
 
 
 
 
 

Basic Shape Language Design in 
Painting and Illustration  

 
by Peter Chan 



Shape Language is one of the many vital parts of creating and enhancing 
the design of a painting and illustration. 
 
I always like to attach the word ‘design’ on the topic of visual vocabulary 
such as value, colour, saturation, line, and shape. Design has everything to 
do with what makes an image yours. 
 
 
Straights vs Curves in Composition 
In the illustration below, the feature Kung Fu Panda uses a series of shape 
language design. Notice that there is a contrast of SHAPE language.  
 
I have used the red lines for curves and blue lines for straights to clearly 
show you the contrast and relationship in shape language.  
 
Speaking of shape language alone, the left side (foreground) is dominated  
by curves (rounds), while the right side (background) is dominated by 
straights.Their intersecting point (midground) has a relationship of 
intermixing shape language. In addition, the curves shapes are in 3 sizes to 
show depth. Bigger round rocks (curves) in foreground, medium round 
rocks (curves) in midground, and finally smaller round rocks (curves) 
as we move into the background. 



In this painting below by Sangram Majumdar, you may also notice the use 
of shape language.  
 

 
 
I have drawn red lines over the round items and blue lines to represent the 
straights.  
 
Composing with harmony will bring rhythm and visual interest to create a 
more interesting image. Think about where you want to use curves and 
straights and possibly compose them depending on their proximity towards 
the viewer. (Always think about the CONTRAST of foreground, midground, 
and background) and use shape language to describe them along the way. 



 
When we start thinking in these new ways of composing, then actually 
apply this into our practice. It can start allowing you to bring a new level of 
interest in DESIGNING your image.  
 
This is one of the many things you can do to bring contrast in your images, 
in the form of shape. Composing this way will also allow you to actually use 
photographic source materials more selectively because they are only used 
as SUPPORT material for your final painting. Your source materials should 
never dictate what you paint and draw because this is the amazing thing 
about being able to edit information as a painter. 


