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Elements of Design

Line

A straight line is the quickest way to get
from Point A to Point B. The most basic
line is made up of two points connected
by a mark. Lines can be curved, straight
or angular. In a layout lines are good for
organising and dividing space, making
connections between pieces of text and
images, containing groups or elements
and creating emphasis on particular
features (see Figure 20). Lines can be
used to outline shapes eg cartoon char-
acters, in borders of illustrations, to
show depth, to simulate texture or to
indicate stress or excitement. The place-
ment, angle and shape of all lines can
dramatically change the meaning and
feel of a design.

Vertical Lines give feelings of forthright
self-assurance and organization,
strength and power (see Figure 22).
They can also indicate elegance and
sophistication (see Figure 21).

Figure 20

Figure 21

http://www.art.com

Figure 22: Chrysler Building

http://www.allposters.com
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Horizontal Lines give feelings of peace, tranquillity and
calmness. The use of horizontal lines will generally pro-
duce feelings of quiet and softness, which can be further
accentuated with the use of pastel colours. It must be
noted that the use of too many horizontal lines could
make the layout of a design appear boring (see Figures
23 & 24).

Figure 23

Figure 24 http://www.fluidesign.co.uk/
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Angled Lines give feelings of movement and action. The
use of angled lines in a layout will help produce feelings of
action and can also add stress and tension to a layout.
Interest and excitement can be added to a layout simply
by rotating some of the elements to create angles. (See
Figures 25 & 26)

Figure 25

Figure 26: Notice the use of powerlines on this site. It promotes the feeling of movement and energy;
positive, productive connotations that this technology consultancy wishes to emulate.

http://www.sapient.com/default.htm



PAGE 17Multimedia — Learning Resource — Version 2, July 2003                        Copyright © 2003 QANTM Australia CMC Pty Ltd

CUFMEM07A - APPLY PRINCIPLES OF DESIGN & COMMUNICATION                                                                        ELEMENTS OF DESIGN

Curved Lines give feelings of gentle motion and are
associated with human, natural and organic forms. Using
curved lines in a layout can communicate messages of
welcome and movement (see Figures 27 & 28).

Figure 27

Figure 28: Notice here that the use of curved lines helps support the idea of ecol-
ogy. The egg is a classic symbol of birth; very natural, very organic.

http://www.studioeg.com
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Shape

Shapes are created with lines and can be considered anything with
height and width. Shapes create interest and can influence our
perception of a design and are considered one of the more power-
ful elements in terms of visual impact. Because shapes have been
used for so many years many have become symbols that are
recognised by different societies and cultures. Many shapes have
become common representations of everyday objects in the
world of visual communication. However, similar to other ele-
ments, shapes that are used as symbols are often culturally de-
pendant for their meaning.

The square, circle and triangle are considered the three basic primi-
tive shapes (see Figure 29).

People have used these primitive shapes for so long, from genera-
tion to generation and civilization to civilization, that they are
considered to be ‘archetypal’. This is a theory introduced by Karl
Jung who studied Collective Consciousness in his book ‘The Man
And His Symbols.’ Jung suggests that archetypical symbols have
common representations throughout all cultures (see Figure 30).

When looking at shapes we consider them to take on one of three
attributes;

• Characters are shapes that are created from typefaces:
letters, numbers, symbols used to denote language.

• Symbols are shapes that are used to represent ideas or
concepts. Symbols are dependant upon commonly formed
convention or association for meaning (often through cul-
ture).

• Forms are 2 dimensional or 3 dimensional objects that
include the detail of the object. The fabric, surface or mate-
rial of the object is often represented.

Figure 29

Figure 30
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Shapes work as the
building blocks for many
designs. A goodexample
of the use of shapes
working together in a
simplified form is national
flags. Most national flags
are based on shapes or
combinations of shapes
making them easily
identifiable. This same
identification process also
occurs for shapes that
represent cultural sym-
bols such as logos for
multinational companies
(see Figure 31).

Multinational companies such as Mercedes Benz, Volkswagen and
Apple use symbols as logos for global identification. The shape and
logotypes make these symbols instantly recognizable regardless
of their other attributes eg colour (see Figure 32).

Shapes create interest

Pages of typed text can be informative but are usually boring to
look at. The way to attract interest in an onscreen presentation
(just as in a document) is to introduce variations in shapes. If you
have large amounts of small text, offset it with a contrasting panel
or illustration. It is important understand that graphical shapes that
are presented on screen can influence the behaviour of the user:
they might either entice the user to stay with the presentation or
they might repel the user to move on to something else.

Figure 31

Figure 32

http://www.pixel-industries.com/
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Screen Design

In most design disciplines, the format or medium that the designer
is working with may change depending on the project or specific
aspect of a project eg in graphic design the formats and medium
might consist of A4 paper, business cards and various packaging
formats. Each format or medium will have its own size and shape
that the designer is restricted by, and these will change depending
on the medium being used. Currently multimedia screen design has
one constant shape - the shape of the computer screen. Screens
are basically rectangular, with most screens having a horizontal
measurement about 1.3 times longer than the vertical measure-
ment. The ratio of this measurement is often called the aspect
ratio, and in most monitors is represented as 4:3 (ie for every 4
units of horizontal measurement there are 3 units of vertical mea-
surement).

Screens are measured in pixels with common measurements
being 640x480, 800x600 and 1024x768. This format is called
“landscape” because the horizontal measurement is greater than
the vertical measurement. The other format is called “portrait”
because the vertical measurement is greater than the horizontal
measurement. Most books and magazines adhere to a portrait
format. This does not mean that all screen designs need to be
constrained to these proportions.

http://www.tabas.fr/
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What is colour?

Information: When colour is used appropriately it can convey
information, it can reinforce other graphical information being
presented, it can call attention to specific features of a design and
blocks of colour can add order and logic to a layout. The use of
colour can also be purely physiological; it can create contrast
between opposing elements in a layout or design such as text and
the background making the text more readable. A good example
of this is the text you are currently reading: black text on a white
background. The text would be more difficult to read without the
contrast. The successful use of colour is an important task for any
designer to achieve and should not be approached lightly.

Our reaction to colour is largely a psychological one and can vary
greatly from person to person and culture to culture. An
individual’s view and reaction to colour will rely heavily on their
social and cultural experiences, it will rely on how they have been
taught to think and react to colour from childhood. This is called
colour conditioning and has had a strong influence on people
throughout history.

Light: Colour is light. Without light we have no colour only black
or darkness. Naturally occurring white light comprises of the entire
spectrum of visible colour ranging from violet, blue, cyan, green,
yellow, orange and red. Sir Isaac Newton performed his famous
optical experiment in 1666 where he used a glass prism to de-
compose white light into a sequence of colours. This phenomenon
is called the light spectrum. The light spectrum also occurs natu-
rally with the best example being the rainbow (see Figure 33).

http://www.bci.org

Figure 33

light

prism

http://www.primecut.net/
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Eyes: We are able to see colour through our eyes, our organ of
sight. Our eyes are usually our primary means of gathering infor-
mation about our environment, making colour an important tool in
conveying information.

Light enters though the cornea, passes though the anterior cham-
ber and the lens and is imaged onto the retina at the rear surface.
The retina is a layer of neural elements, which contains photore-
ceptors for sensing light.

At the centre of the retina is the fovea, or yellow spot. It is the
most sensitive area of the retina. At this point, interconnecting
cells and blood vessels are parted so that light can reach the cones
(see Figure 34).

The fovea can be considered to be a detector array, and influenced
how scientists developed the digital camera detector called the
Charged-Coupled Device (CCD). The brain translates the infor-
mation gathered by the eye and forms an image in our minds.

Figure 34: The eye
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Basic Colour Concepts

Colour Theory:  Colour theory covers a
multitude of perceptions, concepts and design
applications with many opposing theories and
views. All the information about colour could
fill several encyclopaedias. As an introduction,
here are a few basic concepts.

The colour wheel: As well as his famous
optical experiment of decomposing white light
into a sequence of colours, Sir Isaac Newton
also developed the first circular diagram to
represent colour. Since then artists and scien-
tists have developed numerous interpreta-
tions of this concept with difference of opinion
continuing to fuel debate. In reality any circu-
lar colour representation of pure hue has it
merits. See Figure 35.

This is a 12 part colour wheel pictured which
can be broken into Primary, Secondary and
Tertiary colours.

Primary Colours: Red, Yellow and Blue.
These are the primary colours, or hues, of
traditional colour theory (Traditional colour
theory is based on Subtractive Colour. The
difference between subtractive and additive
colour will be addressed in the next section).
The three primary colours are the colours
that cannot be formed by mixing combination
of any other colours. Mixing combinations of
these three primary colours form all other
colours. See Figure 36.

Figure 35

Figure 36

http://www.mecompany.com
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Secondary Colours: Green, orange and
purple (see Figure 37). Secondary colours
are created by mixing even amounts of the
primary colours. Consider:

• yellow + blue = green

• yellow + red = orange

• red + blue = purple

Tertiary Colours: Yellow/orange,
red/orange, red/purple, blue/purple,
blue/green and yellow/green (see
Figure 38). Tertiary colours are
colours formed by mixing even
amounts of a primary colour with
even amounts of secondary colour
that sit side by side on the colour
wheel.

Figure 37

Figure 38

http://www.yugop.com/ver2/
http://www.yugop.com/ver2/
http://www.yugop.com/ver2/
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Subtractive Colours: use paints, dyes,
inks and natural colorants to create colour
by absorbing some wavelengths of light and
reflecting others. The wavelengths that are
reflected will give an object its colour. Green
paint is green because when light hits the
surface the pigment absorbs (or subtracts)
all the colours of the spectrum except the
green that is reflected. Subtractive colour is
the basis for traditional colour theory with
the primary colours for printed media being
cyan, magenta and yellow. These are also
known as the photographic primary colours
or the CYMK (cyan, yellow, magenta, black)
colour model used to create separations for
photographic and ink colour printing. The
equal combination of cyan, yellow and
magenta will result in black (see Figure
39).

Additive colours: while subtractive colour
is made visible by light reflecting off an
objects surface, additive colour is created
from light being transmitted from an object.
The three primary colours for additive
colour are red, blue and green. Colour
monitors for most computers are based on
cathode ray tubes; these tubes transmit
light displaying red, green and blue. With
additive colour, mixing various portions of
two or three of the primary colours creates
all other colour. The equal combination of
red, green and blue will result in white (see
Figure 40).

Figure 39

Figure 40
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Colour Harmony

Colour harmony is colour com-
binations that are pleasing to
the eye or colour combinations
that engage the viewer and
create a sense of order or
balance to the visual experi-
ence. If a visual design is not
harmonious it could be consid-
ered boring or bland if the
viewer is not engaged, or, on
the other hand it could be con-
sidered chaotic if the viewer is
unable to look at the design for
too long because they are over
stimulated by the colour combi-
nations.

There are a number of formulas
that can be followed to create
colour harmony. Some formulas
include:

Primary colours: combination
of primary colours (see Figure
41)

Secondary colours: combina-
tions of secondary colours

Tertiary colour: combinations
of the six tertiary colours

Figure 41

http://www.yugop.com/ver2/
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Figure 42

Analogous Colours: are three
colours that sit adjacent on a 12-
part colour wheel. In this situa-
tion one colour normally domi-
nates in order to create visual
interest (see Figures 42 & 43).
Analogous colours can create a
harmonious, peaceful design. Be
aware that sometimes this com-
bination can create ‘boring’ de-
signs.

http://www.volumeone.com/dev/22/index.html

http://www.art.com
http://www.allposters.com
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Complementary Colours: are any
two colours directly opposite each
other on the colour wheel (see
Figure 44). These opposing
colours create the maximum con-
trast with both colours generally
appearing brighter when situated
beside each other. When mixed
together complementary colours
usually form dull greys or browns.
Complementary colours can create
dynamic, exciting designs. Be
aware that sometimes this combi-
nation can create ‘jarring’ designs.

Figure 44 Figure 45

Split Complementary Colours: a
colour and the colours found either
side of its complementary (see
Figure 45). Split complementary
colours can give high contrast
while not being as extreme as
complementary colour combina-
tions. Split complementary colours
can create dynamic and exciting
designs.

Figure 46

Monochromatic Colours: are
colours where the hue value
stays the same and the satura-
tion and brightness is adjusted
(see Figure 46). Monochromatic
colours can create sophisticated
designs, however they can also
create very ‘boring’ designs if
other design considerations do
not add interest.

http://www.fluidesign.co.uk/
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Achromatic Colours: are colour
combinations of black white and
varying shades of grey (see
Figure 47). Achromatic colours
can create sophisticated designs,
however they can also create
very ‘boring’ designs if other
design considerations do not add
interest.

Incongruous Colours: are
colour combinations consisting of
a hue and a colour 2 places to
the right or left of its compliment
(see Figure 48).

Figure 47 Figure 48 Figure 49

Neutral Colours: a colour mixed
with a percentage of its compli-
ment or black (see Figure 49).
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The Colour Triangle: is a diagram representing the relationship
between a hue, black and white and the intermediate tints, shades
and grey (see Figure 50). By selecting a colour along any axis
you will form a harmonious colour combination. In this diagram
the hue, black and white are absolute, whereas the tints, shades
and greys, which are formed from this method, are innumerable.

Pastel Colours: Pastel colours are colours that have a high per-
centage of white, they are literally tints of solid colour and they
generally have a saturation of below 50% (see Figure 51). Pastel
colours make objects appear larger in size and lighter in weight.
Pastels are good for backgrounds allowing more saturated tints to
appear in the foreground.

Colours based on nature:
regardless of whether or not
it fits into formal colour
theory, colour combinations
can be taken straight from
nature to form harmony. This
is a colour combination best
left to an experienced de-
signer with a good under-
standing of colour theory
(see Figure 52).

Figure 51

Figure 50

Figure 52

http://www.studioeg.com
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Warm colours: yellow, orange,
red and magenta, usually asso-
ciated with colours of fire and
summer. Warm colours can
create the impression of heat
(see Figures 53 & 54).

Figure 53 Figure 54

http://www.asia.si.edu/
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Cool colours: purples, blues,
greens and greys, usually
associated with colours of cold,
water and ice. Cool colours can
create the impression of cold
(see Figures 55 & 56).

Figure 55 Figure 56

http://www.netfrenzy.dk
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Our Perception Of Colour: colour can induce feelings ranging
from excitement to depression. It can reinforce concepts such as
danger, temperature, relaxation and stress. Therefore, when de-
signing, we need to be aware of how colour will be interpreted and
perceived by the end user. We also need to be aware that different
generations and different cultural backgrounds will produce varying
responses to colour. A good example of different reactions to
colour can be seen from Western societies and Chinese societies
perception of colour. Western and European societies see red as a
symbol of danger whereas Chinese culture view red as a symbol
of luck and prosperity. Black is seen a colour of death and morning
in Western society whereas in Chinese culture white is associated
with death.

Red: has very strong emotive connotations that can sometimes
be seen as contradictory. It promotes heat, fire, danger, passion,
anger, sex and blood on the one hand (see Figure 57) contrasting
with the religious associations of the red communion wine of the
blood of Christ on the other.

“Popular Western catchphrases abound with red imagery; for
example ‘to see red’ refers to blood rushing behind the eyes during
a fit of anger; ‘red rag to a bull’ refers to something that has
caused outrage; to ‘paint the town red’ is to have a riotous time;
you are ‘caught red handed’ when found with the blood for a crime
still on your hands. There is also the ‘scarlet woman,’ which is how
the Bible describes a sinful woman.” (Russell, Dale 1990. The Red
Book. Angus and Robertson. pp16)

Red also has (perhaps more than any other colour) nationalistic
implications as it appears in many national flags around the world
and is also associated with communism.

Figure 57: ‘Red Canna’ by Georgia O’Keeffe
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Blue: promotes purity, quiet, calm and cool
(see Figure 58). The most obvious associa-
tions with blue are the sky and the sea, and as
these seem infinite and eternal, the colour can
be associated with consistency. Blue has long
been associated with meditation and relaxation,
with psychological research indicating that blue
slows down the metabolism and relaxes
muscles.

In contrast some hues of blue “ have associa-
tions of ice and steel. Picasso’s ‘blue period’ is
symbolic of the rather melancholy aspect of
blue (see Figure 59). Such expressions as
‘feeling blue,’ ‘singing the blues’ and ‘rhythm and
blues’ relate to depression and unhappiness.”
(Russell, Dale 1990. The Blue Book. Angus and
Robertson. pp16).

Yellow: promotes brightness and happiness.
The range of yellows creates colours of sum-
mer, spring and autumn promoting growth and
warmth (see Figure 60).

In contrast yellow is also seen as a colour of
warning or caution. In nature yellow combined
with black is often associated with many poi-
sonous species such as bees, wasps and
snakes. Humans have adopted these warning
colours with yellow and black being colours of
hazardous wastes, poisons and radiation (see
Figure 61).

Yellow is also associated with sickness with
people suffering from hepatitis being referred to
as having a yellow complexion.

Figure 61

Figure 60: ‘Sunset’ by Karl von  Eckenbrecher

Figure 58:  ‘Homecoming’ by Danny Hahlbohm.

http://www.art.com

Figure 59: ‘Blue nude’ by Picasso

http://www.art.com

http://www.art.com
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Orange: promotes warmth and
vitality (see Figure 62).

Green: promotes organics, na-
ture and freshness  (see Figure
63). Lighter greens can promote
fertility whereas dark greens can
have poisonous connotations.

White: promotes purity, inno-
cence and peace (see Figure 64).

Black: is associated with evil,
quiet and calm (see Figure 65).

Figure 62:‘Sunflowers’ by Vincent van Gogh

Figure 63: ‘Echo and
Narcissus’ by J.W
Waterhouse

Figure 64: ‘Magpie’ by Claude Monet

Figure 65: Vampire by Edvard Munch

http://www.allposters.comAll images from



PAGE 36Multimedia — Learning Resource — Version 2, July 2003                        Copyright © 2003 QANTM Australia CMC Pty Ltd

CUFMEM07A - APPLY PRINCIPLES OF DESIGN & COMMUNICATION                                                                        ELEMENTS OF DESIGN

The meanings of colour discussed above are not comprehensive.
Colour can have many more associations and meanings depending
on the culture and the individual. When choosing colour for any
project it is essential to research the target audience to find the
most appropriate colour combinations.

Visual Impairment

Earlier in the notes there was a brief discussion on how the eye
works detailing how it is constructed and how the retina is made
of receptors that are sensitive to light. There are two types of
receptors in the retina called rods and cones. Rods are sensitive to
light and not colour whilst cones are sensitive to colour and not
light. There are three different types of cones ones that are sensi-
tive to red, blue and green respectively. The ratio of cones in the
eye will differ from person to person with most people having far
more green and red receptors than blue.

People who are deficient in any type of cone will be colour blind to
some degree, that is they will be unable to distinguish between
certain colours. The most common deficiency is the ability to
differentiate between red and green, with men more likely to suffer
(1 in 10) than women (1 in 100).

Figure 66 shows the Ishihara Chart for detecting colour blindness.

A full set of these diagrams and tests can be found at the men-
tioned website.

As well as colour blindness many people suffer from sight impair-
ment or partial sight. Colour blindness and sight impairments can
make it difficult to distinguish between colours of similar lightness,
colours of similar hue and colours with the same saturation. It is
important to consider issues of sight impairment when designing.

Figure 66: Ishihara Chart for detecting colour blindness

http://www.umds.ac.uk/physiology/daveb/brainday/
colourblindness/cblind.htm
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Consideration must be given to text and the background colour/
texture, size and style of font and paragraph and line spacing.
When designing it is important to increase light contrasts between
colours, reduce the number of colours used, use less more satu-
rated colours and use white space where appropriate to distinguish
between design elements.

To check whether your design will be able to be viewed by people
with sight impairments including colour blindness convert the im-
age to greyscale and check to see if you can distinguish the
colours on the basis of lightness values, if the text is easy to read
and if there are too many colour variations.

The web is a great resource for colour information especially sites
dedicated to sight impairment, in particular

http://www.lighthouse.org

It is important to note that colour is conditional and that no
single colour can be judged outside of its environment. The
same colour can invoke numerous meanings and feelings
depending on the other colours that it is associated with in
any situation. Designers must be aware and sensitive to the
needs and views of their target audience.
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