Structure vs. Function

Structure is the way something is made or built, how it is constructed and how the parts are inter-related.

Function would be the purpose of the structure, the reason why the structure exists, the activity a machine is supposed to perform, etc.

A sentence in language would be an example: The structure are the words, composed in a certain way so as to communicate an idea, which is the function.

The question in science, philosophy etc. is often does structure determine function, or vice versa?

It seems that a structure only exists or is modified according to a particular function that has to be performed. This can be seen in nature, where any life form is perfectly adapted to its environment and the functions its physical existence has to perform within nature. The bodily  structural design is modified, genetically and over generations, to fulfil all that it needs to do to survive best in its niche of the vast interconnected web of life – even allowing for the structural “faults” that allow it to serve as prey for others, that in turn need to survive. The same is true, for example, in man-made structures: any architectural design, or for that matter, any other design, from computer programmes to household appliances is only as good as it serves its function. It doesn’t count in the end how beautiful it looks, if it doesn’t fulfil its purpose!

In drawing, this is important to realise as what one sees, looks a certain way because of the underlying structure and the function that this structure has to perform. The knowledge of these factors in a certain subject one is drawing, enable one to see apparently unrelated details in a unified manner, simply because one knows the reason why they are there. This understanding comes across in one’s drawing. The human body is a very good example for that. This also illustrates the importance of some anatomical knowledge.

Lanteri (sculptor and teacher with full traditional knowledge in 1902 describes it very simply:

(Anatomy)”... is only a handmaiden of art; it is the mans by which we understand the cause of form and shape, and it helps us to put clearness, strength, and expression into our studies.”

“In order to well represent objects such as they appear, it is important that you should know them such as they are. “

“...a form which you may have drawn, without understanding it yourself, you cannot hope to make clear to others. I have seen this very well expressed, although I do not recollect where: ;The ignorant look, the intelligent see.’”

“In painting, the beautiful modelling depends on drawing and colour: it signifies rendering by means of light and shadow the round or flat projections of a solid body.”

”...it depends on understanding and drawing with intelligence the often slightly-curved half-planes, an intelligence which can only be acquired by a thorough knowledge of the anatomical mechanism which lies underneath the skin; for it is the movement of the muscles and their fibres, which in their contrasting directions form the large variety of planes which the skin covers, enveloping an following them in all their undulations..”

“..he who is ignorant of it, cannot so clearly see these movements of planes on the surfaces, as he who knows it. Even if he sees them, he will never give them such animation, strength, and feeling of delicacy, for he does not know the origin of these planes, nor their cause.”

This stems clearly from a time where perfect realistic rendering was how one traditionally made art–and it does not mean that you now have to indulge in involved anatomical studies, while you simply want to enjoy your drawing classes!

Today, even if you are not interested in this particular style of art, it can be, however, extremely important and interesting for you, to understand the underlying truth in what Lanteri said.

It is important to be aware of these basics and, therefore, to investigate in depth to understand what one draws.

The immediate practical application in a drawing class however could be: if you find an area boring or difficult, ask yourself “what is the function of the form? What the underlying structure?  Why does this look the way it does? What is it supposed to do? 

If you are not quite sure what these projections and recessions of form you see mean, these light, raised areas, these ranges of shadow from dark to soft, “hills and valleys” across the figure: think why they are there, how they are connected, and soon you will begin to be able to draw them in a more unified manner, rather than unrelated, un-unified blotches of light and dark across your figure drawing, which is usually the first stage of beginning to see …

You can use your own physique for quick answers! If you are in doubt regarding a certain area, flex that muscle yourself, move that arm or leg and see what it does. This will help you to understand its function a lot quicker – even without in-depth anatomical knowledge.
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