Lines — Curves - Shapes

Lines, curves, and shapes form an image’s visual framework, directing the eye,
setting the tone, and defining the scene. They are the essential building blocks of
composition and perception. We will be going over the types of lines, curves and
shapes and how they affect the image.

Lines

Lines photography - What do they do?

Lines will guide the viewer’s eye toward a subject or through the frame. They
create depth by suggesting perspective or distance, they establish mood such
as calm, tension, movement or stability and they organize the composition
into a clear visual area.
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How do lines influence our perception?

The eye follows a strong line with milliseconds. Diagonal lines increase the
perceived energy, horizontal lines reduce visual tension and slow eye
movement, converging lines increase perceived depth and lines that start
near a corner increase viewer engagement.
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Types of lines - How do you use them?
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Horizontal lines make the image feel calm, stable and restful. Think of things
like horizons, farm fields, fences and tabletops. They create a sense of peace
and grounding. Perfect for landscapes, rural scenes and quiet emotional
moments. Placing the horizon at the top third emphasizes foreground and the
bottom third emphasizes the sky.
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Vertical lines give the feeling of strength, structure and confidence. Things

like trees, buildings, poles and tall subjects will communicate stability and
power.

Examples would be:

Architecture - Skyscraper’s or tall buildings, churches, pillars/columns or a
construction crane.

Nature - tall trees or waterfalls

Urban & Street - streets framed by tall buildings, lamp posts, signhs and
bridges

Portraits - Full body portrait, environmental portrait using vertical elements
behind the subject like door frames, tree or columns

Still life — Flowers with stems, bottles, vases, candles or stacked objects
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Diagonal Lines give the feeling of movement, energy & tension.



Examples would be:
Roads

Shadows
Staircases
Shorelines
Mountain ridges

Strong diagonal lines can even make a still life feel active. Use diagonal lines
to lead toward your subject, add tension or break up a composition. Diagonal
works really well in rural scenes such as fence lines and sloping hills.
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Leading Lines create intentional direction. These are the lines that guide the
viewer toward the focal point.

Examples would be:

Road leading to a barn

A fence guiding your eye toward a mailbox
A shadow point toward a subject
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Converging lines give the feeling of depth and perspective. They are parallel
or near parallel lines in a scene that appear to meet at a single point in the
distance, creating depth and guiding the viewer’s eye toward a subject or
vanishing point.

Examples would be:
Railroad tracks
Bridges

Rows of crops
Hallways
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Curved lines add the feeling of elegance, softness and exploration. Curves
feel natural and graceful. They slow the viewer down and create a sense of
flow.

Examples would be:

S curve inrivers & streams, curved roads, coastlines, rows of crops or rolling
hills.

C curve in architecture - bridges, domes, paths or gardens or the handle on a
basket or coffee mug.
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Implied lines are subtle but powerful. Implied lines are invisible “paths” your

brain draws in a photo, guiding your eye without any actual continuous line in
the scene.

They are created by an eye gaze, repetition of shapes, light and shadow, color
transition or arrangements of objects. Implied lines are excellent for
emotional storytelling.

Examples
A person glancing or pointing
A runner mid stride implies forward movement

An arrangement of objects that visually connect
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How to compose with lines?

Start your line near a corner as this will create a natural entry point. Let the
line lead you toward your subject. If the line leads away, the viewer’s eye will
exit the frame. Use the foreground lines to create depth. Afence, path or
shadow in the foreground pulls the viewer into the scene.

Control the competing lines. Too many lines will create chaos. Simplify by
changing your angle, using a shallow depth of field, cropping or darkening
distracting lines.



Combine line types intentionally

Examples
Horizontal horizon with vertical trees

Diagonal shadows with a curved road
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Common mistakes:

Lines leading out of the frame
Tilted horizon

Too many competing lines

Lines intersecting the subject awkwardly
Weak or subtle lines that don’t guide the eye

Curves

Curves — What do they do?

Curves guide the viewer’s eye gently through the frame in a smooth natural
way. Straight lines feel fast and forceful. Curves feel inviting and keep the
viewers eye engaged longer than straight lines, making them more effective for
storytelling and emotional impact.

They create visual flow and movement. Curves mimic how we move through
natural environments- following rivers, roads and flower stems. This creates a
sense of motion and continuity that feels instinctive and calming.

Curves add elegance, softness and emotional appeal. They are associated
with grace and organic beauty. Research shows people generally prefer



images with curved elements because they feel more natural and softer than
straight lines.

They can help the viewer travel deeper into the frame, especially S-curves that
weave from foreground to background. This creates a “journey” through the
image. They can lead toward a subject, frame a subject (C-curves, arches)
and create rhythm (S-curves) which enhances storytelling.
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How do curves influence perception?

Visual flow - The eye follows the curves more gently than straight lines.
Elegance & calm - C-curves & S-curves evoke grace and softness.

Mystery & Depth - A curve disappearing behind an object invites exploration.

Organic realism - Most natural forms (plants, hills, water) are curved, so
composition feels familiar.
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Types of curves — How do you use them?

S-curves - Most powerful curve type. Used as a classic landscape tool; to
create rhythm, elegance and sensuality.
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C-curves — Semi circles or arches. Can be used to frame subjects and create
intimacy.
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Implied curves - Formed by repeated shapes, shadows or movement. Use to
add subtle motion and cohesion.
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Organic curves - Found in nature. Waves, hills, flower stems or natural
textures. Feels natural & calming. Use to create movement, guide the eye,
create softness and comfort.
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Architectural curves — Add sophistication and drama. Architectural curves
can be used to guide the viewer’s eye, create depth & flow and to emphasize
form. Curves naturally attract attention. Create an architectural abstract
photo by isolating part of a building, such as a curved balcony, glass wall or
repeating pattern. Use framing, cropping, light & shadow and texture to
enhance your photos.
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How to use curves intentionally

Position the curve near a corner or edge so it naturally leads inward, wide
lenses exaggerate curves and telephoto lenses compress them.

A deep depth of field keeps the entire curve in focus, while a shallow depth of
field isolates specific sections.

Combine curves with other rules, such as the rule of thirds, negative space,
framing elements, diagonals or repetition.

Curves are especially effective in landscape photography (S-curves in rivers
and roads), portraits (use a curved staircase or fabric to frame the subject)

and street photography (winding alleys and curved shadows). Flower stems,
vines and petals. Quilts, fabric folds or curved shadows, just to name a few.
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Common mistakes

Letting the curve lead out of the frame
Using curves that don’t support the subject
Too many curves in a frame

Ignoring light direction

Shooting from the wrong angle
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Shapes

Shapes - What do they do?

Guide the viewer’s attention. Shapes are like a visual magnet. Strong
positive shapes pull the eye immediately.

Create structure and order — Shapes are the “skeleton” of composition.
Even chaotic scenes become readable when you identify the underlying
shapes. Our brain is wired to recognize shapes, so they make images feel
more organized and intentional.

Add balance and harmony - The arrangement of shapes - positive and
negative — creates visual balance. Large shapes can be balanced by several
small shapes. A strong geometric shape can be balanced by open negative
space.

Create depth and dimension - Overlapping shapes and perspective make an
image appear three-dimensional.

Evoke emotion & symbolism - Different shapes carry different meanings.

Circles — unity, calm, completeness



Triangles - energy, tension, direction
Squares/rectangles — stability, order
Organic shapes - softness, nature, flow

Enhance storytelling — Shapes help the viewer understand the narrative
without words. A circular arrangement creates unity and repetition, organic
shapes emphasize natural beauty or softness and geometric shapes

emphasize structure.
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Types of shapes - How do you use them?
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Geometric shapes - Squares, circles, triangles & rectangles.

Commonly used in architecture, urban street photography, product and
interior photography.

They communicate stability (squares & rectangles), balance (symmetry),
movement or tension (triangles) and unity (circles).
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Organic shapes - Irregular, flowing shapes & often asymmetrical. They are
commonly found in nature, such as flowers, leaves, shells, mushrooms, roots
and waves, but can also be found in architecture or objects that mimic
natural growth patterns. These shapes often feature curves, spirals and
repeated patterns and communicate softness, freedom, movement & natural
rhythm and evoke feelings of calm and mystery.
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Positive shape - The subject. Positive shapes are the main subject in your

photo which draws the viewer’s eye and directly influences focus, mood and
storytelling.
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Negative space — The space around the subject.
Negative space is one of the most powerful shape tools in photography.

Negative space emphasizes your subject, creates breathing room,
strengthens silhouettes, simplifies busy scenes, adds emotional tone
(calmness, isolation, openness).
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Abstract shapes - Simplified or exaggerated shapes. They are created by
isolating form, color, texture and pattern often through techniques that

remove recognizable context and emphasize visual elements.

They can be used to create mystery, mood or graphic impact.
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How do you compose with shapes?

Start by seeing the shapes. Before you lift your camera, pause and identify.
Look for geometric, organic, positive or negative shapes. This step transforms
your composition from accidental to intentional.

Choose a dominant shape. Strong photos usually have one main shape that
anchors the composition. Such as a circular flower head, triangular barn roof,
rectangular mailbox, curved river bend or a silhouette. Choosing a dominant
shape gives your image structure and clarity.

Arrange shapes to guide the viewer’s eye. Shapes act like visual pathways.
Use triangles to create direction, circles to hold attention and create unity,

curves to guide the eye and rectangles to create stability and grounding.

Your viewer’s eye will follow the shapes you emphasize.
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Common Mistakes

No dominant shape

Too many competing shapes

Shapes that intersect in awkward ways
Ignoring negative space

Shapes that lead the eye out of the frame
Unclear or weak shapes

Letting a background shape overpower subject

The End



