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You’ve been there before. Staring at the wall, dazed 
in a stupor wondering when that great idea is going 
appear. It doesn’t seem to visit as often as you’d like.

“This is not the way to work.” you tell yourself.

Next time you are stuck or feel like everything 
you do looks the same, try this experiment: Pick 
an element and principle at random and use them 
together. You will be surprised at the new results 
you will find and the creativity will be flowing again. 
Before you know it, that idea will soon tell all of his 
friends what a great place your brain is and soon 
they will be partying at your place year-round.

the secret of design
Be observant. Be willing. Trust yourself. Embrace 
mistakes. The best thing you can do is to adjust your 
eyes to always see the value of design in anything. 
For instance, a letter from this typeface might 
make a really cool chair shape. Or, the colors of 
your fingernails could be the ideal color scheme for 
that project you are working on. Maybe even that 
pen next to you is the ideal way to look at how to 
assemble a leg to a table. 

Anything can be an inspiration if you let it. This is 
the secret: everything is design. The more you 
are willing to see that, the bigger the library in your 
brain will be and the more ideas you will have to 
pull from when you are in a fix. 
Understanding elements and principles of design 
correctly allows you to have a way to categorize 

THE SECRET OF DESIGN

With these ideas on hand, 
you will never be left alone 
to your own demise.

and identify pieces of a design. It’s this vocabulary 
that allows you to analyze things around you and 
remember them later. It also helps you to analyze 
your own work and decide what you can do to keep 
your design fresh by identifying what design options 
are overused and try new ways.

Now let’s explore combining elements and 
principles and the different moods and styles and 
ideas they create.

TIP: Create a set of cards. One set with 

the names of elements and another set 

with principles. Next time you get stuck, 

pull them out and draw one from each 

pile. See what new solutions develop.
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Julia Child, a famous TV chef once said, “ The only real 

stumbling block is fear of failure. In cooking you’ve got 

to have a what-the-hell attitude.” Just as in cooking, it’s 

important to experiment in design, but first you have to 

know what ingredients you are working with, and how to 

use them to get the results you want. 

This first section covers two parts of design anatomy, 

known as “elements” and “principles.” Much like a chef, 

once you’re familiar with the ingredients and methods of 

design, you’re free to make a variety of delicious works 

(or diagnose what is causing that bad aftertaste).

THE ELEMENTS AND PRINCIPLES OF DESIGNELEMENTS +
PRINCIPLES
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ingredients

methods

Design Elements are the most 

fundamental ingredients that 

a designer uses in a work. 

Design Principles are what 

you do to the ingredients to 

create style, utility,  and 
clarity. 

A designer is a 
lot like a chef. Before 

you can cook you need to 
understand the ingredients 

and the methods to get 
the right results.



6 ELEMENTS OF       DESIGN

SPACE    FORM              COLOR          VALUE    TEXTURE   TIME

10 11

“The artist is the 
only one who knows 

that the world is a subjective 
creation, that there is a choice 

to be made, a selection 
of elements.” 
—Anais Nin

This section will define and illustrate each element of design. 
See if you can find other examples from where you are sitting as you read.



SPACE

There are two kinds of space, actual and virtual. 

Actual space is the area that you work with in your design, 
for example I needed to know the dimensions of this book, 
so that I could design within the space. In short, actual 
space is a measurable area.

Virtual space is the illusion of depth. This can be seen in the 
photo opposite this page, where it appears as if the image 
receeds far into the distance, even though the page is less 
than a millimeter deep.
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Two shapes are always made when a mark is made: the 
defined area of the mark itself and the remaining area 

surrounding the mark.

FORM

Form can be a blob, a 
triangle, a scribble or a 
tiny dot. 
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COLOR

“Artists can color the sky red because they know it’s blue. 
Those of us who aren’t artists must color things the way 

they really are or people might think we’re stupid.”
 —Jules Feiffer

For the basics of color 
theory, turn to page 36.
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VALUE

“Sir, a man who cannot get to heaven in a green coat, 
will not find his way thither the sooner in a gray one.”

—Samuel Johnson

The level of light or dark 
in a hue, value groups 
more easily than color. If 
it doesn’t work in black 
and white, it won’t work 
in color.
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TEXTURE

“The senses collect the surface facts of matter...it was 
sensation; when memory came, it was experience; 

when mind acted, it was knowledge; when mind acted 
on it as knowledge, it was thought.”

 —Ralph Waldo Emerson

Texture is the surface or 
organically repetitive 
quality of a tactile or 
visible object.
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TIME

“Time is what prevents everything from happening at once.
Space is what prevents everything from happening to me.” 

 — attributed to John Archibald Wheeler
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PRINCIPLES

DEGREES:

Placement

Amount

FORMS:

Alignment

Contrast

Opacity

Stepping

Symmetry

Rhythm

Foreground/Background

Overlapping

Repetition w/ Variation

Positive/Negative

Balance

Isolation

Sharp/Soft Focus

Pattern

Rough/Shiny

3-Dimensional

Reflection

Organic/Geometric

“Those are my principles, and if you don’t like them...well, I have others.”  
—Groucho Marx
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symmetry/assymmetry

A large amount of 
symmetry can be 
calming or put the 
viewer to sleep.

alignment

contrast

opacity

When objects are lined 
up with eachother, it 
groups well visually and 
prevents things from 
looking out of place. 
One can use 90 degree 
angles, or borrow an 
angle from an object, 
like this boy’s arm.

The area of greatest 
contrast is usually the 
first thing the eye sees. 
Keep this in mind when 
designing to direct the 
viewer’s eye. This can be 
a value or color contrast, 
or an odd juxtaposition 
of subject.

Adjusting the degree 
that something is visible 
or invisible.

stepping

A measured increase or 
decrease of an object.

rhythm

The “visual beat” of 
the presentation of 
a work. For instance 
this cemetery has an 
interesting beat with the 
grave markers.
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positive negative

Both the positive and 
negative shapes work 
together.

foreground/
background

overlapping

repetition w/ variation

Near or far or in the 
middle. Different colors, 
hues and using space 
can create different 
effects.

This creates a sense of 
space and depth.

Ding. Ding. Ding. Dong. 
Ding. One of these 
things is not like the 
other, and that will get 
noticed.

isolation

balance

If a design is too “heavy” 
on one side, it can 
make the eye fall off 
the page or the viewer 
visually uncomfortable. 
Sometimes this is what 
you want, other times 
not so much.

Giving a small object a 
lot of room can be just 
as commanding as a 
really large object taking 
up all of the space.
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sharp/soft focus

pattern

rough/shiny

This can come in handy 
when you need to 
distinguish between two 
objects that are close in 
value or texture.

This is a repeated design 
that is mechanical or 
predictable.

Variations in texture can 
evoke different moods.

3-dimensional

reflection

organic/geometric

Adding a highlight or a 
shadow can create the 
illusion of dimension.

A reflection can make 
an object look shiny, 
clean, wet, lifelike or 
expensive. Sometimes 
that’s all you need to 
show the presence of an 
object off-page.

Organic shapes are 
those that are free-
flowing, less identifiable, 
or rough cut. Geometric 
shapes are precise, 
orderly and clear.
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YOUR PRINCIPLES

32 334 5

Insert a description and examples of your own.



emotional ride

inversed

grayscale or duotone

“I am having fun, there is 
a lot of energy here with 
these bright colors.”

“We are about to crash 
and die.”

“Remember the good ole 
days Norma?”

juxtaposition

resemblance

cropping

The sign and toilet on 
their own don’t say the 
same thing as when they 
are brought together 
(and another meaning 
when next to the 
spinning teacups image).

To a toddler these are 
just lemons. To you 
they may represent  
something more.

The extreme angle and 
lack of information 
beyond these feet make 
you wonder what is so 
mysterious about them.

EXAMPLES OF E+P COMBOS: 1+1=3
A design is more than the sum of its parts. When two things combine, a new 
meaning is created. Such as a tree + a rope = a swing (youth), or can mean a 
noose (death). All depending on how those two elements are combined and 
shown can make the viewer think differently.
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BASIC COLOR THEORY

saturation
An undiluted color.

shade
Black is added.

tint
White is added.

monochromatic
One color with black or white added.

analogous
One color with its color wheel neighbors.

complimentary
One color with its opposite on the color wheel.

color wheel
Primary colors: red, 
yellow and blue. 
When combined make 
secondary colors: 
orange, green and 
purple. When secondary 
colors combine it makes 
tertiary colors, which are 
the rest of the colors.

warm
A color with red.

complimentary colors 
These can make eachother more vivid when paired 
than on their own. This is because of how our eyes 
work called afterimage. Here’s how it works:

Stare at the red square for a few seconds. Then 
look to the side at a white area. You will see a faint 
green square.

Thus, how color is perceived is largely determined 
by the colors surrounding it.

magic gray 
Gray is unique in that it takes on the quality of any 
color surrounding it. Because of this, gray matches 
everything. Notice how the same gray hue looks 
cold or warm depending on the color surrounding 
it. Another phenomenon is how the same gray 
looks lighter or darker depending on if the color 
surrounding it is light or dark.

This is just a basic reference for color theory. Look 
online for more in depth information. My personal 
favorite site about color is at:

http://www.poynterextra.org/cp

cool
A color with blue.

neutral
A very diluted color.
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VISUAL VOMIT

Ever ate something that 

looked good at the time, 

but sorely regretted it 

later? These next pages 

contain some dishes 

that are better left 

untouched.

“Any fool can make things bigger, more complex, and more violent. It takes a 
touch of genius—and a lot of courage—to move in the opposite direction.”
—Albert Einstein

+ SOLUTIONS
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gradients

checkerboard effect

wrapper effect

Fuzzy bands of color 
are hard not to look at, 
much like a car accident.
It also creates muddy 
colors in the transitions 
from one saturated 
color to another, which 
muddle the hues.

Unless you are trying to 
flag down a car at 200 
m.p.h. you don’t need to 
use so much contrast.

An effect like this is 
great for holding a wad 
of used chewing gum.

solution

solution

solution

Separate the colors so 
they can each take on 
their own identity.

Divide space in an 
interesting way that 
enforces your idea. It’s 
hard to create hierarchy 
without variety.

It’s much more powerful 
to say something once 
and state it well.

I WANT TO TELL YOU SOMETHING. I WANT TO TELL YOU 
SOMETHING. I WANT TO TELL YOU SOMETHING. I WANT TO TELL 
YOU SOMETHING. I WANT TO TELL YOU SOMETHING. I WANT TO 
TELL YOU SOMETHING. I WANT TO TELL YOU SOMETHING. I WANT 
TO TELL YOU SOMETHING. I WANT TO TELL YOU SOMETHING. 
I WANT TO TELL YOU SOMETHING. I WANT TO TELL YOU 
SOMETHING. I WANT TO TELL YOU SOMETHING. I WANT TO TELL 
YOU SOMETHING. I WANT TO TELL YOU SOMETHING. I WANT TO 
TELL YOU SOMETHING. I WANT TO TELL YOU SOMETHING. I WANT 
TO TELL YOU SOMETHING. I WANT TO TELL YOU SOMETHING. 
I WANT TO TELL YOU SOMETHING. I WANT TO TELL YOU 
SOMETHING. I WANT TO TELL YOU SOMETHING. I WANT TO TELL 
YOU SOMETHING. I WANT TO TELL YOU SOMETHING. I WANT TO T

I WANT TO TELL YOU SOMETHING.
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foot size mistakes

orphan

widow

By default on a 
keyboard, the quotation 
mark and apostrophe 
are actually prime 
marks. These designate 
the symbol for feet and 
inches to describe size.

This is what happens 
when a small word is left 
all alone after a long line 
of text above it.

Here the sentence or 
half sentence from the 
previous page is alone.

solution

solution

solution

Here the quote marks, 
apostrophe and foot 
and inch marks are all in 
their proper place.  This 
can be fixed by looking 
up “smart quotes” in 
the help section of your 
software.

Here the sentence 
reads clearly. Instead of 
killing an old main, you 
broke a large clock.

Keep single lines of 
text with the whole 
paragraph. If there are 
two lines of text, that’s 
not nearly as lonely and 
perfectly okay.

"Tom's a nice 2' 8" cat." “Tom’s a nice 2' 8" cat.”

'  " ’  ”

I could not believe that you killed my grandfather
clock.

I could not believe that you killed my 
grandfather clock.

is what is most important.

Now following the instructions, make sure to 
construct your space ship carefully.

Step one: Find a billion dollars.

Now following the instructions, make sure to 
construct your space ship carefully.

Step one: Find a billion dollars.

Step two: Media blitz.
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help, i
can’t

breathe

bastardizing text

framing things

suffocation

If you need a better 
typeface, find a better 
typeface. Don’t beat it 
into submission.

This is a way to get 
things to group by force.

Give your guest 
some breathing room 
between them and the 
outside edge.

Cheaters
never

prosper.

SQUEEZED TEXT
PUSHED TEXT

SMASHED TEXT

now i 
can

breathe

solution

solution

solution

These fonts were 
legitimate children from 
the beginning. Try to find 
a typeface with a large 
family to choose from. 
They will all mix well and 
you can generally get a  
group discount.

Here shape, size 
adjustments and 
alignment are used to 
group the elements 
in a comfortable way 
without additional 
reinforcements.

By reducing the size 
of the object, or in this 
case the space between 
lines (called leading), or 
increasing the size of 
the box. Now there can 
be plenty of elbowroom.

cheaters
never
prosper.

TALL FONT
ITALICIZED 

EXTENDED BOLD
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mystery light source

3-D glee

obnoxious fonts

Drop shadows can be 
helpful to show the 
presence of light. When 
there isn’t light, shadows 
look cheesy and can 
distract.

A little isn’t bad, but 
when it spreads to 
everything it takes on a 
life of its own.

Sometimes a font has so 
much personality that it 
outspeaks what’s being 
said. It can hamper 
legibility, especially with 
paragraphs of text at a 
small size.

solution

solution

solution

Leave off the shadow 
and make it stand out 
in another way. In this 
case, contrast.

Walk away thinking 
“WOW!” instead of 
“metal and beveled 
edges, highlights and 
shadows!”

Choose fonts that have 
a subtle personality to 
keep the message clear. 
If emphasis is needed, 
use a bold, italic or 
another member of the 
typeface’s font family.

I am an angry monster.
Study each letter

Help! I can’t control my voice.

I am an angry monster.

Read without work.

I can speak easily.
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Here is a small list of questions to ask yourself 
about work in your portfolio:

will the intended audience understand or like this?
is there a clear message?
is there an unique and original idea and design?
is it meaningful instead of purely decorative?
is there an element of discovery?
is this memorable?
will it still be beautiful a year from now?
does it solve all of the challenges?
does it represent me, my personality?
is it well crafted and presented?

It is important to have your personality apparent 
in your student portfolio. After my sophomore 
year of school, I interviewed at several places for 
part-time work. One project in my portfolio was 
designed around an article on the integrity of using 
photoshop in photography. I didn’t pick the subject, 
but my interviewers acted like I did. It turned into 
a topic of conversation at every interview. An 
employer will judge part of your personality based 
on the types of pieces you show.

Find out something about you that no one else 
can claim. Decide how that fits you as an artist and 
magnify it times a billion. The best side to show 
of yourself is your true self. Then you will attract 
the people, employers and companies that are like 
you. Like attracts like. If you are serious, be really 
serious. If you are funny, be really funny. Don’t be 
one pretending to be the other, it will eventually 
make you uncomfortable.

“The art of life is to show 
your hand. There is no 
diplomacy like candor. 
You may lose by it now 
and then, but it will be 

a loss well gained if you 
do. Nothing is so boring 
as having to keep up a 

deception.”
—Anonymous

HOW TO AVOID A PUKEY PORTFOLIO

I remember my first year of design school. It 
seemed like every project was a guessing game 
between me and my professor. Sometimes I couldn’t 
understand why my project was just average, when 
another student’s work who I thought was equally 
average was praised. It was confusing. What in the 
world was “good,” and why was mine “bad?”

My eyes were untrained. It wasn’t until I was 
exposed to a lot of really good design that I started 
to catch on to the fact that I had a lot of catching 
up to do. I started trusting my professors, listened 
to their critiques and instead of just hearing 
suggestions, I was brave and actually incorporated 
them into my work. This was hard, but the best thing 
I ever did to get me on track.

At first I didn’t understand that me giving way 
to professors’ demands didn’t mean I was losing 
my creative control. Instead my professors were 
teaching me how to be more critical of my work, 
more willing to see problems and fix them, practice 
different design solutions, develop a strong 
backbone and not take a critique personally.

Don’t waste your tuition. Listen to your professors.

Expose yourself
Unless you are living inside the Museum of Modern 
Art, you may be surrounded by a lot of pukey 
design. Just because it’s been done in neon or 
printed on a real press, doesn’t mean it’s great. So, 
get a design subscription to a reputable design 
magazine. Visit museums. Wander around online. 
Ask your professors what they recommend and 
study nature. Good design is everywhere. Be 
observant and open.

Good news, you will design 
a lot of visual vomit in the 
beginning. The good part 
is that your professors will 
try to stop you.

Let them.
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A PROJECT IS LIKE A PIÑATA

The way a designer approaches a project will largely 
shape its outcome. To find a fresh solution is to begin 
by beating the outer shell off the assignment first.

As an example, what comes to mind when you 
hear shoebox? Immediately in your mind you are 
probably seeing a rectangular, thin cardboard 5-
sided structure with an open top and a lid with about 
a one inch lip to hold it in place. This first impression 
is your default understanding of a typical shoebox. If 
this is where you begin when given an assignment to 
design a container for shoes, creativity is shortened 
from the start. You think “how can I apply a label to 
this shell?” instead of “how can I create a container 
to hold shoes?” 

But a project is not a shoebox, it’s a piñata. Start with 
the “candy” and then work your way out.
When you are able to begin by solving the very basic 
need first, then you can then build a more creative 
solution of your own. If you start with the package 
half on, all you’ll be doing is working the outer layer.

So say, you’ve been given license to come up with 
the ultimate ‘shoe box.’ You assess why a container 
is needed in the first place—protect the shoes, allow 
them to be organized in retail, label, barcode, etc. 

Now, think of possible materials, let’s say a plastic 
draw-string bag. Analyze how that can meet the 
container’s needs: Make it clear to reveal the shoe 
design, add a cardboard panel to give a flat surface 
to print information for clarity and consistency. 
Figure out if this can make the best use of space in 
a retail store, meets the budget and voila! You are a 
mad genius with a sweet tooth for creative design.

Beat a project down 
until you’ve got only the 
sweet abstract stuff left.
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