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The Figure and the Face
Working With Proportion
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OCTOBER/NOVEMBER:  

The A in STEAM:  
Design Thinking

DECEMBER:  
Gustav Klimt

JANUARY/FEBRUARY:  
The Art of Polynesia

MARCH/APRIL:  
The Saars

MAY/JUNE:  
From Expression to Emoji: 

Conveying Emotion

Did you know that each year we survey our subscribers to find out which  
artists we should feature in Scholastic Art? We also ask which elements of art  
and principles of design our subscribers want us to explore in the magazine.  
Art teachers like you told us that proportion is a challenging concept for students. 
After working on this issue, I can certainly understand. Proportion is really hard! 
But doing the research and selecting the artworks has been fun and gratifying. I 
hope you’ll find this issue to be a useful resource in your classroom. 

I’m also excited to share two new videos. These mini master classes, led 
by Heather Drayzen, a talented and charismatic art teacher, introduce key 
techniques to make figure drawing and drawing the face easier. You can find these 
videos, plus skills sheets and our digital archive, on our beautiful new website: 
scholastic.com/art. Your access code is F9M96AX. If you have any questions, 

please send me an email at kbrickner@scholastic.com. 
I’m always happy to hear from you!

Best wishes, 
Katie Brickner, Editor

kbrickner@scholastic.com

@K_Brickner

www.scholastic.com/art
Don’t miss my free subscriber e-newsletter! I’ll share 
stories about how we make each issue and helpful 
background information about the featured artists!
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PREPARATION: 
•	 Print copies of the “Graphic Organizer: Working With Proportion” skills sheet. 

On your computer or interactive whiteboard, preload the video “Figure Drawing,” 
available at scholastic.com/art.

PROCEDURE:
1. As a class, read “A Formula for Figures.” 
2. Then play the video “Figure Drawing.”
3.  Ask: Why do artists use the canon of proportion? (Artists use the canon of 

proportion to accurately depict the human form.)
4.  Invite students to observe the two featured artworks. Ask: How do John Singer 

Sargent and Robert Longo use the canon of proportion in these works? (Both 
artists use the canon of proportion as the foundation needed to create realistic 
portrayals of their subjects. After sketching the figures according to the canon’s 
rules, each artist carefully observes his subject and adds details specific to the 
individuals the images represent.)

5.  Have students take notes on their “Working With Proportion” graphic organizers.

DISCUSSION: 
•	 How do Sargent and Longo work with proportion? (Both artists work with 

traditional relative measurements. Sargent’s subjects stand straight upright, 
clearly rendered at 7.5 heads tall. The figure in Longo’s work is in motion. The 
artist uses the relative lengths of his arms, legs, head, and torso to create a 
realistic rendering.)

•	 How can you tell that Sargent rendered the woman in his painting with 
accurate proportions? (The figure is approximately 7.5 times the height of her 
head and her shoulder width is approximately three heads wide.)

•	 How does Longo keep his subject’s figure in proportion while still conveying 
motion? (The relative lengths of the arms, legs, hands, and feet are all in 
proportion despite being bent and portrayed at many different angles.)

ASSESSMENT: 
•	 Have students complete the “Sketchbook Starter” on page 5.

LEXILE: 940L 
CORE ART STANDARDS: 
VA1: Generate and 
conceptualize artistic ideas 
and work.
VA2: Organize and develop 
artistic ideas and work.
VA9: Apply criteria to evaluate 
artistic work.

CCSS ANCHOR STANDARDS 
R4: Interpret words and 
phrases.
R7: Integrate and evaluate 
content in diverse media. 

OBJECTIVE: Students will 
understand how to use the 
canon of proportion to render 
the figure.

ESSENTIAL QUESTION:  
How do artists work?

ENDURING UNDERSTANDING: 
Artists and designers 
experiment with forms, 
structures, materials, 
concepts, media, and  
art-making approaches.

VOCABULARY: canon of 
proportion, contort, dynamic, 
human figure, observe, 
proportions, realistic, 
Renaissance, series

MATERIALS: Computer 
or interactive whiteboard, 
“Graphic Organizer:  
Working With Proportion”  
skills sheet, available  
at scholastic.com/art

THE CANON OF PROPORTION
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SPOTLIGHT PROPORTION

Making People Move 
In art, people don’t always appear 

standing upright like the figures in 

Sargent’s painting. In fact, many artists, 

like Robert Longo, aim to make their work 

dynamic by capturing the figure in motion. 

These artists also use the canon of 

proportion, looking for relationships among 

the arms, legs, head, hands, and feet. 

In the 1970s and 80s, Longo painted  

a series of works called “Men in the 

Cities,” which features people in 

contorted positions. The man in the 

example above right holds his arms 

above his head. Compare the length of 

his forearms with his upper arms. How 

does the length of his feet relate to the 

RIGHT: What could  
be challenging for  
an artist when 
depicting the human 
body in motion?

Robert Longo (b. 1953), Untitled 
from the series “Men in the Cities,” 
1981-1987. Synthetic polymer paint, 
charcoal, pastel, gouache, and pencil 
on paper, 50x30in. (127x76.2cm). 
The Museum of Modern Art, NY. 
Accession #1362.2001. The Museum 
of Modern Art/Licensed by SCALA/Art 
Resource, NY. ©ARS, NY.

F 
or most people, drawing the 

human figure is tricky. The key 

is to determine the correct 

proportions—the relative size—

of the arms, legs, head, and 

torso. Artists use a set of rules, 

called the canon of proportion, to make it 

easier to accurately depict people.

Rules to Work By
Artists in ancient civilizations, including 

Egypt and Greece, created guidelines for 

representing the figure. Then during the 

Italian Renaissance, a period of scientific 

and artistic achievement between 1400 

and 1600, artists developed better rules. 

They observed human anatomy to learn 

how to more realistically depict people. 

Today many artists use the human head 

as the basic unit of measurement—similar to 

the way you measure things in inches. As in 

the diagram at left, artists consider their 

subject’s height in relation to the size of 

his or her head. Of course, each person’s 

proportions are slightly different, so artists 

also carefully observe their subjects to more 

realistically capture their actual forms.

Proportion in Portraits
You can see the canon of proportion  

at work in American artist John Singer 

Sargent’s paintings. In the 1897 work 

opposite right, Mr. and Mrs. I. N. Phelps 

Stokes, two figures stand upright. Use a 

straightedge to measure the length of the 

woman’s head. Then count the number of 

times her head fits from the top of her 

figure to the bottom. Note that her red 

shoe peeks out from under her dress on 

the left. The long dress makes the woman 

appear taller than she is. 

A Formula for Figures

Use the canon of proportion to 
realistically sketch a figure in motion.

SKETCHBOOK STARTER

LEFT: How can you tell 
whether the painting 
of this couple is in the 
correct proportions?

John Singer Sargent (1856-1925), 
Mr. and Mrs. I. N. Phelps Stokes, 
1897. Oil on canvas, 84 1/4x39 3/4in. 
(214x101cm). Bequest of Edith 
Minturn Phelps Stokes (Mrs. I. N.), 
1938. The Metropolitan Museum 
of Art, NY. Accession #38.104. The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art/Art 
Resource, NY.

Discover the secret to realistically depicting the human body

length of his arms? When Longo created 

this work, he observed the figure, 

translating each of these measurements 

from life to his paper. 

When you draw, think about the 

relationships between the head, arms, 

legs, and torso. The canon of proportion 

doesn’t tell you exactly what individual 

figures should look like. But it is a guide 

that will help you believably depict the 

human body.

SCHOLASTIC.COM/ART  5

Watch
a Video!
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Measure 
three heads 

from shoulder 
to shoulder. 

Measure 7.5 
heads from the 
top of the head 
to the toes.

Measure 
four heads 

from the hip 
to the toes.

LESSON PLAN 1:

Depicting the Human Figure
Use with “A Formula for Figures,” pages 4-5

“SKETCHBOOK STARTER” RUBRIC

4 Student uses the canon of proportion to create a technically advanced, realistic 
sketch of a figure in motion.

3 Student uses the canon of proportion to create a realistic sketch  
of a figure in motion.

2 Student struggles to use the canon of proportion to create a realistic sketch  
of a figure in motion.

1 Student does not adequately use the canon of proportion to create a realistic 
sketch of a figure in motion.
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PREPARATION: 
•	 Review students’ notes from their “Graphic Organizer: Working With Proportion” 

skills sheets. On your computer or interactive whiteboard, preload the video 
“Drawing the Head,” available at scholastic.com/art.

PROCEDURE:
1. Ask students to read “Face Forward.” 
2. Then play the video “Drawing the Head.” 
3.  Ask: How do artists use the canon of proportion to render a subject’s face? 

(Artists use a set of rules and measurements to determine the spatial 
relationships between the facial features.)

4.  Divide the class into three groups, with each group focusing on one of the 
featured artworks. Ask: How do these artists use the canon of proportion, and 
what individual styles do they employ? (Leonardo da Vinci uses observation to 
create a realistic work; Vincent van Gogh keeps his composition in proportion 
but adds expressive brushstrokes; Kehinde Wiley works in a realistic style, but 
adds a graphic background to the portrait.)

5.  Have students share their findings with the class, and ask them to record their 
findings in their “Working With Proportion” graphic organizers.

DISCUSSION: 
•	 How do Leonardo’s studies and observations relate to the canon of 

proportion? (Leonardo found consistencies in the proportions of many  
people’s faces. He used these proportional measurements to compose  
realistic portraits.)

•	 What similarities do you observe between Leonardo’s and Wiley’s works? 
(Answers will vary but may mention the accurate use of proportion, realistic 
style, and connection to observation and anatomy.)

•	 How is Van Gogh’s work similar to and how is it different from the other 
two featured artworks on pages 6 and 7? (Van Gogh’s depiction of a face  
is in proportion, but his work is expressive rather than realistic.)

ASSESSMENT: 
•	  Have students complete the “Write About Art” box on page 7.

LEXILE: 1030L 
CORE ART STANDARDS: 
VA1: Generate and 
conceptualize artistic ideas 
and work.
VA2: Organize and develop 
artistic ideas and work.
VA9: Apply criteria to evaluate 
artistic work.

CCSS ANCHOR STANDARDS 
R1: Make inferences and cite 
textual evidence.
W1: Write arguments using 
sufficient evidence.

OBJECTIVE: Students will 
understand how to use the 
canon of proportion to render 
the face.

ESSENTIAL QUESTION: How 
does knowing the contexts, 
histories, and traditions of art 
forms help us create works of 
art and design?

ENDURING UNDERSTANDING: 
Artists and designers shape 
artistic investigations, 
following or breaking with 
traditions in pursuit of creative 
artmaking goals.

VOCABULARY: contours, 
expression, highlights, facial 
features, graphic, shadows

MATERIALS: Computer or 
interactive whiteboard, Graphic 
Organizer skills sheets from 
Lesson Plan 1, available at  
scholastic.com/art

HOW TO DRAW A FACE
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SPOTLIGHT PROPORTION shown below left, called Lady With an 

Ermine. He measured the distance between 

facial features, looking for consistencies 

among people’s faces. Leonardo used 

these proportional measurements to guide 

him as he constructed and painted this 

portrait and others. 

Learning From the Past
Centuries later, artists still learn from 

the system of measurements Leonardo 

and his peers developed. In Van Gogh’s 

1887 self-portrait, below, the Dutch artist’s 

face is gaunt, with a narrow chin and hollow 

cheeks. But the composition is in realistic 

proportion, with the tips of his ears in line 

with his eyes, and his lobes aligned with 

the bottom of his nose. 

In Wiley’s 2012 painting Kancou Diaovno, 

right, a woman lifts her chin and tilts her 

head, gazing down at the viewer. The artist 

uses highlights and shadows to render the 

contours of her face, bringing attention to 

the relationship between her features and 

the bone structure beneath her skin. 

How does Van Gogh use the canon of proportion 
as a foundation for this expressive painting?

Vincent van Gogh, Self-Portrait, 1887. Oil on canvas 16.53x13.38in. (42x34cm). 
Given by the artist to Andries Bonger (1861-1936), Hilversum, Amsterdam 
and Aerdenhout, by 1893; (Amsterdam 1972, p. 48, no. 112.) donated by his 
widow, Françoise W.M. Bonger (1887-1975), Almen, to the museum, 1936. 
Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam, the Netherlands. Accession #SK-A-3262. Gift of 
F.W.M., Baroness Bonger-van der Borch van Verwolde, Almen.

A 
portrait can simply be a 

beautiful rendering of a person. 

Or it can pack a visual punch. 

But before an artist can share 

a message through a portrait, 

he or she must learn to 

accurately represent the face. This can be 

as challenging as capturing the entire 

figure. Just as artists use the canon of 

proportion as a guide for drawing the figure, 

they also use it to represent the face. 

Look at the diagram at left in relation  

to the portraits on these pages. How does 

each artist build his composition using this 

guide? Leonardo da Vinci, Vincent van Gogh, 

and Kehinde Wiley (keh-HIN-day WYE-lee) 

all use the same set of rules to construct  

a portrait—while still working in their own 

unique styles. 

Perfecting Portraiture
Leonardo lived during the Italian 

Renaissance. He spent a great deal of time 

studying human anatomy and observing 

people. This helped him understand how to 

paint realistic portraits like the example 

Face 
Forward

These painters use the canon 
of proportion—and add

a touch of artistic personality

SCHOLASTIC.COM/ART  7

How do 
Leonardo, Van 

Gogh, and Wiley 
use the canon 

of proportion to 
achieve 

different goals 
in their works? 

WRITE
ABOUT ART

How does Wiley use 
techniques similar to 
those Leonardo used?  

Kehinde Wiley (b. 1977), Kancou 
Diaovno, from “An Economy of 
Grace,” 2012. Oil on canvas, 30x24in. 
(76.2x61cm). ©Kehinde Wiley. 
Courtesy of Sean Kelly, New York. 
Photo by Jason Wyche, New York.

Draw eyes 
on the 

horizontal 
line in the 
middle of 
the oval.

Draw a hint 
of a nose.

Draw a mouth.

Divide it 
in half 

horizontally.

Divide the lower 
half in half again 
for the nose line.

Divide the 
bottom 

section in  
half for the 
mouth line.

Sketch a 
vertical 

line down 
the center 
of an oval.

Why is observation an important skill for 
creating realistic portraits like this one?

Leonardo da Vinci (1452-1519), Portrait of a Lady With an Ermine, 
1489-1490. Oil on wood panel, 21x15in. (54x39cm). Czartoryski 
Museum, National Museum, Krakow, Poland. SCALA/Art Resource, NY.

Artistic Freedom
The three portraits shown here are 

accurate representations of the face. But 

after each artist composes the basic facial 

features, he works in a unique style. 

Leonardo aimed to realistically show his 

subject. He carefully blends layers of paint 

to capture the subtle variations in the 

woman’s skin tones. Van Gogh was 

interested in expression. He painted the 

self-portrait at left with short, energetic 

brushstrokes that seem to spring from the 

center of the face. Wiley learned to paint 

realistically by studying works by artists 

like Leonardo. But he gives the portrait a 

contemporary twist, adding graphic 

flowers that swirl around the subject. 

When artists follow the canon of 

proportion, they create recognizable human 

faces. But it is through the individual styles 

they use to render their subjects that they 

create meaningful works of art.

Watch
a Video!

scholastic.com/art
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LESSON PLAN 2:

Rendering the Face
Use with “Face Forward,” pages 6-7

“WRITE ABOUT ART” RUBRIC

4 Student writes a clear, well-considered paragraph describing how the three featured 
artists use the canon of proportion to achieve different goals in their work.

3 Student writes a clear paragraph describing how the three featured artists use the 
canon of proportion to achieve different goals in their work.

2 Student struggles to write a paragraph describing how the three featured artists 
use the canon of proportion to achieve different goals in their work.

1 Student writes a paragraph that does not adequately describe how the three 
featured artists use the canon of proportion to achieve different goals in their work.
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PREPARATION: 
•	 Review students’ notes from their “Graphic Organizer: Working With Proportion” 

skills sheets from Lesson Plans 1 and 2. 

PROCEDURE:
1.  Invite a student to read the introduction and “Elongated Features” sections 

of “Bending the Rules.” Ask: How does Amedeo Modigliani experiment with 
proportion in his work? (Modigliani elongates his subject’s neck, torso, head, and 
facial features, exaggerating the figure’s proportions.)

2.  Invite a second student to read “Emphasis on Shape and Color.” Ask: How 
does Henri Matisse experiment with proportion in his work? (Matisse keeps his 
subject’s face in proportion but simplifies the features. He uses color and shape 
to bring attention to the subject’s clothing.)

3.  Invite a third student to read “Distorted Figures.” Ask: How does Hannah Höch 
experiment with proportion in her work? (Höch distorts the figures’ proportions 
to comment on her subjects’ roles within society.)

4. Have students take notes on their “Working With Proportion” graphic organizers.

DISCUSSION: 
•	 Compare Mr. and Mrs. I. N. Phelps Stokes (page 5) with Girl in a Sailor’s 

Blouse (page 8). What similarities and differences do you notice? (Answers 
will vary but may mention that both artists worked from real models, and the 
figures in both are upright, looking out of the picture plane. Sargent’s work 
follows the canon of proportion. Modigliani elongates his subject’s proportions.)

•	 In what similar ways do Van Gogh and Matisse use the canon of proportion 
in their works on pages 7 and 9? What effect does this have? (Answers 
will vary but should mention that both artists paint the features in the correct 
proportions but do not portray the features in a realistic style. The simplified 
features in Matisse’s work bring attention to the subject’s clothing, and Van 
Gogh uses expressive brushwork.)

•	 How do Modigliani’s and Höch’s artistic influences affect their use of 
proportion? (Modigliani took inspiration from modern artists and African 
masks to create simplified, abstracted, and masklike features. Höch used her 
experience with photomontage to create floating, distorted figures.)

ASSESSMENT: 
•	 Write the Enduring Understanding from this lesson on the board (see sidebar). 

What factors and methods did these artists consider when preparing and 
refining their artworks?

EXTENSION ACTIVITY: 
•	 Invite students to research additional artists who play with the proportions 

of the figure in their work. Have students print an example and give a short 
presentation discussing the techniques their chosen artist uses.

LEXILE: 960L
CORE ART STANDARDS: 
VA3: Refine and complete 
artistic work.
VA5: Develop and refine artistic 
techniques and work for 
presentation.
VA11: Relate artistic ideas and 
works with societal, cultural, 
and historical context to 
deepen understanding.

CCSS ANCHOR STANDARDS: 
R2: Determine central themes 
and summarize.
R3: Analyze ideas and 
sequence events.

OBJECTIVE: Students will 
recognize that artists can play 
with proportion to visually 
convey an idea.

ESSENTIAL QUESTION: How 
does refining artwork affect its 
meaning to the viewer?

ENDURING UNDERSTANDING: 
Artists consider a variety of 
factors and methods when 
preparing and refining artwork 
for display.

VOCABULARY: abstracted, 
assembled, distorts, elongated, 
emphasize, exaggerating, flat 
colors, outline, photomontage, 
simplified

MATERIALS: Computer or 
interactive whiteboard, Graphic 
Organizer skills sheets from 
Lesson Plans 1 and 2, available 
at scholastic.com/art
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SPOTLIGHT PROPORTION Emphasis on Shape and Color
French artist Henri Matisse (ahn-REE 

ma-TEESS) was interested in color and 

shape. In his 1940 The Romanian Blouse, 

right, the artist portrays a woman. Her facial 

features are in the correct proportions, but 

Matisse simplifies them to a few black  

lines. The woman’s figure, however, is not in 

accurate proportion relative to her head and 

face. One of her arms is longer than the 

other. The artist also inflates the shoulders 

of her blouse so the curves echo the shape 

of her face. Matisse uses black paint to 

outline the figure and flat colors to 

emphasize the simple shapes he uses  

to compose the portrait.  

Distorted Figures
Hannah Höch (hoo-SH), a German artist, 

began working between the World Wars. 

Her political artworks explore gender roles 

and criticize the post-WWI German 

government. Höch was a master of 

photomontage, a method of creating 

collages using photographs. Although her 

1925 work The Journalists, below right,  

is a painting, the style is similar to a 

photomontage. Each figure appears to be 

assembled and pasted onto the canvas. 

Höch distorts the figures, playing with the 

shapes, sizes, and colors of their features. 

The figure on the right has tiny feet and an 

enlarged head. Some of the faces even 

seem to float in space without bodies. 

Höch specifically exaggerates features 

related to the senses and observation: 

noses, ears, and eyes. In doing so, the 

artist seems to comment on the subjects’— 

journalists’—roles as observers of German 

society following the first World War. 

Each of these artists makes  

deliberate choices about how to twist  

the rules of proportion. How can you play 

with the conventions of the figure and  

the face to develop your own style and  

to convey ideas?

L 
ook at the artworks on these 

pages. Do you think the artists 

who painted them used the 

canon of proportion? After 

learning this set of rules, many 

artists experiment with the 

traditional proportions of the figure and 

the face. Through these intentional choices 

about how they depict people, artists can 

experiment with their technical style and 

visually convey their ideas. 

Elongated Features
Italian painter Amedeo Modigliani 

(ah-me-DAY-oh moh-deel-YAH-nee) moved 

to Paris when he was 22. There, he saw 

experimental paintings by many 

important modern artists. He also saw 

examples of African art and masks. The 

simplified and abstracted shapes in 

these modern paintings and African 

artworks influenced Modigliani’s 

developing style. He began rendering the 

figures in his paintings with elongated 

necks, torsos, heads, and facial features. 

In his 1918 Girl in a Sailor’s Blouse, right, 

Modigliani lengthens his model’s head 

and nose, giving her face a masklike 

quality. Her shoulders slope away from 

her long neck, exaggerating the figure’s 

stretched proportions. 

Although his paintings are only loosely 

realistic, Modigliani always worked from 

life. He often asked friends, local children, 

and shopkeepers to model for him. “To do 

any work, I must have a living person,” the 

artist once explained. “I must be able to 

see him opposite me.” 

Bending the Rules
Learn the canon of proportion, and then experiment with it

SCHOLASTIC.COM/ART  9

What details give this portrait a 
masklike quality?

Amedeo Modigliani (1884-1920), Girl in a Sailor’s 
Blouse, 1918. Oil on canvas, 25 3/4x18 1/4in. 
(65.4x46.4cm). The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New 
York. Gift of Charles F. Iklé, 1960. Accession #60.118. 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art/Art Resource, NY.

How does Matisse use shape to create emphasis?

Henri Matisse (1869-1954), The Romanian Blouse, 1940. Oil on canvas, 36.22x28.74in. (92x73cm). Musée National 
d’Art Moderne, Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris, France. Accession #AM3245P. Philippe Migeat. ©Succession H. 
Matisse/Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York. ©CNAC/MNAM/Dist. RMN-Grand Palais/Art Resource, NY.

How does Höch use distortion? 

Hannah Höch (1889-1978), The Journalists, 1925. Oil on canvas, 33.85x39.76in. 
(86x101cm). Berlinische Galerie, Berlin, Germany. Erich Lessing/Art Resource, NY.

LESSON PLAN 3:

Playing With Proportion
Use with “Bending the Rules,” pages 8-9
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PREPARATION: 
•	 Review students’ notes from their “Graphic Organizer: Working With Proportion” 

skills sheets.

PROCEDURE:
1.  Invite students to review their notes from their “Graphic Organizer: Working 

With Proportion” skills sheets. Ask: How can artists use or experiment with the 
canon of proportion? (Answers will vary but should include details from the text 
on pages 4-9.)

2.  Have the class look carefully at the painting on page 10. Ask each student to 
write a paragraph explaining his or her emotional response to the painting.

3.  Students should take turns reading aloud the Fast Facts and Annotations about 
The Old Guitarist.

4.  Encourage students to carefully observe The Old Guitarist. Ask: How does Pablo 
Picasso use proportion to convey a message in this work? (The figure’s face  
is in relative proportion, but Picasso exaggerates the length of his arms, legs, 
feet, and hands. The artist distorts the figure overall to convey an expression  
of human suffering.)

5.  Have students return to the writing exercise they completed. Now have them 
write a second paragraph discussing the relationship between their emotional 
responses and the artistic techniques Picasso employs. Encourage them to 
focus on Picasso’s use of distortion and exaggeration. 

6. Invite students to share their written observations with the class.

DISCUSSION: 
•	 Compare Picasso’s rendering of the guitarist with the artworks featured 

on pages 4-5. What do you notice about the way Picasso uses proportion? 
(Answers will vary but may mention that he follows the canon of proportion  
in some areas, but also uses distortion, elongation, and exaggeration to create 
areas of emphasis.)

•	 Compare Picasso’s painting with the artworks featured on pages 6-7. 
What do you notice about his use of proportion? (Answers will vary but may 
mention that the face has the correct proportions. However, since Picasso 
bends the figure’s neck at an unnatural angle, the distorted figure is more 
prominent than the proportional facial features.)

•	 Compare Picasso’s use of distortion and exaggeration of proportion with 
the use of those in the artworks featured on pages 8-9. What do you notice? 
(Answers will vary but may make comparisons with the elongation in Modigliani’s 
work, the inflated figure in Matisse’s work, and Höch’s use of distortion.)

ASSESSMENT: 
•	  Have students begin working on the “Reading Review” quiz. Both write-in 

answers and multiple-choice versions are available. For the answer key,  
go to scholastic.com/art.

LEXILE: 870L 
CORE ART STANDARDS: 
VA2: Organize and develop 
artistic ideas and work.
VA7: Perceive and analyze 
artistic work.
VA8: Interpret intent and 
meaning in artistic work.

CCSS ANCHOR STANDARDS 
R5: Analyze text structure.
R9: Analyze two or more texts 
on similar topics.

OBJECTIVE: Students will 
analyze the way Pablo Picasso 
exaggerates proportion to 
visually convey an idea.

ESSENTIAL QUESTION: 
How does knowing and using 
visual-art vocabularies help 
us understand and interpret 
works of art?

ENDURING UNDERSTANDING: 
People gain insights into 
meanings of artworks by 
engaging in the process 
of art criticism.

MATERIALS:  
Computer or interactive 
whiteboard, Graphic Organizer 
skills sheets from Lesson 
Plans 1, 2 and 3, available at 
scholastic.com/art

SPOTLIGHT PROPORTION
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Discover how Pablo Picasso uses proportion in this iconic painting

Historians 

define each 

change in his 

style as a “period” 

in his career.

Picasso 

painted The 

Old Guitarist 

during his Blue 

Period.

Throughout 

his career, 

Picasso invented 

new artistic 

techniques.

FAST 
FACTS

Experts 

believe that the 

melancholy themes 

Picasso explored during 

his Blue Period are a 

reflection of his own 

struggle as a poor 

artist.Born 

and raised 

in Spain, the 

artist spent most 

of his life in 

France.

The artist 

painted social 

outcasts, mostly in 

blue tones, during 

his Blue Period.

Art 

historians 

consider The Old 

Guitarist an 

expression 

of human 

suffering.

Picasso 

is one of the 

20th century’s 

most well-known 

artists.

The Old 

Guitarist can 

be viewed at the 

Art Institute of 

Chicago.

“ Others have seen what is and asked why.  
I have seen what could be and asked why not.”  
—Pablo Picasso

1

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6

Picasso bends the figure’s hands, arms, and legs at dramatic 

angles, exaggerating the length of each.

The artist crops the scene closely. The man bends forward 

as if trying to fit within the picture plane.

The figure’s elongated skeletal fingers are almost as long  

as his forearms.

The man points his toes, lengthening the appearance  

of his legs.

Picasso paints the figure’s neck and head at an odd angle. 

With one shoulder lifted, the figure is distorted. 

The artist adds bright highlights to each finger and to the 

muscles in the musician’s forearms, drawing attention to 

them as he plays his instrument.

Picasso composes the subject’s chin, lips, and nose with  

a series of triangles. He paints the ears and eyes using  

half-circles.

7

7

LESSON PLAN 4:

Interpreting a Picasso
Use with “The Old Guitarist, Annotated,” pages 10-11
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INTRODUCTION: (1 hour)
Provide an overview of the observational 
drawing process. Review the diagrams 
on pages 4 and 6 of this issue of 
Scholastic Art. Demonstrate how to 
take visual measurements of individual 
proportions using a pencil. Explain that 
proportional measurements vary from 
one person to the next.

DRAW THE FIGURE: (1 hour)
1. Invite students to take turns 
modeling. Guide students through 3-5 
figure drawings. Begin with shorter 
warm-up drawings (approximately 1 
minute), and then build toward more-
developed drawings completed during  
a longer period of time (approximately 
15 minutes). 
2. Invite students to experiment 
with a variety of drawing materials as 
they create this series of preparatory 
drawings. 
3. Periodically remind students that 
they should be measuring the models 
they’re observing. This will help them 
complete their drawings in the correct 
proportions.

DRAW THE FACE: (1 hour)  
1. Review the diagram on page 6. 
2. Have students work in pairs, taking 
turns with one acting as the model and 
the other as the artist. Students should 
switch partners several times during 
the lesson. 
3. Students should create a series of 3-5 
sketches of the face. Begin with a few 
quick warm-up drawings and build up to 
drawings students develop for 15 minutes. 
4. Remind the class to measure 
frequently, aiming to capture the 
proportional relationships within  
the facial features.

5. Encourage students to build their 
compositions using simple shapes.

EXPLORE PROPORTION:  
(5-7 hours)
1. Discuss the artworks on pages 
5-10, focusing on how each artist uses 
proportion. 
2. Using the sketches students 
developed by drawing from life, have 
them create compositions featuring the 
face and/or the figure. 
3. Students should begin by creating 
thumbnail drawings exploring 
composition and experimenting with 
materials. They should include multiple 
figures and/or faces. 
4. Encourage students to make 
intentional choices about using 
exaggeration, distortion, and 
simplification. Ask: How does your idea 
incorporate realistic proportions and 
recognize individual features? 
5. Students should complete their final 
works in any two-dimensional medium.
6. Have students complete the  
“Artist Statement: Compose  
the Figure” skills sheet, available  
on page 8 of this Teacher’s Guide  
and at scholastic.com/art. 

ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS: 
1. Did the student demonstrate an 
understanding of the proportions of the 
figure and the face? 
2. Did the student synthesize what he 
or she learned by utilizing intentional 
and meaningful aspects of the human 
form in an artwork?

—Prepared by Lisa Yamaoka
South Kamloops Secondary School

Kamloops, British Columbia, Canada

CORE ART STANDARDS: 
VA2: Organize and develop 
artistic ideas and work.
VA5: Develop and refine artistic 
techniques and work for 
presentation. 
VA8: Interpret intent and 
meaning in artistic work.

OBJECTIVES: Students will 
develop an understanding of 
the proportions of the figure 
and the face by drawing from 
observation. Building on 
practiced skills with various 
materials, students will learn 
to measure the proportions of 
the figure. Students will create 
and develop meaningful artistic 
work by expanding upon what 
they’ve learned.

TIME: 8-10 hours

RUBRIC

4

Student completes an 
exemplary composition using 
and/or bending the rules of 
proportion.

3

Student completes a 
composition using and/
or bending the rules of 
proportion.

2

Student attempts to 
complete a composition 
using and/or bending the 
rules of proportion. 

1

Student struggles to 
complete a composition 
using and/or bending the 
rules of proportion. 

Jo
e

 P
o

lil
lio
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Studio Project Prompt: 
■  Explore proportion by developing a  

composition featuring figures and faces.

Parameters:
■  Use the canon of proportion as a foundation. 

Carefully observe your subject to create an 

accurate likeness. 

■  Make intentional choices about using 

exaggeration, distortion, or simplification.

■  Include more than one face or figure in your 

final composition.

■  Work in any two-dimensional media.

Before you begin, check out these examples 

by the students at South Kamloops Secondary 

School in British Columbia in Canada!

Compose 
the Figure

HANDS-ON PROJECT PROPORTION

Use what you’ve learned about 
proportion to render a portrait

Watch
a Video!

scholastic.com/art

Prepared by 
Lisa Yamaoka

South Kamloops 
Secondary School
Kamloops, British 
Columbia, Canada

p How does Habiba use 
distortion, color, and shape? qCamryn paints 

overlapping 
figures in motion 

to create a 
dynamic scene.

p How does Katie use 
cropping in this painting?

HANDS-ON STUDIO PROJECT:

Experiment With Proportion 
Use with “Compose the Figure,” page 12
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Name __________________ Class _________

ARTIST STATEMENT: Compose the Figure

Part I:
Complete the Hands-On Project in the September 2018 issue of Scholastic Art.  
Then answer the questions below.

1. What did you learn from making a series of figure drawings?

2.  What did you learn from making a series of portraits?

3.  How did you develop a composition that includes the figure and/or the face?

4. What choices did you make about using exaggeration, distortion, or simplification?

5.  In what media did you choose to work? Why?

Part II:
Use your answers above to write a short artist statement. Explain how you explored proportion 
through your composition. Complete your statement on a separate sheet of paper. 
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READING REVIEW: Working With Proportion
Use the September 2018 issue of Scholastic Art to answer the questions. Write your answers  
in complete sentences on a separate sheet of paper.

1.  What is the canon of proportion? (pages 4-5)

2.  How can you determine whether the figures in John Singer Sargent’s painting are rendered  
in realistic proportions? (pages 4-5)

3. How does Robert Longo create a realistic, dynamic work? (pages 4-5)

4.  How does Leonardo da Vinci create realistic works like Lady With an Ermine? (pages 6-7)

5.  How can you tell that Vincent van Gogh’s self-portrait is in realistic proportion? (pages 6-7)

6.  How does Kehinde Wiley use highlights and shadows along with the canon of proportion  
to create a realistic portrait? (pages 6-7)

7.  In what ways does the face in Girl in a Sailor’s Blouse have a masklike quality? (pages 8-9)

8.  What techniques does Henri Matisse use to draw the viewer’s attention to the woman’s clothing 
in The Romanian Blouse? (pages 8-9)

9. How does Hannah Höch play with shape, size, and color in The Journalists? (pages 8-9)

10.  How does Pablo Picasso draw attention to the guitar player’s elongated fingers  
in his work on page 10?

Name __________________ Class _________
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Name __________________ Class _________

GRAPHIC ORGANIZER:  
Working With Proportion
As you read the September 2018 issue of Scholastic Art, take notes about  
the proportions of the figure.

Kate Francis/Brown Bird Design

NOTES

_____________________________________________

_____________________________________________

_____________________________________________

_____________________________________________

_____________________________________________

_____________________________________________

_____________________________________________

_____________________________________________

____________________________________________

____________________________________________
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SECONDARY LESSONS PREPARED BY KRISTIN STROHMEIER

POSTER:

Saint John the Baptist in the Wilderness, 2013, Kehinde Wiley

POSTER:

Girl in a Sailor’s Blouse, 1918, Amedeo Modigliani

ABOUT THIS WORK: This work references 
a painting of the same name attributed to 
Spanish artist Bartolomé Esteban Murillo. 
Created sometime between 1660 and 1670, 
Murillo’s painting presents Saint John in a 
traditional setting. Kehinde Wiley places the 
subject of his painting in an abstracted space 
surrounded by graphic flowers.

DISCUSSION:  
How does Wiley use the canon of proportion 
in this work? (Wiley renders his subject’s face 
and figure in accurate proportion to create a 
realistic portrait.)

Compare this work with Kancou Diaovno, 
page 7. How does the artist use proportion 
in similar ways in both works? (In both works 
the subjects’ facial features follow the canon of 
proportion. Wiley uses highlights and shadows 
to bring attention to the relationship between 
his subjects’ features and bone structure.)

ABOUT THIS WORK: Amedeo Modigliani was  
a sculptor as well as a painter, creating stylized 
works influenced by Cubism. He achieved only 
limited recognition for his work during his short 
life. Modigliani painted Girl in a Sailor’s Blouse 
in the south of France, where he had moved 
because of his poor health. Isolated and far 
from his circle of friends, he relied on locals as 
models for his paintings. 

DISCUSSION:  
How does Modigliani play with the canon of 
proportion in this work? (Modigliani elongates 
the figure and her facial features, vertically 
stretching the subject.)

Compare this work with the examples 
featured on pages 6-7. What similarities and 
differences do you notice? (Answers will vary 
but will likely note the differences in the ways 
each artist works with proportion.)


