
Emphasis
The focal point of the design which captures the viewers 
attention.

Emphasis can be created by 
contrasting different elements in 
an artwork. For example:
* Size (dramatically altering the size of
something in relation to the other
elements in the design)
* Colour (having one element in a
radically different colour in a design)
* Contrast (the juxtapostion of
light/dark, black/white, etc.)
* Position (an object in the foreground
will get the viewers immediate attention;
as will objects in isolation)

Chiaroscuro: the strong 
contrast between light and dark

“A Philosopher Lecturing on the Orrery,” 
Joseph Wright of Derby (1766)

Contrasting Size

“Saucers Skirting a Planet,” 
Alexander Calder (1968)
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Balance
The equal visual distribution of weight in a design.

Symmetrical balance: 
Elements used on one side 
of the design are similar 
to those on the other side.

Asymmetrical balance: 
Elements on each side of the 
design are different, but still 
create a sense of balance. 

Radial 
balance: 
Elements 
are 
arranged 
evenly 
around a 
central 
point.

Influences on visual weight: 

* Position (objects further from the 
center carry more weight)
* Size (larger things seem heavier)
* Texture (things with more complex 
texture seem heavier)
* Value (darker things feel heavier)
* Quantity (many small things can 
balance the weight of a big thing)
* Shape (more complex shapes feel 
heavier)
* Colour (brighter and more saturated 
colours appear to be heavier than duller 
and less saturated colours)

“Homage to the Square: Glow,” 
Josef Albers (1966)

“Composition IV,” Wasilly Kandinsky (1911)
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Unity
The sense of harmony between all the elements in an 
artwork which creates a sense of completeness.

Unity can be influenced by:
* Proximity (placing objects 
closer together makes them 
appear as a group)
* Repetition (elements that are 
similar visually are perceived to 
be related)
* Alignment (arranging elements 
in a way that their edges line up 
makes them appear as a group)

“Mont Sainte-Victoire,” Paul Cezanne 
(1895)

“Untitled,” Louise Nevelson (1964)
“Composition in Red, Blue, and Yellow,” 

Piet Mondrian (1937-42)

Repetition of colour

AlignmentProximity, 
colour and alignment
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Variety
The use of several elements or different types of the 
same element to add visual interest (opposed to unity).

“Several Circles,” Wassily Kandinsky (1926)

Variety can be created by 
changing up the way that 
elements of art look like 
in a single artwork. For 
example: 
* Colour (having a range of 
hues, colour saturation, etc.)
* Line (varying the line type, 
direction, thickness, etc.)
* Shape (varying the type of 
shapes used, sizes, colours, etc.)
* Value (varying the lightness 
or darkness of the elements in 
the piece)
*Texture (having more than 
one texture - smooth, rough, 
bumpy, slimy, etc.)
* Space (arranging the 
elements in a somewhat 
unpredicatable way - not a set 
repetitive pattern)
* Form (varying the types of 
forms used, colour, size, etc.)

“Rythme n˚1,” Robert Delaunay (1938)
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Movement
The path the viewer’s eye takes through a work of art 
because of the arrangement of elements. 

“Movement in Squares,” 
Bridget Riley (1961)

“Starry Night,” Vincent van Gogh (1889)

“Convergence,” Jackson Pollock (1952)

Movement created with lines.

High contrast and proportion 
create the illusion of movement.

“The Dance Class,” Edgar Degas (1874)

Arrangement of composition 
leads viewer’s eye diagonally 
through the painting.
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proportion
and scale
The size relationships between elements in a work of art.

Proportion: The relative sizes of 
parts in a whole.

Scale: The size of an object in 
relation to the size of another 
object.

“Spoonbridge and Cherry,” Claes Oldenburg 
and Coosje van Bruggen (1985-88)

“The Great Wave Off Kanagawac,” 
Katsushika Hokusai (1829-32)

“Madonna with the Long Neck,” 
Parmigianino (1534-40)

“Spiral Jetty,” Robert Smithson (1970)
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Repetition
The repeating of visual elements in a piece of art.

“Campbell’s Soup Cans,” Andy Warhol (1962)

Pattern: Elements repeating in a 
recurring and regular arrangement.

Rhythm: Repetition of elements to 
create visual movement.

“Untitled,” Donald Judd (1969)

“Young Corn,” Grant Wood (1931)
“Nude Descending a Staircase 
No.2,” Marcel Duchamp (1912)
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