
Third Class Shape: 
 
Welcome your students to the third class of Learning to Look, Shape.  
 
The last time we met we learned about the Elements of Art. Who can remember the first and second 
elements? Color and Line.  
 
Today we are going to study another element, Shape.  
 
Can anyone give an example of a shape? There are shapes everywhere around you wherever you look. 
To emphasize this point, show students some illustrations from Tana Hoban’s book Shapes, Shapes, 
Shapes. We can recognize objects and people from their shape alone without all the added detail.  
 

 
 
Now let’s talk about shapes:  

• When lines combine they form shapes. Artists use shapes to describe the world they see, to 
organize their compositions and to express feelings and emotions just like color and line.  
 

• What kind of shapes can you name?  
o Circle, square, rectangle, triangle, semi-circle.  
o Optional mini-activity: 

▪ Give each student a pipe cleaner and direct the group to make the two ends 
meet. What kind of shape is this? A circle.  

• Free-form versus geometric shapes:  
o Some shapes are known as free-form while others are called geometric. Geometric 

shapes remind us of math.  
▪ Can you name a geometric shape?  

• Circle, square, triangle, rectangle  
▪ Do all shapes have specific names?  

• No. Free-form shapes do not.  
▪ Where do you see more free-form shapes? In nature.  
▪ What type of shape seems more organized and structured? Geometric shapes.  
▪ Are you a free-form or a geometric shape?  

 

• Three-dimensionality:  
▪ Please compare and contrast a circle and a sphere and a square and a cube. 

Hold up a drawing of a circle and a tennis ball; a drawing of a square and a 
block.  

▪ How does a circle differ from a sphere or a square from a cube? 



• A circle or square is flat.  
o Explain that circle and sphere have height. A circle and sphere 

have width.  But only a sphere has depth.  

• A circle or square has two dimensions: height and width; a sphere or 
cube has (3) dimensions: height, width and depth.  

o Can you look around the classroom and find (2) and (3) 
dimensional shapes. Ie. map or pictures on wall versus chair, 
desk, books.  

o Are you a 2-D or 3-D shape? 

• Many artists draw or paint shapes to make them appear to look like 
three-dimensional objects.  

• Shapes and Feelings:  
o Artists can use shapes to convey feelings: peaceful to tense, free to closed in  

▪ What shape conveys a sense of movement , a circle or a square? A circle.  
▪ What in our environment do we associate with circles? Wheels 
▪ What do we associate with spheres? A ball, the planets, a sun  
▪ What feeling does a square or a cube convey? Stability  
▪ What objects have this shape? Building blocks, house, platform  
▪ What about triangles? Rockets and arrows and make us think of action.  

o The way shapes are positioned can also make a difference in the way we feel.  
▪ What do repeated, thin vertical rectangles of equal size make you think of? Jail 

or a cage in the zoo.  
o Shapes can be many sizes. How does a big shape make you feel? How does a small 

shape make you feel?  
▪ A larger shape appears closer, while a smaller shape seems distant.  

• Shapes and Symbolism:  
o Like lines shapes can serve as symbols. Can you think of shapes that are symbols? 

Examples include: star, Olympic rings, stop size.  
 

 



LOOKING AT SHAPE IN A WORK OF ART:  
A. Young Woman with a Water Pitcher  

a. Johannes Vermeer (Dutch), 1662  
b. Medium – oil on canvas  

 
B. Dialogue Suggestions: 

a. Reveal the poster above.  
i. Do you think Vermeer has repeated one shape more than others in this picture?  

1. Yes, rectangles.  
ii. How many rectangular objects can you find in the picture?  

1. The map, the window frame, some panes of glass, the golden box on 
the table.  

iii. Do rectangles roll? No, they are very stable shapes indicating permanence and 
order.  

1. Artists sometimes simplify ojbects so that we can see their underlying 
geometric shape. What geometric shape can you find within the 
picture? A rectangle.  

2. Where else in the painting do you see rectangles?  
a. The wall beneath the window, the chair back, the table  

3. Do you see how the woman is also made up of simple shapes?  
a. Artists often reduce people to simple shapes.  
b. What shapes do you see in the woman and her dress? A circle, a 

triangle.  
c. If you had to choose one shape for the whole woman, what 

would it be? A triangle.  
4. Do you see geometric or free-form shapes in this work?  
a. We see geometric shapes. This gives the painting a calm and orderly 

feeling. Everything seems very still. The woman seems to be pausing for 
a moment while doing her morning chores.  


