
ELEMENTS OF ART

The building blocks of art

In the same way that a writer combines letters to create words, which
can then be constructed into sentences and paragraphs to tell a story,
the artist has his or her own tools to create a piece of art. While the
completed work is most often viewed as a single finished entity,
many would argue it is nothing more than a sum of the various
elements employed to craft it. These elements form the foundation
for famous paintings like the Mona Lisa, Starry Night, and The
Birth of Venus to the most trivial doodles in the margins of a
notebook.

LINE

Line is perhaps the purest and most simple element of art—at least,
at face value. Just as in geometry, it is defined as an object created by
connecting two points. But how the artist chooses to span those two
points allows for nearly infinite possibilities. He or she could draw a
vertical line, a diagonal line, a horizontal line, a curved line, or a
zigzagging line in any number of directions. A painting or drawing
can consist of hundreds or thousands of individual lines blending
together to create intricate shapes and designs, or even a single line
that curves around the entirety of the canvas to create an image like
this drawing:



An example of a drawing made with a single line

While it may appear to be a combination of multiple lines, the
flowers are actually a single continuous stroke throughout the
portrait.

SPACE

In art, space refers to both the physical space within objects and the
area that separates them, as well as the implied depth created by the
arrangement of the objects. The area occupied by objects constitutes
“positive space,” whereas the area between them is often referred to
as “negative space.” For example, in Monet’s famous Water Lilies
series of paintings, the green lilies constitute positive space, while the
water between them constitutes negative space.

The artist can also convey three-dimensional space on a two-
dimensional canvas. For example, by painting two figures with one



significantly smaller than the other, the artist can give the
impression that the smaller figure is significantly farther away—even
though the two figures are actually the same distance from the
viewer.

TEXTURE

The artist can either create tangible texture that can be physically felt
by the person interacting with it, or implied texture, which merely
conveys the idea of a particular texture. In his later life, many of Van
Gogh’s paintings contained layer upon layer of paint, which created
rough sections that actually rose off the canvas.

To imply texture, an artist might apply shading to a section of a
mountain to fool the viewer into believing the surface is actually
rocky and cracked instead of merely flat paint on a flat canvas.

COLOR

Using various pigments and dyes, the artist can create a range of
different hues which the viewer’s eyes and brain interpret as colors.
The three traditional primary colors (red, blue, and yellow) exist
independently of all other colors, whereas any other color can be
created by combining proportions of the three primary colors. An
artist can use color to define shapes, imply depth, express mood, and
in myriad other ways.



SHAPE

By using lines and contrasts in color and texture, the artist can define
various objects throughout a piece of art. These objects can take on
simple forms like squares, circles, triangles, and other geometric
figures or more complicated structures like mountains, human faces,
animals, and so on. Shapes can have clearly defined borders or
ambiguous borders implied through shading or the use of
contrasting colors.

TONE/VALUE

Tone most often refers to the use of light and dark within a piece of
art. The contrast between the two can be used to create depth, by
shading a portion of an object to make it appear three-dimensional,
as in the image below.



The shadow of the sphere cast on the ground combined with the
shading appearing directly on the sphere create the illusion that the
circle on the page actually exists in a three-dimensional world.


