
HOW TO DR AW PEOPLE PART 1:

PROPORTION



 Analytical figure drawing is an approach to figure drawing that studies and develops an 
understanding of how the figure is visually constructed, moves, and exists in space using abstract 
concepts.  Understanding these concepts allows and artist to draw expressively, consistently, 
efficiently, and in a wide variety of styles both from imagination and from life.

Basic Shape Character
This little character may not look like an impressive drawing but it can be an incredibly useful 
tool in learning to draw realistic, expressive figures both from observation and imagination.



Example of a 
simple character

Example of a more 
complex figure

 When you are comfortable juggling shapes, drawings will feel fluid to produce and look more 
alive. Even the simplest drawing can express a whole lot. 

The character on the left is a simplification of the one on the right. Once you get comfortable 
with the simple shapes, you can move to changing them to create individual characteristics and 
to adding details.

In drawing, proportion refers to the relationships between the lengths 
of sides and angle degrees of shapes.

Everything is made out of shapes. Realistic drawings consist of many complicated and subtle 
shapes. Cartoons are made with simple shapes.

It is much easier to judge relationships between shapes and their sides and angles when the 
shapes are simple. Simple is a really good place to start. When you learn to juggle, you start 
with only a couple of balls, then add quantity and complexity as dexterity improves and context 
demands.  The same goes for drawing.



The shapes we will be working with to measure the proportions of a generic figure are an oval, a 
rectangle and two sets of irregular triangles. These are the big shapes of the figure. These shapes 
give important information about pose, action, and attitude that details cannot. These shapes may 
vary slightly depending on the individual, but the basic idea is the same. Learn the one design 
and use them as a starting point to create others.

Each shape has it’s own proportions and then also has proportions that relate them to one another.



Our first goal is to be able to reproduce each these shapes somewhat accurately on their own. Try 
drawing them individually, the same size as they are shown. It’s easier to judge distances when 
the distances are small, once learned at this size, the proportions can be scaled up. Pay attention 
to the length, the width, and the angles. Draw each shape a few times. Use a ruler to check how 
well you did. 

The ability to accurately judge distances and angles and draw them comes with practice.

It’s a bit like learning to throw a ball or learning to write the alphabet.

When you first learned to write,

Practice using tools like ruled paper improves accuracy.

Things like graph paper, rulers, and ellipse templates can be a useful tools to help check how 
accurate your drawings are.



Draw Shapes
Try to accurately recreate theses shapes. Draw them all lined up first, then try drawing them at 
different angles.  

Measure to check if you are drawing the proportions accurately.

Tip: Using color highlights the space inside of the shape. It makes it easier to see if it’s not quite 
right.

Try drawing the shapes at different angles. 



Full Figure Shapes
When drawing the shapes together use even bigger shapes to keep them feeling integrated with 
one another.

First, look for the big triangular shape that the person 
occupies when all the shapes are put together.  Start by 
marking the top of the head and the bottom of the feet.  
Next mark off the extent of the arms. Spread out, the 
arms generally stretch as wide as the person is tall.  

A second triangle helps keep the head integrated with the 
body.

Mark the middle point and draw the legs below it Everything else goes in the top half. 



Movement
Even with these very simple shapes, there is a lot involved in moving this basic character around. 
We’re going to start with just moving the shapes in relation to each other.

Think about it as if you have a paper doll and the arms and legs are attached to the body with 
pins. The limbs rotate around those points. From the front, the pins for arms and legs attach to 
the edges of the trapezoid. They can move either in front or behind depending on the action. The 
head rotates around a point inside the trapezoid along the same horizontal line as the arms.  

Try drawing this figure with the legs, arms, and head in different places.



Side View
From the side, none of the shapes change, but the points the limbs move around do. They can be 
placed anywhere along the same horizontal line.

Draw a few figures like this in different positions to get used to these movements and to get more 
practice maintaining the shape proportions. 



Squash and Stretch
Squashing and stretching the shapes is what will allow the figure to move more naturally.

Start with a shape. Make one side longer and 
the other side shorter by 
the same amount.

Curve the lines.

The basics of squash and stretch are:

If the bend is extreme, 
pinch the short side.



Because these shapes represent human anatomy, they will each bend in slightly different ways.

The trapezoid represents two solid objects, the ribcage and the pelvis, connected by the flexible 
spine.  It will bend in two, at the lower third mark.

The triangles represent arms and legs so they will each bend in two places.

The arm bends at the elbow and at the wrist. Each segment is 2/3 the length of the next largest.

The leg bends at the knee and the ankle. The leg bends in half and then bottom half beds at the 
bottom 1/4. Both arm and leg bends will be sharper than the torso.  

1/2
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Each arm section is 2/3 the 
length of the next biggest one  

stretch
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Practice
Draw this basic character in all sorts of poses. Start simple. For example, just move an arm 
around. Then try seeing how the arm movement might affect the body if it were stretched a little 
further. Continue to get more adventurous as you get comfortable. Draw action words like walk, 
run, jump, sit, wave, turn, stomp, reach, and so on. 



Front and Back
Overlapping shapes in different ways will say different things about the pose. In this example, the 
drawing is the same, the only difference is the elimination of some lines.

Legs are in front of torso 
making it a front view.

Legs are behind the 
torso making it a back 
view.



Gesture drawing
It is not always obvious where things go at first. It is OK to feel around for what’s right and 
try different things. When doing a gesture keep lines light, loose, and long. Try to find a flow 
between the shapes and the whole.



Avoid short “hairy” lines and avoid “zigzagging” back and forth lines.

Line Quality 
Make one single long line. If it’s not right, try another. be thoughtful about your choices.



Draw through 
It is important to keep shapes intact and connected when other shapes overlap them even though 
we don’t see parts of them. The viewer’s eye will follow through and notice if things don’t line 
up right. The diagram below shows that even when the lines aren’t there, we connect them in our 
minds. 

To make sure shapes are connected, draw the full shapes behind as if the ones in front are 
transparent. Then erase the lines to show which ones are in front and which behind. This is 
called draw through.



Foreshortening 
Parts of limbs will be a little shorter if they have their ends or bends facing forward or backward.  
We will go over this more in the perspective section.

Not all poses have perfect solutions with this abstraction, it’s meant to give general ideas. 
Try out different things and see what looks best.



Body Language
Use body language to express emotions.  A run determined to win a race will have different body 
language than a happy frolic. One will be more straight with sharper angles, the other will be 
more open and curvy.



Facial Expression
The face is one of the first things we look at when we look at a character. Expressions help us 
from a connection with the character. Keep them simple and clear.

Draw the body language first, then add the facial expression.

Happy                  Sad                   Angry              Surprised            Scared            Disgusted

Facing forward
Looking up.

Move features up and 
closer together and point 

nose up.

Looking down.
Move features down  and 

closer together.

Looking to the side.
Move features to the side and closer 

together. Make nose wider



Practice
Use yourself or friends and family for reference if you have trouble thinking of things or if you’re 
struggling with an idea and can’t figure it out. Observe, use your imagination, problem solve, 
experiment, and practice. There are infinite possibilities to explore.

Have fun. I’m really serious about how much this has to do with being able to draw an awesome, 
realistic figure. Don’t underestimate this exercise.



Some things to watch out for:

Make sure the part of the arm triangle 
that attaches to the body has some width.  
Don’t make the limbs too skinny.

Make sure the arms and 
legs bend in the right 
places and that hands and 
feet are included inside 
the limbs and not added 
on separately. 

Don’t forget there will be 
space between the body and 
the head unless the head is 
hunched.

Use a ruler to check distances.

Make sure the legs connect to 
the body and either meet each 
other in the middle or overlap 
unless there is good reason for 
them to be apart.



Landmarks
Look for these bony points to see how the basic shape character lines up on a real human body.
Use them to measure your drawing.

*note: when measuring find the biggest divisions first.  Divide the big section in half and 
  then subdivide each section.  Don’t think of it as eight separate segments. 



Line of Action
A line that describes the main direction of the enery in an action.

Using shapes to construct a figure helps with finding volume but thinking of  the shapes 
as seperate pieces can make finding the energy of the pose awkward.  Chose a main line of 
action to help keep your figure looking connected and dynamic.

Draw your torso lines and head so they flow along with the line of action.  



Silhouette
Make the action clear when looking only at the silhouette.

This pose is unclear in silhouette. The arm could be a neck.



If the arm is moved out to the side, it is clear it is an arm.



Draw the shapes
clearly overlapping.

Overlaps 
Think about which shape is in front and which shape is behind and overlap them clearly. 
In the poses below, one arm is in front, the torso is in the middle, and the other arm is in back.



Or, keep the shape 
away from the edge.

Clarity is lost when the 
shapes meet like this.



Balance
When both sides are supported evenly, the figure is balanced. If one of the supports is taken 
away, the figure becomes unbalanced. 

Think about it like columns supporting a structure. If you take one away, the structure falls.  



By changing the placement of the remaining one, the structure can still balance. Play around with 
different ways to balance your character.

Intentionally putting the 
figure off balance can be 
used to show movement.

It’s not a big move but it 
makes a big difference



Straights and curves
Use straights lines opposite and curved lines to create dynamic drawings with rhythm.



Simple and complex 
Make one side simple and the other complex to create dynamic drawings with rhythm.



Draw these basic shape figures 
larger and use the rectangle of 
the page to create an appealing, 
whole picture. The size of the 
figure will change depending 
on how the pose fits on the 
page.   

Composition



Negative Space 
is the space around the figure, 
illustrated here in black. 
The shapes created in the 
negative space help balance the 
composition of the figure on the 
page.



The point of this 
exercise is to get you to 
look at the whole page 
and all of the shapes. 





Once you feel comfortable playing with the large figure inside the rectangle, you can play with 
composing multiple figures on the page. They will have relationships with both the page and each 
other. 





A fun way to start this out is by filing the page with different shaped blobs. Then try to make the 
blobs into figures and make them fit together. It’s a bit like a puzzle game. 



Have fun! This is something you can practice any time you get a bit of time where you’re waiting 
around for something, or doodle while on the phone. 

The figures don’t have to match the blobs perfectly. They are just to give ideas on how to lay out 
the page.



Interaction
The next challenge it to make them interact. Use groups of two, three or more and try to tell 
a story with them. 



Big Shapes Again
As with the single figure, start with big shapes to encompass the whole interaction.



Building
The details we add from here will add a lot to the story, but the material you have just been 
through is at the core.  This is the foundation. 
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