
Elements of Design: Shape, Form, and Mass Notes 

 

A shape is a two-dimensional form. It occupies an area with identifiable boundaries. 

Boundaries may be created by line (a square outlined in pencil on white paper), a shift 

in texture (a square of mowed lawn in the middle of an unmowed lawn), or a shift in 

color (red polka dots on a blue dress).  

                                                                                                     
 

A form is a three-dimensional geometrical figure (i.e.: sphere, cube, cylinder, cone, 

etc.), as opposed to a shape, which is two-dimensional, or flat. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



A mass is a three-dimensional form that occupies a volume of space. We speak of a 

mass of clay, the mass of a mountain, or the masses of a work of architecture.  

                
Mask II            Dancing Building 

Ron Mueck            Prague, Czech Republic 

 

 

Geometric and Organic  

 

Shapes and masses can be divided into two broad categories, geometric and organic. 

Geometric shapes and masses approximate the regular, named shapes and forms of 

geometry, such as square, triangle, circle, cube, pyramid, and sphere. Organic shapes 

and masses are irregular and evoke the living forms of nature.  

 

In Emmi Whitehorse’s 1991 painting Chanter, both geometric and organic shapes are 

depicted. The abstract bird in the upper left is organic, for example, while the upside-

down house-like shapes outlined in white at the top right, rectangle on triangle, are 

geometric.  

 



 
Emmi Whitehorse’s Chanter  Bill Reid’s The Raven and the First Men   

 

We perceive shapes by mentally detaching them from their surroundings and 

recognizing them as distinct and coherent. We refer to this relationship as figure and 

ground. A figure is a shape we detach and focus on; the ground is the surrounding 

visual information the figure stands out from, the background.  

 

In the photograph of Bill Reid’s The Raven and the First Men, we easily recognize the 

sculpture as the principle figure and the rest of the image as the ground. In Chanter, on 

the other hand, things are not always so clear. For example, the dark blue figure of the 

bird at the upper left detaches clearly from the pale ground, but just below it this pale 

ground turns into a figure as well. Figure and ground shift and interpenetrate across 

the painting, creating a fluid sense of space and a dreamlike atmosphere.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Positive and Negative Shapes 

 

Any shape created on a limited, two-dimensional surface creates a second 

complementary shape. Any two-dimensional image is thus also a system of 

interlocking shapes. The shapes we perceive as figure shapes we call positive 

shapes; the shapes of the ground are negative shapes.  

 

 
For example, this Aztec shield can be understood as a light figure on a dark ground or 

a dark figure on a light ground.  

 

 

 

 

Implied Shapes 

 
The above figure shows three black circles, each with a wedge taken out, but the very 

first thing that most of us see is a floating white triangle. Our mind instantly perceives 

the visual information as a whole—even though that whole doesn’t exist. Artists have 

intuitively been using implied shapes for centuries to unify their compositions. In The 



Madonna of the Meadows, Raphael has grouped the figures of Mary, the young John 

the Baptist (left), and the young Jesus (right) so that we perceive them as a singular 

triangular whole that is harmonious and unified.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Name: ____________________________________ Date: ____________________  Period: ______ 

Shape, Form, and Mass Notes  

 

Directions: Choose the letter of the answer choice that best answers each question.  

 

_____1. A _____ is a two-dimensional form. 

  A. form   B. shape 

  C. geometric   D. organic 

_____2. A _____ is a three-dimensional geometric form. 

  A. form   B. shape 

  C. geometric   D. organic 

_____3. A three-dimensional form that occupies a volume of space is called a  

  A. geometric shape  B. organic shape 

  C. mass   D. organic form 

_____4. _____ shapes and masses approximate the regular, named shapes and forms of 

 geometry, such as square, triangle, circle, cube, pyramid, and sphere. 

  A. Forms   B. Geometric 

  C. Organic   D. Figure 

_____5. ______shapes and masses are irregular and evoke the living forms of nature.  

  A. Ground   B. Figure 

  C. Geometric   D. Organic 

_____6. A _____ is a shape we detach and focus on. 

  A. form   B. mass 

  C. shape   D. figure 

_____7. The _____is the surrounding visual information the figure stands out from. 

  A. ground   B. figure 

  C. organic   D. positive shape 

_____8. The shapes we perceive as figure shapes we call ______. 

  A. ground    B. negative shapes 

  C. positive shapes  D. implied shapes 

_____9. The shapes of the ground are _______. 

  A. figure   B. negative shapes 

  C. positive shapes  D. implied shapes 

_____10. Artists have intuitively been using ______ shapes for centuries to unify their compositions. 

 The following illustration is an example of it.  

       
  A. implied   B. white 

  C. black   D. unfinished 

 

 

 



Name: ___________________________________ Date: _______________________ Period: _____ 

Shape/Pattern: Negative Space Zentangles 

 

Directions: On a blank sheet of paper, use the Zentangle method to design a composition using both 

geometric and organic shaped patterns. Address the background using value, pattern, and/or color to 

distinguish the figure shape from the ground.  See the examples that follow for inspiration as you 

design your composition. 

 

1. In the figure shape, the student has maintained proportion.  

 0 2 4 6 8 10 

 

2. The placement of the figure shape adds complexity to the design, making it aesthetically pleasing.  

 0 2 4 6 8 10 

 

3. The composition incorporates both geometric and organic shapes in the zentangle patterns. 

 0 2 4 6 8 10 

 

4. The patterns use ink or graphite shading.   
 0 2 4 6 8 10 
 
5. The student uses a variety of patterns to fill in the background, making sure to include both simple 
and intricate patterns. 
 0 2 4 6 8 10 
 
6. The student places patterns so that the flow of the composition in maintained.  
 0 2 4 6 8 10 
 
7. The student explored mixing media, (such as graphite, ink pens, colored pencils, etc.) which 
promoted the success of the composition. 
 0 2 4 6 8 10 
 
8. The student used neat, clean craftsmanship and demonstrated command over the medium through 
correct wielding/manipulation of the media. 
 0 2 4 6 8 10 
 
9. The composition is designed by the student, not copied from one source.  
 0 2 4 6 8 10 
 
10. Studio time was used effectively. The student remained on task for the duration of the 
assignment.  
 0 2 4 6 8 10 
 

 

 

           Total ___/100 
 

 



Examples of Negative Space Zentangles 

                      

                         

                                  



Examples of zentangles patterns 

 



Zentangles Practice Sheet 

Directions: Practice zentangle patterns in the spaces provided.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


