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Lesson 1 — Linework & Basic Shapes

Ellipses & Circles

BEGINNER

When you tilt a circle in space — like the top of a coffee cup or a wheel viewed at an angle — it

becomes an ellipse. Ellipses are everywhere: cups, bottles, wheels, eyes, coins. The tricky part is that

most people draw ellipses that are either too pinched (like a lens) or tilted the wrong way. A true ellipse

has two axes: the long axis (widest point) and the short axis (narrowest). In perspective, circles always

become proper, symmetrical ellipses — never egg-shapes. A good starting exercise: draw a straight

line for the major axis, then try to draw the ellipse perfectly symmetrical around it on both sides.

HOBBYIST

The most common ellipse error is incorrect axis alignment. An ellipse in perspective always has its

minor axis aligned with the central axis of the cylinder it describes — not with the horizon line. Draw the

center line of a bottle first, then fit the ellipse perpendicular to it. Watch the degree: the more head-on

you view the circle, the flatter the ellipse; the more you look from above or below, the rounder it gets.

Ghosting is essential — trying to draw ellipses slowly produces wobbly loops. Ghost the motion 3-4

times in the air, then lay down the stroke quickly and lightly. Ellipses at different heights on the same

cylinder change degree — they widen as they move away from your eye level.

PROFESSIONAL

Precise ellipse construction is foundational to technical and product illustration. The ellipse guide

template was a drafting staple before digital tools precisely because freehand ellipses at exact degrees

are extremely difficult. Two skills matter at a professional level: (1) matching ellipse degree to viewing

angle with anatomical accuracy — industrial designers live or die by this; (2) using ellipses to imply

volume in loose sketches. A single ellipse suggests the rim of a vessel; another suggests its belly —

the spatial relationship between them defines the form. In animation and character design, ellipse

control underpins turntable-consistent wheel designs, eyes that hold shape through expression

changes, and accessory volumes.


