
Graphic design is about representation of ideas and concepts 
for communication or expression. It requires a visual medium 
of representation. A graphic design communicates through 
the visual language of dots, lines, shapes and colours. 
When we write something on a paper with black ink we ‘read’ it 
because we see it first and then understand the meaning. 
Reading is nothing but first and foremost, a visual perception. 
Similarly, when we see a beautiful painting, it is a visual 
perception. Visual perception has two basic components. 
Firstly, there should be some material medium such as the 
white surface of a paper, or black ink, colours that result into 
dots, lines, shapes and so on. This material is called ‘medium’ 
in graphic design. Material medium is a vehicle of visual 
perception. Secondly, visual perception happens through the 
eyes and, therefore, visual sensitivity is very important. 
Material medium and visual sensitivity, both play an 
important role in graphic design.

Any random scribbling of ink on paper is not called 
writing. Similarly, any random splash of colour on paper is not 
called a beautiful picture. Therefore, a disciplined or proper 
visual arrangement is required. Dots, lines, shapes, forms, 
colours are the basic elements of graphic design without which 
graphic design is not possible. Similarly, there are time-tested 
rules or laws of arrangement of these elements so that they will 
look beautiful and will be effective. These rules are called 
principles of visual composition. A graphic designer needs to 
learn and understand the role of basic elements and principles 
of composition in design. They are the core of graphic design. 
These elements and principles are discussed in detail here. 
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Let us first discuss the elements of graphic design followed by 
principles of composition.

There are three major categories of these elements.

ªBasic elements

ªRelational elements

ªIntentional elements

Basic elements of composition are abstract concepts. They do 
not actually exist but seems to be present in a picture or in any 

visual representation. 

In geometry, a point is defined as an entity without length and 
breadth or an entity without any dimension. In graphic design, 
a point is represented in the form of a dot and it indicates a 
particular position. It is the end or the beginning of a line. Dot 
has a physical dimension which is a visual representation of 
an abstract concept also known as ‘point’. For example, we feel 
that there is a point at the angle of a triangle or wherever two 
lines meet. This point is a basic element of design.

There is another interesting notion related to a ‘dot’. 
Assume that there is a bird sitting on a tree or near your 
window. You can see the bird in detail. When it starts flying 
and goes away from you, all the details get blurred and you just 
see a shape of a flying bird. As it goes further and further then 
even the shape also gets blurred and finally  you see a ‘dot’. 
This dot need not be round in shape. It can have the shape of a 
flying bird reduced to its limits of recognition. It appears as a 
‘dot’. Therefore, a ‘dot’ can have any desired shape. 

A line is defined as a one-dimensional entity having length but 
no breadth. In graphic design, it is metaphorically defined as ‘a 
line is a dot gone for a walk’, that is, a line is a point in motion. 
However, in graphic design a line is depicted where it has 
length as well as breadth. A line can be thin or thick. It can 
have many variations in thinness and thickness. 

ELEMENTS OF GRAPHIC DESIGN

BASIC ELEMENTS

Point

Line

Thinness or thickness of line creates a visual impact. 
A thick line appears heavy and a thin line appears lighter in a 
visual composition. Lines can be of various types. They can be 
straight, curved, zigzag, decorative, ornamental, vertical, 
horizontal, inclined, random or showing free movement. 
Each type of line will create a visual impact. If lines are grouped 
together then they will create even more visual impact.

Straight horizontal lines create a feeling of calmness. 
Horizontal lines are stable. Vertical lines appear dynamic 
and may also suggest upward mobility. Inclined lines are 
unstable but may suggest growth or decay depending on 
the context of use. Curved lines create various types of 
rhythmic movements while zigzag lines create a feeling 
of harshness. Decorative and ornamental lines create an 
impact of Indian tradition. In all the above cases, thickness 
and thinness of lines will either increase the visual impact 
or reduce the impact.

Therefore, depiction of line in graphic design is not 
just a representation of an abstract concept of a line but it 
is a representation of emotions, expression as well as a 
visual impact.

A plane is defined as an entity with length and breadth but no 
depth. It is a two-dimensional flat or level surface. 

Space is defined as an infinite expansion. It is also defined as a 
collection of points in three dimensions. However, in graphic 
design space is defined in terms of its visual representation in 
a composition. Using the other elements of design such as 
lines, colours and forms, it is possible to create an illusion of 
three-dimensional spaces or volume on two-dimensional 
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surfaces. Similarly, a physical space as well as conceptual 
(or mental) space can be represented in a composition. 

A shape is a contour or well-defined outline of a two-
dimensional form. In the case of a three-dimensional form, a 
shape will be the skeleton of a form. In the figurative drawings 
of humans, natural things or man-made objects initially 
shape, i.e., contours or outlines are depicted.

Form is 
defined in two ways. In graphic design, form is understood as 
one of the basic elements of visual composition as well as the 
whole visual composition  is also considered as having a 
form . As a basic element of composition form is defined as a 
shape that 

 colo r and other forms in the 

Shape

Form

Any shape, outline or structure of anything like the body of a 
person, animal, tree, leaf or object is defined as ‘form’. 

‘ ’
‘ ’

is ‘meaningful’. A shape is just an outline, but when 
it is filled with some colour, texture or gradation it becomes 
‘meaningful’ as well as it creates an illusion of three 
dimensions. In such cases a shape becomes a ‘form’. Form also 
becomes ‘meaningful’ due to its position in the visual 
composition or its placement in the composition. Similarly, a 
form becomes ‘meaningful’ due to its relationship with other 
basic elements, viz. dots, lines, u
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composition. 

Whole composition is considered as a ‘form’, when the 
overall visual impact of a composition is ‘meaningful’. In this 
case, the overall impact is the cumulative result of all the basic 
elements and their arrangement in a composition. Also, it is 
the result of the overall relationship of each part of the 
composition to the whole. In both cases, form as a basic 
element as well as a whole, a ‘form’ becomes ‘meaningful’ since, 
it generates a psychological impact in creating mood, emotions 
and feelings in the minds of the audience. Apart from this a 
form creates an impact if it has some unique features. In such 
cases the audience recognise the form easily and remember it 
for a longer duration.

In graphic design written text that is made up of typefaces 
is also treated as form. Each word and sentence has a meaning 
in a particular language but apart from that, the word or 
sentence itself is treated as a visual form in a visual 
composition. You can achieve maximum impact from a word or 
sentence if its linguistic meaning and their visual treatment in 
a composition are complementary to each other.

Colour is the basic and core attribute of visual perception and 
therefore it is the most effective element of graphic design. 
Can you imagine a world made up of only black, white and grey 
shades? Colour is studied in physics, psychology, cultural 
studies and many other disciplines of knowledge.  In fine arts 
and graphic design, colour is studied to understand its visual 
properties such as hue, luminosity (intensity) and value.

Grey scale is an ordered arrangement of white, black and 
various tones generated by mixing of white and black in 
different proportions. When black and white are mixed in equal 
proportions then the resultant tone is called ‘grey’ or ‘medium 
grey’. If there is more amount of white and less black then the 
resultant tone is called ‘tint’ or ‘light grey’. If there is less white 
and more amount of black, then the resultant tone is called a 
‘shade’ or ‘dark grey’. 

Hue is a unique quality of colour by which a particular colour is 

Colour

Grey Scale

HueFigure 3.14 Grey scale
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identified. Due to this quality, eyes can differentiate one colour 
from the other. The colour ‘red’ is called red because eyes 
recognise the quality called ‘redness’ of the colour. The same 
applies to other colours also.

Value is a relative darkness or lightness of a colour hue in 
relation to a grey scale. Blue colour with light value 
comparable with light grey values on the grey scale as shown 
in the image.

Luminosity is the brightness or freshness of a colour hue. 
When a colour hue is pure, it is brightest. When a colour hue is 
mixed with other colour hue or black or white, it loses its purity 
and brightness.  Graphic designers always try to preserve the 
luminosity of the colour hue. If you go on mixing again and 
again with different colour hues then finally the resultant 
colour will be dull. Green colour with maximum luminosity on 
the left side of the rectangle decreases luminosity as it is mixed 
with blue colour towards right side of the rectangle as shown 
in the image.

 

A visual texture is the characteristic of a surface that creates 
an experience or the feeling of touch in a visual composition. 
Many a time designers create an illusion of a tactile 
experience.  This is termed as simulated texture or implied 
texture. Designers work with simulated texture as well as real 
texture or both. When we run our fingers over a stone or a bark 
of a tree, we experience the tactile feeling. The tactile 
experience could be smooth or rough and most of the time it is 
very difficult to express it in words. Designers create such 
tactile experience through their designs by using colours and 
any available material on a particular surface. Designers also 
try to generate the same effect or an illusion of the same tactile 
feel by using colours alone. People appreciate designer’s skill 
in creating such an experience or creating illusion. Texture 
also helps in creating and enhancing subtle feeling and mood.

This group of elements governs the placement and 
interrelationship of the basic elements such as dot, line and 

Value
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Figure 3.15 Colour hue

Figure 3.16 Colour value

Figure 3.17 Colour luminosity

Figure 3.18 Various types of 
texture

form in a visual composition to enhance the visual impact of 
the composition.

When a group of elements in a composition are arranged in a 
vertical or horizontal manner in such a way that they fall in 
line, then this arrangement is called alignment. The elements 
can be arranged in a diagonal manner also.

It is an arrangement of basic elements of graphic design that 
helps in organising various elements in the composition. It can 
be parallel or angular arrangement. Direction is perceived 
always with reference to the observer, with reference to the 
frame that contains it or with reference to the other major 
forms in the context.

It is an arrangement of graphic elements that helps or guides 
the audience’s eyes to move in a desired way in the 
composition. It literally forces viewers to move in the expected 
direction. Above mentioned directional elements contribute to 
generate visual thrust. It is also termed as visual momentum.

Visual elements in a composition occupy  space. The space 

Alignment

Direction

Visual Thrust

Figure and Ground

out of it. Activity 2

Each impression should be at least 3 cm by On a white paper take impressions of 

3 cm in size. Size of the composition should interesting textures from your 

be 10 cm by 15 cm.surroundings. For this, first select a 

surface in your surroundings, then 

cover it with the white paper and with a 
Activity 3 

colour pencil, gently scratch over the 

Collect different materials having different paper and try to capture the impression 

texture surfaces and then make a of the surface texture. Now collect at 

composition out of them. Size of the least  twenty such interest ing 

composition should be 10 cm by 15 cm.impressions and make a composition 

Figure 3.  19 Relational elements

Figure 3.2  0 Aligned figure
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Figure 3.  The Scream, 
Munch 1893, 
National Gallery, 
Oslo. The figures in 
the composition are 
aligned following 
direction by the 
railing and the 
whole painting 
create a visual 
thrust. Also all the 
lines create a visual 
thrust to support 
the emotions 
expressed in the 
painting.

24 Edvard 

occupied by the majority of visual elements is called positive 
space and rest of the space in the composition is negative 
space. 

All of us experience earth’s gravity and associate heaviness or 
lightness with it. Thus, the notion of gravity is established in 
our mind. In the context of visual composition we tend to 
attribute the notion of gravity in terms of visual heaviness or 
lightness, stability or instability to individual elements or 
group of elements in the composition. Therefore, big shapes in 
the lower part of the composition appear heavier and small 
shapes in the upper part appear lighter in the composition. 
Visual gravity is also termed as visual weight.

All designs have some purpose or an intention. Graphic works 
make an impact on the target audience. For example, an 
advertisement in a newspaper not only communicates the 

Visual Gravity

INTENTIONAL ELEMENTS

Activity 4

Collect images or photographs from magazines 

and newspapers and classify them according to 

various aesthetic styles.

Activity 5

Collect images or photographs from magazines and 

newspapers and classify them according to the 

categories of content.

Figure 3.2  
designed to keep 
the tools and other 
material used in 
conducting 
experiments in 
class

5 Science kit is 

information but because of appropriate graphics makes an 
impact. This is possible due to the proper use of intentional 
elements. There are three types of intentional elements: 
Aesthetic, Content and Function.

When a concept or an idea derived from nature is expressed 
using dots, line colour, texture, shapes, etc. it is called 
representation. The representation of a concept or natural 
forms is called realistic if it is depicted as it is. It is called 

stylised if the representation is decorative and ornamental. If 
the representation eliminates unnecessary details and 
representation is minimal then it is called abstract. All the 
styles produce distinctive visual and thematic impact.   

 

A message or a theme of the design is called the content. The 
theme can be historical, socio-cultural, eco-friendly, or 
scientific and so on.

It is the purpose or application of the design to deliver results. 
Design can be informative, for instance, it can create 
awareness about something or provide information about 
something. Design can be expressive, i.e., it can be used to 

Aesthetic 

Content

Function

Figure 3.2  
positive space. 
Here figures 
constitute the 
positive space 
while white 
background is 
treated as a 
negative space

1 Negative and 

Figure 3.22 Visual gravity 
created by varied 
thickness of lines 

Figure 3.23 Form as a 
meaningful 
element in a 
composition 
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lightness, stability or instability to individual elements or 
group of elements in the composition. Therefore, big shapes in 
the lower part of the composition appear heavier and small 
shapes in the upper part appear lighter in the composition. 
Visual gravity is also termed as visual weight.

All designs have some purpose or an intention. Graphic works 
make an impact on the target audience. For example, an 
advertisement in a newspaper not only communicates the 

Visual Gravity

INTENTIONAL ELEMENTS

Activity 4

Collect images or photographs from magazines 

and newspapers and classify them according to 

various aesthetic styles.

Activity 5

Collect images or photographs from magazines and 

newspapers and classify them according to the 

categories of content.

Figure 3.2  
designed to keep 
the tools and other 
material used in 
conducting 
experiments in 
class

5 Science kit is 

information but because of appropriate graphics makes an 
impact. This is possible due to the proper use of intentional 
elements. There are three types of intentional elements: 
Aesthetic, Content and Function.

When a concept or an idea derived from nature is expressed 
using dots, line colour, texture, shapes, etc. it is called 
representation. The representation of a concept or natural 
forms is called realistic if it is depicted as it is. It is called 

stylised if the representation is decorative and ornamental. If 
the representation eliminates unnecessary details and 
representation is minimal then it is called abstract. All the 
styles produce distinctive visual and thematic impact.   

 

A message or a theme of the design is called the content. The 
theme can be historical, socio-cultural, eco-friendly, or 
scientific and so on.

It is the purpose or application of the design to deliver results. 
Design can be informative, for instance, it can create 
awareness about something or provide information about 
something. Design can be expressive, i.e., it can be used to 

Aesthetic 

Content

Function

Figure 3.2  
positive space. 
Here figures 
constitute the 
positive space 
while white 
background is 
treated as a 
negative space

1 Negative and 

Figure 3.22 Visual gravity 
created by varied 
thickness of lines 

Figure 3.23 Form as a 
meaningful 
element in a 
composition 
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