
What is scale and proportion? 
 
Scale and proportion in art are both concerned with size. 

 
Scale refers to the size of an object (a whole) in relationship to another object (another 
whole).  
 
In art, the size relationship between an object and the human body is significant.  In 
experiencing the scale of an artwork we tend to compare its size to the size of our own 
bodies. 
 
Proportion refers to the relative size of parts of a whole (elements within an object). We 
often think of proportions in terms of size relationships within the human body. 
 

 

Scale 
 
Scale  in art 
 
An artwork has a physical size; when referring to an artwork's size, we use the 
term scale. Scale is more than simply the object's size, however. It is the size of the art 
object in relation to another object. The relative size of the artwork is always compared 
to the size of the human body--life-sized, miniature, enormous--are all terms that use the 
human body as a size reference. 
  

 



 

Larger-than-life scale  
Chuck Close: realism in an unreal scale 

 

Chuck Close  Mark  1978 - 1979 (detail at right of eye) 
acrylic on canvas, constructed from a series of airbrushed layers that imitate CMYK color printing 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, 

 

 

Proportion 
 
Proportion in Art 
 
Proportion is the relative size of parts within a whole. The human body is an effective 
example of the design principle. 

Perfect Proportion: The Golden Ratio, the Golden Mean, or Fibonacci's Spiral 
  

 

A Fibonacci spiral which approximates the golden spiral, using Fibonacci sequence square sizes up to 34.  
 



The golden ratio is a mathematical proportion based on pi  (1.618033988749895...) and 
is used to define aesthetically pleasing proportions in art and architecture. 
It can be derived with a number of geometric constructions, each of which divides a line 
segment at the unique point where the ratio of the whole line to the large segment is the 
same as the ratio of the large segment to the small segment. 
The ratio is found in within all of the natural world; and is clearly illustrated in the spiral 
of a chambered nautilus. 

 

The ratio is found in all proportions of the human body, from the hands and feet, to the face, to 

the body as a whole. The ratio has been analyzed in terms of what is considered beautiful in 

human faces and found that the more closely proportions of the face follow this ratio, the more 

beautiful it is considered to be. 

The ratio has been used for centuries, by the ancient Egyptians in the pyramids, ancient 

civilizations in the construction of temples, Renaissance artists (who called it  the Divine 

Proportion), and is still used to create a sense of beauty, harmony and balance in art. 

 

 
Response Questions: 

1. Take notes on the reading by writing down the highlighted text.  
 

2. When creating a Photoshopped image in which you make something small 
appear large (like the “catzillas” we looked at together) are you using scale 
or proportion? 
 

 
3. If you used Photoshop to make someone’s eyes appear very large on their 

face, would you be using scale or proportion? 



 


