How to Draw a Line with Inkscape

An Introduction to Paths

New Inkscape users are sometimes frustrated when they search the manual (or forum) for
how to draw a line, and can't find instructions. That's because "line" is a bit of a nebulous
term, at least in Inkscape....although in some ways it can be confusing in any vector graphics
program. What we generally think of as a line, is called a path, in Inkscape. But it's not just a
matter of terminology.

There are 3 types of paths -- open, closed, and compound. An open path is probably what
beginners would think of as a line; it has 2 ends. A closed path has no ends (like a circle, for
example). And a compound path is made up of 2 or more, open or closed paths; it could have
any even number of ends. Sometimes a closed path with a fill (color) can look like a line. And
even a long and very skinny rectangle shape could be called a line, without being a path at all.

Note that in Inkscape, it's impossible to have 3 path segments emanating from a single node.
So a Y-shaped path, as a single path is impossible. However, it is possible to make a 'Y
shape with 2 open paths. For example the V part with vertical segment below. They can be
combined to make a compound path consisting of 2 subpaths. Or the 2 paths could be
grouped together. And either way, whether compound path or group, they would behave as a
single path.

Before you read on, it should be noted that this is a very long tutorial. Unfortunately, it's
mostly text. Hopefully we will have one in video format soon. But until then, don't worry. This
is one of those cases where it takes MUCH longer to write about and read about, than it takes
to actually do the work. All the steps in this tutorial could be done in less than 2 minutes, by a
complete Inkscape novice, if they didn't have to read the info in between the steps. Also, it's
not necessary to read through from start to finish. You can read just the section(s) for the tool
you need to learn about. If you have questions, please feel free to post in the forum.

So now, we're talking about paths. Several Inkscape tools can draw paths (starting from the
top of toolbar): 3D Box @ Pencil / Freehand Z@ Pen / Bezier Efl Calligraphy lﬁ?z
"Paint Bucket" (Fill bounded area) E Connector DPEI‘I__L| and even the Eraser 0

in a way.

And all the shapes can be converted to paths, using Path menu > Object to Path:

Rectangle D Ellipse O Star Q_} and Spiral @ But only 4 tools can draw what we

usually think of as a line.



Pencil / Freehand Tool 4{} manualinfo

The Pencil / Freehand tool is used to draw freehand paths, typically with many nodes which
are automatically placed by the tool; or single, straight path segments, consisting of 2 nodes.

To draw straight path segments:

1 -- Click once to start the path.

2 -- Move the mouse around.

Notice how there's now a red line that is fixed to the canvas on the spot where you clicked,
and the other end follows the mouse pointer.

3 -- Place the mouse pointer where you want the path to end.

4 -- Click once.

Notice how the red line turns to black, and the black line has a tiny box at each end. That's
because the path is still selected and the Pencil tool is still engaged. The tiny boxes are used
to extend and/or close the path. If you switch to any other tool (except the Pen/Bezier tool)
the tiny boxes will disappear (because you don't need them anymore).

To extend a path with a straight segment:

1 -- Select the path and switch to the Pencil tool, to reveal the tiny boxes.

2 -- Position the mouse pointer over a tiny box.

Notice that the box gets bigger and turns red, which indicates that the mouse in the proper
position.

3 -- Click once in the tiny box, to continue the path (with a straight segment).

To close a path with a straight segment:

1 -- Select the path and switch to the Pencil tool, to reveal the tiny boxes.

2 -- Place the mouse pointer over 1 tiny box.

Notice that the box gets bigger and turns red, which indicates that the mouse in the proper
position.

3 -- Click once in the tiny box, to continue the path (with a straight segment).

4 -- Position the mouse over the other tiny box, as before.

5 -- Click once to close the path.

To draw a freehand path:

1 -- Click, hold the mouse button down, and drag the mouse.

Notice how there's a tiny box at the point where you clicked and started dragging the mouse,
with one end of a green line in it. The other end of the green line is at the mouse pointer. The
green line shows you where you have drawn.

2 -- If this is to be an open path, just stop dragging and release the mouse button, to end the
path.

Notice how the green line turns black, when you release the mouse. And like with the straight
path, it has a tiny box at each end. They are used for extending the path and/or closing the
path. When you switch to most other tools, the tiny boxes disappear.
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To extend a path with a freehand segment:

1 -- Select the path and switch to the Pencil tool, to reveal the tiny boxes.

2 -- Position the mouse pointer over a tiny box.

Notice that the box gets bigger and turns red, which indicates that the mouse in the proper
position.

3 -- Click, hold the mouse button down, and drag.

To close a path with a freehand segment:

1 -- Select the path and switch to the Pencil tool, to reveal the tiny boxes.

2 -- Position the mouse pointer over a tiny box.

Notice that the box gets bigger and turns red, which indicates that the mouse in the proper
position.

3 -- Click, hold the mouse button down, and drag.

4 -- Drag until your mouse is positioned over the other tiny box.

Notice that the box gets bigger and turns red, which indicates that the mouse in the proper
position.

5 -- After the mouse is positioned, just release the mouse button.

There are a few options available for the Pencil tool, which you can see on the tool control
bar. While learning, we recommend putting the Smoothing slider around 30 to 50, to help
keep a smooth path. The tool is so sensitive, if smoothing is at 1, it picks up even the tiniest
little twitch as you drag the mouse. A higher smoothing value will help compensate. The
other options on the Pencil control bar are a little more advanced, and beyond the scope of
this introductory tutorial. Please see the manual for more details.

Pen / Bezier Tool EE?’ manual info

The Pen / Bezier tool is used to make paths with multiple nodes, which are placed by the user;
and to make curved paths (sometimes called Bezier curves).

To draw a path with multiple nodes, made of straight segments:

1 -- Click once at the place where you want to start a new path.

Notice how there's now a tiny box on the spot where you clicked, with a red line that is fixed
on the canvas inside the box; and how the other end follows the mouse pointer.

2 -- Move the mouse pointer to the place where you want to place a node.

3 -- Click once.

This places a cusp/corner node at the place where you click. You can continue along, clicking
once wherever you want to place a node.

4 -- When you're ready to end an open path, double-click or press the Enter key after placing
the last node.

Notice how the red line turns to black, and the new black path has a tiny box at each end.
That's because the path is still selected and the Pen tool is still engaged. The tiny boxes are
used to extend and/or close the path. If you switch to any other tool (except the
Pencil/Freehand tool) the tiny boxes will disappear (because you don't need them anymore).
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To extend a path with multiple nodes and straight segments:

1 -- Select the path and switch to the Pen tool, to reveal the tiny boxes.

2 -- Position the mouse pointer over a tiny box.

Notice that the box gets bigger and turns red, which indicates that the mouse in the proper
position.

3 -- Click once.

Now you can continue on with drawing the path.

To close a path with a staight segment:

1 -- Select the path and switch to the Pen tool, to reveal the tiny boxes.

2 -- Position the mouse pointer over 1 tiny box.

Notice that the box gets bigger and turns red, which indicates that the mouse in the proper
position.

3 -- Click once in the tiny box, to continue the path (with a straight segment).

4 -- Position the mouse over the other tiny box.

Notice that the box gets bigger and turns red, which indicates that the mouse in the proper
position.

5 -- Click once to close the path.

To draw a path with multiple nodes, made of curved segments:

1 -- Click once at the place where you want to start a new path.

Notice how there's now a tiny box on the spot where you clicked, with a red line that is fixed
on the canvas inside the box; and how the other end follows the mouse pointer.

2 -- Move the mouse around.

See how the red line curves as you move the mouse? Also notice a straight blue line with a
tiny circle on one end, with the other end fixed where the red line is fixed, which is the place
where you first clicked. That is the Bezier curve handle, or node handle. It cannot be used to
adjust the curve, while the Pen tool is enabled. The Node tool is needed for that, and there is
more info about that, further below.

3 -- Move the mouse pointer to the place where you want to place a node.

4 -- Click, hold the mouse button down, drag the mouse a short distance, then release the
mouse button.

This places a smooth node at the place where you click-drag.

5 -- Move the mouse around.

Notice how the red line curves as you move the mouse? And also notice the blue node
handles, like with the 1st node, except you may see 2 handles here. You can continue along,
clicking once wherever you want to place a cusp/corner node, and click and drag when you
want to place a smooth node. Don't worry about getting the curve perfect here, because you
can come back later with the Node tool, and adjust it to perfection.

6 -- When you're ready to end an open path, double-click, or press Enter after you place the
last node.

Notice how the red line turns to black, and the new black path has a tiny box at each end.
That's because the path is still selected and the Pencil tool is still engaged. The tiny boxes



are used to extend and/or close the path. If you switch to most other tools, the tiny boxes will
disappear (because you don't need them anymore).

To extend a path with a curved segment:

1 -- Select the path and switch to the Pen tool, to reveal the tiny boxes (if they're not already
showing).

2 -- Position the mouse pointer over a tiny box.

Notice that the box gets bigger and turns red, which indicates that the mouse in the proper
position.

3 -- Click, hold the mouse button down, drag the mouse a short distance, then release the
mouse button.

Now you can continue on with drawing the path.

To close a path with a curved segment:

1 -- Select the path and switch to the Pen tool, to reveal the tiny boxes (if they're not already
showing).

2 -- Position the mouse pointer over 1 tiny box.

Notice that the box gets bigger and turns red, which indicates that the mouse in the proper
position.

3 -- Click, hold the mouse button down, drag the mouse a short distance, then release the
mouse button.

4 -- Position the mouse over the other tiny box.

Notice that the box gets bigger and turns red, which indicates that the mouse in the proper
position.

5 -- Click, hold the mouse button down, drag the mouse a short distance, then release the
mouse button.

Some users have such good mouse control, they can draw with the Pen tool, and adjust the
smooth node curves as they go - on the fly, so to speak. Other uses find it quite challenging.
If you also find it challenging, one approach might be to draw with only cusp/corner nodes,
and then come back later with the Node tool, to adjust the curves. There is more about the
Node tool later.

There are a few more, somewhat technical options available for the Pen tool, on the control
bar. But they're really beyond the scope of this introductory tutorial. (Please see the manual
for those details.)

Calligraphy Tool lﬁ?z manual info

The Calligraphy tool draws a long and usually skinny closed path, typically with a color fill and
no stroke.

The Calligraphy tool draws a special kind of line. Like a real calligraphy pen, it can draw lines
that are thicker or thinner, depending on the angle of the nib (tip of pen) and the direction of
the pen stroke. This tool is a favorite among those Inkscape artists who use a graphics tablet,
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because it can be set for pressure sensitivity on the tablet. It can be used with a regular
mouse, without a tablet, but has no pressure sensitivity without a tablet.

It will be easier to show you the difference between Calligraphy and Pen and Pencil with an
illustration, than to try and describe it.

Pencil / Freehand Pen / Bezier Calligraphy

So you can see that the Pencil and Pen tools both can draw open paths, with a stroke and no
fill by default. They can be closed "manually", in a couple of different ways. (More later about
that.) But the Calligraphy tool draws a closed path automatically, filled with no stroke, by
default.

To use the Calligraphy tool, just click, hold the mouse button down, drag until the line is
finished, then release the mouse button.

There are several options available for this tool, which you can see on the control bar. It's
probably not the best tool for a beginner to use, but there are a couple of settings which will
help get you started. Firstis the dropdown menu at the far left side of the control bar. "No
Preset" is the default mode. You can experiment with the different modes, to see how they
work, but it's beyond the scope of this tutorial, to explain them all. Next is the Width, which
controls the width of the line. Just like the Pencil tool, the Calligraphy tool can pick up every
tiny twitch of the mouse. The Mass slider setting, at the far right on the control bar, will help
with that. A setting of 20 is a good compromise between twitchy and too slow.

Connector Tool DJ':':?I__LI manual info

The Connector tool is used for drawing the line between steps in a flow chart.
The Connector tool really isn't suitable for drawing in the traditional sense. It does have some
unique features that are helpful for making a flow chart. For a quick start, use it like the Pencil

for drawing straight lines. For other features, please read the manual. Note that per
developers, this tool is due for a rewrite, so there may be some bugs.

Node Tool f\f manual info

The Node tool is used to edit paths after they are drawn.

And now, finally, we need to talk about the Node tool. It cannot draw a path, but it's the only
way to adjust a path after it's drawn, which is generally referred to as "node editing". If the
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path has been deselected, since you drew it, you'll need to select it again. You can select
directly with the Node tool, or in certain situations, it's necessary to select with Selection tool,
then switch to the Node tool. Once you select a path with the Node tool, you will see the
nodes.

There are 4 types of nodes, but most of the time, you'll be using either cusp/corner
nodes = or smooth nodes &

You can change the type of a node by selecting it, and clicking on one of the Node tool control
bar icon/buttons (in yellow highlight):
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Or if you prefer to use key shortcuts, Help menu > Keys and mouse reference, will tell you
what they are.

Nodes appear in different colors, depending on their position, their state of selection, and the
color behind or underneath them. But on a white (or transparent) background, selected nodes
appear blue, if the mouse is not over them. If the mouse is over a node, it's red.

There are other visual appearances for nodes in different states, but it's beyond the scope of
this tutorial to cover them. Of course the manual gives all the details.

To select a node:

1 -- Position the mouse pointer over a node. Notice how it changes color. That indicates that
your mouse pointer is in the proper position.

2 -- Click once. Notice how the node changes color again. Nodes must be selected before you
can do pretty much anything, including adjust their handles.

To move a node:

1 -- Position the mouse pointer over a node. Notice how it changes color. That indicates that
your mouse pointer is in the proper position.

2 -- Click, hold the mouse button, and drag. When the node is where you want it, release the
mouse.

Nodes may have either one or both handles showing, or none. Node handles are used to
adjust curves (or remove curves). Smooth node handles always move together, if both
handles are showing (this keeps the curve smooth). If one handle of a smooth node is
retracted, you can't move the handle that's still showing. Cusp/corner nodes handles are
typically moved independently, and can be moved no matter how many are showing (this
allows for a sharp, defined corner/curve). Note that if you retract one handle, the path will
become straight on the side of the node where the handle was. Retracting both handle makes
a sharp corner with straight segments on both sides of the node. If you retract both handles
from a smooth node, it becomes a cusp/corner node.

To extract node handles:
1 -- Position the mouse pointer over a node. Notice how it changes color. That indicates that
your mouse pointer is in the proper position.



2 -- Hold the Shift key, click, hold the mouse button, and drag. You'll see the handle as it
comes out of the node.

To move a node handle:

1 -- Position the mouse pointer over the tiny circle at the end of the handle. Notice how it turns
red, to indicate you're in the proper position.

2 -- Click, hold the mouse button down, and drag. You'll see the handle move, and you'll see
the curve change as you drag the handle.

To retract node handles:

1 -- Position the mouse pointer over the tiny circle at the end of the handle. Notice how it turns
red, to indicate you're in the proper position.

2 -- Hold the Ctrl key and click once. You'll see the handle disappear. It can be extracted
again later, if you should need it again.

Summary

So those are the basics to get you started drawing simple lines with Inkscape. There are
many more features of all these tools, including some very sophisticated features, which can
be accessed with various key shorcuts and menu items, and which you can learn by reading
the manual, following various tutorials, and experimenting on the canvas.

Please feel free to post a message in the forum, if you have questions.

Happy Inkscaping!


https://inkscape.org/forums/

