Composition: Writing, Music, and
Visual Arts

Composition (Latin com- “together” + ponere “to place”) literally means “putting together.”
Across disciplines it refers to arranging elements into a coherent whole. In writing, music,
and visual arts alike, good composition relies on organizing parts—words or notes or visual
elements—into a unified structure. Common principles such as balance (even distribution of
visual or conceptual weight), structure (logical framework or form), harmony (consistency
of style or color or sound), contrast (juxtaposition of differing elements for interest), and
unity (overall coherence) appear in all fields. These principles overlap: for example, strong
contrast can highlight balance and reinforce unity. Below we examine each field's approach

to composition, noting history, theory, and practice of arranging elements for impact.

Composition in Writing

In writing, composition is the process of creating a written work — planning, drafting, and
arranging ideas into sentences, paragraphs, and sections. Historically it traces back to
classical rhetoric. Aristotle’s Rhetoric (4th century BCE) and later Greek and Roman
rhetoricians defined canons of arrangement (exordium, narration, proof, refutation,
conclusion) and style to persuade audiences. Over time “composition” came to mean any
crafted text. Today composition studies is a field (especially in education) that examines how
writers develop ideas and structure texts enwikipediaorg . A modern composition might be an

essay, report, speech, or story, but in all cases writing is governed by similar principles.

Good written composition involves structure and organization: a clear introduction, body,
and conclusion in an essay; or exposition, conflict, and resolution in a story. Each paragraph
should focus on a single idea, introduced by a topic sentence. Unity means all content ties
back to the main thesis or theme. Coherence (flow) is achieved by logical sequencing of
points and effective use of transitions or connectives. As Richard Nordquist notes, coherence
is “the meaningful connections that readers... perceive in a written text” toughtco.com, achieved
by guiding the reader through argument or narrative. For example, transitional phrases

"non

("however,” “therefore,” etc.) and consistent terminology help the reader follow an argument.
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Organization: Writers commonly outline ideas before drafting. Essays often follow the
“five-paragraph” pattern (introduction with thesis, three body paragraphs each
supporting the thesis, and a conclusion). In storytelling, narrative arcs or “story
structure” (exposition, rising action, climax, falling action) ensure events are placed in a

satisfying order.

Unity and Focus: Each piece of writing revolves around a central theme or purpose.
Irrelevant digressions weaken composition. For instance, a persuasive essay’s examples

and evidence should all relate to the main argument.

Style and Voice: Beyond structure, good composition has a consistent tone and style.
Word choice, sentence rhythm, and voice (the author’s “personality” in writing)
contribute to harmony in the work. The elements of composition in writing include
objective (goal), outline/structure, plot or logical progression, theme, characterization
(in narratives), setting, description, style, tone, and voice. Balancing detail and clarity is

key: too much description can overwhelm a reader, too little can confuse.

Most writing instruction emphasizes balance between parts. An effective argument balances
evidence and explanation. A good narrative balances dialogue, description, and action.
Emphasis and contrast in writing often come from varied sentence structure or from
contrasting ideas (e.g. counter-arguments). A classic example is Martin Luther King Jr.'s “I
Have a Dream” speech, which uses balanced repetition (“I have a dream...”) for emphasis and
a clear structure to unify its themes. Similarly, a well-composed essay by an author like
George Orwell (see Politics and the English Language) demonstrates clear structure and
unified voice. In sum, composition in writing means carefully arranging words and ideas so

that the reader sees an intentional, coherent whole.

Composition in Music

In music, composition is the art of creating a piece of music: conceiving melodies,
harmonies, rhythms, and arranging them into a structured form britannicacom . A musical
composition can mean the process of writing music or the finished score itself. Notable
composers (e.g. Bach, Mozart, Beethoven, Shostakovich) developed rich rules for
composition, yet innovation has driven new theories over time. Traditional Western music
theory identifies elements like melody (a tune), harmony (chordal structure), rhythm (timing),
and texture (how melodies combine). Composers blend these to shape a piece’s form (e.g.

binary, ternary, sonata-allegro, theme-and-variations, rondo, fugue).
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Form and Structure: The large-scale structure of a composition is crucial. For example,
a Classical sonata typically has exposition (introduce themes), development (elaborate
them), and recapitulation (return of themes). A symphony or concerto uses
multimovement forms with contrasting tempos and keys. These frameworks provide
balance and unity: themes introduced early reappear later, giving coherence. In a fugue
(as in Bach's The Well-Tempered Clavier), strict contrapuntal rules govern how voices

enter and interweave, creating complex but orderly structure.

Melody and Harmony: Composers must manage how pitches combine. Harmony
brings vertical structure — chords that support the melody. Chord progressions (e.g. |-
IV-V in Western music) provide familiar patterns. Counterpoint weaves independent
melodic lines together (e.g. a canon). Composers contrast consonance with dissonance
to add tension and release. For instance, Beethoven often juxtaposed calm and stormy
themes in a piece to dramatic effect. These choices mirror the “contrast” principle: loud

vs soft dynamics, fast vs slow tempo, major vs minor modes to maintain interest.

Rhythm and Tempo: Temporal patterns give momentum. Rhythmic motifs (recurring
patterns) can unify a piece across sections. A steady pulse (meter) frames the music,
while syncopation or irregular rhythms can surprise the listener (contrast). For example,
Stravinsky's The Rite of Spring uses complex, shifting rhythms to create movement and

energy.

Texture and Instrumentation: Deciding how many and which instruments play
together affects balance. Homophonic texture (melody with accompaniment) sounds
different from polyphony (multiple independent melodies). Composers balance sections
by varying texture — a solo instrument vs full orchestra. In orchestral works, a composer
like Gustav Mahler balanced heavy brass passages with delicate strings for contrast and

color.

In essence, musical composition arranges sonic elements in time. As Britannica notes,
composing means “ordering pitched sounds in musical time and space” so that melody,
harmony, and texture cohere britannicacom . Even in improvisatory traditions, underlying forms or
modes guide the composition. (For example, Indian classical music has ragas — fixed melodic
frameworks — which musicians improvise within, analogous to compositional rules britannica.com .)
By defining motifs and themes and then developing them, composers achieve

unity in diversity. A famous example is Beethoven's Fifth Symphony: a short four-note motif

binds the entire movement together through variations and key changes.

Today, composition includes digital tools (DAWSs, synthesizers) and even algorithmic or Al

methods, but the fundamental goal remains arranging sounds meaningfully. Whether
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writing for piano or pop song or electronic soundscape, composers draw on the same
principles of harmony, structure, contrast, and balance that have guided music for centuries

britannica.com

britannica.com .

Composition in Visual Arts

In visual arts, composition refers to the arrangement of shapes, colors, textures, and space
in a picture or design. An artwork’s composition determines how the eye moves and how
elements relate. As one guide explains, “Composition in art is the way in which different
elements of an artwork are combined... the key subjects of the artwork and how they are
arranged in relation to each other.” isear.com . This principle applies to painting, photography,
sculpture, graphic design, etc. A poor composition can "affect the whole artwork,” while a
good one brings harmony and focus riseartcom. Like writing and music, visual composition has
universal elements: balance, contrast, unity, emphasis, and movement. Art educators often

formalize these as principles of design.

Modern compositions often use the rule of thirds — dividing the frame into a 3x3 grid to
place important elements along the lines or at intersections for balance. Placing a horizon or
subject off-center (on a gridline) typically feels more dynamic and balanced than centering
everything pewpivelcom. The golden ratio (approximately 1:1.618) is another compositional tool
from Renaissance art, thought to produce harmony by positioning focal elements at
mathematically pleasing points. For example, Leonardo da Vinci is said to have used the
golden ratio in The Last Supper and the Vitruvian Man. In photography and painting, leading
lines (roads, rivers, gaze of a subject) guide the viewer's eye through the image, creating a

sense of movement.

Key principles of visual composition include balance (symmetrical or asymmetrical weight of
forms), contrast (e.g. light vs shadow, complementary colors), repetition and rhythm
(repeating shapes or colors to create pattern), emphasis (highlighting a focal point by size
or color), proportion and scale (relative sizes, including the golden ratio), and unity
(cohesion of style). Virginia Seymour (JSTOR Daily) notes that art designers “combine
repetition, balance, proportion, movement, and other design elements to form the whole of
a visual composition,” and that sources vary, but they often include balance, movement,
rhythm, emphasis, contrast, repetition, and proportion. Unity (overall harmony) arises when
these principles work together: repeating a color or shape throughout an image, for

instance, ties it together.
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Composition theory has a long history. Renaissance artists codified one-point and two-point
perspective to structure space. Later art movements played with composition rules:
Impressionists embraced casual cropping (like a photograph), Cubists broke objects into
geometric planes, and the Bauhaus/modernists used grids and typography. But virtually all
painters studied composition: Johannes Vermeer's Girl with a Pearl Earring uses subtle
balance of color and gaze, while Van Gogh's The Starry Night (1889) uses swirling contours
and color contrasts. In Starry Night, the swirling sky “directs the viewer's eye around the
painting, with spacing between the stars and the curving contours creating a dot-to-dot

effect... [ensuring] fluidity” in composition mayfieldschoots.org .

Composition is equally important in photography and design. For example, photographers
place horizons and subjects by the rule of thirds or use framing (trees or arches) to lead the
eye. Graphic designers use balance in layouts — a centered masthead or asymmetrical poster
— to create impact. A simple repeated pattern (like a polka-dot background) can give unity,
while a sharp contrast (black text on white) makes a focal point stand out. Architectural
composition even applies: the facade of a building may use columns (rhythm), a central

doorway (emphasis), and proportions to achieve aesthetic harmony.

Universal Principles of Composition

Across writing, music, and visual arts, certain compositional principles recur:

Balance: Distributing “weight” so no part overpowers another. In art, this means visual
balance (symmetry or asymmetry). In writing or speech, balance appears as giving
roughly equal consideration to different points or structuring paragraphs so no section
drags. In music, balance can mean balancing melody with accompaniment, or “call and
response” between instruments. A balanced composition feels stable. For instance, a

well-balanced essay evenly supports its thesis; a balanced photo won't feel tilted.

Structure (Form): An underlying framework or outline. Every composition has one:
essays use narrative or argumentative structures, musical works use formal types
(sonata, rondo, strophic, etc.), paintings often follow compositional grids or perspective
rules. Structure provides clarity and coherence. As Britannica notes for music, “recurring
patterns of accented and unaccented beats furnish a durational substructure that...
affects all other elements of composition, including melody, harmony, and texture”

britannica.com . SiMilarly, a clear outline in writing guides the progression of ideas.
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Harmony/Unity: Consistency of style or theme. In visual arts this is color harmony or a
common motif. In music it is harmonic consonance or a recurring motif. In writing it is a

unified theme and tone. Unity makes a piece feel whole. For example, repeating a

melody (in music) or an image (in art) creates a sense of unity. In writing, every sentence
should serve the main idea (unity). When all elements conform to an idea or aesthetic

plan, the result is harmonious.

Contrast and Emphasis: Juxtaposing differences to attract attention. Sharp contrasts
(light/dark, loud/soft, active/passive voice) create interest. A paragraph that contrasts two
opposing viewpoints can engage the reader. Musically, a sudden loud chord or a shift
from legato to staccato catches the ear. Visually, a bright color on a dark background
draws the eye. Principle of emphasis often exploits contrast to highlight the focal point.
As noted on composition principles, good composition often emphasizes “particular

parts of the work that [are] most important” while maintaining overall balance riseart.com .

Rhythm/Movement: Patterns that lead the eye or ear through the piece. In music,
rhythm is literal. In writing, rhythm comes from sentence length and repetition. In
visuals, movement is implied by lines or sequential elements (e.g. a path or gaze line).
Rhythm can be regular (repetition of an idea or visual motif) or varied (a long sentence

followed by a short one, or alternating colors). It keeps the audience engaged.

These principles overlap and manifest differently by medium, but all serve the goal of a
coherent whole. As one art guide observes, “many people say that a good composition
should be balanced, with equal attention drawn to each element of the artwork... [but] some
artists may choose to emphasize particular parts” riseatcom — illustrating the interplay of
balance and emphasis. In writing too, adding contrast (e.g. an unexpected example or a
rhetorical question) can enliven an otherwise uniform tone, while maintaining unity through

the underlying argument.

In every field, mastery of composition means combining these principles to serve expression.
Whether a novelist arranging chapters, a composer arranging themes, or a painter arranging
shapes and colors, the designer of the piece uses balance, contrast, structure, and unity to
guide the audience’s experience and convey meaning. Proper composition turns individual

elements into an effective, pleasing whole: a clear argument, a beautiful piece of music, or a
compelling image.

Sources: Insights on visual composition principles riseart.com mayfieldschools.org petapixel.com ; ON

music composition and form britannica.com britannicacom ; @Nd on writing composition and
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coherence enwikipediaorg thoughtco.com . These cover definitions, historical context, and examples

across disciplines.
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https://www.riseart.com/guide/2412/what-is-composition-in-art?srsltid=AfmBOoryY0j9MrlpJc-vPEssmhtSMH9QaOoJGnGYc-9GQZNfd5-CIUY8#:~:text=Composition%20in%20art%20is%20the,in%20relation%20to%20each%20other
https://petapixel.com/rule-of-thirds/#:~:text=The%20rule%20of%20thirds%20is,%E2%80%9D
https://www.mayfieldschools.org/StarryNight.aspx#:~:text=The%20night%20sky%20depicted%20by,technique%20of%20the%2019th%20century

