Using “Armatures” in Representational Painting
Creating better paintings is often more than just developing better painting skills. What you are trying to represent needs to be translated into a series of shapes that interacts directly and intimately with the rectangle that you’re putting it onto. Choosing those shapes and learning to see how their arrangement affects the viewer’s eye movement through the rectangle is a major challenge.

Using armatures within the composition is used over and over again in representational painting. There are eight obvious ones that I will mention that are often working behind the scene to support a composition. A good painting could combine two types of armatures if the artist deems it necessary for a good composition, but the important point is to create a structure that will establish the placement of the major masses of the composition and the eye’s movement through them. The armature is created by the interplay of the major masses of what’s in front of the artist.

1. “S”

This armature is often found in landscapes because there are so many curves in nature. Be careful that the visual motion of the “S” doesn’t shoot the viewer out of the painting. You can always de-emphasize the “S” armature where you need to so it holds less attention and ensure that we don’t follow the line right out of the picture. An example of this armature would be a river or creek that starts at the bottom of the canvas and curves through it, to exit at or near the top, thus making an “S” shape through the canvas.

2. “L”

This armature occurs when the elements of the composition form an L shape, such as the horizontal land and vertical trees. With the “L” you usually find the center of interest along one of the arms near the L’s intersection. Both arms of the “L” should hold less and less attention as they move out toward the edge of the painting. 

3. “Diagonal”

The diagonal has the most dynamism in relation to its rectangular frame. Because of this the armature needs to be de-emphasized at both ends as it nears the edge of the painting. The diagonal tends to gain momentum as it goes down, so an added good horizontal or vertical line will help break that momentum.

4. “Triangle”

Perspective lines often create the triangle. Most commonly, the center of interest is near or on one of the angles of the triangle.

5. “Radiating Lines:

One-point perspective is an obvious example of “radiating lines”, where everything in the picture converges on one point. Often with this armature our attention is brought to the center of interest so fast we have no time to linger and meander around the painting. Use opposing weaker lines to slow the eye down somewhat.

6. “Fulcrum:

As an armature, the fulcrum allows for a balancing of the major masses, usually smaller against larger to create a dynamic balance. If two masses are too close in size though, they will create a static balance, which is less engaging. 

7. “O”

There are two types of “O” armatures. One uses the “O” as a framing device for the center of interest. The second “O” armature leads the eye around the outside of the picture plane. The center of interest lies on the “O” at some point, but the momentum of the armature keeps us moving and exploring the different parts of the painting.

8. “Portrait”

Whenever you are attracted to something you just want to paint—a person, boat, vase of flowers—think of it as a portrait. You need to be aware of the spaces, or negative shapes, around it and the way they interact with what you are portraying. You still need to think in terms of structure, but your center of interest will naturally fall within the thing you are portraying. 
