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Faith Ringgold's painting "Tar Beach" is a compelling visual narrative that combines artistic techniques and
thematic depth to convey a story of hope, freedom, and identity. One of the most striking elements of this
artwork is the masterful use of balance, which enhances its composition, guides the viewer’s eye, and
reinforces its emotional impact. Understanding the type of balance employed in "Tar Beach" allows for a
deeper appreciation of Ringgold’s artistic intent and the ways in which she communicates complex themes

through visual harmony.

Understanding Balance in Art

Balance in art refers to the distribution of visual weight within a composition. It is a fundamental principle
that ensures a work appears stable and harmonious. There are several types of balance used in visual art,

each serving different aesthetic and communicative purposes.

Types of Balance in Art

- Symmetrical Balance (Formal Balance)
- Asymmetrical Balance (Informal Balance)

- Radial Balance
- Crystallographic Balance (Equal Distribution)

In the context of Faith Ringgold's "Tar Beach," the focus is primarily on asymmetrical balance, which

creates a dynamic and engaging composition that invites viewers to explore the narrative more deeply.



Asymmetrical Balance in "Tar Beach"

Definition of Asymmetrical Balance

Asymmetrical balance involves arranging visual elements unevenly but in a way that still achieves a sense
of equilibrium. Unlike symmetrical balance, which mirrors elements on either side of an axis,

asymmetrical balance relies on contrast, color, size, and positioning to create harmony.

Application in "Tar Beach"

In "Tar Beach," Faith Ringgold employs asymmetrical balance to craft a lively scene filled with movement
and emotion. The composition features a variety of elements—such as the depiction of the cityscape, the

figures of children, and the sky—distributed unevenly but carefully balanced to maintain visual stability.
How Asymmetrical Balance is Used in the Painting:

- Placement of Figures: The central figure of the young girl, likely representing the narrator, is positioned
slightly off-center, drawing focus without creating a rigid symmetry.

- Use of Color: Bright colors like golds, reds, and blues are strategically placed to attract attention to key
areas, balancing darker and lighter sections.

- Distribution of Elements: The cityscape on one side is counterbalanced by the expansive sky and the

figure’s arm reaching upward, creating a visual “pull” that guides the viewer’s eye across the painting.

Elements Contributing to Balance in "Tar Beach"

Color and Contrast

Color plays a vital role in establishing balance. Ringgold uses vibrant, contrasting colors to create focal points

and distribute visual weight evenly across the canvas.

- Bright yellows and golds draw attention upward and to the left, balancing darker hues found in the
cityscape and the lower right.

- The use of warm versus cool colors provides depth and maintains equilibrium within the scene.



Composition and Placement

The strategic placement of key elements ensures that no single area dominates the composition excessively.
- The girl’s figure acts as an anchor, centered but slightly to the right, balancing the busy cityscape on the
left.

- The diagonal lines created by the girl’s arm and the rooftops of the buildings guide the eye in a circular

motion, creating a sense of movement and balance.

Scale and Proportion

Ringgold varies the scale of objects to achieve balance.

- Larger elements like the girl and the rooftops serve as focal points.

- Smaller details, such as stars and clouds, fill in space without overwhelming the composition.

Thematic Balance in "Tar Beach"

Beyond the visual elements, "Tar Beach" employs thematic balance to convey its messages of hope,

freedom, and community.

Balancing Reality and Imagination

- The scene fuses the mundane urban landscape with the fantastical idea of flying over the city.
- This balance between the real and the imagined enhances the narrative, giving viewers a sense of

possibility and aspiration.

Balancing Personal and Collective Identity

- The individual girl is depicted confidently, symbolizing personal empowerment.

- The surrounding cityscape and starry sky represent the broader community and collective dreams.



Impact of Balance on the Viewer’s Experience

The deliberate use of asymmetrical balance in "Tar Beach" creates a dynamic composition that engages

viewers both visually and emotionally.
Effects include:

- Guiding the Viewer’s Eye: The balanced placement of elements leads the viewer through the story, from
the girl’s gaze upward to the stars and cityscape.

- Creating Visual Interest: Asymmetry introduces movement and variability, preventing the composition
from feeling static.

- Enhancing Emotional Resonance: The harmony achieved through balance underscores themes of hope

and unity, making the message more compelling.

Conclusion

Faith Ringgold's "Tar Beach" exemplifies the effective use of asymmetrical balance to craft a captivating
and meaningful artwork. By strategically arranging figures, colors, and elements, Ringgold creates a
composition that feels both lively and harmonious. This balance not only supports the visual appeal but also
reinforces the narrative themes of dreams, freedom, and community. Understanding how balance functions
in "Tar Beach" enriches our appreciation of Ringgold’s artistry and her ability to communicate complex
stories through visual harmony. Whether viewed as a celebration of individual aspiration or a reflection of
collective hope, the painting’s balanced composition invites viewers into a world where imagination and

reality coexist beautifully.

Frequently Asked Questions

What type of balance is primarily used in Faith Ringgold's "Tar Beach' to

create visual harmony?

Faith Ringgold's "Tar Beach' primarily employs asymmetrical balance, where different elements are

arranged unevenly but still achieve a sense of equilibrium through contrast and placement.

How does 'Tar Beach' demonstrate the use of visual balance to guide the



viewer's eye?

The painting uses balanced distribution of colors, shapes, and figures to lead the viewer's eye across the

scene, emphasizing the central figure and the expansive cityscape, creating a cohesive visual flow.

In what way does Faith Ringgold utilize balance to convey the themes of
hope and aspiration in "Tar Beach"

Ringgold balances the depiction of the night sky and the cityscape with the figure of the girl, symbolizing

a balance between dreams and reality, reinforcing themes of hope and aspiration.

How does the use of balance contribute to the storytelling aspect of "Tar
Beach'?

The balanced composition allows the viewer to focus on key elements like the girl and the stars, enhancing

the narrative of dreaming and freedom, and making the story more engaging and accessible.

‘What role does symmetrical or asymmetrical balance play in the overall
mood of "Tar Beach"

The asymmetrical balance in the painting creates a dynamic and lively atmosphere, reflecting the vibrancy

of urban life and the optimism of the child's dreams.

Can you describe how Faith Ringgold's use of balance in "Tar Beach'

influences the viewer's emotional response?

The thoughtful use of balance evokes feelings of hope, safety, and wonder, inviting viewers to connect

emotionally with the child's perspective and the empowering message of the artwork.

Additional Resources

Balance in Faith Ringgold’s "Tar Beach"

Understanding the Concept of Balance in Art

In the realm of visual arts, balance is a fundamental principle that guides the composition, creating a sense



of stability and harmony within a piece. When examining works like Faith Ringgold's "Tar Beach,"
understanding the type of balance employed is crucial to appreciating its visual impact and narrative depth.
Balance influences how viewers' eyes move across the artwork, how the story is conveyed, and how

emotional responses are elicited.

In general, balance can be categorized into several types—symmetrical, asymmetrical, radial, and visual
balance—each serving different artistic purposes. The specific type used in "Tar Beach" contributes

significantly to its storytelling, mood, and overall aesthetic.

The Type of Balance in "Tar Beach"

Faith Ringgold’s "Tar Beach" is a rich tapestry of storytelling, vibrant colors, and layered symbolism. The
balance present in the piece is primarily asymmetrical, yet it exhibits a nuanced form of visual balance that

harmonizes disparate elements into a coherent whole.
Asymmetrical Balance: An Overview

Asymmetrical balance involves arranging elements unevenly but still achieving a sense of equilibrium.
Unlike symmetrical balance, where mirrored elements create harmony, asymmetrical balance relies on

visual weight, color, size, and placement to guide the viewer’s eye in a balanced manner.

In "Tar Beach," Ringgold employs asymmetrical balance to draw attention to specific focal points—most
notably the girl reclining on the rooftop—and to create a dynamic composition that reflects the lively,

layered storytelling characteristic of her style.

Visual Balance: The Harmony of Elements

Visual balance pertains to the distribution of visual "weight" across the canvas, regardless of the actual
physical weight of objects. It involves considering factors such as color intensity, brightness, size, shape, and
positioning.

In "Tar Beach," Ringgold masterfully uses visual balance to:

- Highlight the central figure (the girl on the rooftop)

- Incorporate surrounding urban elements

- Maintain harmony among vibrant colors and complex patterns



How Asymmetrical and Visual Balance Are Used in "Tar Beach"

Let's explore the specifics of how these types of balance manifest within the artwork.
Composition and Layout

Central Focal Point:

The girl lying on the rooftop is positioned slightly off-center—towards the upper right area of the
canvas—yet her size, bright colors, and detailed features immediately attract the viewer’s eye. The
asymmetrical placement is balanced by the visual weight of surrounding elements, such as the cityscape,

sky, and decorative patterns.

Distribution of Elements:

- The cityscape at the bottom and sides of the painting, with its detailed buildings and rooftops, balances the
visual weight of the girl and the open sky.

- The sky, with its expansive, luminous qualities, counters the dense urban elements, creating a sense of

openness and balance.

Use of Color and Brightness

Ringgold employs vibrant, contrasting colors to create visual interest and balance:

- The bright blue sky with golden stars dominates the background, providing a luminous backdrop that
balances the darker, more subdued tones of the city.

- The girl’s clothing—bright red and yellow—stands out, drawing focus.

- The golden stars and moon, scattered across the sky, act as visual anchors.

Patterns and Textures

The varied patterns in the girl’s clothing, the rooftops, and the decorative borders contribute to visual
weight and rhythm. These elements are distributed thoughtfully to prevent clutter and to guide the
viewer’s gaze smoothly across the composition.

Dynamic Tension and Movement

The asymmetrical arrangement creates a sense of movement and energy. The viewer's eye is encouraged

to move from the girl to the cityscape, then upward toward the sky and stars, creating a dynamic visual

flow that sustains interest and engagement.



Implications of the Balance in "Tar Beach"

The use of asymmetrical and visual balance in "Tar Beach" is not merely an aesthetic choice but a narrative

device. It underscores themes such as freedom, hope, and the boundless imagination of childhood.
Enhancing the Storytelling

- The off-center placement of the girl reflects her role as the dreamer—her presence is dominant yet
harmoniously integrated into the bustling city and starry sky.
- The balance between urban elements and the expansive sky symbolizes the bridge between reality and

fantasy, a key motif in Ringgold’s storytelling.
Creating Emotional Impact

- The vibrant colors and balanced composition evoke feelings of warmth, optimism, and empowerment.

- The visual harmony invites viewers into the girl's world, emphasizing her perspective and dreams.

Summary of Key Aspects of Balance in "Tar Beach"

To encapsulate how balance functions within this artwork, here are the key points:

- Type of Balance: Primarily asymmetrical, with a strong emphasis on visual balance.

- Placement: Off-center focal point (the girl) creates dynamic tension balanced by surrounding elements.

- Color and Pattern: Bright, contrasting colors and intricate patterns distribute visual weight.

- Composition: The arrangement of urban and celestial elements guides the viewer’s eye naturally across
the scene.

- Narrative Function: Balance accentuates themes of hope, imagination, and empowerment, enhancing the

storytelling.

Conclusion: The Significance of Balance in "Tar Beach"

Faith Ringgold’s "Tar Beach" exemplifies how thoughtful application of balance—particularly asymmetrical
and visual balance—can elevate an artwork beyond mere aesthetics to serve narrative and emotional

purposes. The deliberate arrangement of elements, colors, and patterns creates a harmonious yet lively



composition that invites viewers into a world of dreams and possibilities.

This balanced interplay of elements not only captures the eye but also deepens the viewer’s understanding
of the artwork’s themes. The dynamic equilibrium achieved through asymmetrical and visual balance
underscores the power of composition in storytelling, making "Tar Beach" a compelling example of how

balance functions as both an artistic tool and a narrative device.

In appreciating this aspect of Faith Ringgold's work, we gain insight into how balance shapes our
engagement with art, guiding our emotional response and enhancing our understanding of the artist’s

message.
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