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In my final installment about the Formal Elements of Art and Design, I want to share
links to ideas for teaching them. I’m also going to share some of the artists, whose work
exemplifies these elements, that I think will inspire and engage primary students with
these important ideas.

Naturally the formal elements are rarely used in isolation from one another, but it is a
good idea to use them individually for starter activities, in order to emphasise both
concepts and techniques, prior to embarking on their use in combination. By looking at
the Formal Elements in action in the work of artists, students can understand the
relevance of these basic techniques and how these are applied within the visual arts. I
have selected the following artists as they are amongst the best for inspiring primary
aged students when exploring the Formal Elements:
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Vincent van Gogh -
Line/Colour/Pattern/Tones

Vincent van Gough produced a great
many line drawings which are excellent
stimuli for discussion on the language
of line. More about van Gogh’s
amazing drawings can be found here: 

https://www.vangoghgallery.com/drawi
ngs/

Of course van Gough is better known
for his paintings which are famous for
their vibrant colours. However, line still
plays a huge part in these paintings.
The thick oils appear to be streaked
onto the surface in short bursts of line
which swirl and jar against one
another. One of the best examples of
this is ‘The Starry Night’, which is a
fantastic starting point for activities
based around landscape and the
exploration of mark making line, colour
and spatial depth
(foreground/midground/background)
within the picture plane.
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Find out more about the artist here:

 https://www.tate.org.uk/kids/explore/who-is/who-vincent-van-gogh
Some lesson ideas based upon Vincent van Gogh can be found by following these
links:https://www.tate.org.uk/kids/make/paint-draw/create-art-van-
goghhttps://www.playideas.com/25-van-gogh-inspired-art-projects-
kids/https://www.vangoghgallery.com/lesson_plans/



Piet Mondrian - Line/Shape/Colour/Pattern

Piet Mondrian began his artistic journey depicting naturalistic landscapes, but over time
his style transformed into pure abstraction. More information about this incredible
creative journey can be found here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1x8m-7N-Kjo
Students may like to see more about the artist by following this
link:https://www.tate.org.uk/kids/explore/who-is/who-piet-mondrian

Looking at Mondrian provides a good opportunity to recap on colour theory as his
abstract pieces have a strong focus on the primary colours. Some lesson ideas based
upon Mondrian can be found by following these links:

https://artsycraftsymom.com/artist-piet-mondrian-projects-for-
kids/https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=dEq8J3ldsDUhttps://www.happinessishomemade.net/kids-homeschool-art-lesson-piet-
mondrian/
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Ferdinand Léger - Line/Shape/Colour

“Fernand Léger was a French artist who worked in many mediums, including film and
graphics. What he is best known for, though, are his large scale paintings and murals.
Often painted in block colours with bold graphic lines, they are evidence of his belief
that 'colour is… as indispensable to life as water or fire'.”...more below: 

https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artists/fernand-leger-1488/five-things-know-about-fernand-
leger#:~:text=Fernand%20L%C3%A9ger%20was%20a%20French,life%20as%20water
%20or%20fire'.

What I really like about these pieces by Leger is the simplification of the human form.
I think these images are a lot more playful than Modrian’s work though they share a
number of similar elements. This is a really accessible and fun project idea for
portraits based on Leger’s images: 
http://mrsbakersartclass.blogspot.com/2013/02/fernand-leger-paintings.html
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Paul Klee - Pattern/Colour/Shape/Tone

Paul Klee’s colourful abstract approach to painting is fantastic for exploring the
Formal Elements. Find out more about the artist
here:https://www.artsy.net/article/artsy-editorial-what-you-need-to-know-about-paul-
kleehttps://www.youtube.com/watch?
time_continue=42&v=HhMk3_SBFmg&feature=emb_logo
Some lesson ideas based upon Paul Klee can be found by following these links:
https://weefolkart.com/homeschool/paul-klee-art-project-
children/https://www.artbarblog.com/paul-klee-artist-study-with-
kids/https://artprojectsforkids.org/paul-klee-drawing/https://buggyandbuddy.com/art-
kids-using-shapes/

Some lesson ideas based upon Paul Klee can be found by following these links:
https://weefolkart.com/homeschool/paul-klee-art-project-
children/https://www.artbarblog.com/paul-klee-artist-study-with-
kids/https://artprojectsforkids.org/paul-klee-drawing/https://buggyandbuddy.com/art-
kids-using-shapes/
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The Gee's Bend Quilt Makers - Pattern/Colour/Shape
Similar lesson ideas, to those associated with Klee, can be used when exploring the
incredible textile art of the Women of Gee’s Bend. Recycling old fabrics into
geometric artworks using collage techniques would be appropriate for younger
students, whereas upper KS2 could sew fabric pieces together to construct their
design. There is potential here to work on a large scale group project too. 
A project based upon these quilts could be useful as a way in which to intoduce
discussions around the history of slavery and the experiences of African Americans.
This website is dedicated to the support of African American artists from the
southern states of America https://www.soulsgrowndeep.org/ and is an excellent
resource for those wishing to understand more and address fundamental key issues
via the visual arts.

For further details about the Gee’s Bend quilt makers please follow this link where
you will find historical and contextual information as well as a vast array of images
depicting these beautiful textile artworks:
https://www.soulsgrowndeep.org/gees-bend-
quiltmakershttps://www.royalacademy.org.uk/article/ra-magazine-gees-bend-quilters?
gclid=CjwKCAjwlZf3BRABEiwA8Q0qq4UJoL-7FCMT87J0krLN4fBP_2whaGjYvf-
qlpUsXKF0VXOjiEPJQhoCeaEQAvD_BwE
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Thornton Dial - Texture/Colour

I was lucky enough to see the work of the next artist, Thornton Dial, exhibited
alongside the work of the Gee’s Bend quiltmakers. Like the story of the Women of
Gee’s Bend, Thornton Dial’s is a very powerful one. You can read more about the artist
here: 
https://www.soulsgrowndeep.org/artist/thornton-dialhttps://www.artnews.com/art-
news/news/thornton-dial-pioneering-artist-who-channeled-everyday-materials-into-
intricate-constructions-dies-at-87-5719/

Dial’s work is created from found objects and salvaged scrap materials which are
combined to create intense textures. His compositions are often developed with the
bright colours of industrial and household paint. Often his images are abstract in
nature but at other times these assemblages form recognisable imagery. Projects based
upon the work of Thornton Dial could use found materials, recycling, junk and scrap of
all kinds. Items such as plastic cups can be cut up to form flower structures in a
landscape and crushed cans and bottle tops can form clusters of fruit - once stuck
down onto card, they can then be painted with bold colours. Fabric can be crumpled
and glued down and again be painted over once dry. Brick-a-brack of similar colours
could be layered together to form an abstract composition. This is all about exploring
materials and is an opportunity to really let the imagination run free!
Here are some links to lesson ideas wi th texture:

https://www.tate.org.uk/kids/make/paint-draw/have-fun-textures
https://www.twinkl.co.uk/resource/t2-a-021-ks2-art-drawing-techniques-lesson-teaching-
pack
And finally… a fun little video with great vocabulary for texture can be found here: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tDVS9XSqt90
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The Art of Indigenous Australians - Pattern/Colour/Shape/Tone

I love the amazing patterns that can be found in the work of Indiginous Australian
artists such as Claris Tunkin, Damien Marks and Yilpi Marks . Find out more about
these artist here:

https://japingkaaboriginalart.com/collections/clarise-tunkin/
https://japingkaaboriginalart.com/collections/damien-marks-yilpi-marks/

For more information and ideas about lessons about the art of Indiginous Austrailians,
please visit:
https://japingkaaboriginalart.com/
https://www.australia-aboriginal-art.com/aboriginal-art-symbols
https://japingkaaboriginalart.com/education/
https://www.tes.com/teaching-resource/aboriginal-art-colour-symbols-and-pattern-
6354492
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Barbara Hepworth - Line/Form/Space

Sometimes it can be tricky for students to develop the ‘illusion’ of space when drawing
or painting (more on using perspective to represent 3D space on a 2D surface later!).
However, students more often than not find working with sculpture a fun and
accessible way to understand space and spatial relationships. Barbara Hepworth is a
fantastic artist to learn from as a great deal of her work was inspired by natural forms
within the environment. Students can look at shells, rocks and knots in tree bark to find
inspiration. Hepworth makes a great starting point for modeling with clay, plasticine or
play-doh. Paper sculpture is another option, bending and curling paper strips for
example. 
To find out more about this pioneering female artist take a look
at:https://www.tate.org.uk/kids/explore/who-is/who-barbara-hepworth

Here are some further lesson ideas based upon her work:

https://www.twinkl.co.uk/resource/tp-ad-042-planit-art-ks1-lets-sculpt-lesson-3-barbara-
hepworth-lesson-pack

https://teacherswebresources.com/2017/01/10/free-barbara-hepworth-teaching-
resources/

http://www.wakefieldtheatre.co.uk/_downloads/join-in/SS_Activity_Pack.pdf
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Alexander Calder - Line/Form/Space/Colour
Another sculptor to inspire young learners is Alexander Calder. His work is fantastic for
exploring the relationships between line, form, space and colour. His work can be used
to develop an understanding of structures as well as weight and balance. Looking at
Calder at the same time as flat shapes in mathematics or when exploring
forces/bridges in Design Technology would be a good idea. Calder's work can be
interpreted through the use of materials such as thin and thick card, pipe cleaners,
modeling wire, artstraws, string, coathangers, foam shapes, bottle tops and coloured
paper. Try making a mobile or a freestanding structure!

As well as information on the artist, this link has a lovely animation inspired by the
artist which brings some of his ideas to life:

https://www.tate.org.uk/kids/explore/who-is/who-alexander-calder
This link is a video showing many of his works with an exhibition review by Tate Gallery
staff: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CIEqg-nSu7M
Here is a review of Calder’s work by a young person, for a different point of view:
https://www.tate.org.uk/kids/explore/kids-view/kids-review-alexander-calder
This is a fun activity linked to making a circus in response to the artist’s circus
work:https://www.tate.org.uk/kids/make/sculpture/make-your-own-circus
Here are a range of lesson ideas for Alexander Calder:
https://artsycraftsymom.com/alexander-calder-art-projects-for-
kids/https://www.artbarblog.com/artist-study-kids-alexander-calder/
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http://elementaryartfun.blogspot.com/2012/02/drawing-steps-for-one-point-
perspective.htmlhttps://www.deepspacesparkle.com/how-to-draw-a-perspective-
landscape/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/clips/zp29hv4https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/clips/zvq6sbk
https://www.tes.com/teaching-resource/perspective-6096382
https://www.twinkl.co.uk/resource/cfe2-a-71-cfe-second-drawing-perspective-powerpoint
https://www.studentartguide.com/articles/one-point-perspective-drawing
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yEymIyLbiAI

Some great suggestions for making drawings and paintings using
perspective can be found using these links:

Some artists have used linear perspective and tonal variation to
create some of their most famous artworks, these include: 

Vermeer, Caillebotte, de Chirico, Escher, Vannaletto, Hopper, Baeder, Estes, da Vinci and
Hoberman, to name but a few.

   Hoberman
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Da Vinci

De Chirico

Estes
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Da Vinci

De Chirico

Estes
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Caillebotte

Baeder

Canaletto
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Escher

Hopper

Vermeer


