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CHAPTER

2

Design Elements and Principles
Butterflies are very good at seeing purple but reds are usually invisible
to them.
(Victoria Finlay, Colour: Travels through the paintbox, 2002)

Overview
This chapter looks at the use of the design
elements and principles and the ways they assist in
producing visual communications. Design elements
and principles can be used as starting points for
exploration of ideas and can assist in developing
and generating solutions for design problems. They
can be specifically mentioned in a design brief from
a client or purposefully selected by a designer to
fulfill a stated purpose. In your own design work look
at the design elements and principles as a working
toolbox of tricks to assist in broadening your ideas or
as a means of keeping your design work on track.

This chapter will cover:
• design elements including point, line, shape,
form, tone, texture, colour and type
• design principles including figure-ground,
balance, contrast, cropping, hierarchy,
scale, proportion and pattern (repetition and
alternation)
• aesthetic and functional considerations
when selecting and applying design
elements and principles
• drawing methods to visualise ideas and
concepts
• suitability of different manual and/or digital
methods, media and materials for exploring
and applying design elements and design
principles
• presentation drawing methods for the
purpose of refining conceptual designs
using manual and/or digital methods.

(VCAA 2012)
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The Design Elements
The design elements include point, line, shape,
form, tone, texture, colour and letterform. They can
be seen as different ways to make marks on your
paper.

information. Point can be used to create a pattern
or an image and is used to create tone in dot
rendering or stippling techniques.

Figure 2.2

Using point to create tone, a rendering
technique referred to as dot rendering or
stippling

Figure 2.3

A postcard marketing the pt4me2
campaign for catching public transport.
The postcard incorporates point as
a decorative means leading the eye
horizontally through the composition.
(Metropolitan Transport Forum)

Figure 2.1

The design elements (L to R, top to
bottom): point, line, shape, form, tone,
colour, texture and type

Point
Point – it’s more than a dot!
Point can be used as a reference mark to
show the location or position of something on a
map or diagram. It may be shown as a dot, small
shape or symbol to represent an object or indicate
an identity. It can be cleverly used in a visual
communication to draw our eyes to important

Figure 2.4

Point can be used to link information in
a diagram
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Figure 2.5
Point is used to show
locations on a map

Point can be:
• used to create tone
•

a pattern

•

decorative

•

a symbol

•

directive

•

a point of reference.

Line
Line is a continuous mark made on a surface.
Line can vary in appearance (curved, straight,
irregular) and in thickness, weight and style. Line
may be continuous, broken, roughly created or
finely drafted. In design it is often incorporated with
other elements (for example, to outline a shape or
to produce a contour drawing, which is an outline
drawing) and it can be used to create a shape,
tone, form or texture. The creator can change the
line produced depending on the tool they use to
make their mark.
Line weights and styles are used to
communicate or represent different information
in architectural and engineering drawings. For
example, in three-dimensional drawing a system of
visible and hidden lines is used to assist in showing
where changes in an object are located. Thick
continuous lines are used to show visible parts of
an object whilst thin dashes are used to represent
hidden details.

Figure 2.6

An architectural drawing that
incorporates different line weights and
styles. These different line weights and
styles are used according to Australian
Standards and represent wall thickness,
dimension and object lines.

Bold, heavy or coloured lines can lead the
eye through a visual communication or highlight/
emphasise important text in a document. In
freehand drawing, soft lines may be used to
emphasise an organic subject matter, and
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rendering techniques such as crosshatching or
contour hatching use line to show the form and/or
tone of an object.
Line can create texture and pattern and is used
extensively at the beginning of the design process
to generate quick freehand sketches, as seen in

Figure 2.7

Figure 2.7. Thumbnail sketches often focus on
the use of line as a quick and efficient method to
express ideas. Figure 2.8 is an illustration using
scraper board and the technique used in this
example relies on line to create tone and texture.
The line style is soft, gentle, flowing and organic.

A thumbnail sketch created solely with
line

Figure 2.8

The use of line in this artwork creates
tone and form

Figure 2.9
The whimsical and fluid style of lines used
in this illustration are affiliated with designer/
illustrator Kat Chadwick. This artwork
was produced for her client The Age
(M Magazine), published by Fairfax. It is
a detail from the Melbourne Cup cover
illustration.

Line can be:
•

organic

• solid

• vertical or horizontal

•

geometric

• broken

• burred

•

curly

• irregular

• freehand.

•

fine or thick

Discover
Further Research
Look at the work of illustrator Charley Harper and illustrator Kat Chadwick (www.cambridge.
edu.au/viscommweblinks).
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Shape
Shape is two dimensional and created by a closed outline. It
can be organic or geometric, symmetrical or asymmetrical.
Used with other elements, such as tone, it can create form.
Shape plays a part in the relationship between figure and
ground. Shape may be the dominant figure placed on a
ground creating a second shape. This relationship may also be
referred to as positive and negative space. Shape may work
on its own as a figure such as a pictograph symbol or a simple
logo. Shapes that you find in nature tend to be more organic
and may be free flowing, soft and random. Think of flowers,
sea shells and the shapes of patterns on insects. We can look
towards architecture and manufactured items to see geometric
shapes such as circles, squares, rectangles and diamonds.

Figure 2.11
Organic shape. This is the image used for
The Big Laugh Out Festival, a component
of the Melbourne International Comedy
Festival. The design incorporates organic
shapes that assist in representing the
comic nature of the character.

symmetrical
parts or proportions are mirrored
along an axis creating a centred and
equal composition

Figure 2.10 Geometric shape. This is a postcard for the Rooftop
Cinema. Its design incorporates geometric shapes
that assist in representing a modern approach in
cinema experiences.

asymmetrical
unequal parts or proportions;
cannot be divided equally

Embark
Shape: It’s Two Dimensional!
Draw a line that crosses itself or
intersects with another line enclosing
a space and creating another shape.
Look at your shapes; they have height
and width but no depth – they are two
dimensional.
Figure 2.12 Examples of shapes
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Pictographs and Symbols
pictograph
a simplified
drawing that
conveys meaning
through pictorial
resemblance/
appearance

Pictographs are simplified pictures
of an object. They are usually two
dimensional, produced in black on a
coloured background. Their meaning
is instantly recognisable, even from
a distance and used worldwide.
Pictographs are commonly used to
depict things like toilets, airports,

Figure 2.13 Pictographs are used to represent a
range of universally recognised symbols

public telephones, hospitals and warning signs,
just to name a few. Refer to Figure 2.13 for some
examples. These ubiquitous, instantly recognisable
generic symbols rely on the successful
combination of shape, line and colour.

Figure 2.14
This is the front cover of an information booklet for
the VCE Season of Excellence 2011 program. The
imagery is created from bright silhouette shapes of
objects relevant to the exhibitions. These shapes are
then in turn contained within the large shape of a
hand. This example shows how a simple shape can
be used to create something quite spectacular.
(VCE Season of Excellence, 2011)

Embark
Task: The Study of a Logo
Figure 2.15 is a collection of logo designs.
As a class discuss the differences
between the logos including their
potential purposes, contexts, use of
design elements and principles.

Figure 2.15 Logo designs
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Digital Toolkit
Logo Analysis
Shape can be:
• organic
•

geometric

• asymmetrical

• masculine or feminine

• symmetrical

• urban/rural.

Form
Form refers to the three-dimensional nature of
an object. Shape is only two dimensional; form is
three dimensional. Form is a shape that has been
enhanced by another element such as tone, texture
or colour to make it appear three dimensional.
Form can be represented through drawing
methods such as perspective, isometric, oblique
and planometric. Form can also be created in
freehand observational and visualisation drawings
when incorporating highlights, shadows and tone.
In Figure 2.16 there are two images. One is a circle.
However, by adding shadows and highlights to the
other we can create form – a sphere.
Form can be something you can hold, walk
around and perhaps venture inside. Architects,

Figure 2.16 The difference between shape
and form

industrial designers and engineers use 3D
computer modelling programs such as Solid Edge,
SolidWorks or 3D Studio MAX to show the form of
the object/house they have designed. They also
construct 3D models from different materials and
create scaled models as mock ups.

Embark
Advertising, Branding and Form
The Paper Tiger cardboard stool by Anthony Dann is an innovative, award-winning example of
Australian design. The stool is an excellent solution for temporary seating and offers opportunities
for custom printing, different graphics and corporate branding, making the stool a powerful tool for
marketing. The stool simply folds and slots into place from flat-packed cardboard with no tools or
fixtures required. The stool is Australian made from recycled cardboard with a life span of up to two
years.
1 Research Anthony Dann and his company Paper Tiger Products:
• www.cambridge.edu.au/viscommweblinks
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Embark continued
2 As a class discuss why this innovative design is more than just a product … more than
just a stool.
600

530

450

Figure 2.17 Ingenious use of cardboard cut-outs
(Paper Tiger Products, designed by Anthony Dann. Photography by Michael Kai.)

Digital Toolkit
Advertising, Branding and Form
A design project looking at advertising and branding and the Paper Tiger stool.

Form can be looked at in
different ways. Figure 2.18 is a
photograph of the Webb Bridge
in Melbourne’s Docklands.
The ribbon of steel with its
geometric patterns creates a
semicircular form. The bridge is
an example of form as it is three
dimensional; we can walk on
and around it. Figure 2.19 is a
perspective drawing of a bridge
showing the internal structure
or internal form of the bridge.
This perspective drawing of
the bridge also shows form
because it is drawn three
dimensionally in perspective
and has tone and texture to
assist in adding depth and
dimension.

Figure 2.18
Webb Bridge
in Melbourne
Docklands

Figure 2.19
Perspective
drawing of a bridge
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Digital Toolkit
Books upon Books
This unit of work asks students to produce a series of freehand drawings from observation
including rendering to create form.

Form can be:
•

drawn

•

geometric

•

constructed

•

organic

•

held

•

•

walked around and
through

natural/found in
the environment/
created by nature.

an object. Tone can be graduated and solid, and
created with hatching or stippling techniques.
Tone can be:

Tone
Tone refers to the shadows and highlights found
in drawings and photographs. The different lights
and shades in colour is tone. The range of greys
between black and white is tone. In a colour
illustration/drawing you can create different tones
of a colour by adding black or white. A black-andwhite drawing can be enhanced by adding a large
variety of tones of grey. Tone is used to create form
or illustrate a surface quality and can create the
illusion of space and depth.
Tone can assist in identifying a shape because
it can enhance the form and separate the object
from its background by light and dark contrast or
by creating a shadow. Solid or graduated tone can
be used to emphasise a curved surface, creating
the illusion of depth. Tone can be used to show the
surface direction of an object, to show rounded
shapes, to show distance and to show the form of

•

graduated or gradiated (gradiant)

•

curved

•

solid

•

coloured

•

black and white.

Figure 2.20 This is a drawing from observation. The
object has different tones: a light tone
on the surface facing the light source
(window, electric light, sun); a dark tone
on the surface furthest from the light
source; and medium tones in between.

Figure 2.21 Different examples of tone used to show form
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Texture

Using Other Elements to Create Texture

Texture is the surface quality of an object and
also refers to the way objects’ or materials’ visual
appearance is drawn. When drawing an object
you can combine other elements such as line,
point, colour and tone to re-create the object or
give it visual interest to communicate an idea.
Through showing the texture of an object you can
visually define the object by enhancing its form and
emphasising the quality of a surface. By combining
the other elements you can create a number
of textural effects to simulate surface textures:
for example, the texture of wood grain or shiny
metal. Like other elements, texture can be used
to enhance a visual communication by attracting
and creating a focal point, to link or separate
information.

Colour, line, point and tone are useful when
replicating texture.

Colour
Colour is one of the more powerful design
elements, with its ability to have a significant
impact on people’s emotions and their ability
to concentrate and learn. For example, colours
such as red and orange can make food more
appealing and influence people to eat more. It is
no coincidence that fast-food restaurants almost
always use these colours in their advertising.
Colours also have a functional impact on
readability, eye-strain and the ability to attract
attention. This is important in choosing colours for
signage, website pages, print material and other
marketing media. The most visible colour is yellow
and the most legible of all colour combinations are
black on yellow and green on white followed by
red on white. Most road and traffic signs use these
colour combinations. Colour can influence our
emotions and moods and therefore can be easily
used to intensify a target audience’s reaction to a
visual communication.

Figure 2.22 Family of packaging designs by David
Pigeon

Figure 2.23 Examples of texture created using other elements of design
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The Colour Wheel: Primary, Secondary
and Tertiary
The three primary colours are red, blue and yellow.
These three pigments cannot be produced by
mixing other colours; however, when combined
they create secondary colours. When we mix
secondary colours we make tertiary colours and

different hues of these colours can be produced
when adding black and white. Paint, markers,
pastels and even pencil can be easily used to
explore colour mixing theories. Black or white
added to a colour creates a shade. Black will make
colours darker and adding white to a colour creates
a pastel or tint. Mixed together they create grey.

2

Figure 2.26 Secondary colours are created by
combining two primary colours

Figure 2.24 A colour wheel

Figure 2.25 Primary colours

Figure 2.27 Tertiary colours are created by
combining one primary colour and one
secondary colour
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Complementary Colours
Complementary colours are found opposite to
each other on the colour wheel. They are also
known as contrasting colours as, when placed
together, they create high contrast
and vibrant designs that draw
analogous colours
attention. A designer will often
colours that are
deliberately use a complementary
partially similar
colour scheme to attract or direct
a viewer’s eye.
triadic colour
scheme
a colour scheme that
uses three (tri) colours
that are spaced
equally on the colour
wheel. For example,
yellow, red and blue.
Using these colour
combinations can
provide a vivid colour
scheme
monochromatic
the one colour or
shades of one colour;
for example, grey scale

More Colour Schemes
The triadic colour scheme uses three (tri) colours
that are spaced equally on the colour wheel; for
example: yellow, red and blue. Using these colour
combinations can provide a vivid colour scheme.
A monochromatic colour scheme is where you
take one colour and add white or black to create
different values and intensities.

Analogous and Harmonious
Colours
Analogous colours appear side
by side on the colour wheel and
create a harmonious balance
within a visual communication.
An example is red, red orange,
and orange. Although the colours
work well (harmonise) together
they can lack the impact of
complementary colour schemes.
However, you can still create high
impact using high contrast that
may be softer on the eye than a
complementary scheme.

Figure 2.29 Example of analogous and harmonious
colour schemes

Figure 2.30 A triadic colour scheme. In this case
all three of the secondary colours were
used.

Figure 2.28 Impact can be created by combining
contrasting colours.

Figure 2.31
Monochromatic colour scheme
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More Colour Terms

orange and yellow. We tend to associate
these colours with fire and the warmth
Hue refers to a pure colour that is part of
of the sun. Although reds, oranges and
the 12-step colour wheel. It is another word
yellows are thought of as warm colours,
for colour without tint or shade.
there are cool versions. For example,
Neutral colours are greys, whites and
if you take a warm red and mix it with
blacks.
a small amount of blue you will have
Tints are the results of adding various
a cooler version compared to a fiery
amounts of white to a colour. A shade refers
orange red. Warm colours tend to come
to a colour that has had black added to it.
towards us and are sometimes referred
Saturation refers to the purity of a hue or
to as ‘advancing colours’ when put in
colour. If a colour is saturated it is pure and
colour combinations with cooler colours.
does not have any neutral colours added to
Warm and cool colours are helpful when
it. An unsaturated colour may be dull and
drawing things in perspective.
muted, containing percentages of neutral
Cool colours appear on the opposite
colours.
side of the colour wheel to the warm
colours. These are blues, violets and
Receding Colour and Advancing
greens, which we associate with the
coolness of water, grass and skies.
Colours
These colours appear to recede
Warm colours appear on one side of the
(therefore sometimes referred to as
colour wheel and are considered to be red,
‘receding colours’) and can be used
with warm colours to
emphasise depth. Although
green, blue and purple are
thought to be cool colours
there are warm versions
of each. By mixing colours
you can have a warm blue
and a cool blue. A warmer
blue would be closer to
the warm colours in the
spectrum.
Figure 2.32 Two examples of tints using different levels of

2
hue
colour or the shade of
a colour and its name
e.g. red, yellow, blue
tints
a mixture of a colour
and white, which will
increase the lightness.
A shade is when black
is mixed with a colour to
reduce lightness
saturation
refers to the intensity
and brightness of
a colour
advancing and
receding colours
placing certain colours
together can result
in them appearing to
recede or advance.
Warm colours such as
red, orange or yellow
seem to come forward
while cool colours such
as blue and green seem
to recede slightly

contrast

Figure 2.33
A scale of
saturation

Figure 2.34
Using the same warm orange, two-colour combinations
are arranged. In the image on the left the green appears to
recede while in the image on the right the orange appears to
advance.

Figure 2.35
Warm red and cool
red
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Digital Toolkit
Symbolic Colours: A Paint Chip Design
Problem
Colour can assist in showing what an object looks like
and can also be used for other purposes, such as to attract
attention or guide someone in the right direction.
• www.cambridge.edu.au/viscommweblinks

Figure 2.36 Example of one use
of colour

Colour My World

CMYK

When working with information technology and
printing you will find yourself using RGB and
CYMK colour models and so it is worthwhile to
understand the difference.

As RGB is based upon combining colours of light
it is not used for printing on paper. Instead, the
CMYK colour process is used for printing. The
combinations of cyan, magenta, yellow and key
(black) ink make up all the colours needed for
printing. If you have a colour printer at home you
would be familiar with having to purchase cyan,
magenta, yellow and black ink rather than red,

RGB
an additive colour
model in which
red, green and
blue light is added
together to produce
a broad array of
colours
CMYK
a subtractive colour
model used in
colour printing. It
refers to the four
inks used in some
colour printing:
cyan, magenta,
yellow and key
(black)

RGB
RGB stands for the three primary
colors of light – red, green and
blue. RGB is an additive colour
theory whose main purpose is
for interpreting, representing and
displaying images in electronic
systems, such as computers and
televisions. RGB deals with light not
pigments (as used in the colour wheel
mentioned earlier in this chapter),
and red, green and blue light are
added together in various ways to
reproduce a broad array of colours.
One difficult aspect of digital design
work is the colour matching. You
need to remember to convert your
RGB colours into CMYK colours so
that what gets printed looks the same
as what you see on your monitor.

Figure 2.37 RGB consists of the three primary
colours of light: red, green and blue,
which make white light

48  VISCOMM A Guide to Visual Communication Design
ISBN 978-1-107-68829-2
© Jacinta Patterson and Joanne Saville 2012
Photocopying is restricted under law and this material must not be transferred to another party

Cambridge University Press

2

Figure 2.38
CMYK combinations of cyan, magenta, yellow and key
(black) ink make up all the colours needed for printing

Figure 2.39
Setting RGB colours and CMYK colours in Adobe®
Illustrator®
Figure 2.40
CMYK process of
overlaying each colour
to produce other
combinations. When
printed on paper, the
original image is recreated.
Figure 2.41
One of the many Pantone colour ranges
(PANTONE® and other Pantone trademarks are
the property of Pantone LLC. PANTONE Colors
displayed here may not match PANTONE-identified
standards. Consult current PANTONE Color
Publications for accurate color. Pantone LLC is a
wholly owned subsidiary of X-Rite, Incorporated.
(© Pantone LLC, 2012. All rights reserved.)

green and blue ink. This subtractive colour model
is a formula of mixing coloured pigments in varying
amounts to produce other colours. CMYK is the
standard colour model used for offset printing fullcolour documents. Printing inks do not radiate light,
they absorb it. Cyan ink absorbs red light, magenta
ink absorbs green light, yellow ink absorbs blue
light and black ink absorbs all three. As a designer
you can specify the amounts of each ink directly.
Software like Photoshop® and InDesign® has
built-in support for you to change your RGB to
CMYK.

Spot Colours
Sometimes using CMYK doesn’t give enough
colour control. For example, if printing coloured

text or simple graphics, using a single
spot colour
pre-mixed ink gives a less fuzzy look
in offset printing,
than a combination of four inks. A
any colour
spot colour or special colour is ink
generated by an
used in offset printing that requires
ink that is printed
one plate per colour. Multiple spot
using a single run
colours can be used but each colour
requires a separate plate as opposed
to the CMYK process of overlaying
each colour to produce colour combinations.
Spot colour inks come in a wide range of vibrant
colours and include metallic and fluorescent inks.
Any ink that needs to be pre-mixed is referred to
as a ‘spot colour’; the most popular spot colour
inks are contained in the Pantone® Matching
System®.
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Embark
For information and inspiration on colours, palettes, patterns and the latest colour trends visit:
www.cambridge.edu.au/viscommweblinks

font
the one size, weight and width of a
typeface; for example, Arial Narrow
11 pt is a font
typeface
typeface is usually mistaken for font,
but they are different. The term ‘font’
refers to a specific member of the
typeface family; for example: roman,
bold or italic. ‘Typeface’ refers to the
consistent visual appearance or style
of, for example, Helvetica or Times New
Roman. Typefaces can be divided into
two main categories: serif and sans serif
typeface family
the complete set of one typeface. Every
font style has different type families; for
example: Condensed Bold, Condensed
Black, Ultra Light, Ultra Light Italic,
Light, Light Italic, Regular, Roman,
Italic, Extended or Combined styles
serif
the small tick-like details on the end
of the strokes that make up letters and
symbols
sans serif
typefaces that do not have the tick-like
projecting features called serifs at the
end of the letter or symbol strokes

Colour can be:
•

bright

• dramatic

•

dull

• subdued

•

dark

• contrasting

•

warm

•

cool

• complementary
(harmonious)

• saturated (indicating
intensity of a colour
– bright and intense)
• muted – weak, soft
or dull.

Type
Type is the physical representation of the words we speak and is used
to put these words down on paper. Type is available in many families
of font styles and is a way to communicate our thoughts and ideas.
Type can be part of a logo (logotype) or combined with other elements
to create a decorative image to emphasise a purpose.
For each typeface style there is a typeface family. For example,
Arial, Helvetica and Times New Roman are different typeface families.
Each family has different options for how the typeface can be used,
such as roman, bold and italic. Some families are much larger, such
as Lucida, which is available in many variations as well as the bold
and italic versions. Having different options allows a designer to
incorporate different font styles but still maintain some consistency
in their work. And thanks to the pull-down font menu in computer
software programs we have access to many families of fonts.

The Little Serif
Serifs are the small tails at the ends of a letter’s stroke. This little detail
or tick-like line makes the typeface easier to read because they lead
the eye from letter to letter. Serif fonts are usually used for large blocks
of text such as in novels and the columns of newspapers. Baskerville
Old Face, as seen in Figure 2.43, is a common example of a serif font.
Sans (meaning ‘without’) serif typefaces, as the name suggests, are
typefaces that do not have the small ticks at the ends of a letter’s
stroke. Examples of sans serif typefaces are Arial, Helvetica and
Calibri, as seen in Figure 2.43.
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A Type Family
Lucida Roman
Lucida Italic
Lucida Bold
Lucida Bold Italic
Lucida Handwriting
Lucida Sans Typewriter
Lucida Sans Typewriter
Oblique

Ff
Figure 2.42 Type combined with other
elements (The Zebra Eye –
Jarrell Goh)

Arial
Helvetica
Calibri

Figure 2.43
On the left is a serif font, Baskerville Old Face. The parts of the
letters circled in red are the serifs. Examples of some sans serif fonts
– Arial, Helvetica and Calibri – are shown on the right.

Embark

Embark

As a class, discuss how Figure 2.44 may have
been created in Illustrator®.

The Dog Ate My Homework
Using the design process you are
required to create your own poster
for ‘The dog ate my homework’. Use
a software program like Illustrator®
or undertake this task using manual
methods.

Discover
Gavin Ambrose and Paul Harris,
The Fundamentals of Typography,
AVA Publishing SA 2006.

Figure 2.44 Working with typefaces in Adobe®
Illustrator®
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How to Avoid a Font Attack

Discover

1 Take Responsibility

To Serif or Not Serif?

As a designer you have several responsibilities
when selecting a typeface for your visual
communications. Firstly, you have a responsibility
to your target audience to select a typeface that
doesn’t hinder their reading. Secondly, you have
a responsibility to the actual typeface itself. Good
typefaces are designed for specific purposes but
not every typeface is suited to every situation and
you owe it to the typeface to get it right. Sometimes
as students (and as designers) we get excited
about finding a new typeface and just want to use it
for everything. To use the words of a typeface guru:
A new typeface is something like a newborn
baby (though it doesn’t throw-up on you): don’t
drop it, squeeze it too hard, hold it upsidedown; in other words, don’t abuse it, treat it
respectfully, carefully.
(John Boardley)

Currently Microsoft uses Calibri (a sans
serif font) as their default font. If we are
familiar with a font we will read it. If you
have doubts about a sans serif typeface
being used for the body text have a look at
Swiss Typography.
• www.cambridge.edu.au/
viscommweblinks

3 Honour Thy Content and Context
For every good designer it becomes instinctive
and intuitive when selecting a typeface to suit a
specific context and to be reflective of the content.
There are typefaces that look good on a screen
and are therefore suitable for web design, but
others will look better on paper. Some typefaces

Discover
John Boardley and his passion for
typography can be found at www.
cambridge.edu.au/viscommweblinks

2 Sans or Serif?
Some designers will say that serrified types are
better for a body of text because the serifs assist
in leading your eye and are therefore used quite
often in publications such as magazines and
newspapers. Perhaps this is true but sometimes
taking a risk or breaking the rules can lead to an
exciting design solution.

Sans serif
Figure 2.45 The sans and the serif

Figure 2.46 Shopping bag for the National Gallery
of Victoria shop designed by Studio
Round: a typeface suited for both the
context and target audience
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are suited for headings and others will be better
for the body text. Times New Roman is narrow set
and looks great in columns of text, and Futura is a
modern-looking typeface used for print and digital
purposes as both a headline and body font. You
need to be careful in choosing a typeface suited to
your content. A handwritten typeface style may not
be the best choice for an annual report and surely
there is a better choice than Copperplate Gothic for
a local kindergarten’s open day billboard?

4 Can You Read It?
Being able to read the text is important, so read
it and give it to your family and friends too! This
will assist you in being able to select appropriate
typefaces. Another tip is not to use capital letters
for large amounts of text as they tire the eyes. Look
at the example in Figure 2.47: which of the typeface
styles is easier to read?

The quick brown fox jumps over the
lazy dog
The quick brown fox jumps over the
lazy dog
The quick brown fox jumps over the
lazy dog

The quick brown fox jumps over t
he
lazy dog
The quick brown fox jumps over t
he
lazy dog
The quick brown fox jumps over t
he
lazy dog

lighter font is required or a darker/blacker typeface
may be needed to emphasise or balance a page.

2

6 Check It Out!
If your project’s final
destination is paper then
print it out to evaluate
the typeface choice.
Your typeface choice
might appear clear and
resolved on screen but
not hit the mark when
printed. If your project is
digitally based, such as
a website design, then
check your work on
different-sized computer
screens and at different
resolutions to ensure it
always looks fabulous.

Black and White
White type on a black
background can be
difficult to read in large
quantities.
Another tip when
printing white on black:
the font should be
bold as the black ink
can bleed and render
it illegible as seen in
Figure 2.49.

Figure 2.48
The typeface selected not only
appears to make the title of the
concert appear in lights but also
reflects the imagery incorporated
and would appeal to the target
audience

Figure 2.47 Which typeface is easier to read?

5 Target Your Audience
Remember who your target audience is. If you are
choosing a typeface for a children’s picture book
an old English font may not be the best choice.
Also think about your space/page. Sometimes a

Figure 2.49 So many fonts: choose with purpose and an audience
in mind
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Digital Toolkit
A Sans Serif
Design Task

Figure 2.50 Helbotica

Letterform can be:
•

bold, italic or regular

•

uppercase or lowercase

•

organic

•

handwritten

•

contemporary

•

script

•

serif or sans serif

•

emotive.

And it can vary in:
• point size
•

font.

Microsoft had always used Times New Roman as
their default font. Word 2007 changed this and Times New
Roman has been replaced by a SANS SERIF! A font with no little
serifs (tails) a font by the name of Calibri. Why did they change?Does
it have something to do with how a font reads on the screen and reads
when printed? Use the internet to search Microsoft/Times New Roma/Calibri.
Did you know that IKEA changed its font in 2009? Ikea abandoned the elegant
typeface Futura and replaced it with the modern Verdana.What was strange that
not only did the switch cause alarm among those who loved type but real people
noticed! Google 'Ikea font' and see the font war dicussed. In the design world the
font Arial is regarded as a cheat. Arial was designed to be the Helvetica lookalike
favoured by Microsoft. Arial was consciously designed in the early 1980's to offer an
alternative to Helvetica before Microsoft bundled it with its Windows operating system.
Arial's design irked the design community becuase the width and other key elements
fitted exactly the same grids that Helvetica occupied and therefore making it
interchangeable in any documents and printing display software.The phrase 'the
quick brown fox jumps over the lazy dog' is a pangram - a phrase containg all
the letters of the alphabet. This phrase is familiar in the type designworld and
is useful as a display phrase allowing you to explore a font's personality.
For some fun look on YouTube for a short video of a quick brown fox
jumping over a lazy dog. Avatar may have been one of the most
expensive films made, but it used a cheap font for marketing Papyrus, a font available free on every Mac and PC.
Some say that Trajan is the movie font. Use the
internet to find out why.

Many thanks to Simon Garfield and his book
'Just My Type', 2010

Figure 2.51 Type tree
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Figure 2.52 A folio focused on type design by
Shing Hei Ho, Glen Waverley Secondary
College
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The Design Principles
The design principles are figureground, balance, contrast,
cropping, hierarchy, scale,
proportion and pattern (repetition
and alternation). While the design
elements can be seen as ways to
make marks on paper, the design
principles are ways to arrange,
organise and employ the design
elements.

Figure-Ground
Figure-ground refers to the
shapes, space or forms within
a composition. The figure,
sometimes known as the positive
space, refers to the image(s) that
are visually dominant on the ground.
The ground, sometimes referred to as
the ‘negative’ space or the background, is
the surrounding area that the figure is placed
upon. An image can be figure dominant or
ground dominant, as seen in Figures 2.54
and 2.55.
Figure 2.53
Examples of the design principles (L to R, top to bottom): figure
dominant, ground dominant, asymmetrical balance, symmetrical
balance, contrast, cropping, hierarchy, scale, proportion, pattern
(repetition) and pattern (alternation)

Figure 2.54 An example of figure dominant

Figure 2.55 An example of ground dominant
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To create more of a visual impact, or to
emphasise a message or idea, a designer may
deliberately highlight the figure from its background
to create hierarchy or a focal point within a
composition.
Figure 2.56 is a poster for a graphic design
exhibition. The figure in this composition is the
solid shapes such as the typography and scissors.
The ground is the negative white space around

the figure. Our eyes are drawn immediately to the
orange shape of the scissors and the large black
type used for the title. The designer has cleverly
made use of the interesting negative space within
the handles of the scissors to place secondary
text and information. Next time you are working
with figure-ground, explore emphasising the figure
or ground to see what different impacts you can
create with your composition design.

2

Embark
Using Shape to Create Figure-Ground
Figure 2.56 is a poster promoting a paper and arts supplies store.
Evaluate the effectiveness of this poster in communicating information. In your response
discuss the use of shape, letterform and colour with figure and ground.

Embark
Typography Figure-Ground Exercise
Create an A5 invitation to an art exhibition to be held at your school. Your invitation may
include basic imagery but should mainly focus on incorporating letterform. You are to use
figure and ground as a focal point/feature. Look at Figure 2.56 as a guide.

Figure 2.56
Contemporary poster
incorporating figure and ground
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balance
a design principle
that refers to
the symmetry
or asymmetry
of components
used in visual
communication
design

With consideration, figure-ground
can have a successful working
relationship with other design elements
and principles. Fill your ground with
a decorative pattern that assists in
emphasising the figure or deliberately
use the shape of the negative space to
highlight an idea.

Balance
Balance is the even (though not necessarily
equal) distribution of the design elements to create
harmony within a composition.

Symmetrical Balance
A composition can be symmetrically or
asymmetrically balanced. Imagine placing an
imaginary line down the middle of a composition.
If the elements are of equal weight and value
on either side we refer to this as symmetrically
balanced. Usually when one or more elements are
mirrored on either side we refer to this as a stable
or more formal composition.

Asymmetrical Balance

Figure 2.57 Typefaces used to create figure

When the imagery is not mirrored we can describe
the composition as being dynamic or informal. If
the elements are not mirrored this is referred to as
asymmetrically balanced.
An asymmetrical composition can be balanced
as seen in this movie poster for the Green Lantern.
There is an uneven distribution of elements on
either side of the page, creating an asymmetrical
balance. The overall effect is a strong, dynamic and
effective composition.
In graphic design, balance is considered
when making decisions about layout and the
arrangement of text and images. A bad design
can be eye catching. So when describing or
discussing a visual communication, try not to use
the descriptor ‘eye catching’. Instead use a word
like ‘effective’.

Figure-ground can be:
•

positive space

•

negative space

•

figure dominant

•

ground dominant

•

dynamic composition

•

stable composition.
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Figure 2.58
A stable, more traditional symmetrical
composition

Figure 2.59
The Sherlock Holmes movie poster is
symmetrically balanced. It has been arranged
with a combination of visual elements placed
symmetrically on the left and right sides of the
composition. This poster has a more stable
design because of the choice of a formal and
traditional balanced layout.

Figure 2.60
An asymmetrical composition. Although the information
is not the same on each side of the composition, the
figure is equally balanced by the negative space of the
ground, thus creating a balanced composition.

Figure 2.61
The imagery is dominant on the left-hand side of this
poster, creating an asymmetrical balance
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Radial Balance
Balance can also be evident in a
radial design. With radial design
the elements radiate from a swirl
or a circular/spiral path to achieve
balance in a composition.
Radial balance is when a
composition is created by
arranging elements around a
central point. Parts of the design
must still be arranged so that they
are balanced across the width
and length of the page unless you
are deliberately aiming for lack of
balance.
Balance can be:
•

symmetrical

•

asymmetrical

•

radial

•

dynamic

•

stable

•

formal

•

traditional

•

horizontally balanced

•

vertically balanced

•

centred

•

justified to the left

•

justified to the right.

Figure 2.62 Radial balance

Figure 2.63
Radial balance used in layout
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Contrast
Contrast is where two or more elements that
have opposite qualities are placed together. We
can think about contrast in terms of the tension
created between opposites: such as black versus
white, fine lines versus solid shapes, thick and thin
lines, organic and geometric shapes. Using any of
the elements of design we can create a dynamic
composition through using contrast.

audience and can lead their eye through a visual
communication. Contrasting fonts may be used
in the one presentation to assist in separating
information; a contrasting colour scheme may be
used to make something stand out. Fine, tightly
drawn vertical lines may be used with a smooth
white shape or colourful circles tightly packed
together with a white square.

Figure 2.65 Coronet, a sans serif font, contrasts with
Baskerville Old Face, a serif font

Contrast can be:
•

strong versus weak

•

bright versus dull.

Serif versus sans serif:
Figure 2.64 Bold, solid black shapes contrast with
fine hand-drawn black lines

Contrast is a useful design principle that can
make a visual communication more effective.
Contrast can assist in attracting the target

•

big versus small

•

light versus dark

•

organic versus geometric

•

feminine versus masculine.

Embark
Contrasting Papers
Gather together a collection of wrapping paper or even create your own. Separate your papers
into different contrasting groups. Choose an animal or an object and re-create its image using
collage with your collection of papers.

Digital Toolkit
The Senses
Design task that asks students to create a set of imagery for the five senses. The task asks
students to use contrast as well as other design elements and principles.
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Cropping
Cropping an image can change the emphasis or
direction of a design. An image may be cropped
to emphasise one particular aspect of a design
or to present information more clearly. Clever and
deliberate cropping of shapes, form and letterform
can make a design more visually dominating.

Figure 2.67 Closed composition

Figure 2.66 Cropping

Cropping an image can:
•

change the direction and balance of a
composition

•

change the focus

•

remove unnecessary information or parts of
a ground that simply don’t work within the
composition

•

create greater emphasis

•

help resolve background issues and can
assist in placing the figure on the ground more
effectively.

Be careful not to crop too much of an image so
that it can no longer be understood. Use cropping
to create an open composition.
Cropping can:
•

create an open composition

•

create a closed composition

•

focus on a detail

•

enlarge an image

•

suggest an image.

Figure 2.68 Open composition

Hierarchy
The elements within a composition can be ordered
according to their importance. A hierarchy may
be determined by the scale, colour or placement
and arrangement of elements in a composition. A
bright-red colour may be used in a primarily blackand-white design to create a focal point. A poster
that promotes a new movie may use imagery to
attract a target audience and the text may be
designated according to visual importance (what
the target audience needs to interpret first).
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Scale
Scale is the size you may choose to draw or
place an object in relation to the ground it is
placed upon. Scale is used to assist in drawing
large objects such as houses and furniture and is
used to describe the dimensions of these drawn
objects. Scale can be used to create visual impact
by creating a sense of depth and the feeling
of tension.
Scale can:
•

create contrast

•

provide proportion.

Figure 2.69 This poster for the Apollo Bay music
festival has a strong hierarchy. What
catches your attention first?

Figure 2.70 Scale

Figure 2.71 The same proportions but different scale
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Proportion

Pattern

Proportion is different to scale. Proportion is the
comparative relationship between components
within a visual communication. The shell in Figure
2.72 has a very different proportion to the shell
in Figure 2.73. The tighter inner swirl is not in
proportion with the rest of the shell, unlike the shell
below it.
Proportion suggests the relative scale of objects.

By simply repeating an element such as point, line
or shape you instantly create a pattern.

Figure 2.74 An alternating pattern is when two or
more components are used to make a
pattern

Figure 2.72 Out of proportion

Figure 2.75 A repetitive pattern is when one
component is repeated to create
a pattern
Figure 2.73 In proportion
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When deliberately designing and
using pattern you can:
•

assist in creating order within a
composition

•

link a set/family of visual
communications such as a range
of packaging

•

create contrast or assist in the
hierarchy of a composition

•

emphasise ideas or meanings
through the repetition of imagery
or text.

Pattern:
•

is used to create decoration

•

is useful in surface design

•

creates visual impact.
Figure 2.76
Decorative, fun and
contemporary is the use of
pattern by James Gulliver
Hancock

Discover
Ink & Spindle
Ethical, sustainable and organic textiles – designed and screen printed by hand in the artists’
Kensington studio.
• www.cambridge.edu.au/viscommweblinks

Figure 2.77
Textile-making
in action
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Chapter Review
Summation
• The design elements are colour, shape, line, tone, texture, form, type and point.
• The design principles are balance, contrast, cropping, hierarchy, figure-ground, scale,
proportion and pattern.
• The elements of design are the marks we make on a page and the design principles are the
way that we arrange them.
• Use the design elements and principles in your design process when making aesthetic
judgements and design decisions. They should be part of your creative, critical and reflective
thinking approaches.
• Use the elements and principles of design when:
•

producing visualisation drawings

•

fulfilling the purpose of a visual communication.

• The elements and principles can be explored both manually and digitally.

Multiple-Choice Questions
Below are four images where different design elements and principles have been used. For each image
select the correct answer.

1 What design element has been used
predominately?

2 What design principle has been used
predominately?

a

colour

a

figure-ground

b

contrast

b

photography

c

watercolour paint

c

colour
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3 What design element has been used
predominately?

4 What design principle has been used
predominately?

a

ink

a

texture

b

line

b

pattern

c

freehand drawing

c

paper

Mini Task
1 Select a photograph of an object, animal or person (or create your own image).
2 Create an outline of your image.
3 Fill in each area with different patterns.
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CHAPTER REVIEW

Extended Task: For the Love of Charley Harper
Charley Harper was born in 1922 and died in 2007.
Charley Harper’s unique use of the design
elements and principles with a minimalist approach
is unmistakeable. His work includes mid-century
illustrations for Ford Times magazine and Golden
Books, posters for the National Parks and other
wildlife organisations, and his whimsical serigraph
and giclée prints.

Charley Harper

Discover
Charley Harper
• www.cambridge.
edu.au/
viscommweblinks

Illustration by Charley Harper

Brief Name

Design Problem

For the Love of Charley Harper

Create a poster that illustrates an animal, insect
or reptile using the style of ‘Charley Harper’ and
incorporate the design elements and design
principles.
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Outcomes

Requirements

• Use manual freehand visualisation drawings
to generate a range of design ideas.

Produce an A3 poster that illustrates an animal,
insect or reptile using the style of Charley Harper
and incorporates the design elements and design
principles.
All research, thumbnails, concept development,
evaluations, digital samples, rejected compositions
should be submitted for assessment.

• Use manual freehand drawing and digital
methods to develop design alternatives
using a range of design elements and
principles.
• Select and refine a design solution using
appropriate digital methods to respond to
the brief.
• Produce and present a final design solution
that meets the requirements of the brief.
• Employ techniques for reflecting and
evaluating design work.

Tasks
• Embark upon Charley Harper research
starting with the websites listed at www.
cambridge.edu.au/viscommweblinks.
Investigate analysis and interpret research.
• Generate a series of freehand and
visualisation drawings in your sketchbook
that illustrate possible concepts.
• Evaluate each concept on its success in
using the elements and principles and the
possible direction for implementing the
concept digitally. Discuss digital directions.
• Develop design concepts in a software
program like Adobe® Illustrator®.
• Select two possible directions and discuss
possibilities with your classmates and your
teacher.
• Select one concept and refine – check you
have met the requirements of the brief.

Charley Harper inspired
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CHAPTER REVIEW

VCAA Assessment

Design Problem
Create an artist’s concertina folded book that
illustrates an obsession and incorporate the design
elements and design principles.

Unit 1 Outcome 2

Outcome 2
On completion of this Outcome you should be able
to select and apply design elements and design
principles to create visual communications that
satisfy the stated purposes.

(VCAA 2012)

Brief Name
‘Obsessions’
Examples of an artist’s book

Outcomes
• Undertake a design process to complete this
assessment task.
• Use manual freehand visualisation drawings
to generate a range of design ideas.
• Use manual freehand drawing to develop
design alternatives using a range of design
elements and principles.
• Select and use appropriate imagegeneration methods such as drawing,
printmaking and photography to apply the
design elements and principles.
• Reflect on design ideas and produce design
solutions appropriate to the brief.

Tasks
An obsession for fish

• Brainstorm an obsession idea.
• Research the websites listed at www.
cambridge.edu.au/viscommweblinks as
starting points for obsession ideas and
artists’ books. Investigate analysis and
interpret research. Once you have decided
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upon a theme, collect imagery to assist in
freehand drawing. Complete observational
drawing where possible.

Design Brief
• After undertaking research write a brief that
will outline your work – include a timeline
and media and materials required for this
project. You must also clearly discuss how
you intend to use the design elements and
principles.

Requirements
Complete a written brief that outlines your project.
Produce an artist’s book of obsessions. There
is no limitation on page numbers; however, you
should think about the size of the paper that is
available to you when determining the size and
page numbers of this project.
All research, generation of ideas, evaluations,
concept development and refinements should be
submitted for assessment.

• Generate a series of freehand and
visualisation drawings in your sketchbook
that illustrate possible concepts.
• Evaluate each concept on its success in
using the elements and principles and
the possible direction for implementing
different methods such as printmaking
and photography. Discuss these potential
directions as part of your evaluation of
future directions.
• Develop concepts and produce refined
drawings and designs. Refine skills for
chosen methods.
• Ensure needs of brief are met.

Discover
For inspiration for your obsession topic,
investigate the websites listed at:
• www.cambridge.edu.au/
viscommweblinks

Examples of obsessions
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