
The Element Of Art 
 
Line  
 
How many types of lines can you make? How important are lines to our environment? 
The artist recognizes the power of the "Line" when he or she creates a work of art. Let's 
take a more detailed look at "Line" and its impact on our world and the world of art. 
 
For many art students as well as professional artists, Line  
seems to be one of the important Elements of Art. Imagine creating a painting,  
sculpture or design without drawing lines to divide the paper or canvas into  
recognizable shapes and forms. Think about how important a role Line plays in  
the creation process. Lines can communicate an idea or express a feeling. They  
can appear static or active. Lines define objects. We will take a look at how artists  
use line expressively. 
 

 

 
Ben Shahn (Lithuanian) 1889-1968, Supermarket, serigraph in black,1957, 25 1/4 x 38 

3/4"  

  

Look at this painting by Ben Shahn. What role do the lines play in 
this piece? Shahn drew these lines to define his subject. Because 
of the lines he made, we can see recognizable images. Look at the 
drawing. Look at the title. Can you tell what Shahn has drawn? He 
uses various line directions to draw his shopping carts. The lines 
are vertical, horizontal and diagonal. 

 



 
Launima Nagatu, - Tapa Cloth, Mid-20th century,Tonga, South Pacific, 12'10"x 
5'7" 

This large tapa cloth, 
from the Polynesian 
island of Tonga, is made 
of strips of mulberry bark 
fiber that have been 
pounded to softened 
them and make a paper-
like textile for ritual use. 
It is stamped and hand 
painted. Bark cloth, or 
tapa, has been produced 
throughout the islands of 
the South Pacific--in both 
Polynesia and 
Melanesia. 

  

The people of Tonga, Tahiti, Fiji, Samoa and other islands have made bark cloth in 
distinctive styles for both functional and ceremonial purposes. The cloth has played 
important roles in weddings, funerals and events associated with royalty. The 
decoration features geometricized plants and fish. 

Look at the beautiful variety of lines. Repeated lines form patterns and designs. Can 
you find the repeated patterns? Why do artists repeat particular elements?  

 
 

 
Kathe Kollwitz (German)1867-1945, Self-Portrait, Woodcut proof, 
1923, 
5 7/8 z 6 3/4 in., 

Look at this stirring portrait. This is a 
self-portrait of the German artist Kathe 
Kollwitz. To learn of her art, you must 
first learn about her life. She 
experienced WW I married to a doctor. 
She lost her son in that war. She later 
lost her grandson in WW II. She saw the 
pain and suffering of the mothers, wives 
and children of the people lost in the 
war.  

Look again at this work. Do you view it 
differently? 

Notice the lines carved into this woodcut 
proof to create the texture of this print. 
The direction of the lines follow the 
contour of her face. What impact do the 
lines have on the overall quality of this 
print? 

Why do you think Kollwitz chose to 
integrate these heavy lines into her 
portrait? 

 

 



 
Aubrey Beardsley, The Peacock Skirt, 1893 
Pen And Ink Drawing 

In this pen and ink drawing, the artist creates a 
beautiful image of two woman. The lines are 
soft and flowing giving the viewer the 
impression of elegance, softness and 
femininity. Beardsley uses curved lines to 
capture the lines of the elegant costumes worn 
by the woman.  

Why do you think he curved the line of the 
skirt? 
By curving the line, the skirt appears to be 
swirling around the figure. This implies 
Movement. 

Why do you think the artist chose to call this 
work "The Peacock Skirt"? 

What do you know about the lives of these 
women from this drawing? Are they wealthy?  

 

 

 

 



 
Artist Unknown,Indonesian, Wall Plaque, 1996,  
wood and acrylic paint, Private Collection  

This decorative wall plaque is a great example of 
how an artist uses lines to create patterns and 
motifs. These intricate designs give the work 
visual interest and variety. Notice that the mask 
has been divided into specific symmetrical areas. 
Each area is then colored in. Some areas have 
been detailed with elaborate designs.  

These designs are created by using different 
types of lines. Look very carefully at this mask. 
How many line types can you find and describe? 

 
Curved, flowing, broken, straight, diagonal, 
repeated, echoing, circular, concentric, thin, 

thick...Can you see any more? 

Why does the artist fill up the spaces with these 
intricate line patterns and designs? 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Would you like to 
build your own 
tensegrity 
sculpture?  

Kenneth Snelson (American), Needle Tower, 1969, Wire and metal outdoor sculpture,  
20 meters, NASA  

This is a view of the Needle Tower looking directly up to the top from the ground. Notice 
the effect the lines create with the pipes and the wires. It creates a spiral. If you look 
closely, you may even see a six pointed star. Do you think the artist did this intentionally?  
 
Sculptor Kenneth Snelson's "Needle Tower" is a fragile-looking thing. Crisscrossing rods 
suspended by taut wires soar perilously upward 20 meters high. Surely it ought to crumble 
or fall over. Yet it doesn't. When the wind blows, the Needle Tower bends, not breaks. 
When someone shoves it, it shoves back. The tower is lightweight, strong and curiously 
beautiful. This is an example of a tensegrity (short for tensional integrity) sculpture. It 
balances compression with tension, and yields to forces without breaking. In the Needle 
Tower, the wires carry tension and the rods bear compression. 

The sculpture is 20 meters tall. How tall would that be in feet?  

 

http://www.frontiernet.net/~imaging/tenseg1.html
http://www.frontiernet.net/~imaging/tenseg1.html
http://www.frontiernet.net/~imaging/tenseg1.html
http://www.frontiernet.net/~imaging/tenseg1.html


 
Artist Unknown, (Panama) Kuna, Scorpion Mola, 1987 
cloth, 19 x 12 " 

 

This beautiful textile work is called a "mola". It is 
an indigenous artform created by the Kuna 
Indians of the San Blas islands of Panama.  

Notice the important role Line plays in the overall 
look of this piece. The work seems to vibrate as 
the lines echo and stretch across the piece. The 
artist used lines to fill in the Negative Space. 
Lines were also created to echo the shape of the 
scorpions. 

Can you describe some of the lines? (Dotted, 
angular, diagonal, organic, geometric,thick, thin, 
broken, decorative) 

Look at this detail of the Scorpion Mola. 
Here you can see that the lines were 
created with fabric and different types of 
fancy stitches. These unique works of art 
are made by the women of the islands. 
Once used to decorate clothing, molas 
are now priced by collectors and 
museums alike.  

 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

The Elements of Art 

The links on this page will lead to projects based on the elements of art. They are placed 

here for creative students to follow and learn from. Teachers may also use them as 

instruction. These lessons were created with ClarisWorks draw and paint programs and 

will involve creating images on your own computer using a draw or paint program. The 

graphics can be copied, pasted, and saved using your browser so that you can refer to 

them online if you can run both programs at the same time, or offline at a later time. 

THE ELEMENTS OF ART are the visual "tools" artists use to create art. The 

elements (categories) inlcude color, value, line, shape, form, texture, and space. 

 
Songya People, (Democratic Republic of the Congo), 19th - 
20th centuries, kifwebe mask, wood and pigment, 20 in. 
high, 
Boston Museum of Fine Arts 

Look at this simple, yet powerful mask. The 
artisan who created this mask added an 
echoing pattern of lines to embellish the 
mask. What does this do to the visual quality 
of the mask? 

Curved lines follow the rounded contour of 
the cheeks and forehead. Straight lines 
follow the contour of the nose and mouth. 
The artist selected types of lines that would 
enhance specific areas of his mask. 

If the mask was left unadorned, would it 
appear as powerful? 



 
 

FOUNDATIONS... 

 

....is the nucleous of art; the components which comprise design and effect competence. 

Often referred to as the "Elements" and "Principles" of art, not all will be included in this 

presentation. 

Number 1: LINE 

  "OPEN" LINE: NOT 

CONNECTED       PARALLEL       

 GESTURE            VARIETY 

 

  Line, the basic element of all design has unlimited 

forms. It is not only a "container", but an entity in itself. OPEN line can overlap itself and 

not create a shape. In the left example, one form IS a shape. Can you find it? PARALLEL 

line emphasizes a textural or pattern aspect. GESTURE line is quick,continuous 

movement in which value is increased by closeness and pressure of overlaps. See the 3 

values in the 3rd example? Line VARIETY is rich with thick, thin, emphatic, broken and 

invented marks delineated from other tools. If not the most dominant feature of a 

composition, line is always its beginning.  

PRACTICES:  
 

Fold a 9x12 paper into halves 4 times. Invent a series of open, parallel, 1 directional, 

angular, curved, broken, thick, thick and thin line forms in each "creased" area. Consider 

how some of these could be utilized into a simple line composition and from these 

sketches create one. 

 

SIMPLE LINE FORM PRACTICES 



Click on images for full view 

 

These pencil drawings are from Introductory art classes. The requirement was to 

compose a simple composition 

of at least 4 different line forms. Can you identify the types employed? Lesson Plans 

 

INTRODUCTORY AND ADVANCED LINE APPLICATIONS  

These examples illustrate applied line design which may be combined with other 

fundamentals. A discussion of each can be opened for further observation. These are 

some of my favorites: 

Contour Drawing  Gesture Drawing   Line As Movement  Obstacle Line  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.mmwindowtoart.com/foundations/line1.html
http://www.mmwindowtoart.com/foundations/line1.html
http://www.mmwindowtoart.com/foundations/line3.html
http://www.mmwindowtoart.com/foundations/line3.html
http://www.mmwindowtoart.com/foundations/linelessonplans.html
http://www.mmwindowtoart.com/foundations/foundationslinecontour.html
http://www.mmwindowtoart.com/gesturedrawing.html
http://www.mmwindowtoart.com/foundations/lineasmovement.html
http://www.mmwindowtoart.com/foundations/obstacleline.html

