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What are the Principles of design? 

 Composition consists of the orderly and purposeful arrangement of the design elements you 

choose.  This order results from your knowledge and use of the design principles. The principles work 

just as well with abstract art as they do with realism and with the enormous range of styles between 

the two.   

Slide #1 Begin with the arrangement of shapes (positive areas).  You want to create a relationship 

between the shapes, but at the same time you need to activate the spaces around them, giving them 

interest and identity of their own.  As a rule, keep the important or positive shapes toward the center of 

your composition and the empty or negative areas more to the outside.   

 *In this composition, the proximity of the apples to one another and to the edges of the format 

breaks up the background and creates interesting negative areas.   

Slide #2 Obviously, the frog and branch are the positive spaces, simply because of size.  The negative 

space is the black area around the positive space. 

Slide #3 Designers use negative space constantly to create an unusual and interesting alternative to the 

norm. 

Slide #4 Keith Haring, a graffiti artist was incredible with the relationship between positive and negative 

space.  In this piece, they are interchangeable. 

Slides #5 & #6 The giraffe and the dog are drawn using the negative space of the paper to complete the 

animal. 

 Repetition is the same thing happening over and over.  Repetition can easily become boring, 

but when used with variety, it lends a strength and cohesiveness to your composition not possible 

with any other design device.  Repetition is possible with all the elements (line, shape, space, 

texture/pattern value/contrast, and color).   

Slide #7  Repetition without variation.  The arrangement of these shapes is very organized because it has 

a structure or plan, but no variety or interest is generated by repeating the same thing over and over 

again.   

Slide #8 This simple, repeated design is cool but does not hold your attention very long.   

Slide #9  Repetition with variation .  Apply varied repetition to your composition.  Here are some 

examples.  Slight changes can make the design more interesting. 

Slide #10 Andy Warhol, a famous Pop Artist, used repetition with variation to make a point about what 

was going on in popular culture.  The left image of Audrey Hepburn is repeated in a grid format with 

variations on color.  His idea basically was that we see people and things in the media over and over 

again and this was his artistic statement about that sense of repetition in our lives.  You can see this 
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again with the shoes.  Vertical format, repeated subject, different types of shoes, but shoes none the 

less. 

Slide #11  Size Variations.  Even the circle can be repeated with enough variation to keep it interesting.   

Slide #12  Another example of size variations in an abstract piece.  Name a few other elements that are 

varied. 

Slides #13 & 14 – Rhythm with the use of line, size and color. 

Slide #15 Predictable rhythm.   

Slide #16 – Complete Closure-  Closure is another way of thinking about continuation.  Complete closure 

occurs when an area is completely closed in – like a fence (with no gate) around a yard, or a complete 

circle.  When used in a composition, it is a more obvious way of capturing the attention of the viewer.   

The next two slides are examples in different art forms that show complete closure. (slides 17-18). 

Slide #19 – Partial Closure is like the same fence around the same yard, but with several open gates.  It 

occurs where one object or shape is overlapped or partially hidden by another or is cut off by the edges 

of the picture.  We assume the complete closure even though we cannot see it – because we know it is 

there.  Enough of the shape must show for us to be able to complete it in our mind’s eye. If the shape is 

obscured to too great a degree, the effectiveness of the closure is lost.  Partial closure is more subtle 

and therefore more interesting than the very obvious complete closure.   

Slide #20 – The interest of the viewer is captured here in a more artful way, and the viewer is left to 

complete the connection.  Partial closures include the vase body and foot, the bottom of the pitcher and 

its foot, and the fabric.  

Slide #21 Continuation is more subtle than the other principles, but it is just as important.  Actual 

continuation occurs when two lines or edges meet; making an obvious connection the eye can follow.  

Implied Continuation is a line or connection you cannot see, but that you know is there.  Continuation is 

the string that holds your composition together. 

Slides #22-23– Symmetrical Balance. As you plan your composition, be aware that all the design 

elements have visual weight: for example, a large shape looks heavier than a small one.  Think of 

balance in terms of a seesaw, with shapes moving closer or further apart as needed to balance the 

composition.  In symmetrical composition, one side is the mirror image of the other and already 

balanced. 

Slides# 24-25 – Asymmetrical Balance -  An asymmetrical composition must be thought of in terms of 

the visual weights of the elements contained in it and be balanced accordingly.  Most artists prefer the 

asymmetrical composition for its variety and interest.  

Slide #26 – is an example of radial balance, which is commonly seen in nature.  It is interesting but a 

little cliché’.   
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Slide #27 – what elements and principles to you see at work in this simple composition? 

How do I develop a center of interest? 

Slide #28 – Isolation -  You know how it feels to be left out of a group.  You feel exposed and think that 

everyone is looking at you – which they may be.  It is the same with elements of your art.  If they are 

isolated, they will be noticed first. 

Slide #29 – The Rule of Thirds.  As you plan your composition, it’s a good idea to think about where you 

will place the center of interest or main emphasis.   The rule of third is a great starting point and gives 

you four stable locations.  Of course, you can place the center of interest anywhere within the format, 

but it’s nice to know that you have four good choices at the outset.  Divide your format into thirds in 

both directions.  Locate your center of interest at one of the four junctions.  

Slide #30 – Cropping.  When you crop, you cut off or remove some of the composition.  Cropping usually 

gives the feeling of a closer, more intimate view.  Don’t be afraid to lop off a portion of an object.  

Remember that the mind’s eye will complete partial shapes.  Moving closer to your subject and cropping 

can strengthen your composition by making the negative areas more interesting.   

 

 

 


