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THE PRINCIPLES

| cant remember the order in which these principles occurred to me. |
had read a jot and thought a lat about what went on in pictures, but largely
things seemed to either “work” or “not work” for unrelated reasons. | think the
principles pretty much came to me all at once, while [ was playing with the Little
Red' Riding Hood pictures. What has taken time is paring them down to the
bone. I've ordered them Rot in any hierarchical order, because | don't feel there
is a hierarchy here, but more in the order that seemed most logical. Was it when
| tilted the trees that | saw how gravity affected pictures? Whatever the reason,
the first principles have to do with gravity.

Gravity is the strongest physical force that we're consciously aware of,
and we'e subject to it 2ll the time. The force of gravity affects our responses o
horizontal, vertical, and diagonal shapes, and it affects our responses to the
placemenit of shapes on the page.

This all sounds very abstract, but what does it mean in concrete terms?

1. Smooth, flat, horizontal shapes give us a sense of stability and caim.

| assaciate horizontal shapes with the surface of the earth or the horizon
line — with the floor, the prairie, a calm sea, We humans are most stable when
we are horizontal, because we can't fall down. Shapes that lie horizontal look
secure because they won't fall on us, either. Because of this, pictures that empha-
size horizontal structure generally give an overall sense of stability and calm.

But, also, smaller horizontal or horizontally griented shapes within a picture
can be felt as islands of calm. Part of the stability we felt in Little Red Riding Hood
as @ triangle was due tp her wide, flat, horizontal base.
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‘When it is made sleeker and Jjoined by other, similar thiangles placed on a
iagonal and decreasing in size, it becomes part of a slew of arrows, bullets,
“rocks, or unprogrammed missiles, following a diagonal trajectory.

" When ! took an art history course in college, the professor cne day showed
'a slide of a painting that featured a mass of writhing figures. The artist had
dramatically lit the bodies so that a diagonal section of them stood out from the
 rest, which was left in shadow. The instructor talked about the “dynamic of.
“: the diagonal” shown there. The statement obviously meant something to him,
and | still have a clear memory of the painting he was discussing. Buz I could:
never understand what he meant until | figured out this principle, and then that’
bubble of memory floated up from out of the Qm«wm:mn no__mm_m mca_ﬁo:ca o_i
twenty-five years before. S T

It means that any picture that emphasizes the n_mm_oam_ —_ S.:wn:m_, with .
shapes or colors or light or any structural m_wamaﬂ — s n«:m_.:_n. because the..
diagonal implies movement or tension. U S

This picture has an even greater sense of movement because the triangles get
progressively smaller and because the outline of the whole group is triangular, or
arrow-shaped, When | first played with the shapes, | cut them all the sarne size
and had them more nearly parallel to each other. They still felt as ﬂ:ocms Hjmz...
were moving, but the result was quite boring and 3mm<<




are usuially read as though there is an invisible, emotiona horizon line!
stretching across. the middle of the space and dividing it into top and bottom.:.

The upper half of a picture is a place. of. ,a._.nm.no! happiness,: and’
‘triumph; objects placed in the top half often feel.more “spiritual.’’ .
When we are high up, we are in a stronger tactical position: we can see our.
nemies-and throw things down. on them. Down low, we" can see very fa
thirigs might fall on us and crush us. o
if we identify with an object that is in the upper half of a picture, we tend 1o
feel lighter and gayer. If we want to show the'sp wality. of an: object,-we tend
to place it high up. Again, this is due to the force of gravity: objects that.are high-
“er up give a sense of floating or flying or otherwise escaping. the gravitational
_pull of the earth. "o i T R : i :
‘“Think of Some of the expressions we use ever ‘day to show. that were feel-
g happy or have done well: “Top. o’ the morning to youl’:“Shes at.th “top of
the charts/the class/her form,” top man’ on’ the totem pole,” “top .
dog, " “top-drawer” "top-notch,” “Things are looking up, T’
“so forth LT L : o
30 When people are said to be “high,”. however, it implies that they may: even
' tually have a “terrible downer” when they “come back to earth ‘




he bottom :m_w of a picture feels more u_.:.mmﬂm:mn :mmSm_. umnnmq or
onstrained; chjects placed in the bottom half also feel more ch:Qma :
_‘_S_A of expressions that show sadness or failure: "down in %m dumps,” “fegi-
Ing. Qo<<:.= “feeling low,” “low-down dirty dog,” “living the low life,” “lower than
a, namxmw befly,” and so on. We feel the same sorts of mBougm_ _‘mm_uo:mmm te this.
lower positior in pictures. :

On the other hand, because we ﬂman 10 see b_ﬂc_.mm as eam:u_o:u o_n ocﬂ
‘world, thinking of the top half as “sky” arid the bottom half as’ @,oc:n_;. objects,
in the lower half of Sm _u_nz.iw wmm_ more m_.ocsumo_ more mﬂmn:mn to ﬁjm earth:
and less mobile.” - : :
5 There is an odd noa_m_a\ here, Es_n: at first u.mmam.no:qma_noa\. m:.oc..mn..
.._u,_mnmn higher up on the page has “greater pictorial weight.” This simply’
" means that our attention is drawn to the same. object. more, or it: feels more

e m:.._nonm:n if it is higher up than if it is lower down, We must. mmm::mﬂ.aoﬂ

= truly “belong on the ground,” and ,s..m are umnc_,cmn.éjm:.n: M_M.son the. case

Z2All other things being equal, if we want to put more emphasis.on ar .o&mnn. we.

7 tend to place it in the upper half of the page. It tends to ﬁmm_..m‘mmw _mmm.mnmnsma”
. to n:m mm_.%,. and .__mjﬁmﬁ Ucﬁ it also has m«mmﬂmﬁ v_nﬁo:m_ Em_m_‘a. e




Before mms:m_ the mmmna of gravity, i'd like to Mnov _qo_‘ gcm m ‘moment to
ernemiber-that these principles are used not one by orre, but ‘aiways in- no_jn
atiort’ m:n m_<<m_<u in some context. Each of the principles m_u_ummn n_:_nm clea
wher' _ﬂ is considered individually, but each picture we see uses a n03c_:mgo
of| :393_9. which makes the interactions of the parts and’ the: o<ma__ effect:
308 complex. The addition of each new element can Bou_q ﬂ:m effect of th
ther elements or even change them completely. - :
'T-made two very simple configurations, to mxn_ozw Hsm s..m< n: s.j_nj m
ﬂmmnoam is determined partly by the content and partly. E\ the mﬂEQEm ow.ﬂ.:m
picture and to see how the structure can enhance or umn.mnﬁ 3.03 ﬂsm nosﬂm:ﬁ
This picture might be of a person about to commit suicide by ._can_:m off a cl
“a general surveying the surrounding territory, or a lone climber who :mmﬁmnsma
~the summit and is gazing back over the vista below. \We feel n&m_‘m:&\ mvocﬁ.
“' according to.its meaning-content Ioé noom.%m qunE«m..m:sm:n or. detract
from this meaning-content? - - : :
B . Of the three possibilities, the mmzma_.u:b@\_zm ,.Em.,ﬁma tory.feels :m Boﬂ
. appropriate to me:.The figure is high on the page — that is, ‘b
-also ..macsama.‘_o:.m_ stable horizontal, _ﬂ.ﬁmm_m stately Um,nm_cmm of: _a.mgcmu.
“ and jts-wide, flat base gives it unmu___a\ and caim. . The UoSH,m:n col h.

its martial. aspect, and the triangle suggests a cape. !
no_s_um_,_me,: to the size of the figure that | wouldn't s..m_:ﬁ H.ew Hnm_“ |
~.feel terribly ﬂzamnwzma,. ftisa moon <m3nmmm .Do__.; from .<<3_n3 o c?.m< m




the figure represented a climber, the land might not extend off Sm Ummm to
the:left but instead might form a peak. It would be more effective if no low .
Ecsn were shown. The figure might be smaller and in a fess stately pose —
n:@. with arms raised in triumph or perhaps balanced on twe thin legs Smn .
would indicate the climbers frailty and exhaustion. | also reworked it to see how -
t could look more like a person about to commit suicide.-The ciiff, and the'.
"ground below, are more jagged now. | cut the figure of the person smaller and::
thinner and made it off balance, then brought it closer to the edge and tilted it~
I-over- Red would be appropriate if the person were killing himself-In rage. and. .
" revolt. [ chose the paler, Bm_m_qn:o_k color. (This 83_3% me of n_nﬁc_‘mm UK
' Edward Gorey.) S :
' These examples are given as indications of the _ﬂo__os,._:m” ﬂ:m Um_u_n uzan__uqm.
that higher means happier or freer or more “spiritual,” and lower means gloomier
or more grounded, is true, but the principles work in conjunction with each other, g
and they are subsenvient to context and content — to a.x.... _u_ndcﬁmw Bmmaam. el

The v«_:n_u_mm described so *m__. result from gravitys effect upon us .m:n.. the -
world and the pictures we look at. The next n::n__u_mu :m<m ﬁo..go <<_5 50 En. :
ture as a Eozu of its own. . s

. a has been said before, we see pictures as extensions of reality, When we
L look at a picture, we “read” it as though gravity existed inside the picture as.well

as outside. Most pictures are rectangular, and their horizontal and vertical' edges’,

accentuate our sense of gravity’s force. (When pictures are circular, ﬁ_._&\.m?.m the
impression of floating, as complete circles within a picture seem to be momn:m...
or rolling. This again ﬂm_mﬁmm Umnx 8 mamsa\ ﬂ:ocm? m_.a .8 our mxnm_._m:nm <<_u._ -
round objects.) - . R . : : .




But there are other forces acting at the same time. The rectangular frame of
the picture forms a separate world inside itself, The center of this framed world
is the focal point of our attention; the edges enclose our attention and force it
to the center. The frame creates a center/frame sort of visual conflict that can be
thought of as a radial force, mainly radiating lines inward from the frame to the
midpaint. To some exzent, but to a much lesser degree, the center of the picture
alsc radiates energy out of itself. You can sense this even more strongly when
the picture frame is square or round; then the center is so strong that it is much
harder for the eyes to get away from it and move around. Yet one of the goals
behind most pictures is precisely that: to encourage the viewer to wander
around inside this framed world and explore it all over. If a picture is meant to be
explored, it is better to keep the main emphasis away from the center.

5. The center of the page is the most effective “center of attention.” It
is the point of greatest attraction.

This picture can be read either as a jewel radiating light lor a hercine radiat-
ing triumph) or as 2 figure surrcunded on all sides by attackers, QOur emotional
response depends on the context, but the fact remains that it is difficult to take
our eyes from the center and move them arcund the page. They are trapped,
pinned to the center.

What happens when the focus of attention is shifted away from the center of
the page?
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First of all, the picture is more dynamic. We feel that the red triangle is mov-
ing now; on a diagonal path either down toward the fower right and out toward
us or away from us and toward the upper left. This sense of movement comes
about because our eyes are now encolraged to move. We can shift along the
points to the darkness at the right, which has now become a focus on its own;
we move from darkness to the red triangle and back again.

Or we can move to the white space at the left — and clear off the page.
Because the white area extends to the frame, the picture implies space outside
ftself. It breaks out Into the world beyond,

But notice that with all of this moving around, the invisible lines of force are
ever-presentt. We are aware of gravity as we move up and down and across the
page. At the same time, we are very aware of the center as our eyes go back
and forth across it; we are aware of the Jagged lines dividing the page down
the center. The center can be used as the hub of the picture, where more intense
action takes place, as an empty area of calm or incompleteness, as a divider of
left from right, as the area at which two equal elements join, and so forth. But
whatever we do with the center, our eyes are drawn o it and our feelings are
strongly affected by it

We are also aware of “breaking out of” the rectangular frame, Whether or not
we are conscious of these forces, we are aware of them, They encourage our
eyes to move in certain directions, and they affect our emotional response to
what is going on.
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The edges and corners of the picture are the edges and corners of the
picture-world.

Just as the emotional effects of high and low placement on the page have
their verbal equivalents, so do the edges and corners of pictures,

“He’s cornered,” “she% in a tight cornes” “I"had to sit in the corner” and
edgy.” “onrt edge,” “my nerves are on edge,” and “shes pushing him over the
edge” all mean the same things when they are expressed visually.

The closer an object is to the edge or to the center, the greater the tension.
It reminds me of a golf ball on a green: when it sits comfortably far from the hole,
we just look at it as a white ball on the green, but the closer it gets to the hole,
the more we want to push it over the edge and in.

I find that when | cover up the red shape in this picture, the space becomes
much flatter. Its only when | see the red box break out of the frame that 'm
aware that the other two chjects can escape it, too.

“ " ow

Artists seidom plzce their figures in the exact center of the page uniess that
figure is meant to be an object of meditation. Visual zids to meditation, whether
they be Tanwic ar Christian or nonspecifically refigious, tend to show the object
of meditatior: in the center of the page sc as to better enable the viewer to
“center the mind.”

With an object or a hole centered in the middle of the page, it is difficult to
move away from the center. .

Of course, a third invisible force we read into pictures is the force of movement,
and of life, We see some elements as moving and others as immoabile, according to
whether cr not they are alive or move in reality. We imbue them with movement
appropriate to the picture context, but what principles do they follow? Happily,
we also imbue these creatures with wills of their own, like the viewers, and at this
point they are no fonger subject to constricting principles. They may begin their
movements on cue from the artist, but they move as the viewer wills them to.
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The next principle has to do with light and dark. \We read light backgrounds
as day and dark backgrounds as night, twilight, or storm.

6. White or light backgrounds feel safer to us than dark backgrounds
because we can see well during the day and only poorly at night.

As a resuit of our inability to see in the dark, black often symbolizes the
unknown, and all our fears associated with the unknown, while white signifies
brightness and hope.

There are, however, exceptions to every rule, usually due to context. Two
obvious exceptions here are that we would feel safer if we were escapirg from
some danger “under cover of darkness,” and we would feel terrified if we were
deserted on a limitless expanse of ice.
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But 2t the same time, both biack and white are “noncolors,” and both repre-
sent death. When Eurcpeans mourn a person’s death, they wear black. Mourners
in India and Korea wear white. We say “black as death,” while we say “milk-
Esnmz or "snow-white,” But we aiso say “dead-white.”

We associate red with blood and fire. What things in nature are either black -
or white? Many of them are lifeless: black night, white bones, black coal, white -
sea foamn and clouds, black pitch or charred wood, white pearls, white snow.

|

Notice the way the red glows against the black. Bright and pale colors glow
like jewels against dark backgrounds. Against white or pale backgrounds, bright
colors often Iook washed out. There is a physicloegical reason for this: since white, .
light is made of all the colors, all the color receptors in our eyes are activated and.
become “Bleached out” when we see white. The black background enables the
color receptors to “rest” — except, of course, in the area of the red triangle.:




7. We feel more scared looking at pointed shapes; we feel more secure
or comforted looking at rounded shapes or curves.

Our skin is thin. Pointed objects can easily pierce through to our innards and
kill us, What do we know of that has sharp points? Most weapons are pointed:
knives, arrows, spears, missiles, rockets; so are rocky mountains, the bows of
boats that cut through the water, cutting tools like scissors and saw blades, bee

stingers, teeth . .,

Curved shapes embrace us and protect us.

This picture of curves cant make us any safer than can the picture of points,
and we know this, but the picture of curved surfaces makes us feel more secure
than the ane with sharp points, because of our associations with these shapes.
What do we know of that is formed from curves? Rolling hills and rolling seas,
bouiders, rivers — but our €arliest and strongest association is with bodies, espe-
cially our mothers’ bodies, and when we were babies, there was no place more
secure and full of comfort.

Because of these assaciations, pictures with curved shapes feel more secure -

and comforting than ofes with sharp points, which feel scarier and more
threatening.




8. The larger an object is in a picture, the stronger it feels.

We generally feel more secure physically when we are big than when we are
little, because we're more capable of physically overpowering an enemy, One of
the easiest ways to make a protagonist — or g threat — @ppear strong is to make
it VERY large. _ ‘

The same figure appears much more vulnerabie if it is made very small, If we
want to show a protagonist facing a terribie danger, the danger will seem much
more threatening if it is huge and the protagonist is very small. We associate size
with strength — strength of any sort. -

This word associate is the key to the whole process of how picture structure
affects our emotions. We know these pictures car't do us ary more harm or make
us any safer than a blank sheet .of paper can, but we feel different locking at
different pictures, because we associate the shapes, colors, and placement of
the varfous picture elements with objects we have experienced in the "real”
world outside the picture, :

When we look at a picture, we know perfectly well that its a picture and not
the real thing, but we suspend disbelief. For a moment, the picture is “real.”
We associate pointed shapes with real, pointed objects. We associate red with
real blood and fire. Specific elements such as points or color or size seem te cal!
up the emotions we felt when we experienced actual sharp points or colors or
noticeably large or small things. It is these "emotions attached to. remembered
experiences” that seem largely to determine our present responses.
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no_ow m@mnﬂ on E is very stron

it from our association of these cofors with certain natural objects — that s,

hese:objects “natural constants.”. Now these associatiors make _omxmnn sense,
and in many cases they might have helped us to stay alive.

more pure than a2 mallard duck, a red rose is more exprassive 'of the blood and’

g — stronger than that of o%m«._u,_.nEB .
Weve, m_qmm_ak noticed that much of our reaction to various no“oa seems 3.,..,

" associate red with blood and firg, white with light, snow, and bones, black.
th darkness, yellow with the sun, biue with the sea and sky, et-cetera. I'l call :

.- But we then go on to make an interesting generalization. Just as we assume’
that all pointed shapes are sharp, we assume that everything with the same color -
as these “natural constants” also has their inherent qualities: a white swan seems

fire of our love than a pink one, a black crow looks nastier than a ncnxoo. and.;
i 50 forth. These umno:nma\ associations are completely false, but we make them..

all the time. This “symbelism of color”

Is part of the way we function every day.

Color is one of the mast powerful elements used in advertising, in prepaganda,

. i ”._” m_mo <<o_,_G —_ <m§ <mQ ém__ .

& time.

_338_%3\ divide them?

. shapes,

and in all visual fabrications, Color symbolism is cmuma o:.m _qm_mm mm:ma__nmao: !

We m_mo mmmoa_m_ﬂm ogma om Sm same color when theyre mmms mﬂ .Sm um3m.,,

Pretend for a moment that you are in kindergarten, and the ”mmﬁ._mﬂ mu_a .<oc..”.
. to separate all of these shapes 58 2<o mﬁocum of similar m_mana I0<< ao u\oc

Almost all. of us’ _zunm:n__z a_wn:mca: the circles from the szm_mm. In oz‘_m«”
words,. we a.sn_m them mnnoa_:m to mrm_ua. S.m mumoama ___Am shapes <<_5.=xm




However, rictice what happens when we are m_<m: the same SmS._n s fi
this collection of shapes.
Our. eyes immediately associate the forms by color, regardless of their u_._mnmm
We can still make groups of triangles and circles, but we are forcing ourselves t
o &_ our strongest association is by color. (This is not necessarily the.case for
,m.:....m: n::nﬂm:. however: n:mz tend to make a stronger mmmoamﬂ_.o:.E_ﬂ:.m.smum.._

o ..e. We associate the same or similar colors much more un_,o:m_< ﬂ:m:.Em,
.mmmOn_mnm the same or similar shapes.
Our association of objects by color is Immediate and very strong. :
“The association can be “positive,” as with team players who all wear ﬂ:m. same
.color, uniferm, or “negative,” as with- Little Red Riding Hood and the wolfs
eye and tongue. But in both cases we associate entities of ﬁ:m &Bm..no_oimzo_
we read @ mezning into their mmmon_mqo: .




=, This page represents a situation that I'm not clear enough about to give a
name to or call a principle, but that | can see working. :

- Repetition- and confusion {regularity and irregularity? order and disorder?)
are more difficult to talk about than the other elements because they involve
“patterns made by those other elements. Our eyes search for repetitive patterns,
- which enable us 1o make sense out of what we see. We notice repetition amid

“confusion, and the opposite, and we notice a break in a repetitive Umﬁm_.? But .

" how do these two sorts of patterns make us feel? .
My question is hampered by the idea of “perfect” reguiarity and “perfect”

-’ chaos. Seme repetition gives us a sense of security, in that we know what is
. coming next. We plant our hedges and beans in ordery rows and arrange our:.
lives in fargely repetitive schedules. Confusion is more frightening for Boﬂ of us,

"

We say we are “disoriented.

But "perfect” regularity — continual, relentless repetition — is vm_,_:mum even
more horrifying in its monotony than confusion is. It implies a cold, unfeeling, -
mechanical mind, whether humar or inhuman. Such patterns do not mxﬁ in

nature; there are too many forces working against each other,

Either extreme is terrifying. | think of a remark made by the ._mnmsm“m..

novelist Ryunosuke Akutagawa, that for him the warst hell would be m:.c:m:n....
<7, ing forest of cherry trees in full bloom,

Uife needs a mixture. Our feelings seem to be eficited by the nﬁovoao: and .,
- “perfection” of regularity m:n_ q_.ﬁmmc_m:o\ as well as by <<3mﬁ mzm_omm and no_oa.
" are chosen.

“




CE:CO mwﬂ o5 put a on_...n,..mem&,”no:»..muﬂm:.mv_.
can be be een:colors;’ shapes, sizes, placement;. or:combina-
lons: of these, but.it-is' the contrast that. enables' Us to see both’ patterns and

, res'— and’ hUman perceptions - are based or Contrasts :

us o see.

Some Remarks about Space

PFictures are two-dimensional, whereas we live in three-dimensionay space,
with many mere dimensions added by our passions and Intelligence. When we
translate or reform our muiltifaceted experience into this flat, rectanguiar format,
we play with space.

I'd like to look at a few features of picture space, not trying to find principles _
anymore, just noticing some things that happen. g







m_umnn mmo_md_mw_m mmc_.m .,Bm_xmm,ﬂ:mﬁ.nmcnm‘m_o:mﬁ. ?mmm:.a. <.c3.m..mc_n /x\mAm_._.m Mnmnnsﬁ:o.c_m.nn Qﬂ...n_ﬂm,_.m__,_.ﬁ ,u,_._.mumm.“m,_mn.u..mﬁ.mm.,.H:.m.BmOm.,.\MWM: Hrm
Thefigure would:stand. oLt even more:if it had a different shape. size; and/g - he picture. is determined as much by the spaces between ﬁam%mn it Y 0
color; but:‘would: it-feel more:Isolat i i : : msel e : T




is

, ! : -them decrease in a
mmc_m?mmoﬂsmq_n _u«om«mum_o:. rathier thary an. mzﬁsamnn one — that is, if each
3?3&#.0_... o:ﬁ::d.%:m:m_. ﬁm: the n_.mnmn_h:m one, rather than




- Space implies time, . -
“This picture feels frightening to me, but part of me also waon
these two figures aren't just having a jolly ofd chat, .
Athreat doesn't feel so scary when its
is:no.time for the victim to move before it
to be scared. The deed is a done thing,
L) remember reading a story by Jack London in which the protagonist was
dying on the icy tundra and saw a wolf sitting rot six feet aw,
understand why the woif looked so completely friend
ﬁ.: was no reason for the wolf to be 2ggressive,

ly until he realized. that.
The man was dead eat; "

ders whether -

right next to the vietim, because there
gets devoured — and no time for ys

ay. He couldn't .

When the attacker and the victim are spaced far apart, |, as the victim,
. have more time to be scared. There are at least two seconds now before Il
. be attacked, rather than the finest split second that { had before, We might be

[ cornered in this picture, but there is more possibility of escape with the larger
. amount of space-time between victim and attacker. To put it in purely farmal

~ terms, there is more tension in the picture because the objects are “on edge”

CUUC atthe two poles of the page, separated from each other by the vast, diagonal
empty space cuiting through the center, but associated and drawn nommmjmﬁ
" by color,
"ol -Wide space can create tension between the divided oizjects,
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, m.._,mﬁ:m_. remarkable q__cm_.m&o: by mcm” ._mam:.‘éso. was m:._m_mzﬂ:
m:.mnm -when.she made it. Notice how before S.m.m<m3..3m<m any idea of what,
the picture is about, the white objects jurmp cut at us from the rich Umnxmﬂoczq.,
-and.the pale figures are immediately associated with. each other: - :

The picture shows a girl giving two treasures to an evi! moﬂnm@. é:o s 3o_u-,

am hel Hs_.mm brothers captive. Notice how the two white: _u_mnmm 33358?.

catch: our mnmnqo: small though they are, and. how: readily their whiteness also:
give, ~n_\zw_..: ajeweliike quality. The. m__._ is associated with :m1 th mm cﬂ%ma,..




