
Value  
and Expression



mimesis |mƧˈmēsis, mī-| noun 
formal or technical 
!

representation or imitation of 
the real world in art and 
literature.



expression |ikˈspreSHƧn| noun 
!

the process of making known 
one's thoughts or feelings… the 
conveying of feeling… in a work 
of art, or in the performance of a 
piece of music



Pablo Picasso. Torso Study. 
1893

Jody Williams. “Eli, Eli, Lema 
Sabachthani?” 1994.



Principles of  
Visual Organization 



Principles of Visual Organization 
!

Unity

Harmony and Variety


Emphasis 
Scale and Proportion 

Repetition and Rhythm  
Balance 

Figure and Ground 
Gestalt 



Unity  

Unity is the underlying principle that 
encompasses all of the other principles and 

elements of design. 

!

It refers to the coherence of the whole, the sense 
that all of the parts are working together to 

achieve a common objective.



Formal Unity is accomplished by arranging the 
elements of art (line, shape, value, texture, and 
color) according to the principles of visual 
organization to bring Harmony and Variety into 
a ratio appropriate to the content you are trying 
to convey.

Unity  







Harmony can be achieved through the effective and consistent use of 
any of the elements.  Harmony relies on fluidity and cohesiveness to 
appeal to our desire for order and balance.  Harmony can be thought 

of as similarity, oneness, togetherness, and/or cohesion.

!

Variety can be achieved through the introduction of the unexpected or 
the multiplication of forms. Variety relies on surprise and disjunction to 

appeal to our desire for heterogeneity and choice. Variety can be 
thought of as difference, diversity, change, or divergence.


!
Patterns tend to be ordered and to provide an underlying structure.  

This is the most simple means of achieving a strong sense of harmony. 

!

Disrupted pattern can create emphasis.

!

Consistency of shape and color are also powerful tools that can pull a 
composition together.


!
Disharmony is known as dissonance, which can be used intentionally.



The success of following images is contingent upon 
particular degrees of harmony and variety in different 

proportions to achieve a unity that serves in the delivery of a 
specific content. 













Gestalt Psychology

• From the German word for whole or complete


• Theory of mind which suggests that the brain has 
the ability to organize information holistically and 
automatically, in a self-organizing manner


• Implies that “the whole is greater than the sum of 
its parts”


• Supports the visual recognition of figures, 
shapes, and forms rather than separate elements 
such as lines and shapes.



Gestalt   
*The unified whole is different from the sum of its parts.  

 
 



!
!
Similarity — Similar objects are often perceived as a group.
!
Continuity — A line, a group of objects with a linear character, a pointing 
gesture, or a gaze continues beyond the terminus. This is a powerful concept 
for directing attention in an image. 
!
Closure — When gaps appear between shapes, people tend to mentally close 
those gaps and form a perception of a whole object. 
!
Proximity — Objects placed close together are often perceived as a group.
!
Figure and Ground — Distinct shapes are formed by the foreground (figure) 
and background (ground).
 
 

Gestalt
 

A Few Common Principles of Gestalt  
(there are others)  





The Law of Pragnanz, also known as the Law of Simplicity, states that we tend to perceive the world 
in the simplest form possible.  There are two major parts to this law: closure and grouping.  Closure 
is the tendency to fill in missing portions from a perceptual array, or to fill in the gaps.  Grouping 
occurs when similar or proximal stimuli are perceived as belonging together in a group.  



A common example used to illustrate closure is the perception of a complete triangle from three 
lines. If you look closely you can actually see two triangles in the figure.  Grouping can be observed 
by looking at the collection of black dots below.  Your brain groups the dots together and allows 
you to see the figure of a dog.  



We see instantly either the old or young man or woman. We can shift our perception to see the 
other and the parts that make up the whole are reassigned an identity. The “chin and jaw” become a 
“nose” The “ear” becomes an “eye.” These shifts illustrate our ability to see the whole as greater 
than the sum of parts. Indeed, the parts are ambiguous and have to be consciously reordered after 
making the shift.!
Gestalt theory describes (but does not explain the mechanism for) these tendencies.



“That’s just terrifying.”



Balance and Rhythm



Rhythm  
Rhythm in music is readily 
comprehended. An 
understanding of rhythm in 
the visual arts is best 
obtained by considering the 
nature of rhythm in music, 
where the regular or 
evolving pulses of 
percussive elements and/or 
brief, low tones establishes 

the flow of music in time. The fact that rhythm in music is a temporal concept 
can make it difficult for beginning students to see the visual application of the 
term. Let go of the idea of time and focus on the mechanism of repetition and 
the goal of establishing flow. 



Definitions: 
rhythmic(al): recurring with measured 
regularity; "the rhythmic chiming of 
church bells"  

!
recurring at regular intervals 

!
a cycle, an interval during which a 
recurring sequence of events occurs; 
"the rhythm of the seasons”

!
the arrangement of alternating stressed 
and unstressed elements; "the rhythm 
of Frost's poetry"


Rhythm  

• Alternating!

• Regular!

• Progressive!

• Legato!

• Staccato!

• Random

Types of Rhythm
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Balance

Your internal sense of Balance is the starting 
point


− Sense of vertical and horizontal

− Sense of centrality



Visual Weight

•	Relative “importance”
 
•	 Influenced by size, value, type of shape,  

texture, location, orientation

•	Ground/context influence weight
 

•	 Attachment to the bottom adds weight,  
attachment to the top alleviates weight


•	Orientation - horizontal, vertical, diagonal,   
z-axis



Types of Balance

• Symmetrical Balance (AKA Formal Balance) 
• Approximate Symmetry 
• Asymmetrical Balance (AKA Informal Balance) 
• Axial Symmetries (terms refer to the axis)  

• Horizontal 
• Vertical 
• Diagonal 
• Radial 



Balance  
(in Composition)

Symmetrical Balance


!

!

!

!

Asymmetrical Balance

Imbalance




Symmetrical balance



Asymmetrical Balance



                Symmetrical Balance!                    Asymmetrical Balance



Vertical 
Symmetry



Horizontal 
Symmetry



Diagonal 
Symmetry



Radial 
 Symmetry



Symmetrical 
Composition

(Balance)

Balance - Visual Weight in relation to the Frame



Symmetrical Composition
(Vertical Symmetry)



Vertical 
Approximately 

Symmetrical 
Composition
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Asymmetrical 
Composition



Radial 
 Symmetry



Asymmetrical 
Composition



Scale, Proportion, and 
Emphasis



Size and Scale

Size is how large (or small) an item actually is. It is a 
measurable quantity. The format you use for a project is a 
certain size.


!
Scale is a relative size. It refers to how large (or small) an item 

seems. There has to be some standard against which to 
measure in order to have scale. You can make a scale model 
of a car that will fit in your hand. Next to a real car the model 
is much smaller in scale.


!
Proportion is a design principle based upon the relationship 

between size and scale. 



Proportion

Describes the relationship of size and 
scale. 


An object’s size may be scaled to match 
that of other objects (exact proportion).


An object’s size may be scaled too large 
or too small, relative to other objects 
(exaggerated proportion)


Hieratic Scale adjusts relative size based 
on relative importance.



Hieratic Scale

Exaggerated proportions to emphasize relative importance.!

Giotto’s Madonna EnthronedStele of Naram Sin



Emphasis
• Emphasis is also referred to as point of focus, or 

interruption. It marks the location(s) in a composition 
that most strongly draw the viewers attention. Usually 
there is a primary, or main, point of emphasis, with 
secondary focal points in other parts of the 
composition. The emphasis usually is an interruption 
in the fundamental pattern or movement of the viewers 
eye through the composition or a break in the rhythm.!

•  The artist or designer uses emphasis to call attention 
to something, or to vary the composition in order to 
hold the viewers interest by providing visual 
“surprises.”



Dominance
Dominance describes a situation where something 
dominates (is more important or more noticeable 
than its surroundings). Information is rarely of uniform 
interest in art (except in wallpaper). Most art is used 
to communicate -- to tell a story or present a point of 
view. There usually is a focal point, a place where the 
action begins. You should be able to control what will 
be noticed first, what is dominant in an image, and 
where the viewer's attention will go from there.



Subordination
• When there is dominance there must be subordination (things 

lower in ranking). In art this means that some things get more 
attention and some get less. Figure dominates ground for instance.


• This is a matter of emphasis. Some situations call for strong visual 
dominance such as attracting the viewer's attention to the main 
subject of an image. Some situations call for more subtle emphasis 
such as leading the viewer through the composition and directing 
them to a secondary focal point. The artist/designer should be able 
to use all levels of control over the viewer's attention. This includes 
the ability to put something in an image that may escape detection 
for a long time (and then be a delight to find).



Controlling Emphasis

• Contrast


• Placement


• Isolation


• Elaboration



Contrast
Contrast achieves emphasis by setting the point of emphasis 
apart from the rest of its background using visual devices in 
opposition. Thus, various kinds of contrasts are possible. 


 - The use of a neutral background isolates the a point having 
high saturation.  


 - Contrast of color, texture, or shape will call attention to a 
specific point.  


 - Contrast of size or scale will as well.


 - Direction, rhythm, and speed are non-concrete 
characteristics that can be contrasting.





Placement Relative to Format
The most important place in the format, by far, is the center. The 
further from the center, the less noticeable an item becomes.  As items 
contact the outside edges they become slightly more noticeable. That 
is because they relate to the format, which is always a dominant shape 
in any composition.

!
Objects that overlap the edge of the  
format call more attention to them- 
selves. They seem to be going out or  
coming in to the composition.



Placement Relative to Other Forms
Once you establish a primary focal point you can use Gestalt principles, 
such as proximity, similarity and continuance, to control what is to be 
noticed next.


- Proximity: An overlapping, touching or close object is likely to be seen 
next (in that order) after a primary object. The more visible (contrasting) the 
object is, the more likely this is to happen. Where you place objects is 
important. 

 - Similarity: An object that is the same color, size and/or shape will form a 
group with the primary object and be seen next. The more alike the two 
objects are, the stronger the link. Texture can also be an affective similarity 
device.


 - Continuance: If the primary object points or looks at an object, that can 
direct the viewer's attention to the secondary object. Proximity and similarity 
may be stronger but when two or more techniques are used together the 
effect is the strongest.



Isolation

Isolation is a kind of placement. An item that stands apart 
from its surroundings will be more noticeable. This is not 
likely to make an item be noticed first but can make one item 
stand out as a focal point.!
!
Where you put objects in the format and in relationship to 
other objects can strongly affect emphasis.







Elaboration

Elaboration - Prolonged visual involvement through 
intricacy (contrast of detail). In some cases, many points 
of emphasis are created that are to be discovered through 
close attention to the intricacies of the design.















Formal Unity is accomplished by arranging the 
elements of art (line, shape, value, texture, and 
color) according to the principles of visual 
organization to bring Harmony and Variety into 
a ratio appropriate to the content you are trying 
to convey.

INTENTIONALITY



How many times do you 
think a person should 
see a movie?!
!
...Three times, at least, 
to catch the details and 
the intentions behind 
them. - Alfred Hitchcock


