
LESSON 7 · 2ND TERM — THE DRAWING PATH

Positive & Negative Space
Positive space is your subject. Negative space is everything around it. The shape of the negative

space is just as designed as the subject itself.

BEGINNER

Positive space is where your subject sits. Negative space is everything surrounding it — the background,

the gaps between elements, the empty areas. Beginning artists treat negative space as blank background

to be filled or ignored. This is a mistake. The shape of the negative space determines how your subject

reads. A figure against a messy, busy background disappears. The same figure against a clean expanse

of empty space becomes powerful. Every mark you make defines both the positive shape you are drawing

and the negative shapes around it. Train yourself to see and evaluate both simultaneously. An easy

exercise: draw the negative shapes of a household object rather than the object itself — draw the spaces

around the chair legs, not the legs.

HOBBYIST

Compositional use of negative space is about designing empty areas with the same intentionality as filled

areas. In East Asian brush painting, the empty space is considered as important as the marks — ma, the

concept of meaningful emptiness. In Western illustration, the same principle operates: a figure placed low

in the frame with a large expanse of empty sky above feels isolated or contemplative. The same figure

filling the frame feels claustrophobic or powerful. Design your negative space deliberately: what shape is

it? Is it interesting? Does it balance the positive elements? Check by squinting — a well-designed

composition reads as a clear pattern of shapes at low resolution.

PROFESSIONAL

Advanced negative space management operates simultaneously at multiple scales. At the large scale, the

main subject and background masses are designed together. At the medium scale, the spaces between

figures or between elements within a group are designed. At the small scale, the negative spaces within

individual forms — the gap inside a bent arm, the hole in a handle — are seen and treated as shapes.

Graphic designers evaluate layouts by flipping them upside down or viewing them sideways to see the

negative space pattern without the distraction of recognizing content. Character designers evaluate

silhouettes — which are essentially the boundary between positive and negative — for readability at a

distance.


