
Principles of Art

The way in which the elements of art are arranged 
to produce a desired effect. These include:

Unity / Variety
Proportion

Balance
Contrast

Emphasis
Movement

Rhythm
Pattern



Unity: compositional similarity, 
oneness, togetherness, or cohesion.

Variety: Difference. Differences 
achieved by opposing, contrasting, 
changing, elaborating, or 
diversifying elements in a 
composition to add individualism 
and interest; the counterweight or 
harmony in art
.

Mark Reidy, 
Day at the Beach
Oil on Canvas, 1988
.



Notice the unity in Piet Mondrian’s 
Broadway Boogie Woogie. By using 
hard-edged rectangular shapes in a 
limited color palette of blue, red, 
yellow, and white, the artist creates a 
painting that feels analytical, 
meticulous, and clean. 
.

Piet Mondrian
Broadway Boogie Woogie
Oil on canvas, 1942.

Piet Mondrian
Broadway Boogie 
Oil on canvas, 1942.
Source: 
License: Public Domain



.

Nancy Graves, 
Imaginary Time, 1988 
gold leaf, gouache, acrylic, 
and watercolor on paper



BALANCE: equilibrium among interacting and/or opposing 
forces in a visual composition.

• symmetrical balance: a form of balance that is created when 
shapes are mirrored on either side of an axis, as in a composition 
that is vertically divided down the center.

• asymmetrical balance: equilibrium among visual elements which 
differ in size, number, weight, color, or texture. Asymmetrical 
balance is generally dramatic and dynamic.

• radial symmetry: a form of balance that is created when shapes 
or volumes are mirrored both vertically and horizontally, with the 
center of the composition acting as a focal point. 



Symmetrical Balance:
Bilateral Symmetry

Symmetrical Balance:
Radial Symmetry Asymmetrical Balance

Andy Warhole
Black Bean Soup, 1970 

Shara Hughes
Going Clear, 2017 

James McNeill Whistler
Arrangment in Grey and Black 

No 1, 1871



– Lord Shiva, Grihapati Avatar

– Richard Estes, Miami Rug Company

Both examples above are examples of APPROXIMATE SYMMETRY. When using 
approximate symmetry, elements on either side of a compositional axis are 
similar in size and shape and number but are not mirror images of one another.



.

Asymmetrical Balance: equilibrium among visual elements 
which differ in size, number, weight, color, or texture. 
Asymmetrical balance is generally dramatic and dynamic.

Marc Chagall
I and the Village, 1911
Oil on Canvas



radial symmetry: a form of balance that is created when 
shapes or volumes are mirrored both vertically and 
horizontally, with the center of the composition acting as a 
focal point. 

Judy Chicago
Rejection Quintet: Female Rejection Drawing, 
1974



Symmetrical balance: a form of balance that is created 
when shapes are mirrored on either side of an axis, as in a 
composition that is vertically divided down the center.

Saul Bass
Advise and Consent, (Film Poster)
1962



Visual Weight: 1. the inclination of shapes to float or sink based on their solidity and 
compositional location. 2. the relative importance of a visual element within a 
design. 



DOMINANCE can be achieved by:

1. Isolation or separation of 
one part from the other

2. Placement– “center stage” is most
often used, but another position can be dominant, 
depending on the surroundings

3. Direction– a movement that contrasts
with others draws attention

4. Scale- larger sizes normally dominate

5. Character- a significant difference in general
appearance is striking

Salvador Dali
Christ of Saint John of the Cross
Oil paint, 1951 



The focus or emphasis is the object or element which first catches our attention.

Visual weight is a measure of the force that an element exerts to attract the eye. Two-
dimensional objects can attract attention. The more an element attracts the eye, the greater 
its visual weight



EMPHASIS:
special attention given 
to some aspect of a 
composition, which 
gives it prominence.

The spot that is most 
emphasized is known 
as the FOCAL POINT.



Movement is the way in which the viewer’s eye is directed 
in a work. It can imply motion, hint at a narrative, or simply 
create a pleasing effect.

Marcel Duchamp
Nude Descending a Staircase, No. 2
Oil on Canvas, 1912

Marcel Duchamp
Nude Descending a Staircase, No. 2
Oil on Canvas, 1912
Author: 
Source: Wikipedia
License: Public Domain (US)



The works of artist Jacob Lawrence. Show the use 
of the movement through sport and work.



Rhythm occurs when similar shapes or form are repeated 
within a work of art. Rhythm is the visual beat or tempo 
within a work of art.

Bridget Riley
Red
Oil on Canvas, 2005



Robert Delaunay
Endless Rhythm
Oil paint on canvas, 1934

Named for the principle of art that it most evokes, Robert 
Delaunay’s Endless Rhythm presents the viewer with a loop of 
repeating shapes creating a complex rhythm within the work.



Ai Weiwei
The Animal That Looks Like a Llama but is 
Really an Alpaca, 2015

Pattern in a work of art refers to the regular and planned repetition of an 
element in a design



Jabob Lawrence

Examples of rhythm and 
pattern in this painting by 
Jacob Lawrence.



Contrast: the degree of difference between compositional parts or 
between one image and another. High contrast tends to be eye 
catching, and is often used to create dynamic, highly readable 

images.



PROXIMITY: The distance between visual elements can create visual tension.



Robert Delaunay
Endless Rhythm
Oil paint on canvas, 1934

Named for the principle of art that it most evokes, Robert 
Delaunay’s Endless Rhythm presents the viewer with a loop of 
repeating shapes creating a complex rhythm within the work.


