
A&D 113: Basic Drawing 

 

ART ELEMENTS, PRINCIPLES OF DESIGN, AND RELATED TERMS 
 

 

THE ART ELEMENTS: 

 

Line - a continuous mark, made on a surface, by a moving point. 

 

A line can define a space, create an outline or pattern, imply movement or texture, and allude to mass or 

volume. 

Shape - an enclosed space, the boundaries of which are defined by other elements of art (i.e.: lines, colors, 

values, textures, etc.). 

Shapes are limited to two dimensions: length and width.  Geometric shapes - circles, rectangles, squares, 

triangles, and so on - have the clear edges one achieves when using tools to create them.  Organic shapes 

have natural, less well-defined edges (think: an amoeba, or a cloud). 

Form - a three-dimensional geometrical figure (i.e.: sphere, cube, cylinder, cone, etc.), or three-dimensional 

organic mass (i.e.: mountain, driftwood, animal, etc.) as opposed to a shape, which is two-dimensional, or 

flat. 

Mass - a three-dimensional form implying density and weight. 

Value - the lightness or darkness of a color. Value becomes critical in a work, which has no colors other 

than black, white, and a gray scale. 

Color - the element of art that is produced when light, striking an object, is reflected back to the eye. 

There are three (3) properties to color. First is hue, which simply means the name we give to a color (red, 

yellow, blue, etc.). 

The second property is intensity, which refers to the strength and vividness of the color. For example, we 

may describe the color blue as "royal" (bright, rich, vibrant) or "dull" (grayed). 

The third and final property of color is its value, meaning its lightness or darkness. The terms shade and tint 

are in reference to value changes in colors.  A shade is produced when black is added to a color and a tint is 

created when white is added to a color. 

Texture - the way a three-dimensional work actually feels when touched, or the visual "feel" of a two-

dimensional work. 

Actual texture - a texture that is literally tactile, a quality we could experience through touch. 

Invented texture - a form of visual texture that has been created without reference to perceptual reality. 

Simulated texture - a texture drawn (painted, photographed, etc.) to look like the real thing, creating the 

illusion of actual texture.  A realistic looking silk dress in a painting, or a rough wood panel in a pencil 

drawing would be good examples of simulated texture. 



Space - distances or areas around, between or within components of a piece.  Space can be positive (white 

or light) or negative (black or dark), open or closed, shallow or deep and two-dimensional or three-

dimensional. Sometimes space isn't actually within a piece, but the illusion of it is. 

Time & Movement - Time implies change and movement; movement implies the passage of time. 

Movement and time, whether actual or an illusion, are crucial elements in art although we may not be aware 

of it.  An artwork may incorporate actual motion; that is, the artwork itself moves in some way. Or it may 

incorporate the illusion of, or implied movement, or motion. 

 

THE PRINCIPLES OF DESIGN - Version from the J. Paul Getty Museum: 

 

The principles of design describe the ways that artists use the elements of art in a work of art. 

 

Balance - the distribution of the visual weight of objects, colors, texture, and space.  If the design was a 

scale, these elements should be balanced to make a design feel stable. In symmetrical balance, the elements 

used on one side of the design are similar to those on the other side; in asymmetrical balance, the sides are 

different but still look balanced. In radial balance, the elements are arranged around a central point and may 

be similar. 

 

Emphasis - the part of the design that catches the viewer’s attention. Usually the artist will make one area 

stand out by contrasting it with other areas. The area could be different in size, color, texture, shape, etc. 

 

Movement - the path the viewer’s eye takes through the work of art, often to focal areas. Such movement 

can be directed along lines, edges, shape, and color within the work of art. 

 

Pattern - the repeating of an object or symbol all over the work of art. 

 

Repetition - works with pattern to make the work of art seem active. The repetition of elements of design 

creates unity within the work of art. 

 

Proportion - the feeling of unity created when all parts (sizes, amounts, or number) relate well with each 

other. When drawing the human figure, proportion can refer to the size of the head compared to the rest of 

the body. 

 

Rhythm - created when one or more elements of design are used repeatedly to create a feeling of organized 

movement. Rhythm creates a mood like music or dancing. To keep rhythm exciting and active, variety is 

essential. 

 

Variety - the use of several elements of design to hold the viewer’s attention and o guide the viewer’s eye 

through and around the work of art. 

 

Unity - the feeling of harmony between all parts of the work of art, which creates a sense of completeness. 



 

THE PRINCIPLES OF DESIGN – Alternate Version: 

 

 
 

 

 



 

RELATED TERMS: 

Chiaroscuro - Italian for “light-dark.”  In two-dimensional art, the technique of using values to record light 

and shadow. 

Composition - the organization of lines, shapes, colors, and the other art elements in a work of art. 

Figure-Ground Relationship - in two-dimensional images, the relationship between a shape we perceive as 

dominant (the figure or positive shape) and the background shape (or negative space/shape) we perceive it 

against (the ground).  Figure shapes are also known as positive shapes and shapes of the ground are negative 

shapes, or negative space. 

Pattern - any decorative, repetitive motif or design.  Pattern can create visual texture, although visual 

texture may not always be seen as pattern. 

Subjective – emphasizing the artist’s emotions or personal viewpoint rather than informational content. 

Objective – emphasizing the descriptive or factual. 

Perspective: 

Atmospheric Perspective - a form of perspective based on the observation that distant objects appear less 

distinct and paler than nearby objects. 

Linear Perspective - a form of perspective in drawing and painting, or other 2-D art, in which parallel lines 

are represented as converging (along a horizon line) so as to give the illusion of depth and distance. 

Picture Plane - the flat, two-dimensional surface on which we draw, paint, or project an image. 

 


