dimensional qualities of the fig-
ure. For example, look at Figure
6.25. Notice how the lighting
shows the form of the arm
extended toward us very clearly,
whereas the one pointing away is
almost entirely in shadow, giving it
almost no sense of form at all. In
addition, the cast shadow on the
figure’s knee destroys any sense of
form in that area.

Before you start to draw a figure,
take a close look at the lighting to
determine whether it enhances or
obscures the form of the figure.

Figure 6.25 Shadows can obscure the form of the figure.
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Closer

Obscuring the form of a figure
might not always be a bad thing.
The shapes in the picture do not

Figure 6.26 Leonardo da Vinci blends the values of the figure with
the background in the Mona Lisa. Réunion des Musées Nationaux/Art
Resource, NY.

Figure 6.27 Leonardo da Vinci
uses closer in the Mona Lisa.
Réunion des Musées Nationaux/Art
Resource, NY.

Lisa by Leonardo da Vinci in
Figure 6.26.

In this famous painting, da Vinci
purposefully arranges the values
around the figure so that they
blend into each other. Rather than
putting a hard line around the fig-
ure, da Vinci leaves it up to us to
fill in the gaps. This concept in art
of blending edges is called closer.
Visually, this gives the viewer’s eyes
pathways to and from the figure.
Looking at the picture in black and
white, the blending of the values
becomes more evident, as shown
in Figure 6.27.

always have to be completely
drawn. The concept of blending
some parts of the form with other
forms in the picture is an old prac-
tice. For example, look at the Mona



114

Figure Drawing with Virtual Models

Balance

Basic to composition is balance. If
a picture is out of balance, it will
feel uncomfortable to the viewer,
just like the out-of-balance figure
discussed in Chapter 5. In Figure
6.28, the character is way off to the
right and facing away from the
center of the picture. It creates a
large, uncomfortable, empty area
in the middle and left side of the
picture. It is off balance.

A good way to think of picture bal-
ance is to imagine that the picture
is perched on a triangle, as shown
in Figure 6.29. If the picture feels
like it would be heavier on one
side than on another, the picture
will seem off balance.

Granted, this illustration is exag-
gerated for purposes of this lesson.
But even pictures that are just a lit-
tle off balance can be uncomfort-
able. If a person is uncomfortable
with a picture, he or she will tend
to not enjoy looking at it and will
probably move on to other pic-
tures.

Figure 6.29 The right side of the picture is visually heavier than the left.

Figure 6.28 The picture seems off balance.



115

Composition

Formal Balance

One way to solve the balance prob-
lem is to use formal balance.
Formal balance is a system of bal-
ancing a picture by subdividing it
into equal portions so that one side
mirrors the other. Formal balance
feels comfortable to us because
many things in life have symmetry.
Most animals are symmetrical, as is
the human body.

Symmetry is pleasing to view
because it represents order and
integrity. Take a look a Figure 6.30.

One of the reasons that we think of
this pattern as being pleasant to
look at is the symmetry of shape
and design.

Symmetry in the human form is
considered beautiful. In fact, a 

person is considered disfigured if
one side does not match up with
the other. Leonardo da Vinci gives
us a good example of the symme-
try of the human form in his
sketch The Vitruvian Man, shown
in Figure 6.31.

Figure 6.30 Symmetrical designs
are pleasing to the eye.

Figure 6.31 The Vitruvian Man shows the symmetry of the human form.
Cameraphoto/Art Resource, NY.



For compositions in which the
artist wants to have a feeling of
dignity or majesty, formal balance
or symmetry is a great approach.
Not everything needs to be mir-
rored from one side to the other,
but there should be a sense of

equality in the masses from one
side to the other for a picture to
have formal balance.

Many of the great masters used for-
mal balance in their paintings.
Giovanni Arnolfini and his Wife

Giovanna Cenami (The Arnolfini
Marriage) by Jan van Eyck is a
great example of formal balance,
shown here in Figures 6.32 and
6.33.
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Figure 6.32 Jan van Eyck used formal balance to organize the elements of
his painting. Erich Lessing/Art Resource, NY.

Figure 6.33 Dividing the picture
helps to show the formal balance.
Erich Lessing/Art Resource, NY.
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The Madonna with Canon van der
Paele, also by Jan van Eyck and
shown in Figure 6.34, is another
great example of formal balance.
Notice how both these paintings

have a formal, almost majestic
presence.

Formal balance is great for formal
pictures, but because it is so bal-
anced, the picture can sometimes

lack dynamics. Formal balance is
not very good for creating pictures
that give the feeling of motion or
action. The artist needs to have
other ways to balance a picture.

Figure 6.34 Jan van Eyck used formal balance in many of his paintings. Erich Lessing/Art Resource, NY.



Informal Balance

Objects or characters in a composi-
tion don’t have to be equal in size
or mass to balance a picture.
Artists can use the principle of the
fulcrum lever in compositions to
create a feeling of balance, even
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Figure 6.35 The fulcrum lever approach can be used to balance a picture.

though the objects are two differ-
ent sizes. A fulcrum lever is like a
teeter-totter, as shown in Figure
6.35.

The center of the teeter-totter is the
fulcrum. A heavier person can
teeter-totter with a lighter person
by moving closer to the fulcrum or

having the lighter person move far-
ther away from the fulcrum. By
placing a larger object or character
near the center of the picture and
placing the smaller object farther
from the center, the picture will
have a sense of balance. This
approach to balance can add more
drama to a picture.
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Figure 6.36 Rembrandt van Rijn often used informal balance in his paint-
ings. Art Resource, NY.

Figure 6.37 The picture has two
dominant elements balanced with
each other. Art Resource, NY.

In Figure 6.36, Christ and the
Woman Taken in Adultery shows an
example of the fulcrum-lever
approach to balance in the compo-

sition by the great master of the
northern Renaissance, Rembrandt
van Rijn.

The black and white illustration in
Figure 6.37 shows the fulcrum lever
in use in Rembrandt’s painting
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Figure 6.38 Rubens used diagonals to heighten tension and drama in his
painting. Erich Lessing/Art Resource, NY.

Figure 6.39 Supporting diagonal
elements are used to balance the
picture. Erich Lessing/Art Resource,
NY.

Diagonal pictorial elements tend to
have a greater sense of tension and
motion than vertical or horizontal
elements. A good example of this
compositional approach can be
found in The Raising of the Cross by

Pieter Pauwel Rubens, as shown in
Figure 6.38.

Strong diagonal elements still need
to be balanced; otherwise, they 
will seem to be falling, Rubens 

supported the strong diagonal
image of Christ on the cross by
using other secondary diagonal ele-
ments, as shown in Figure 6.39.
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Focal Points

Have you ever noticed that while
looking at a picture, your eyes tend
to be drawn to a specific area? It’s
almost like that part of the picture
is screaming, “Hey! Look at me
first!” That doesn’t always happen
by accident. In fact, many artists
spend a great deal of time planning
how you will view their picture.
They create focal points and path-
ways in their work.

A focal point is an area in the pic-
ture that calls for attention. The
call can be blatant, like a noisy
child in a quiet classroom, or it can
be gentle, like a bubbling brook in
the mountains. In Rembrandt’s
Jeremiah Lamenting the Destruction
of Jerusalem, shown in Figure 6.40,
a very strong focal point is evident.
The eye almost automatically goes
to the figure in the painting.

In many pictures there is more
than one focal point. The artist
might build a chain of two or more
focal points, with the major focal
point demanding the most atten-
tion and each succeeding focal
point diminishing in importance. 
A picture with two equally
demanding focal points can be
frustrating to the viewer.

Figure 6.40 Rembrandt has a strong focal point in his picture. Bildarchiv
Preussischer Kulturbesitz/Art Resource, NY.
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Linear Focus

One of the most effective methods
of creating a focal point is to use
the lines in the picture to draw
attention to the an area. This is
called linear focus and it is derived
from the viewer’s tendency to not
view lines or edges as static images.
When viewing a picture, your eyes
will tend to slide along a line. If
many of the lines converge on a
single point or area of the picture,
a focal point is created. This also
happens with values in tonal pic-
tures. In Figure 6.41, Pieter Pauwel
Rubens uses the form of the figure’s
body and other pictorial elements
to draw the viewer’s attention to
the character’s head.

The overlaid lines in Figure 6.42
indicate the general direction of the
elements in Rubens’ painting.

Figure 6.41 Rubens uses
linear focus to draw atten-

tion to the character’s
head. Erich Lessing/Art

Resource, NY.

Figure 6.42 The lines
show how the elements of
the picture converge at the
character’s head. Erich
Lessing/Art Resource, NY.
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Contrast Focus

Another excellent way to create a
focal point is to use value contrast.
Value is the quality of light or dark
in a picture. In theater, spotlights
are used to isolate individual actors
on the stage. In art, the same
approach can be taken to focus
attention on specific areas.
Rembrandt used contrast focus in
almost all of his paintings. If you
take a look at Jeremiah Lamenting
the Destruction of Jerusalem in
Figure 6.40 again, you can see how
the light shining on the prophet
illuminates him like a spotlight.

To create a focal point using value,
the artist places the highest con-
trast between light and dark at the
focal point. All other images in the
picture will have less contrast
between light and dark, as shown
in Figure 6.43.

In Figure 6.43, you can see a more
subtle use of contrast focus. Notice
how the greatest contrast in value
is in the girl’s eyes. The eyes
demand that the viewer pay atten-
tion to them.

Figure 6.43 The contrast in the eyes draws attention.
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Detail Focus

Detail in a picture will create a
focal point. The eye is naturally
drawn to areas of the picture that
have greater detail. This is because
those areas demand greater exami-
nation. As an artist, you can use
this to bring attention to those
parts of your drawings that you
want the viewer to look at most.

Another look at the Mona Lisa will
show how Leonardo da Vinci used
detail to draw the viewer’s attention
first to the face and then second to
the hands in the painting (see
Figure 6.44).

Figure 6.44 Leonardo put more detail in the face to draw attention there.
Réunion des Musées Nationaux/Art Resource, NY.
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Color Focus

Another very effective way to cre-
ate a focal point is to use color.
Color is made up of hues that are
related to each other. Figure 6.45
shows a color wheel with the pri-
mary and secondary colors.
Because this is a drawing book, we
won’t spend a great deal of time on
color. Notice the arrangement of
the colors around the wheel. The
colors opposite each other are
called complimentary colors because
they tend to bring out the colors
more strongly. Those that are next
to each other on the wheel are
called analogous colors because they
tend to be more pleasing. Think of
a rainbow. The arrangement of the
colors in a rainbow follows the col-
ors around the color wheel.

If you want to use color to focus
attention, place colors opposite
each other on the color wheel next
to each other in your painting. The
greater the intensity of the color,
the more attention it will demand.

The Madonna with Canon van der
Paele by Jan van Eyck is a great
example of the use of color focus.

This picture is shown again in
Figure 6.46.

Jan van Eyck painted much of the
picture around the central figure,
using green, blue, and yellow
tones. The color combination sets
off the red of the central figure’s
robe.

Figure 6.45 The colors of the color
wheel follow the same order as a
rainbow.

Figure 6.46 The red of the center figure stands out boldly. Erich
Lessing/Art Resource, NY.
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Action Focus

Action and movement are very
strong attention devices that are
often used in motion pictures,
video games, and the Internet.
Because drawings don’t generally
move, the application of action as a
focal point is somewhat difficult.
Instead of having something move
in the drawing, the artist has to
imply movement. Implied movement
is movement that is about to hap-
pen, such as when you capture a
dynamic moment during a dra-
matic action.

Impending action is a powerful
attention-grabber. If the subject in
a picture looks like he is about to
do something, it naturally calls us
to look to see what he is about to
do. Michelangelo did a masterful
job of capturing impending action
in his sculpture of David, shown in
Figure 6.47. David is relaxed, yet
holding his sling over his shoulder,
looking as if he is about to move
into action.

These are only a few examples of
ways that lines, value, detail, color,
and action can be used to focus the
viewer’s attention on a point in the
picture. Take some time to look at
the many paintings by the great
masters and see whether you can
tell how they used these methods
to focus attention on their paint-
ings.

Be careful that you don’t overdo
your pictures with blatant compo-
sitional devices to draw attention.
In practice, the artist should use
judgment in the methods used to
focus attention. The danger in
being too heavy-handed with 
compositions is that when any

technique or method of composi-
tion becomes too overbearing, the
viewer can feel manipulated.
Composition techniques should be
used in such a way that they seem
natural to the viewer, not con-
trived.

Figure 6.47 David looks as if he is about to move. Scala/Art Resource, NY.
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Pathways

Sometimes, rather than a single
focal point in a picture, the artist
might want to have a series of focal
points connected by pathways. A
pathway is usually a linear or value
pictorial element that connects one
focal point to another. Strong path-
ways help keep the viewer
involved in your drawing. Figure
6.48 shows an example taken from
Michelangelo’s work on the ceiling
of the Sistine Chapel that shows a
good use of creating a pathway for
the viewer.

Figure 6.49 shows the picture with
lines indicating the pathways that
Michelangelo created.

If there are natural pathways in the
picture, the viewer will be able to
comfortably scan the picture, mov-
ing from focal point to focal point.
If the picture lacks natural path-
ways, it will feel uncomfortable to
the viewer, causing tension.

Figure 6.48 A strong pathway keeps the viewer involved in the picture.
Erich Lessing/Art Resource, NY.

Figure 6.49 The lines help to show the pathways. Erich Lessing/Art
Resource, NY.
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Another example of building path-
ways can be found in Rembrandt’s
painting of Aristotle with a Bust of
Homer, shown here in Figure 6.50.
See whether you can find the path-
ways in this picture.

You have just covered a number of
composition concepts in a single
chapter. I hope that composition is
not such a mystery for you now. A
very good way to test yourself is to
take an art history book and see
whether you can find some of the
concepts covered here in the art
that you find in it. You can also try
posing figures in Figure Artist to
help solidify the concepts.
Following are some renderings of
poses in Figure Artist taken from
some of the paintings in this chap-
ter. See whether you can match the
poses with the paintings.

Figure 6.50 Try to find the pathways in this picture by Rembrandt.
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These poses are also included on the CD for this
book. Taking the time to pose figures and set up
scenes from great master paintings is an excellent
way to improve your understanding of compositional
concepts. After you pose the figures, try drawing a
few of them.



130

Figure Drawing with Virtual Models



131

Composition



C H A P T E R  7

Figure 7.1 The lighting shows what kind of material the dress is made of.
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Take a look at Figure 7.2. Can
you see any lighting problems?
Would this lighting setup make a
good figure drawing?

In this chapter we will be looking
at how to light a figure. We will
also cover many aspects of shad-
ing your drawings.

Types of Light

There are basically two types of
light in drawing—direct light and
reflected light. Direct light
emanates from a light source, such
as a light bulb or the sun. During a
normal sunny day, the world is
bathed in light with the sun as the
light source. If you were to look
directly at the sun (something your
mother probably told you not to
do), you would be looking at direct
light, as shown in Figure 7.3. The
same thing is true for a light bulb
or a campfire. Anything that cre-
ates light, such as a TV or a com-
puter monitor, is giving off direct
light.

Reflected light bounces off of
objects. We see the world around
us primarily through reflected
light. The yellow, green, and red in
Figure 7.3 are all reflected light.
The light of the sun is bouncing
from the objects and reflecting
back to the viewer.

Figure 7.2 Is this good lighting for a figure drawing?

Figure 7.3 Light that comes directly from a light source is called direct
light.
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Absorption,

Reflection, and

Pass Through

Light travels in a straight path from
the light source until it hits some-
thing. When light hits an object, it
will do one of three things: It will
bounce off the object, it will be
absorbed by the object, or it will
pass through the object. In Figure
7.4, light is coming from the sun.
When light hits the blue object,
blue light is reflected to the
viewer’s eyes. All non-blue light is
absorbed into the object.

The color of an object is deter-
mined by the light that is absorbed
into it and the light that is reflected
off of it. A white light contains all
colors of visible light. If a white
light strikes a blue object, all colors
other than those that are blue will
be drawn into the object. The blue
light is reflected. What makes the
object blue is that it is reflecting
blue light, as shown in Figure 7.4.

Have you ever noticed that black
clothing is much hotter to wear on
a sunny day than white clothing?
That is because black absorbs all of
the visible light and doesn’t reflect
any light. When light is absorbed
into a surface, it creates heat. On
the other hand, a white shirt
reflects all of the light of the visible
spectrum.

If the object is transparent, some of
the light will pass through the
object. In the case of a transparent
object, such as glass, almost all of
the light will pass through the
object. Figure 7.5 shows light pass-
ing through the blue object. Not

only is blue light reflected, but it is
also the only light that passes
through the blue object, as shown
in Figure 7.5. All of the other light
bands are absorbed into the blue
object.

Figure 7.4 An object is blue because it reflects blue light.

Figure 7.5 Blue light passes through the object.
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Light and

Shadow

Where there is light there is also
shadow. A shadow is an area of
diminished light because the object
is blocking some of the light from
entering. The light and shadow of
an object help show its shape and
dimensions. In Figure 7.6, the
shadow gives the figure the appear-
ance of standing on the ground,
even though the figure is only seen
in silhouette.

Now let’s take a look at how light
defines a three-dimensional object.
We will start with a simple shape,
such as a sphere. Look at Figure
7.7 and try drawing the picture 
of a ball sitting on a tabletop 
before you go on to the rest of 
the chapter.

Figure 7.6 The shadow helps to plant the figure on the ground.

Figure 7.7 Draw and shade the sphere.
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Highlight

The highlight of an object is the
part that light directly reflects from
the light source to the viewer’s
eyes. The highlight is located on
the brightest area of the ball, as
shown in Figure 7.8. The highlight
area is at a direct reflection angle
from the light source. If you are
using white paper and a pencil, the
highlight will generally be left as
the white of the paper. For this 
reason, you don’t actually draw 
the highlight; rather, you draw the
rest of the object and leave the
highlight.

Highlight

Figure 7.8 The highlight is a direct reflection of the light source.

Figure 7.9 Raking light hits a curved surface at an angle.

Raking Light

The area that surrounds the high-
light where the light is not as
directly reflected is called raking
light. The name comes from the
way the light skims across the sur-
face and hits it at an angle. This
area extends outward from the
highlight and gradually gets darker
because the surface of the object is
turning away from the light, as
shown in Figure 7.9.

Raking light
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Light Area

The area that contains the highlight
and the raking light is the light
area of an object. Most objects can
be defined as having a light area
and a shadow area. Because the
light area receives the most light,
most of the detail in a drawing is in
this area. Figure 7.10 shows the
light area of the ball.

Figure 7.10 The light area of the ball is the area receiving direct light.

Figure 7.11 The shadow area is the area of an object 
not receiving direct light.

Shadow Area

Light Area

Shadow Area

All of the area that does not receive
direct light from the light source 
is called the shadow area (see
Figure 7.11).

As the surface of the ball turns
away from the light source, it no
longer receives light directly from
the light source. The shadow area
generally receives the least amount
of detail in a drawing because there
is less light to define this area.
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In situations where there is only
one light shining on an object,
such as a ball, roughly half of the
ball will be in the shadow area and
half will be in the light area.
Viewing the ball directly to the side
of the light source illustrates how
the light and shadow areas are
divided, as shown in Figure 7.12.

Figure 7.12 Half the ball is on the light side, and half 
is on the shadow side.

Figure 7.13 The core shadow runs on the line next to 
the light side of an object.

Core shadow

Light side

Dark side

Core Shadow

There is a band of shadow that
separates the raking light from the
shadow area of the ball. This
shadow is called the core shadow,
and it is shown in Figure 7.13.

The core shadow runs along the
edge of the object that is directly
past the influence of the light. It is
a very important shadow for the
artist because the core shadow,
more than any other shading,
defines the form. The core shadow
is the darkest shadow on the ball
because it receives the least
amount of light.
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Reflected Light

The shadow area does not receive
direct light from the light source,
but it does receive indirect light.
Indirect light is reflected from
other surfaces onto the ball. In the
picture of the ball, the light that
hits the table and reflects back to
us also reflects back toward the
ball. The reflected light gives defi-
nition to the shadow area of a
drawing, as shown in Figure 7.14.

Figure 7.15 The cast shadow is the area of shadow 
cast from an object onto another surface.

Cast shadow

Figure 7.14 Half the ball is on the light side and half is 
on the shadow side.

Reflected light

Cast Shadow

Because the ball interrupts some of
the light traveling from the light
source to the table, there is an area
of shadow on the table. This area
of shadow is called the cast shadow.
It is shown in Figure 7.15.
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Cast shadows are not just flat shad-
ows. They have unique characteris-
tics that an artist must understand
to make them look correct. As the
shadow becomes more distant
from the object, the edge becomes
less distinct. This happens because
there is more chance for reflected
light to reach the shadow area. The
shadow has a diffused edge, as
shown in Figure 7.16.

Figure 7.17 Reflected light also bounces from the ball 
to the cast shadow.

Twice-reflected
light

Figure 7.16 The edge of a shadow is diffused as it goes 
away from an object.

Diffused edge

There is also a slightly lighter area
just beneath the ball. This area is
the twice-reflected light area. The
light that is reflected to the ball
bounces off the ball and into the
cast shadow area, giving that area a
small amount of light, as shown in
Figure 7.17. This is one reason
why some cast shadows seem to be
lighter near the middle.



142

Figure Drawing with Virtual Models

Front and Rim

Lighting

Many artists like to light their
scenes with the light coming from
behind the artist and to the side so
they can show most of the light,
but also some of the shadow areas.
This type of lighting best defines
the form of the objects in their
drawings. Lighting from the front
or the back of the object tends to
flatten the form of the object, as
shown here. However, sometimes
these types of lighting effects can
add drama to a drawing, especially
in the case of rim lighting, as
shown in Figure 7.18.

Multiple Light

Sources

Many times, objects we see in life
have more than one light source.
This is particularly true of charac-
ters or objects that are in interior
settings. A single room inside a
building might have many lights
illuminating a character or object
from multiple angles. Each light
will have an effect on how the
character or object looks. This can
often be confusing for the artist
who has to track the direction of
the lights to understand the angles
of the lights. The picture in Figure
7.19 shows the ball with three
lights. Notice the multiple cast

Figure 7.19 It can sometimes be confusing to draw an 
object with multiple light sources.

Figure 7.18 Front and rim lighting tend to flatten objects.

Front lighting Rim lighting
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shadows. The cast shadows are the
best clue for determining the num-
ber and location of all the lights
hitting the object.

Did you realize there was so much
involved in the lighting of a simple
ball? We see light every day, but
unless we are familiar with its
nature, we might miss many
aspects. Try drawing the ball again,
and this time use what you have
just learned about light to define
the lighting of the ball. Compare
your drawings. Was your second
drawing a better depiction of the
ball?

We are not done yet. There is still a
lot more to learn about light.

Figures

So far we have talked about light-
ing a ball. Now let’s see how light
affects a figure in Figure Artist.
Figure 7.20 shows a seated figure
with the default lighting in Figure
Artist.

You could use this lighting (and
many who use the program might
just do that), but I recommend that
you come up with your own light-
ing for your figures.

Figure 7.20 The default lighting is a start, but should be adjusted in 
most cases.
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Adjusting

Shadows

The default lighting is nice, but for
this figure there are some prob-
lems. Notice that the cast shadows
are very dark, obscuring parts of
the figure. Figure Artist allows you
to adjust the darkness of the shad-
ows from each light. In Figure 7.21
I lightened the cast shadows on the
figure. Notice how the lighting is a
lot more pleasant.

Figure 7.21 Lighter shadows make the figure more pleasant.

Figure 7.22 Use opposing lights to simulate reflected light.

Opposing Lights

When lighting your figure, you
need to have opposing lights. The
opposing light is the light source
for reflected light. Without it your
pictures will not look natural.
Figure 7.22 shows a figure with
lighting from only one direction.
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As you can see, there are many
areas of the figure that are
obscured because of the single
light source. Unless your figure is
in outer space, there will always be
at least some reflected light on it
because light reflects off everything
around us. To simulate the quali-
ties of reflected light in Figure
Artist, you need to set up your
lighting so there is at least one light
opposite of your main light. In
Figure 7.23 I added an opposing
light and colored it blue to better
show where it strikes the figure.

Figure 7.23 The opposing bluish light gives the figure a cool bluish cast to
the shadow areas.

Figure 7.24 Light coming from the right illuminates the model’s face better.

Light Location

You should always move your fig-
ure or the light source around to
get a better illumination of the
model. In Figure 7.24 I moved the
main light around so the light is
striking her from the right instead
of from behind. Notice how much
better the figure is defined with the
light coming from that direction.

Finding the right direction for your
light source can make a huge dif-
ference in emphasizing the areas to
which you want to draw attention.
If you want the viewer to look at
an area of the drawing first, give it
the most direct light.
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Emotion

Lighting can have an emotional
aspect to it. Take a look at the
lighting of the two figures in Figure
7.25. Even thought they are the
exact same model from the exact
same point of view, the figure on
the left looks almost spooky com-
pared to the one on the right. This
is because the figure on the left has
a light source coming from under-
neath, while the light source for
the one on the right is coming
from above. The mood of the scene
is changed simply by changing the
direction of the light source.

Image-Based

Lighting

Figure Artist has a special lighting
option for image-based lighting.
Image-based lighting is a way of
setting up the lighting of a charac-
ter based on an image of natural
lighting. The lighting simulates the
lighting effects found in real envi-
ronments through an image of that
environment. When the image is
processed through Figure Artist,
the program creates lights that sim-
ulate the environment.

Image-based lights are a quick way
to achieve a natural-looking light-
ing effect without having to manip-
ulate the lights themselves. Figure
7.26 shows image-based lighting
for a bright, sunny day.

Figure 7.25 Lighting can express emotion.

Figure 7.26 Image-based lighting simulates natural lighting.
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The image can be of almost any
environment. Figure 7.27 was ren-
dered with lighting taken from
inside an office. Notice the strong
yellow cast from the incandescent
light bulbs.

Figure 7.27 Interior lighting has a yellow cast.

Figure 7.28 Evening lighting gives the scene a cooler, bluish cast.

A more subdued, cool bluish light-
ing effect is evident in this render-
ing shown in Figure 7.28, using an
evening seaside image.
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An image of a shady area can be
used for scenes in which the figure
is posed outside, under an over-
hanging tree. The cooler colors fil-
tering through the leaves and the

Figure 7.29 This lighting has an interesting combination of cool and warm lights.

warmer colors from the sun give
the rendering in Figure 7.29 an
interesting combination of warm
and cool lighting.
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Shading a

Figure

The figure is basically a solid struc-
ture that interacts with light in
much the same way as the ball
used earlier in this chapter. All of
the lighting principles of light side
and shadow side are present. There
are highlights, raking lights, core
shadow, reflected light, and cast

shadow. All the artist needs to do is
determine where the light source is
and how the light is falling on the
figure. The figure is first broken
into a light side and a dark side.
From there, the artist defines the
different aspects of lighting and
shades the drawing accordingly.
Follow along with this exercise to
see one way of shading your figure
drawings.

To get a good feeling of form and
solidity in a figure drawing, the
artist must shade the drawing so
that the light is clearly defined. A
common mistake of the beginner is
to have areas in the shadow that
are too light and areas in the light
that are too dark. When this hap-
pens, the drawing will suffer
because it will be confusing to the
viewer. The light side of the draw-
ings should always be lighter than
the shadow side.

S T E P - B Y - S T E P

1
First set up the lighting of the figure in Figure
Artist so it brings out the form by having a
single strong light for defining the light side
and a more subdued opposing light for the
shadow side, as shown in Figure 7.30. A
strong light that clearly defines the light and
shadow sides of the figure helps to show the
form of the body more clearly because of the
contrast between the two sides.

Figure 7.30 Pose a figure model with a strong
light.
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2
Start the drawing by defining
the action lines, as shown in
Figure 7.31.

Figure 7.31 Draw the action lines.

Figure 7.32 Draw the stick-figure skeleton.

3
Next define the skeleton of the
figure, as shown in Figure 7.32.
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4
Next develop the contours of
the body over the construction
lines, as shown in Figure 7.33.

Figure 7.33 Draw the contours of the figure.

N O T E

I usually draw all of the construction lines and contour lines for my drawings very lightly, so
that they can barely be seen. Because drawings done that lightly are difficult to see when
printed in a book, I drew the lines much darker here than normal. The picture used for the
remaining steps is different than the one used at the beginning. The construction lines are
still there, but they are probably too light to see well. This is so that they don’t interfere with
the delicate shading of the figure drawing.

When doing your own drawings, remember that you have control over how boldly you lay in
your construction lines. Some drawings might look better with the construction lines still
showing, while others will look better if the lines are not showing. If you don’t want the lines
to show, draw very lightly. It is better to draw lightly than to erase because erasing can dam-
age the paper and ruin the drawing.
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Figure 7.34 Start defining the light and shadow at the head.

5
Beginning with the head I start
to lay in the values, defining the
light areas and the dark areas
by first finding the core shad-
ows, as shown in Figure 7.34.

Figure 7.35 Apply shading to the torso and arms.

6
From the head I move to the
torso and arms, as shown in
Figure 7.35.
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Figure 7.36 Continue working in the values of the figure.

7
Next I work on the hips and
legs, trying to keep the shading
cohesive as I go (see Figure
7.36).

Figure 7.37 The light and shadow areas are defined.

8
I complete the initial shading
through the legs. The purpose
of the initial shading of the fig-
ure is to define the light and
shadow areas. The drawing is
not finished at this stage, but 
it is defined, as shown in 
Figure 7.37.
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Figure 7.38 Build a stronger sense of solidity by darkening the
shadow area.

9
Now the drawing needs to be
viewed as a whole. Notice that
although the light and dark
areas are defined, they are not
cohesive. There are areas in the
shadow that are too light, giv-
ing the drawing a spotty look,
rather than making it look like it
is a rounded shape. The last
step of the drawing is to clearly
put the shadow area in shadow
and the light area in light, as
shown in Figure 7.38.
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Figure 8.1 A live model could not hold this pose for more than a fraction of a second.
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Figure Artist brings a whole new dimension to posing a figure that
would be nearly impossible in real life. With Figure Artist, the ability
to catch an action pose is limitless. In real-life situations, about the best

an artist can do is ask the model to perform an action and then try to capture
the action with a camera, which is a haphazard approach at best. Figure 8.1
shows a pose taken from a model in Figure Artist that would be impossible
for a live model to hold for more than a fraction of a second.

This chapter deals with creating dynamic figure poses that would not be pos-
sible with live models. My hope is that it will help you to unlock a world of
possibilities that goes beyond those available in a life-drawing situation.

Limitations of a Live Model

Although a live model is always the preferred situation for drawing the figure,
there are limitations to what you can have a model do. Live models are humans
who live in a real world. They get tired. Even a relaxed pose can’t be held indefi-
nitely. The following are just a few limitations you will find when posing a live
model:

✎ Gravity affects everything in life, including a model, causing
fatigue. Some poses are easier to hold than others for long
periods of time. Out of respect and compassion for the live
model, most figure-drawing situations tend to be poses that
the model can hold without a great deal of difficulty. Dynamic
poses are often short, giving the artist little time to fully
develop the figure.
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Figure Artist does not solve every
limitation of live models, but it
does go a long way toward solving
many problems. A model in Figure
Artist can hold a pose indefinitely,
no matter how difficult the pose.
Holding a pose indefinitely is a
great advantage because the artist
can study the figure in detail.
What’s more, when a model from
Figure Artist is posed, it doesn’t
move at all. If you come back a

year later and load the pose, it will
be exactly the same.

Figure 8.2 shows a pose of a char-
acter in the act of jumping in the
air. This is a good example of a
pose that could not be held by a
live model, but can be held by a
virtual model.

The virtual model can hold this
action pose for as long as the artist

needs it as reference. What is
more, the artist can adjust the pose
as needed to fine-tune the action.
Figure 8.3 shows another such
pose.

You can see from these examples
that dynamics of figure movement
that go beyond the sedate, static
poses of the life-drawing class are
now available to the artist through
Figure Artist.

Figure 8.2 The virtual model can hold a pose indefi-
nitely.

Figure 8.3 This is an example of an action pose.
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Posing the

Dynamic Figure

Dynamic figure poses are different
from other poses in that they push
the envelope of human movement.
In other words, dynamic figure
poses are at the extremes of the
motion that the human body is
capable of performing.

Extreme

Movement

Dynamic figure posing really has
two main components that the
artist needs to work with to be suc-
cessful. The first is exploring the
extremes of human motion with-
out going beyond the physical
restraints of the body. The second
is establishing a strong action line
that conveys a consistent momen-
tum within the figure.

The joints of the body have natural
limits to movement. The arm, for
example, only bends at the elbow
in one direction. Contortionists
may defy the natural limitations of
the human body, but drawing a
limb that is pushed way beyond its
natural limits will often result in a
drawing that looks odd or disturb-
ing rather than dynamic. Some

exaggeration is okay when posing
dynamic figures, but overdoing it
might push your drawing from
dynamic to grotesque. To create a
good dynamic pose, you need to
push the limits of human move-
ment, but not break them.

For years comic book artists and
animators have known that the
extremes of movement are the
most dynamic depictions of human

action. These art forms have con-
sistently pushed the human figure
into more and more extreme move-
ment to add drama and suspense
to art. Take a look at the three fig-
ure poses shown in Figure 8.4.

You can see from these pictures
that the beginning and end of an
action are more dynamic than the
pose that is partway through the
punch.

Figure 8.4 The beginning or end of an action holds the most dynamic
pose.
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The Action Line

Now let’s take this example even
further and push the dynamics a
little. Take a look at Figure 8.5 and
notice how making the action
extreme increases the feeling of
drama and power.

If you remember from Chapter 5, a
pose that has a strong action line is
more dynamic than one that does-
n’t. Figure 8.6 shows the action
lines superimposed over the figure
pose. Even the lines seem dynamic.

Figure 8.5 This punch seems more dramatic. Figure 8.6 The action lines seem dynamic.

All good dynamic poses start with
a good dynamic action line. The
action line is the unifying element
that ties the figure to a consistent
motion. A good, strong action line
will give a figure a sense of finesse
and grace. Try to think of the fig-
ure as a single line. Look at the line
to see whether it conveys the
dynamic quality that you want to
have in your drawing. If the under-
lying action line does not express a
strong sense of dynamic motion,
the overlaying figure won’t either.

You don’t necessarily have to draw
the action line first, but you do
need to see it in the pose of your
figure. A good way to work with
the virtual models in Figure Artist
is to create the pose and then draw
an action line over the model, like
the lines drawn over the model in
Figure 8.6. You should be able to
see readily whether your model has
a strong action line. If it does not,
you can then work on the pose
some more to get a better line.
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After you have a strong action line,
drawing the dynamic figure
becomes easier. Figure 8.7 shows a
drawing of the figure from the
action pose.

Figure Artist comes with a number
of poses for both the male and
female models. These poses range
from relaxed, mundane actions to
dynamic comic book–style poses.
To help you learn how to increase
the drama in your own poses, I
suggest that you load a few of the
poses and adjust them. See
whether you can make the poses
more dynamic. Work on the action
lines and see whether you can cre-
ate some expressive dynamic poses
for your drawing from the poses
that come with the software.

Figure 8.7 After establishing the action line, the figure is
then drawn.
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Posing Multiple

Figures

Posing one figure is a challenge,
but often the artist will want more
than a single figure in the drawing.
Sometimes multiple figures can
cause problems for the artist
because they have to be drawn in
relation to each other.

You can set up scenes with live
models to have multiple figures,
but two models usually cost twice
as much as one model. With
Figure Artist you can add as many
figures as you like, and they don’t
cost any more than the purchase
price of the software.

Let’s take a look at the punch pose
again. What good is a punch if it
doesn’t actually hit anything?
Figure 8.8 shows a virtual model
punching and another virtual
model getting punched.

Figure 8.8 This punch landed.
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A great advantage of Figure Artist
is that the models are to scale,
which helps to keep the figures in
your scenes in scale with each
other. The perspective in Figure
Artist is automatic.

Now let’s try a more dynamic pose
for our two models. Instead of the
light tap that our models used, let’s
see some real action and reaction.
Take a look at Figure 8.9. One of
our virtual models has just finished
a powerful punch, and the other
model is feeling the effect.

Are you starting to see how moving
a pose to the extreme of its motion
enhances the action in the pose?

N O T E

These poses are other exam-
ples of poses that would be
difficult to achieve in a live
modeling session. Not too
many models will be willing
to have their jaw dislocated
just so the artist can get a
good look at a fight scene.
However, the virtual model
doesn’t really feel pain, so you
can beat him up as much as
you like, and he will still
come back for more.

Figure 8.9 Now that is a powerful punch.
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Moving the Point

of View

Not only can the pose be dynamic,
but the view can be as well. A
static view from the side, such as
the one shown in Figure 8.8, might
not always be the best view of
dynamic action. Although the
action lines may be strong, the pic-
ture can look less dramatic because
it is viewed from a perpendicular
angle. Poses tend to look more
dynamic if the view is at an angle
other than a flat view of the action.
Although it is not as noticeable in
single-character pictures, this

Figure 8.10 Change your point of view to increase
drama.

Figure 8.11 Receding action is not as dramatic as
approaching action.

becomes very evident in pictures in
which there are two or more char-
acters.

A view in Figure Artist is associated
with a camera. By moving the cam-
era, you are moving your point of
view. Take a look at Figure 8.10.
The only thing that has changed is
your point of view.

In Figure 8.10, the action is head-
ing more toward us, making the
picture more dramatic. Notice that
as you turn the scene, the figures
start to overlap each other. The
diagonal lines in the scene also

become more dramatic. This view
of the scene has a lot more drama
than the one shown in Figure 8.9,
without changing the poses of
either model.

You should never accept the first
view you come up with of a scene.
Always explore different angles to
see whether you might find a bet-
ter view. Figure 8.11 shows the
scene from the back of the punch-
ing model. Although it has the
same (if not stronger) diagonal
lines as Figure 8.10, it doesn’t have
as much drama because the action
is going away from the viewer.



Figure Artist has no restrictions as
to the angles from which you can
view your poses. You can even
become creative and view the
action from a sky shot, as shown in
Figure 8.12, or you can look at the
action from below, as shown in
Figure 8.13.

Moving your models around can
give you a better view, and it can
also give you an opportunity to
view your pose from other angles
to see whether it looks right. The
virtual models simulate a real 3D

environment. A pose that might
look right from one angle often
doesn’t look as good from another
unless you pose your model and
look at it from multiple angles.
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Figure 8.12 You can view the scene from up top. Figure 8.13 You can also view the scene from down
below.
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Posing with

Objects

When you are drawing figures, you
might want to also add some
objects. Figure Artist has a number
of simple objects with which you
can have your virtual models inter-

act. These objects are by no means
a complete set of objects for any-
thing you might want to do, but
they do form a basic set of shapes
that you can use. For example,
Figure 8.14 is using a box object
from the available objects as a prop
with the figures.

Figure 8.14 Props can also be added to scenes.
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Figure 8.15 Changing the view helps to show dimension of the box.

The view of the scene is kind of
static because it is taken from the
side, but you should be able to see
how adding a prop can help with
putting a group of figures together.
Figure 8.15 shows a more dramatic
view of the models pulling and
pushing the box.

In this scene there are five figures
struggling to move the box. From
the amount of effort these guys are
putting into it, the box must be
very heavy. An aspect of virtual
models that works very well is that

they can strain at something as
hard as you like without ever get-
ting tired. If these guys were real
models, fatigue would cause them
to only be able to hold a pose like
this for a few minutes.

Virtual models might have the
drawback of not showing the
intense muscle strain of individual
muscles, but the models can be set
up to show the overall stress put
on the body with extreme exertion.
From the poses with the box, you
can clearly tell that the models are

pushing and pulling a heavy
object. The hunched stances and
off-balanced positions of the three
pulling imaginary ropes clearly
show their exertion. The two push-
ing the box show by their posture
that they are leaning hard against
the back of the box.

With a little work you can have
your virtual models interact with
props in a very realistic manner. A
lot depends on how you set up
each pose in relation to the object.
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Adding Clothing

Not all figure drawing is of nude
figures. In fact, artists have to deal
with clothed figures more often
than with nude ones. The clothing
for the models in Figure Artist is
similar to the props in that there is
not an endless set, but there is
enough to represent a good array
of options for clothed figures.

The real benefit of clothing simula-
tion in Figure Artist is that you can
pose your figure, save the file, and
then add the clothing and save the
file again. You then have a good
view of the underlying structure of
the body and another of the over-
laying cloth. For example, Figure
8.16 shows a scene with two fig-
ures in a dancing pose.

N O T E

The clothing in Figure Artist should not be viewed as an exact refer-
ence of how cloth hangs off the figure, but rather gives a general
idea of how the figure would look clothed. If you are interested in
getting a more accurate simulation of cloth on the human form, you
will need to upgrade from Figure Artist to the full version of Poser.
Poser has a very sophisticated cloth simulation system.

Figure 8.16 Pose the figures before adding clothing.
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In Figure 8.17, I have added cloth-
ing to the figures.

I can use the two sources from
Figure Artist as reference for a
drawing. The pose reference is
good for developing the underlying
structures and defining the figures,
and the clothed pose is good for
working on the overlaying shapes
and textures.

Figure Artist uses a system called
conforming clothing. Each article of
clothing is actually a 3D model
separate from the virtual model.
When the clothing is applied to the
figure, it conforms to the figure as
closely as the 3D model will per-
mit. For this reason, some articles
of clothing will not work with
some poses because the range of
movement of the clothing model is
not as robust as that of the virtual
model. You will need to experi-
ment to see how each article of
clothing works with your pose.

The clothing in Figure Artist does
not simulate the way cloth folds at
joints or gathers around the hip
and waist. Unfortunately, these
aspects of figure drawing are better
dealt with in real life than they are
in a software simulation. Figure
Artist is better suited to the study
of the undraped human form than
it is to clothed figures.

Figure 8.17 Clothing is added over the figures.
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