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The Thumbnail Sketch and Using a Viewfinder  
In Part 1 you explored your interests and influences and also selected a plants 
for a simple compositions. To further examine the subject, within the context of 
a simple composition, you will now try using thumbnail sketches to arrange a 
composition.    
Sometimes it’s too easy to settle on a composition without exploring different 
aspects of the plant. Perhaps you take photographs and stick with that 
arrangement or maybe you work solely from life by arranging the plant 
material and drawing from one position?  
 Often it is worth trying different arrangements to find the best one but we 
don’t want to spend a long time making preparatory drawings if we are not 
going to use them. This is where the thumb nail sketch comes in.   
  
What is a Thumbnail Sketch?  
Basically it’s a small simple pencil line drawing, usually no more than about 5 
inches. It can be rectangular, square, portrait or landscape. The idea is that you 
play with drawing different views, shapes and arrangements on a small scale to 
see what makes the best composition. It allows you to easily see the best 
positioning and shape for the overall composition. It’s not always what you 
expected.  
At first you might think that perhaps there is only one angle that you can draw 
or paint a plant from, this is a very limited view. It can be useful to make 
viewfinders to identify different compositional ideas.  
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Suggested Exercise  
Make a selection of viewfinders  
A viewfinder acts as window to look at a plant. In effect it’s the same as the 
border of your painting made by a mat.  By looking through a viewfinder you 
isolate different parts of a plant and frame it within different shapes. A 
viewfinder is simply a small frame with a window to look through.   
  
1. Take three pieces of A4 white card (approx. 21 x 29 cm)  
2. Draw a range of different shapes in the centre of the card using a ruler as 

follows:  
a. A square 3 x 3 inches  
b. A rectangle 3 x 4 inches    
c. A rectangle 3 x 5 inches  

3. Cut the centre out using a sharp craft knife using mat underneath the 
board for safety whilst cutting.   

  
Left: A 3 x 3 inch viewfinder made from 
light coloured card, you can use a grey 
or black card if you find it easier to look 
through.   
Make a selection of different shapes; 
some can be very tall, and narrow or 
wide. Use off -cuts of old mount board 
rather than buying new board for this 
activity. They don’t have to be perfect! 
You can keep them and use these 
templates for many years!    
 
An acetate grid can also be added to 
help with the drawing process, see 
details at the end of this document.  

  
  

  
You can now use the viewfinders to hold up to your subject. Place a large piece 
of white heavy weight card or foam board behind the subject so that your view 



Composition Copyright Dianne Sutherland 2019	 
  

3  
  

isn’t confused by the background clutter. Try the rectangular viewfinders in 
portrait or landscape positions.  

• Experiment with the viewfinders e.g. square or rectangular 
• Try moving in closer  to your subject or pulling further away  
• Rotate the subject to find different views and angles 
• Look for the key features that you want to include, e.g. flowers, are they 

better in the centre or off centre?   

• Identify where it’s OK to crop and where it isn’t OK, for example, you 
wouldn’t normally crop through a flower but you might crop a stem or 
leaf out of the frame  

  

 
  
Above: A couple of different options using a square viewfinder on a Camellia stem. The left 
hand version is better than the right hand one because the cropped leaf on the right hand 
side doesn’t work but other adjustments still need to be made. There is not enough room at 
the top or on right hand side and it might be better to try a slightly more rectangular 
window. Sometimes the image looks as though a square would be a good option but a slight 
rectangular shape can still give the illusion of square even when it’s not quite square.  Some 
of the leaf positioning will also need to be altered too, for example;  the leaf on the far right 
is too dominant and needs to be rotated at a slight angle,  and the leaf at the bottom in the 
vase should be eliminated as it is squashed and in an unnatural position. But overall this 
method gives us a good starting point to observe the subject and try different positions for 
thumbnail sketches.  
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Suggested Exercise    
Now that you have looked through the viewfinder, you can use it to start to 
draw some thumbnail sketches of a chosen subject.   
  

1. Use the window of the viewfinder and place it on sketch paper and draw 
outlines for the thumbnails on sketch paper. I recommend a minimum of four, 
but try as many as you feel are possible.   

2. Position your viewfinder in front of the subject. Experiment with the 
viewfinder to find different arrangements for your thumbnail sketches. Draw 
what you see though the viewfinder in the corresponding box on your sketch 
paper, remember these are quick drawings made in succession don’t worry if 
they are rough.  

3. Try to fill a couple of pages with these sketches.  
 
Additional Suggestion: add a grid  
If you have difficulty drawing proportions you may add a grid to your 
viewfinder. Use a sheet of acetate marked with a grid in permanent black 
marker pen (a central horizontal line and vertical line is sufficient for this size). 
Simply tape the acetate sheet to the viewfinder. This will help you to draw.  
     
  
  
  
  
  
  

   


