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The Elements and Principles of Design 



The first objective of this term is to familiarize yourself with the terminology and definitions that 

relate to the study the study and use of the elements and principles of design. We begin with the 

seven elements of design. 

The elements of design are the basic building blocks of any

work of art, and can be thought of as the ingredients used in your visual presentation. All pieces of 

visual art will contain many, or all of the elements of design.



1. Line 

2. Shape / Form 

3. Size

4. Space

5. Colour

6. Value

7. Texture

The Elements of Design 



1. Line

A line is a continuous mark 

made on a surface or the 

edge created when two 

shapes meet. It may be 

actual, implied, vertical, 

horizontal, diagonal, or 

contour 

The Elements of Design 



2. Shape / Form 

A shape or form is a self-

contained defined area, 

either geometric or organic. 

Shape refers to a

two-dimensional element 

with area on a plane, while 

form refers to a three-

dimensional element with 

volume in space.

The Elements of Design 



3. Size

Size is a reference to the 

relationship of the area 

occupied by one shape to 

that of another

The Elements of Design 



4. Space

Space creates a sense of 

depth. It is made of positive 

or negative space. Positive 

space is the area of the 

object(s) and negative space 

is the area between or 

around the object(s). Depth 

is measured by foreground 

(close) Midground and 

background.

The Elements of Design 



5. Colour

Colour is the visible 

spectrum of radiation 

reflected from an object. 

Color is also sometimes

referred to as hue

The Elements of Design 



6. Value

Value refers to how light or 

dark an object, area, or 

element is, independent of 

its color. Value is

also sometimes referred to 

as tone.

The Elements of Design 



7. Texture

A texture is the surface 

quality of a shape, or how it 

appears to feel: rough, 

smooth, spiky, soft,

hard, and glossy, etc. 

Texture can be real or 

implied.

The Elements of Design 



Now we will move on to the principles of design, which can be thought of as what we do to the

elements of design.

If the elements are the ingredients, the principles are the recipe for a good work of art. How the 

principles of design are applied determines how successful one is in creating a technical artwork with 

a sense for what we call the formal properties of a work. 



1. Emphasis 

2. Balance

3. Contrast

4. Repetition 

5. Movement

6. Harmony 

7. Unity

The Principles of Design 



1. Emphasis 

Emphasis is created by visually 

reinforcing something we want 

the viewer to pay attention to.

This is often used to train the 

viewer’s eyes on the center of 

interest, or a focal point – the 

area of interest the viewer’s 

eye naturally, instinctively skips 

to. 

The Principles of Design 



1. Emphasis 

Some of the strategies 

employed to create 

degrees of importance are 

contrast of values, use of color, 

placement, variation, 

alignment, isolation, 

convergence, anomaly, 

proximity, size, and contrast.

The Principles of Design 



2. Balance 

This is the distribution of 

interest or visual weight in a 

work. A balanced work will have 

all the elements arranged such 

that the work will have a sense 

of visual equilibrium or 

stability.

The Principles of Design 



2. Balance 

Balance can be symmetrical, 

asymmetrical, or radial. 

Objects, values, colors, 

textures, shapes, etc.

can be used in creating balance 

in a composition

The Principles of Design 



3. Contrast 

This is the juxtaposition of 

opposing elements (opposite 

colors, value light / dark, 

direction horizontal / vertical).

The greater the contrast, the 

more something will stand out 

and call attention to itself.

The Principles of Design 



4. Repetition 

Repetition strengthens a

design by tying together 

individual elements and 

bringing a sense of consistency. 

It can create rhythm (regular, 

alternating, flowing, random, 

progressive) and patterns. 

The Principles of Design 



4. Repetition 

Variation introduced to

repetition increases the level of 

interest.

The Principles of Design 



5. Movement 

This is the creation of a visual 

flow through the composition. 

In some works, movement is 

implied by the use of static 

elements to suggest motion and 

direct a viewer’s eye along a 

path through the work.

The Principles of Design 



5. Movement 

In a still image, aspects such as 

lines, diagonals, unbalanced 

elements, placement, and 

orientation can play the role of 

active elements. In others, 

movement can be real, giving 

some elements the ability to be 

moved or move on their own

The Principles of Design 



6. Harmony

Harmony brings together a 

composition with similar, 

related elements (adjacent 

colors, similar shapes, etc.). 

Harmonious elements have a 

logical relationship, connection, 

alignment, or progression. They 

work together and complement 

each other

The Principles of Design 



7. Unity 

This is created by using 

harmony, similarity, repetition, 

continuance, proximity, and

Alignment.

The Principles of Design 



7. Unity 

Unity is the visual linking of 

various elements of the work. 

This allows the disparate 

elements and principles to 

create a unified whole that can 

be greater than the sum of its 

parts.

The Principles of Design 



The formal properties of a work (the ways the elements and principles of design are applied) can 

create work that has strong visual appeal for the viewer. Most great works of art demonstrate a sound 

understanding of formal properties. However, great art is possible from deliberately breaking the 

rules of the elements and principles of design! 

If an artist wants to break free of some or all of the elements and principles of design, it becomes 

even more—not less!—important that the artist has a strong understanding of how the formal 

qualities function in a work of art.



If one wanted to create a sense of dread or unease in an artwork, understanding the harmony, unity 

and balance, for example, is necessary so that one can deliberately work against it. 

Consider the two following works:



Francis Bacon (1973) Death on a Toilet

Georges Seurat (1884) A Sunday Afternoon on 

the Island of La Grande Jatte



Every work you produce in this course must deliberately speak to a developing understanding of the 

elements and principles of design. Planning work is key. 

Use your sketch book to plan your composition and organization, working through problems before 

they arise in your major work or exercise. A sophisticated knowledge of the formal qualities of the 

work will increase your ability to master form and content as well as their corresponding physical and 

psychological characteristics.  



It is expected that you spend as much time thinking through the organizing principles of form as you 

give to your conceptual choices and your mastery of media (the tools and techniques you use to make 

work, like graphite or charcoal).



When we give feedback to another artist in a critique, we comment on any or all of the concerns:

1. The organizing principles of form (elements and principles of design) 

2. The conceptual choices 

3. mastery of media

You must be able to speak in the technical language of these three categories to both give strong 

feedback and to understand the feedback you receive.  



Here are a few more terms you will need to understand:



Asymmetrical Balance

Asymmetrical balance is a form of 

balance attained when visual units 

are placed in positions within the 

pictorial field so as to create a 

“felt” equilibrium of the total form 

concept.

Other Terms 



Radial Balance

Radial balance is a form of balance 

attained when balance is at once 

horizontal and vertical, radiating 

out from a centre point. 

Other Terms 



Economy

Works that is too complicated or 

confusing lacks economy. Simple 

works with strong unity show 

economy (a simplicity of means).

Other Terms 

Kara Walker (1999) The Emancipation Approximation



Complimentary 

Colours

Complimentary, or contrasting 

colours, are hues that sit at 

opposite ends of the colour wheel. 

The have a push-pull effect.

Other Terms 


