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Contour lines in art
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necessary for your intended use. For example, other rights such as publicity, privacy, or moral rights may limit how you use the material. Have you heard about contour line art but aren’t sure what it is? The good news is that you’ve likely already made dozens, maybe even hundreds, of contour line drawings throughout your life without realizing it!
Contour drawing is one of the easiest and most effective ways to improve your hand-eye coordination and drawing skills. In this guide, we explain what contour lines in art are and how you make contour line art. We also suggest different contour drawing exercises so you can keep improving your skills. What Is Contour Line Drawing? Contour line art
is a method of drawing where you draw only the outline of an object, without any shading. “Contour” actually means “outline” in French, which is where the name comes from. For example, if you wanted to do a contour line drawing of a pear, you’'d simply draw the outline of the pear, add a stem, and stop there. Some contour drawings will include
outlines of important interior shapes (such as wrinkles in cloth or objects on a bookshelf), but contour drawings will never contain shading or minute details. Because you’'re focusing on just the shape of an object and not any minor details, contour line art is a great drawing method for beginning artists as well as those looking for some quick drawing
exercises. Children, as well as people without a lot of experience drawing, typically make contour line drawings without realizing it, simply because this method is one of the easiest and quickest ways to begin drawing. However, just because contour line art is easy to start doesn’t mean it’s only meant for beginner artists or those who don’t have the
skills to do more detailed drawings. Contour line art has many uses, even for highly-experienced artists. Many artists will begin a project with a contour line drawing to get a quick sense of the piece’s composition, then they’ll later go back and add more details. Contour line art is also a good way to become more skilled at replicating the outline of an
object and developing hand-eye coordination (which we’ll explain more about in the next section). If you can’t create strong and accurate outlines of an object, the piece will still look unfinished or slightly “off” even if you add in lots of details and embellishments. Professional artists have used contour art for centuries. Cartoonists often use contour art
in their finished pieces, the ancient Greeks used it when decorating vases, and da Vinci frequently made contour line drawings when doing figure studies. It’s an essential skill that every artist should know and practice regularly. The image on the left is an example of contour line art. The image on the right is NOT because it includes shading. How to
Draw Contour Lines in Art In order to get the most from your contour line drawing practice, follow these four steps when making contour art. Step 1: Choose What You’ll Draw and Gather Materials For your first contour drawing, we recommend choosing just one object to draw, as this will be easier to focus on than several objects. Put the object or
place your seat in a spot where you have a clear view of the object. For materials, you’ll need a drawing tool (pencil or charcoal is most common), and paper or a sketchpad. If you’'re using loose paper, you may want to tape it to something so it doesn’t move around while you’re drawing. Now you’re ready to begin! Step 2: Look at the Object It may
surprise you to learn that, when you’'re drawing contour lines, you want to spend most of your time looking at the object itself, not at your sketchpad. This can be really difficult when you first start doing it, but that’s the point! Contour drawing forces you to really notice and work to replicate the outline of an object. It trains your hand to follow what
your eye sees. Start by spending about half your time looking at the object and half your time looking at your paper, and gradually work your way up to looking at the object 90% of the time. This will feel strange initially, and your first drawings will probably look a little wonky, but just keep practicing! As you develop your hand-eye coordination, it'll
feel much more natural, and your drawing skills will improve as a result. You also want to make sure that you're capturing as much detail of the object’s outlines as possible. If there’s a notch or a warp in the object, make sure your drawing represents that. Contour art is all about replicating the form of an object as closely as possible. Step 3: Draw
Long, Continuous Lines Many people new to contour art begin by drawing lots of short lines because they aren’t used to not looking at their paper, and they don’t want to make too big of a mistake by drawing a long line that doesn’t follow the object’s lines. However, you’ll improve your drawing skills more if you draw fewer, longer lines. Drawing
longer lines, especially without looking at your paper, improves your hand-eye coordination and helps you become more confident when drawing. Step 4: Go Slow and Steady It can be tempting to rush through contour drawing exercises, especially if you’'re used to drawing detailed pieces where the outline is only the first step. Remind yourself to slow
down and concentrate on replicating the outline of the object as perfectly as you can. At the same time, don’t freeze up while you’re drawing. Especially when you first begin contour drawing, you may feel tempted to take breaks to compare your drawing to the actual object. Resist this urge! Remember, you want to spend very little time looking at
your paper and more time looking at the object. Just concentrate on closely observing the object, keep drawing steadily, and pause and critique your work once you’ve finished. There’s no “correct” amount of time to spend on a contour drawing, and it’ll likely depend on what you’re drawing. However, about 5 to 20 minutes per drawing is average.
Contour Line Drawing Practice Exercises Now it’s time to put all this new art knowledge to the test! In this section are eight contour line drawing exercises you can do to improve your drawing and observation skills. #1: Make a Contour Drawing of Your Hand If you aren’t sure where to start with contour line art, start with something right in front of
you! Hands are a very common object to do a contour drawing of, so once you finish, you can look online or in art books for lots of other examples of contour drawings of hands to compare to your own piece. When you’re drawing, remember to aim to look at your paper only 10% of the time. #2: Copy a Contour Line Drawing by Another Artist If you're
still getting the hang of contour art and are not quite sure how to tackle a real-world object, start by replicating another artist’s contour line drawing. Remember to look more at the object than at your paper, and focus on replicating the lines as closely as possible. #3: Do a Blind Contour Drawing A blind contour drawing means that you don’t look at
your paper at all--not even for a single second--from the time you begin your drawing until the time you finish. Cover your canvas or sketchpad if you need to. Expect your drawing to look a little funny, especially if it’s your first time doing a blind drawing, but this is a great way to improve those hand-eye-coordination skills and learn to really focus on
whatever it is you're drawing. #4: Draw the Outline of an Object With One Continuous Line This takes the concept of drawing long lines even further. For this exercise, you'll draw the object in one continuous line, never lifting your pencil from the paper until the outline is complete. Again, these drawings will look strange at first, but as you practice,
you'll improve your drawing skills and your ability to recreate the lines you see in real life. #5: Make Five Contour Line Drawings in Less Than One Minute Each Sometimes you just need a quick exercise to get your creative juices flowing, and contour art, because it doesn’t get into the details of objects, is great for this. This exercise involves drawing
five contour line pieces in less than five minutes. You can draw five different objects, draw the same object five times, or a combination. Because you’re only spending a minute on each object, you'll need to be able to replicate its form quickly but accurately. #6: Draw an Object You Know Really Well Choose something you’re very familiar with, such
as a favorite childhood toy, the dresser that you've looked at every day of your life, or even a pet or friend, and make a contour line drawing of the object. This may be harder than you think. Because you know the object so well, you may be tempted to add in lots of detail, but remember, contour art focuses on the outer edges of the object. This is a
good way to remember what’s important in contour art and what you don’t include. #7: Use Cross Contouring to Add Dimension Cross-contour lines are a way to add depth to your contour drawings without adding shading. To add them, you’ll draw parallel lines that run across the object, similar to those you might see on a topographic map. See
examples here. Cross-contour lines will help improve your observational skills and learn more about the rules of perspective by requiring you to pay close attention to the outlines of an object and how the lines run across it. The parts of the object that are closer to you will have cross-contour lines closer together, while the more distant parts of the
object will have lines further apart. #8: Draw an Object That's Upside Down Once you’ve gotten the hang of contour line art, try drawing an object upside down! You won’t be able to rely on your memory as much since the object will be flipped, so this will exercise really force you to pay attention to the object’s form as you observe it. Summary:
Contour Line Art Contour line definition art is a great way for any artist, whether beginning or advanced, to hone their drawing and observation skills. Contour line drawing involves only drawing the outline of an object, without any shading. When you do contour lines in art, you should spend the majority of the time looking at the object, not your
paper, in order to improve your hand-eye coordination and really get a good sense of what the object looks like. Once you feel comfortable with the basics, there are many contour line art exercises you can try out to keep growing your skills! What's Next? Are you making an art portfolio to apply to art schools? Check out our guide to learn everything
your art portfolio must include to stand out from the crowd! Now that you know how to create a portfolio, are you wondering what art programs you should apply to? Check out our guide on the best art schools in the United States! Want more drawing exercises? We have a guide with over 100 drawing ideas to keep your artistic skills sharp! Lines are
one of the basic elements of art, especially in drawing and sketching. They act as the foundation for drawing form, depth, edge, and dimension in a two-dimensional artwork. These simple elements are key to both beginners and professional artists, and understanding and mastering them is important for sharpening your artistic skills.In this article, we
shall focus on contour lines, their purpose, various types, and tips on how to use them effectively in your drawing.Contour lines define the edges, ridges, and outlines of any subject in a drawing or painting. They are used to create an illusion of form and depth on a flat surface. Depending on the art style, they can be either thin, thick, or broken. You
have to closely observe and trace the contours of an object to capture its essence and create a sense of three-dimensionality in your work.These lines should not be seen as outlines. They help you create form, shape, and texture and combine them into a subject. When you use them sensibly, you can create a beautiful composition, guiding the viewer’s
eye to a lifelike drawing.In a general context, both terms seem similar and are generally used interchangeably, but there are subtle differences between them.Contour lines generally follow the curves and edges of the subject, capturing its three-dimensional form. These elements show both the outer edges and the internal details of the
subject.Outlines are simple flat lines that only define the outer boundary of a shape or object. They do not provide any information on the subject’s volume or form.These lines do not need to be precise or accurate. They only need to be loose and maintain proportion and spatial relationships, which will help create a convincing illusion of form and
depth.These lines serve several important purposes for an artist, and they are listed below:Defining form: These elements help establish a subject’s shape and volume, making it appear three-dimensional on a flat surface.Creating depth: They can also help create a sense of depth and distance in a drawing. The thickness and intensity can be
varied.Guiding the viewer’s eye: Contour lines can be used to direct the viewer’s attention to specific areas of a composition, helping to emphasize the most important element or object in the sketching.Expressing emotion: They can range from delicate and subtle to bold and expressive, helping to convey emotion and mood in a drawing. This can be
done by varying the quality and character of the lines.This technique lays the foundation for detailed, realistic drawing by training the artist to focus on the subject’s outline and visible edges. It helps develop keen observation skills and hand-eye coordination, enabling artists to capture the essential lines and shapes that define an object accurately.By
mastering this technique, artists can create a solid framework upon which they can build more advanced drawing techniques, such as shading and texture, to create lifelike representations.Yes, contour lines can create a sense of movement in art by varying the thickness, direction, and quality of the lines, suggesting motion through gestural, flowing,
or rhythmic elements.There are several types used in art, and each serves a specific purpose to create a unique effect for your drawing. We shall explore some of the most common types:These are unbroken lines used to define a subject’s edges and forms. The artist traces the contours without lifting the drawing tool from the paper, resulting in a
fluid, unified representation. This technique promotes hand-eye coordination and keen observation skills while capturing the subject’s essential features expressively.These are lines drawn without looking at the paper, keeping the artist’s eyes focused solely on the subject. This technique helps develop keen observation skills and encourages a more
intuitive, expressive approach to drawing. The resulting drawings often result in distorted or abstract representations of the subject, emphasizing the artist’s unique perception and interpretation.These describe a subject’s surface topology and three-dimensional form. They are drawn perpendicular to the actual contour lines, following the surface’s
curves and undulations. They can help convey a sense of volume, texture, and depth in a drawing, making the subject appear more lifelike and tangible.These are not actually drawn but are suggested by changes in value, color, or texture. They are created by the viewer’s eye as they follow the transitions between light and dark areas or different
colors in a drawing. They can be used to create a sense of depth, movement, and atmosphere in a composition, inviting the viewer to participate in the active interpretation of the drawing.Drawing these lines is a skill that can be developed through practice and observation. Here are some tips to help you get started:Start with simple subjects: Begin
by drawing simple objects with clear, well-defined contours, such as fruits, vegetables, or household items. As you gain confidence, gradually move on to more complex subjects.Observe: Take your time to study your subject closely, paying attention to the curves, edges, and details that define its form. Try to break down the subject into simpler shapes
and lines.Use a continuous line: When drawing actual contour lines, try to use a single, unbroken line to trace the contours of your subject. This helps develop hand-eye coordination and encourages a more fluid, expressive drawing style.Experiment with different media: You can draw them with a variety of tools, such as pencils, pens, charcoal, or
even paint. Experiment with different media to find the one that best suits your style and preferences.Practice regularly: Like any skill, drawing these lines improves with regular practice. Set aside time each day to sketch and draw, focusing on capturing the contours of different subjects.To start practicing contour line drawing, follow these simple
steps:Choose a simple subject, such as a piece of fruit or a household object.Position the subject in front of you at eye level, ensuring that you have a clear view of its contours.Using a pencil or pen, begin tracing the contours of the subject with a continuous, unbroken line. Focus on capturing the essential curves, edges, and details that define its
form.Avoid looking at your paper while drawing, keeping your eyes focused on the subject. This will help you develop your observation skills and create a more intuitive, expressive drawing.Once you have completed the drawing, take a step back and assess your work. Identify areas for improvement and note any insights or discoveries you made
during the process.Remember, the goal of contour line practice is not to create a perfect, photorealistic drawing but rather to develop your observation skills, hand-eye coordination, and ability to capture the essence of a subject using simple lines.The following are some techniques for drawing these lines:Vary the type of line, using thick lines for bold
edges and thin lines for subtle details.Overlap them to build up form, remembering that a contour line is a line that describes the edges.Use cross-contour lines to create a sense of volume and surface texture.Suggest form with implied contour lines, utilizing changes in shading or color.Combine different line techniques to develop diverse drawing
skills.Blind contour and modified contour are two types of contour line art with distinct approaches.Blind Contour LinesModified Contour LinesIn blind contour drawing, the artist focuses on the subject without looking at the paper, creating expressive, distorted lines.The artist glances back and forth between the subject and the paper, allowing for
more control and accuracy in the drawing.Blind contour drawings often result in distorted or abstract representations of the subject, emphasizing the artist’s unique perception and interpretation.Modified contour drawings tend to be more accurate and representational, capturing the subject’s proportions and details more faithfully.Blind contour
drawings are often used as a warm-up exercise or as a way to loosen up and explore new drawing styles.Modified contour drawings are often used as a foundation for more complex and finished drawings, such as portraits or still lifes.Both techniques improve observation skills but result in different types of drawings.This fundamental art technique
involves using lines to define the edges, shapes, and forms of a subject. Artists like Leonardo da Vinci and Pablo Picasso famously utilized them in their figure drawings and sketches to create expressive, simplified representations that captured the essence of their subjects.In this technique, the artist focuses primarily on the outline and visible
contours of the object, carefully observing and translating these lines onto paper. The key to success is to look closely at the object and use a continuous, varying line that defines its essential features. This line, often used in figure drawing, can be thick or thin, depending on the level of detail and emphasis desired.Cross-contour lines, drawn
perpendicular to the main contours, can also describe volume and surface texture. This technique is valuable for training the eye and hand to work together and serves as a foundation for more advanced drawing techniques and styles.Yes, contour lines can be a powerful tool in creating abstract art. By simplifying and distorting forms, emphasizing
line quality, and exploring the interaction between lines, colors, and shapes, artists can use them to create expressive, dynamic, and visually striking abstract compositions that push the boundaries of traditional representation.Yes, they are a fundamental tool in figure drawing, helping artists capture the essential forms, proportions, and gestures of
the human body. They can define the figure’s structure, convey movement and volume, and allow for various drawing styles, making them invaluable for artists exploring the human form.Yes, incorporating color into contour drawings can add depth, interest, and expression to your art. Experiment with using colored lines, watercolor washes, colored
pencils, pastels, or digital coloring techniques to enhance your contour drawings. When adding color, consider how it interacts with the lines and shapes of your composition, choosing colors that complement or contrast with your contour lines to create visually striking results.Contour lines can be combined with other elements of art to create
compelling compositions. For example, using contour lines alongside color, texture, and value can enhance depth, contrast, and visual interest. Incorporating contour lines into principles like balance, rhythm, and emphasis can further strengthen the overall impact of the artwork.To conclude, contour lines are a fundamental element of art that every
artist should master. By understanding the purpose, types, and techniques of these lines, you can create artwork that effectively captures the essence and form of your subjects, conveying depth, emotion, and visual impact.Remember to practice regularly, embrace imperfections, and experiment with different subjects, media, and techniques to
develop your unique artistic style and vision. As you incorporate contour lines into your artwork, you’ll discover their powerful potential for self-expression and creative exploration.Ready to elevate your contour line skills? Share your art with our community using #ContourLinesChallenge, and grow as an artist. Have you heard about contour line art
but aren’t sure what it is? The good news is that you've likely already made dozens, maybe even hundreds, of contour line drawings throughout your life without realizing it! Contour drawing is one of the easiest and most effective ways to improve your hand-eye coordination and drawing skills. In this guide, we explain what contour lines in art are
and how you make contour line art. We also suggest different contour drawing exercises so you can keep improving your skills. What Is Contour Line Drawing? Contour line art is a method of drawing where you draw only the outline of an object, without any shading. “Contour” actually means “outline” in French, which is where the name comes from.
For example, if you wanted to do a contour line drawing of a pear, you’'d simply draw the outline of the pear, add a stem, and stop there. Some contour drawings will include outlines of important interior shapes (such as wrinkles in cloth or objects on a bookshelf), but contour drawings will never contain shading or minute details. Because you're
focusing on just the shape of an object and not any minor details, contour line art is a great drawing method for beginning artists as well as those looking for some quick drawing exercises. Children, as well as people without a lot of experience drawing, typically make contour line drawings without realizing it, simply because this method is one of the
easiest and quickest ways to begin drawing. However, just because contour line art is easy to start doesn’t mean it’s only meant for beginner artists or those who don’t have the skills to do more detailed drawings. Contour line art has many uses, even for highly-experienced artists. Many artists will begin a project with a contour line drawing to get a
quick sense of the piece’s composition, then they’ll later go back and add more details. Contour line art is also a good way to become more skilled at replicating the outline of an object and developing hand-eye coordination (which we’ll explain more about in the next section). If you can’t create strong and accurate outlines of an object, the piece will
still look unfinished or slightly “off” even if you add in lots of details and embellishments. Professional artists have used contour art for centuries. Cartoonists often use contour art in their finished pieces, the ancient Greeks used it when decorating vases, and da Vinci frequently made contour line drawings when doing figure studies. It’s an essential
skill that every artist should know and practice regularly. The image on the left is an example of contour line art. The image on the right is NOT because it includes shading. How to Draw Contour Lines in Art In order to get the most from your contour line drawing practice, follow these four steps when making contour art. Step 1: Choose What You'll
Draw and Gather Materials For your first contour drawing, we recommend choosing just one object to draw, as this will be easier to focus on than several objects. Put the object or place your seat in a spot where you have a clear view of the object. For materials, you’ll need a drawing tool (pencil or charcoal is most common), and paper or a
sketchpad. If you’'re using loose paper, you may want to tape it to something so it doesn’t move around while you’re drawing. Now you’re ready to begin! Step 2: Look at the Object It may surprise you to learn that, when you're drawing contour lines, you want to spend most of your time looking at the object itself, not at your sketchpad. This can be
really difficult when you first start doing it, but that’s the point! Contour drawing forces you to really notice and work to replicate the outline of an object. It trains your hand to follow what your eye sees. Start by spending about half your time looking at the object and half your time looking at your paper, and gradually work your way up to looking at
the object 90% of the time. This will feel strange initially, and your first drawings will probably look a little wonky, but just keep practicing! As you develop your hand-eye coordination, it’ll feel much more natural, and your drawing skills will improve as a result. You also want to make sure that you’'re capturing as much detail of the object’s outlines as
possible. If there’s a notch or a warp in the object, make sure your drawing represents that. Contour art is all about replicating the form of an object as closely as possible. Step 3: Draw Long, Continuous Lines Many people new to contour art begin by drawing lots of short lines because they aren’t used to not looking at their paper, and they don't
want to make too big of a mistake by drawing a long line that doesn’t follow the object’s lines. However, you’ll improve your drawing skills more if you draw fewer, longer lines. Drawing longer lines, especially without looking at your paper, improves your hand-eye coordination and helps you become more confident when drawing. Step 4: Go Slow and
Steady It can be tempting to rush through contour drawing exercises, especially if you're used to drawing detailed pieces where the outline is only the first step. Remind yourself to slow down and concentrate on replicating the outline of the object as perfectly as you can. At the same time, don’t freeze up while you’re drawing. Especially when you
first begin contour drawing, you may feel tempted to take breaks to compare your drawing to the actual object. Resist this urge! Remember, you want to spend very little time looking at your paper and more time looking at the object. Just concentrate on closely observing the object, keep drawing steadily, and pause and critique your work once you've
finished. There’s no “correct” amount of time to spend on a contour drawing, and it’ll likely depend on what you’re drawing. However, about 5 to 20 minutes per drawing is average. Contour Line Drawing Practice Exercises Now it’s time to put all this new art knowledge to the test! In this section are eight contour line drawing exercises you can do to
improve your drawing and observation skills. #1: Make a Contour Drawing of Your Hand If you aren’t sure where to start with contour line art, start with something right in front of you! Hands are a very common object to do a contour drawing of, so once you finish, you can look online or in art books for lots of other examples of contour drawings of
hands to compare to your own piece. When you’re drawing, remember to aim to look at your paper only 10% of the time. #2: Copy a Contour Line Drawing by Another Artist If you're still getting the hang of contour art and are not quite sure how to tackle a real-world object, start by replicating another artist’s contour line drawing. Remember to look
more at the object than at your paper, and focus on replicating the lines as closely as possible. #3: Do a Blind Contour Drawing A blind contour drawing means that you don’t look at your paper at all--not even for a single second--from the time you begin your drawing until the time you finish. Cover your canvas or sketchpad if you need to. Expect your
drawing to look a little funny, especially if it’s your first time doing a blind drawing, but this is a great way to improve those hand-eye-coordination skills and learn to really focus on whatever it is you're drawing. #4: Draw the Outline of an Object With One Continuous Line This takes the concept of drawing long lines even further. For this exercise,
you’ll draw the object in one continuous line, never lifting your pencil from the paper until the outline is complete. Again, these drawings will look strange at first, but as you practice, you'll improve your drawing skills and your ability to recreate the lines you see in real life. #5: Make Five Contour Line Drawings in Less Than One Minute Each
Sometimes you just need a quick exercise to get your creative juices flowing, and contour art, because it doesn’t get into the details of objects, is great for this. This exercise involves drawing five contour line pieces in less than five minutes. You can draw five different objects, draw the same object five times, or a combination. Because you're only
spending a minute on each object, you'll need to be able to replicate its form quickly but accurately. #6: Draw an Object You Know Really Well Choose something you're very familiar with, such as a favorite childhood toy, the dresser that you’'ve looked at every day of your life, or even a pet or friend, and make a contour line drawing of the object. This
may be harder than you think. Because you know the object so well, you may be tempted to add in lots of detail, but remember, contour art focuses on the outer edges of the object. This is a good way to remember what’s important in contour art and what you don’t include. #7: Use Cross Contouring to Add Dimension Cross-contour lines are a way to
add depth to your contour drawings without adding shading. To add them, you’ll draw parallel lines that run across the object, similar to those you might see on a topographic map. See examples here. Cross-contour lines will help improve your observational skills and learn more about the rules of perspective by requiring you to pay close attention to
the outlines of an object and how the lines run across it. The parts of the object that are closer to you will have cross-contour lines closer together, while the more distant parts of the object will have lines further apart. #8: Draw an Object That's Upside Down Once you’ve gotten the hang of contour line art, try drawing an object upside down! You
won’t be able to rely on your memory as much since the object will be flipped, so this will exercise really force you to pay attention to the object’s form as you observe it. Summary: Contour Line Art Contour line definition art is a great way for any artist, whether beginning or advanced, to hone their drawing and observation skills. Contour line
drawing involves only drawing the outline of an object, without any shading. When you do contour lines in art, you should spend the majority of the time looking at the object, not your paper, in order to improve your hand-eye coordination and really get a good sense of what the object looks like. Once you feel comfortable with the basics, there are
many contour line art exercises you can try out to keep growing your skills! What's Next? Are you making an art portfolio to apply to art schools? Check out our guide to learn everything your art portfolio must include to stand out from the crowd! Now that you know how to create a portfolio, are you wondering what art programs you should apply to?
Check out our guide on the best art schools in the United States! Want more drawing exercises? We have a guide with over 100 drawing ideas to keep your artistic skills sharp!



