Perspective

Perspective needn’t be perplexing!  Some painters find it an easy concept to grasp, maybe even enjoy it!  But there are plenty more who need a little help, so let’s have a look at the basic elements of perspective and unravel some of the mystery.  The following break-down will help de-mystify things a bit.

Linear perspective.  This is concerned with the way structures appear to get smaller the farther away they are.  Single-point Perspective is something we can notice when walking down a straight road.  The road seems to be narrower in the distance than near by.  And if the road were to be straight for miles, it would eventually narrow to a point where it appears to vanish.  This is called the Vanishing Point.  The same applies when looking along a straight railway line or down a tunnel.  The vanishing point is a theoretical place on the Horizon Line, which is the same level as our eyes.  Two-point Perspective comes into play when we look at a building from an angle.  The two sides of the building that we can see have the appearance of getting smaller as they recede.  Each side has its own vanishing point hence the term Two-point.  These points are also on our horizon line.

Diminishing scale.  Diminishing scale is similar to linear perspective in that items in a painting have the appearance of getting smaller the farther away they are.  But diminishing scale has not always implied distance.  In paintings of the Middle Ages, the early Renaissance and some later paintings up until the 17th century, smaller scale figures sometimes indicated lesser importance.  For example, the figures of the Holy family in paintings were often painted larger than other characters so as to enhance their moral importance.  

Size of marks.  The physical size of paint marks can be used to give a sense of recession.  Particularly useful in rural and urban landscapes, the scale of marks can be just as useful in other applications.  Basically, large marks come forward and smaller marks recede.  In grassed or paved areas, this can either be the principal method of creating perspective or simply used as a supporting technique.

Aerial perspective.  This is concerned with making distances less distinct than foregrounds.  In drawings, this can be achieved by using a harder pencil, say 6H, for distant shapes where 2B has been used for foregrounds.

In paintings, subtle mixing is called for!  An easy method at our disposal could be the addition of blue and white to a paint mix; this might cool things down a bit and make them seem farther away.  The addition of violets could also be used but this might involve the introduction of an additional, and perhaps incongruous, pigment.  A traditional method of creating recession is to use the same colours that are used in the foreground and gradually mix them together, with the possible addition of white.  This can be very effective if a good degree of patience is also used in the mix!

-----------------------------

This has been an extremely condensed look at the various aspects of perspective.  Try not to be perplexed by it all.  Remember that in painting, as in all other worthwhile things in life, practice makes perfect.

