
Sixth Class - Space: 
 
Welcome your students to the sixth class of Learning to Look, Space. 
 
Let’s name all the Elements of Art om more time. Color, line, shape, texture, light and space.  
 
What is space? Students may think of outer space, the space around us.  
 
Space extends in all directions and has no limits or boundaries. Even scientists do not agree on a 
definition of space.  
 
In our class on shape we learned about (2) different types of space: two-dimensional and three-
dimensional space. Who knows the (2) dimensions? Height and width.  
 
Paintings, drawings on paper, prints even newspapers and pages of a book are two-dimensional. What 
are the three dimensions? Height, width and depth.  
 
Does a painting have depth? No, paintings are flat. Today we are going to learn how a painter makes the 
flat surface of a canvas appear to look like the three-dimensional world around us.  
 
Space:  

• How far is your table from the board? Can you measure this space? Yes, we can use a ruler or 
tape measure to measure the distance between two objects.  

• What are some phrases that use the word space? Outer space, wide open spaces, “give me 
some space,” space when writing between words, “space bar.”  

• Artists think about space when they hang their work up.  
• Not all artwork is two-dimensional. Can you think of artists who create three-dimensional 

artwork? What are they called? Sculptors.  
 
Positive and Negative Space:  

• In talking about space within artwork, there are two main kinds of space: positive and negative.  
o Positive space fills a void. It is the object designed by the artists.  
o Negative space is the empty or open area surrounding it.  

• In a painting, the shapes and objects designed on the canvas are positive space, and the open 
area around them is considered negative e space.  

 
Identifying Positive and Negative Space Activity:  

• Stand in front of the class with your legs apart and your hands on your hips. Ask the students to 
point out your negative space: 

o Between your legs, between your arms, etc.  
o What is the positive space? Your body  
o Can you think of objects that we identify because of the way they include negative 

space: 
 Cheerios, donuts, tiures 

Mood and Space: 
• How do you feel in crowded places? 

o Too crammed in? Not enough space to move around.  



o The amount of space surrounding an object can communicate a mood or feeling. For 
example, a shape that fills most of the canvas with very little ground surrounding it gives 
the feeling of being bold, large, outgoing or forward.  

o Shapes with lots of open ground surrounding it seem lonely, isolated or recessive.  
 
Optical Illusions of Space:  

• Have you ever looked at a painting that seems to invite you to walk into the picture?  
o For the past 500 years many p ainters have tried to create the illusion of three-

dimensional space on the two-dimensional canvas. They have wanted their paintings to 
be like looking out a window. They use techniques that we call perspective.  
 Overlapping:  

• On a table place a ball in front of a book? How do we know that the ball 
is in front of the book? It blocks our view of the book.  

 Size:  
• Do you know that things that appear bigger are closer to us while things 

that are far away appear smaller.  
• Look out the window. What do you see in the distance. Now hold your 

thumb up in front of an object you see out the window. What size is 
your thumb in relation to the object as you look at it?  

o The thumb is bigger.  
o Is your thumb bigger than a car in real life? No. This means the 

car is faraway.  
o Have you ever looked down from a tall building at cars and 

people below? Do they look large or small? Small.  
o Why is that? They are faraway. Our eyes see objects that are far 

away as smaller than they really are.  
o Artists know that where they place objects on their canvas gives 

the impression of distance. So they divide their pictures into (3) 
areas: 
 1. Foreground 
 2. Middle ground 
 3. Background  

o Foreground is the area closest to us.  
o Middle ground is the area in the middle of the picture  
o Things that are the farthest away are shown in the background.  

 
 Aerial Perspective: 

• There is another type of perspective that artists use. It is known as 
aerial perspective. Do you know why we can’t see forever into the 
distance?  

o Our eyes cannot see that far and is also has to do with particles 
and moisture in the air that make things in the distance appear 
less clear and distinct.  
 On which type of day can you see the furthest, a foggy 

day or a clear day?  
• Clear day. The moisture in the air on a foggy day 

blurs what we see.  



 Another thing we notice about our eye sight is that things in the distance look 
paler and bluer.  

 If an artist wants to indicate that something is in the distance, will he or she 
paint it very clearly or will the object seem paler in color and more blurry?  

• Paler and more blurry  
 Therefore, artists show objects in the foreground of a picture, which are near to 

us, with the brightest colors, the cleanest, clearest lines and most detail. Objects 
in the background are shown with blurred edges, faded colors and a texture 
that is somewhat hazy.  

 
Linear Perspective:  

• Another aspect of perspective has to do with line.  
o Have you ever been on a road that goes straight so far into the distance that it seems to 

disappear? Think of train tracks or a long walkway.  
 Some students have observed this.  

o In real life, do train tracks every get closer to one another?  
 No. They are always the same distance from one another. Two lines that never 

meet are called parallel lines.  
 
 

 
 
LOOKING AT SPACE IN A WORK OF ART:  

A. The Boulevard Montmartre at Night  
a. Camille Pissaro (1830-1903)  
b. Medium – oil on canvas  
c. Painted 1897 

 
B. Dialogue Suggestions: 

a. Reveal the poster.  
i. What are we looking at? What is this a picture of?  

1. A street lined with buildings on either side.  
a. Camille Pissarro painted this view of the Boulevard Montmartre 

in Paris fourteen times at various times of day and under 
different weather conditions. Look at the difference between 
the painting of the scene at night and during the day.  
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b. Can you find carriages lined up along both sides of the road? 
Lamp posts going down the middle of the road? Lighted 
windows? Trees?  

c. Has Pissaro created a sense of depth in this painting?  
i. Yes.  

d. Let’s lok at the methods he used to make us believe that some 
objects in this picture are meant to be further away than others. 
What looks closest to you the viewer?  

i. The foreground. Objects meant to be in the foreground 
are larger and placed at the bottom of the canvas.  

e. Compare the size of the lamp posts as they go down the road. 
What happens to them?  

i. They get smaller.  
f. Look at the carriages. What happens to their size as well? They 

also get smaller.  
g. What do you call the area the farthest away in a painting?  

i. The background.  
h. What do you notice about objects in the background?  

i. Objects in the background are painted smaller. Things 
meant to be farther away are painted less distinctly and 
fainter. This way of creating distance in a painting is 
called aerial perspective.  

i. What do you call the area in between the foreground and the 
background?  

i. The middle ground.  
j. Can you point to one point in this painting that seems to be the 

farthest away? Most students identify the vanishing point on 
the horizon where all the lines parallel to the picture plane 
appear to meet.  

k. What do you think we call this point? The vanishing point.  
l. Can you find any other diagonal lines that meet at the vanishing 

point? (Hint: look at the tops of the buildings)  
i. The roofs of the buildings on both sides of the road also 

go back into space to meet at the vanishing point.  
m. Remember that the buildings and road here do not really come 

together at one sport in the distance (they remain parallel to 
one another). Artists paint them this way to suggest depth in 
space. They use linear perspective as another way to change a 
flat piece of canvas into a window on the world.  
 

  


