
Common Composition Errors 
Drawing and Painting 
 
The following items are things that usually detract from the appearance of artwork.  
 

1. Lack of Contrast.  Work usually looks best when there is strong contrast, 
especially value contrast!  Areas that are close in value are difficult to see, and so they 
detract from the viewing experience.  Avoid work that is too light or dark overall.  

 

2. Cluttered Compositions.  Including too many elements (especially 
small ones) in a composition make it appear too “busy” and confusing to the viewer.  Cut 
the elements down to what is necessary, like you would edit a written composition to get 
rid of unnecessary words. 

 

3. Crowded Compositions.  Jamming elements together is 
unappealing to the eye and overwhelming to look at. 

 

4. Even Spacing.  There is a tendency to place elements in a work so that they 
are evenly spaced out, which usually has a boring and systematic look to it.  Try a variety 
of spacing to create visual interest…work to achieve good balance between positive and 
negative space. 

 

5. Avoiding the Borders.  Some compositions have a border of unused 
space along the edges of the format (paper).  Good design often breaks the border and 
extends itself off of the page.   

 

6. Crowding the Borders.  And then there’s crowding, where you feel 
like all of the elements are pushing against the borders trying to get out.   

 

7. Lack of Unity.  A work of art should look like all of its parts belong together.  
Avoid the “too many” problem- too many colors, images, concepts (ideas), etc… 

 

8. Awkward Overlapping.  Elements in a composition usually should 
overlap to establish a relationship between one another.  A problem arises when the 
overlapping does not appear natural.  Whether things are overlapped too much or not 
enough, be aware of how you choose to overlap items in a composition.   

 
The fastest way to improve your composition is to crop your artwork!   


