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Lesson 3 — Proportions

Comparative Measuring

BEGINNER

Comparative measuring means using one part of your subject as a measuring stick for all the others.

Hold your pencil at arm's length, close one eye, and align the top of the pencil with the top of your

subject. Slide your thumb down to mark a specific measurement — say, the height of the head. Now

compare: is the body three heads tall? Four? Five? This lets you measure everything relative to the

same unit, so even if your drawing is a different size from the subject, all proportions will stay correct.

HOBBYIST

Comparative measuring is a verification system more than a drawing method. Sketch the proportions

visually first, then use measurement to check. The areas where measurement is most valuable are the

non-obvious relationships: the placement of the eyes on the head (they are halfway down — almost

everyone draws them too high), the relationship between the upper and lower torso, the length of the

arm relative to the body. Use a plumb line — holding the pencil perfectly vertical — to check which

body parts align vertically.

PROFESSIONAL

At a professional level, measurement is not a crutch — it is quality control. Atelier painters use

sight-size measurement to achieve photographic accuracy in portrait commissions. Illustrators working

from live models develop an internalized measurement vocabulary: the head fits the body

approximately 7.5 times, the halfway point of the body is the crotch, the elbow aligns with the navel.

The mark of genuinely advanced proportion work is the ability to make deliberate departures from

these norms — exaggerating for expression or character design — while maintaining internal

consistency.


