
The Principles of Art

Through 
Photography



Class Rules & Expectations

■ One Mic 
● Raise your hand so everyone gets a chance to speak!

■ Respect your classmates
■ Always do your best!



The Language of Art

● Art is a form of nonverbal communication. 

● Communicating ideas drives our human connections. 

● Each art form has a distinct set of words that relate to their artistic 
practice.  

● Having a common language when speaking of art is key to successful 
communication both from an artist perspective and as well as that of 
the viewer. 

● The Elements and Principles of Art can be considered a foundation 
from which we can speak in general terms regarding all art forms.



Principles of Art

● The principles of art are the rules or guidelines of art.  

● Used to organize or arrange the structural elements of design.

● Principles are balance, proportion, rhythm, emphasis, harmony, 
variety and unity.

● Video from MOPA.

https://mopa.org/educate/a-matter-of-principle-introduction-to-principles-of-design/


Balance

Balance is similar to our 
physical sense of balance. It 
is how the artist uses 
opposing forces in a 
composition that results in 
visual stability. 

Most successful 
compositions achieve 
balance in one of two ways: 
symmetrically  (the same 
on both sides, like a 
butterfly wing) or 
asymmetrically. 

Annie Leibovitz



Proportion

Proportion relates 
to the relative size 
and scale of the 
various elements in 
a design.  
Specifically, the 
relationship 
between the 
objects.

Diane Arbus, A Jewish Giant At Home With His Parents in the Bronx, NY, 1970 



Rhythm

Rhythm in an 
artwork indicates 
movement by the 
repetition of 
elements.  Rhythm 
can make an 
artwork seem 
active.

Robert Capa, D-Day Landing, 1944



Emphasis

Emphasis is to 
make one part of 
an artwork 
dominant over the 
other parts.  It 
attracts the 
viewer’s eyes to a 
place of special 
importance in an 
artwork.

Steve McCurry, Afghan Girl, 1985



Harmony

Harmony is the 
pleasing quality 
achieved by different 
elements of a 
composition 
interacting to form a 
whole.  Harmony is 
often accomplished 
through repetition of 
the same or similar 
characteristics.

Joel Meyerowitz, Cape Light, 1979



Variety

Differences 
achieved by 
opposing, 
contrasting, 
changing, 
elaborating, or 
diversifying 
elements in a 
composition to add 
individualism and 
interest.

Robert Frank, Rodeo, New York City, 1955



Unity

Unity is the result of 
bringing the elements 
of art into the 
appropriate ratio 
between harmony 
and variety to achieve 
a sense of oneness.  
It is the sense that 
everything works 
together and looks 
like it fits.

Mary Ellen Mark, Monkey Trainer’s Daughter: Indian Street 
Performers, New Delhi, India, 1980


