Principles of Design in the Rahr-West Art
Museum Collection
In this activity students will learn about the principles of design and use them to describe works of art
from the Rahr-West Art Museum’s collection.

Target Grade Level
6-8

Objective




Students will use the principles of design to describe a work of art.
Students will use the principles of design to analyze works of art.
Students will identify how artists use the principles of design in developing compositions

Wisconsin Standards Addressed


A.A.R11.m
Describe: Describe details, subject matter, context, and the formal
characteristics of an artwork using art and design vocabulary.





A.A.R.12.m
Analyze: Compare and contrast the use of media, design principles, and context
to influence ideas, emotions and actions.
A.A.R.13m
Interpret: Interpret the formal and expressice qualities in a work of art or design
and integrate those qualities into their own work.
A.A.R.13m
Inquire: Compare and contrast the intent of art based on an analysis of subject
matter, details, media, and context.

Materials



Slideshow of images or virtual exhibit.
Additional works of art or reproductions

Introduction
In this activity we will be looking closely at art to dissect it into its various parts. Artist use the principles
of design to manipulate the elements of art to create interesting and effective pictures or compositions.
Understanding how artists use the principles of design will help you to think critically about what you
see and be able to describe is well.
We will look at several works of art together to talk about the principles of design and then I will give
you an activity to do on your own or in pairs and we will share your findings with the group.

Discussion Outline
The slides for this discussion are on the Educational Resources website.
The principles of design describe the way the artist uses the
elements of art in a work of art. So, these principles describe
the ways that artists manipulate line, shape, form, space,
color, value, and texture.
In this activity we will discuss the principles of design and then
I will give you an activity to do in pairs or groups. You will
share your findings with the larger group.
Balance is 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. Balance
has more to do than just the size of the objects. Spaces with
darker values, brighter colors, or more texture might have
more visual weight than other spaces. Notice how the large
orange square balances with the smaller darker square.

Lester Bentley, Portrait of a Boy, Oil, n.d., 75.19.11, Gift of the
Little Gallery
Do you think this work is balanced? Why or why not?
If you laid a vertical and horizontal line over the campus would
the sections balance each other out? How are areas of light
and dark balanced? What about the use of color? What about
different shapes you see in the image?
Examples: I think this work is pretty symmetrically balanced,
with equal weight on both sides of the canvas.
Does this work make you feel any certain way? Why do you
think that is?
Harold Altman, Jardin du Luxenbourg II, lithograph, 1980, Gift
of Mrs. John D. West, 82.197.1
If you laid a vertical and horizontal line over the campus would
the sections balance each other out? How are areas of light
and dark balanced? What about the use of color? What about
different shapes you see in the image?
I can see an argument that this work is either symmetrically or
asymmetrically balanced. The large sidewalk and dark trees
on the left hand side of the picture plane could be seen to
have more weight than the right side of the picture.
Conversely, one could argue that the number of small objects
on the right side of the picture balance out those heavier
objects on the left.
How does the balance in the image make you feel?
Emphasis is the part of the design that catches the viewer’s
attention. Usually the artist will make one area out of
contrasting it with other areas. The area could be different in
size, color, texture, shape, etc. How is emphasis created in
these simple diagrams?

Salvador Dali, Carmen, Act II/ Don Jose’s Flower Song,
lithograph, 1968,74.12.1, Mr. and Mrs. Samuel Dorsky
Collection
What do you think is emphasized in this work, or is the focal
point? What is the psychological impact of that?
Potential answers: Dali creates emphasis on the flower by
making it much larger than the other objects in the picture.

Herbert Davidson, Paper Peacock, Oil, 1980, 83.27, Gift of Mrs.
John D. West
What do you think is the focal point of this work and why?
Examples: The paper peacock’s bright red color draws the eye
from the otherwise much more neutral color scheme of this
work. The lightness of the women’s veil contrasts highly with
the rest of the image. The woman’s face is much more
textured than anything else in the image.
Movement is 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 a work of art.
In the diagram on the left, the green circles lead your eye
around the square. In the diagram on the right the repetition
and placement of the circles draws the eye back and forth.
Harold Altman, Jardin du Luxenbourg II, lithograph, 1980, Gift
of Mrs. John D. West, 82.197.1
How does your eye move through this work? What elements
of art draw your eye around? Would yoyu describe this scene
as calm, chaotic, or something else? Why?
Possible answers/prompts: lines of the sidewalk and trees, the
line created by the outline of the trees against the sky.
Frank Stella, Hark, Mixed Media, 1988, Gift of Mrs. John D.
West, 88.10.1
How does your eye move through this work? What elements
of art draw your eye around?
Would yoyu describe this scene as calm, chaotic, or something
else? Why?
Possible answers/prompts: Use of red around the edges, lines
that move throughout, repetition of lines.
Pattern is the repeating of an object or symbol all over the
work of art. In the diagram on the left circles are repeated, in
the diagram on the right, lines are repeated to create a
pattern.

Victor Vasarely, Untitled, Serigraph, n.d., 91.4.50, Mark and
Helen Hooper Collection
How did the artist use pattern in this work? How does it make
you feel?
Examples/Prompts: grid pattern, circles
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. Sometimes elements can be repeated
to create a pattern, like the circles in the diagram on the left.
In the diagram on the right rectangles of different sizes are
repeated but do not necessarily make a pattern.

Andy Warhol, 59th Street Bridge Tramway, stitched
photograph, 1986, 87.11, Gift of Mrs. John D. West
Where do you see repetition in this image?
Answer/Prompts: the image itself is repeated six times and
then stitched together, within the image, the lines of the
tramway are repeated and create a pattern.
Ilya Bolotowski, Golden Tondo, Acrylic, 1975, 82.203, Gift of
the Grace Borgenicht Gallery
Where do you see repetition in this image?
Answer/Prompts: Bolotowski repeats colors, shapes, and lines
within his circular canvas.
Proportion is the feeling of unity created when all parts (size,
amounts, or number) relates well with each other.

Daniel Ridgway Knight, The Harvest, Oil, 1883, 83.20, Gift of
Mrs. John D. West
How did Knight use proportion in this work? Does everything
seem to be the right size?
Answer/Prompt: The figures are composed of properly

proportioned body parts, the figures are sized appropriately
for their surroundings, as are the other objects in the scene.
The scene is harmonious and calming.
Salvador Dali, Carmen, Act II/ Don Jose’s Flower Song,
lithograph, 1968,74.12.1, Mr. and Mrs. Samuel Dorsky
Collection
How did Dali use proportion in this work and to what effect?
Answer/Prompt: The extreme large size of the rose is out of
proportion with the other elements in the image and creates a
sense of unease.
Rhythm is 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.

Matthew Carone, In Soodokulchur Land, Oil, 1989, Gift of Mrs.
John D. West, 89.3.4
What did Carone use to create rhythm in this image? How did
he manipulate line, color and shape? What kind of noise do
you think this work would make if it sang or made music?
Answer/Prompt: Carone creates rhythm by repeating a variety
of colored lines within the confines of two repeated squares.
Variety is the use of several elements of design to hold the
viewer’s attention and to guide the viewer’s eye through and
around the work of art.

Frank Stella, Hark, Mixed Media, 1988, Gift of Mrs. John D.
West, 88.10.1
What elements of art do you see?
Examples/Prompts: Color, line, shape, space, texture

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

John Wilde, Winter Squash, Oil, 1980, 82.197.39, Gift of Mrs.
John D. West
Would you describe this work as having unity? What feeling or
emotion does it evoke and why?
Examples/Prompts: limited color palette, repetition of shapes,
lines and edges of shapes create movement throughout the
work, etc.
Challenge Activity:
• Analyze a work of art and identify how the artist used
the principles of design:
– Balance
– Emphasis
– Movement
– Pattern
– Repetition
– Proportion
– Rhythm
– Variety
– Unity
Students should analyze a work of art and be able to describe
how the artist used at least three of the principles of design
and hypothesize what the artist’s intent on the viewer would
be based on what they see. There are images available on the
Rahr-West Art Museum website, or you can use artwork or
reproductions that you have in the classroom.

Extensions






Cut shapes out of colored paper and give the same set of colored shapes to each group. Give
each group a different principle of design to demonstrate using the shapes. Have them share
their work with their classmates and defend their decisions.
Have students analyze magazine or newspaper advertisements to first ask themselves how the
ads make them feel about the products and then analyze how the artists used the principles of
art to create those feelings.
Have students look at two works of art of the same subject by the same artist and analyze how
they used the principles of design different in each work. Here are two examples:

John Wilde, Winter Squash, Oil, 1980, 82.197.39,
Gift of Mrs. John D. West

John Wilde, Oranges, Nuts and Fruits Series, #11,
Oil, 1975, 91.5.88, Gift of Mrs. John D. West.

80.15, Walt Kuhn (1877-1949), Floral Still Life, oil,
1920, Gift of Mrs. John D. West

89.8.2, Walt Kuhn (1877-1949), Pink Blossom, oil,
1920, Gift of Mrs. John D. West.

