
What is a LINE ???
A line is the simplest and most 
versatile of the elements of design. 
• Line can describe an outline, edge, surface, or form. It can begin as a single point in space and grow into an 

endlessly descriptive mark that defines both real and imagined space. Line has the potential to produce 
simplicity and complexity in a composition. It is important to make connections beyond a definition and 
realize how these elements apply to scenarios outside the world of art & design. Think about everyday uses 
of line: (checkout line, front/back of the line, crossing the line, lines of inquiry, stress lines, laugh lines, 
power lines, standing in line, etc. ) 

• A line often begins as a single point in space (a dot). Paul Klee said, “a line is a dot that takes a walk.” If one 
person stands alone, they can be seen as a dot. Several people standing together can be seen as a “line” ( a 
line with varying physical characteristics. 

• Line can be representational, non-representational, and abstract in the same compositional arrangement.  
Once the connection to subject matter has been removed, line can be seen as a purely abstract concept. 

• Line can be literal, implied, organic, mechanical, static, kinetic, defining, gestural, loose, rigid, dynamic, 
energetic, mechanical…

• How do you define line?  How will you use line as an element of design? How will you showcase line as its 
own entity, and will it incorporate other elements as needed? 

• What makes something “linear”? What makes it non-linear?

• What materials, presentation, or format will you utilize to define line? 

• How many different types of line are you able to use in a composition? Can you elaborate on their use and 
how they function? 

• How long, short, wide, broken or solid does a line need to be before it becomes something other than a line? 



Marge Chavooshian (Ink on paper)
Bridget Riley (Acrylic on canvas)

(curvilinear, organic, circumnavigating, 
topographical, organic, optical, illusory, 
implied movement)

• Proximity (spaces between lines) can define the space, create illusions of 
movement, and hint at value shifts. 

• Line can appear heavy or weightless depending on how “thick or thin” a line 
may appear. 





Brice Marden (Acrylic Paint on canvas)
Cy Twombly (Acrylic Paint, graphite on canvas

(Chaotic, painterly, non-
representational/abstract)

• Gestural lines creating an organic, “overall” structural feel to the 
composition. 
• Line quality can describe a general sense of being, (somber, exhausting, 
energetic, static, heavy, weightless, etc.) at times this is clearly defined, other 
times it is enigmatic requiring more attentiveness from the viewer. 
• Compositions can require the artist and the viewer to become more 
perceptive and receptive of changes taking place. 



Insignia of Sultan Süleiman the 
Magnificent (Ink, opaque watercolor, and 
gold on paper) ca. 1555–60

(Chaotic, painterly, non-
representational/abstract)

• Here, you see the official calligraphic signature of Ottoman Sultan Süleiman
the Magnificent (reigned 1520–66).

• Arabic calligraphy is renowned for lyrical lines and expressive beauty.



Elizabeth Catlett
“Sharecropper” and 
“Bread”
Linocuts (relief 
printing)

• Hatching/cross-hatching 
techniques. Line can create many 
subtle nuances in value/texture as 
a result of proximity and line 
weight. At times, it is unavoidable 
to have cross over between 
separate elements of art. 

• MEASURE refers to the length, 
breadth, and width of a line. Lines 
can divide, describe, or accentuate 
a space depending on their use. 



Egon Schiele
Lilly Steine
Charcoal on paper
1918

• CONTOUR LINES define the 
edges of objects, or where 
differing areas meet.

• In his charcoal drawing of Lilly 
Steiner, Egon Schiele utilizes 
contour lines to create a 
remarkably lifelike and animated 
portrait.



Susan Rothenberg (Acrylic paint on 
canvas)
Deborah Butterfield (Steel, wire)

(Implied line and the use of line in 
three dimensions)

• Implied lines and  the physicality of line used as a 3D dimensional construct.

• Edges of 3D forms can be described as linear, and van create volume in real 
space. 



Théodore Géricault, The Raft of the 
Medusa.

Oil on canvas, 1818–19.

(Implied line)

What do you think is happening in this painting?



Théodore Géricault, The Raft of the 
Medusa.

Oil on canvas, 1818–19.

(Implied line)

The painting illustrates the aftermath of the 1810 wreck of the French ship 
Méduse. Due to a shortage of life boats, over 150 of the nearly 400 French 

passengers on the wrecked shipped were abandoned at sea on a hastily constructed 
raft off the Western coast of Africa.



Théodore Géricault, The Raft of the 
Medusa.

Oil on canvas, 1818–19.

(Implied line)

The horrific events aboard the raft during 13 days adrift at sea were described in a 
widely read narrative written by two of the 15 survivors. Contemporary viewers 

would have known the true story of tragedy which the painting depicts.



Théodore Géricault, The Raft of the 
Medusa.

Oil on canvas, 1818–19.

(Implied line)

The implied lines within the painting lead the eye of the viewer upward from the 
death and despair in the lower section of the canvas toward the top of a pyramid of 

figures who wave fabric toward the horizon, hoping to catch the attention of a 
passing vessel.





Lauren Nauman
“Lines”
Slip cast clay 



Gavin Worth
Wire, wood

• Strong directional movement with implied space
• Proximity of line creates dense areas of concentrated form 

and value. 
• Open areas (negative spaces) create a lighter sense of visual 

weight while darker areas appear to be heavier. The negative 
space between the figurative form and the cluster of wire 
forms an implied line. 

• The use of wire (an existing linear material) creates tension 



Monika Gryzmali
Tape, Fabrics, Installed on gallery walls. Installations involve 
the entire space and create an immersive experience. 





Dennis Oppenheim
Skywriting (performance)
Annual Rings (shoveled snow 
across US / Canadian Border)

• Works like this, are meant to be ephemeral and can only be experienced 
in the moment or through a different material (photo, film, etc.)



Robert Smithson
Spiral Jetty 

(dirt, rock, site specific 
installation)

• Perhaps the most well known Earth/Land based project of 
it’s day. I appears and disappears daily with the tides. 
Despite its physical grounding to the Earth, the piece can 
appear to defy gravity when placed in the proper context. 



Four ways a line can be defined.  



Describe the characteristics of these lines.

Defining Line – points in motion, adjacent points, connections 
between points.

Orientation – horizontal, vertical, or diagonal 



Student work 
exploring line. 

Notice the variety! 
• Implied lines
• found lines 
• broken lines
• jagged lines 
• curving lines
• geometric
• gestural
• mechanical 
• organic 
• expressive



Student work 
exploring line. 



NOTES ON “LINE”
• LINE is the simplest and most versatile of the elements of design. 

A line can be defined as a “point” in motion, a connection between 
points, or a series of implied points. 

• Orientation refers to a line’s position (horizontal, vertical, 
diagonal, etc.)

• Diagonal lines imply energy and motion while horizontal lines 
imply stability. Vertical lines can imply directional movement. 

• Direction is the implied movement of a line. Line weight can 
accentuate direction by suggesting motion. 

• Continuity is often referred to as linear flow. Continuous lines 
create a strong connection between spaces and create a stronger 
sense of direction. 

• The artist needs to experiment with a variety of tools, materials, 
and applications to push the range of distinctive lines/marks. 

• Contour lines are often used to describe edges of forms. 

• Gesture drawing with lines can develop a composition 
arrangement that will become the “foundation” upon which the 
final piece is built. 

• Implied Lines will suggest connections between points and across 
an expanse of space, both real and imagined. These lines can 
appear/disappear, stop and start again as the design necessitates. 

• The desire to connect these spaces is known as “closure”. 

• Parallel, straight lines are known as hatching. Cross-hatching 
will produce a range of grey tones, or value, if used correctly. 

• Cross-Contour lines are created using curving parallel lines and 
can map out surface variations. 

• Measure refers to the length, breadth, and width of a line
• The character of the line is often determined by the medium 

being used. Media can be mixed in a single composition to create 
multiple characteristics within the line. 


