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VISUAL GRAMMAR| PREFACE

Preface

Every day we are confronted with vast amounts of visual messages, but without a basic under-
standing of visual language many of these messages remain incomprehensible to us, and &
procductive dialcgue between producers and consumers of visual communication cannot take
place.

Knowlecge of visual concepts is often acquired through physical experience and applied
without the use of written or spoken language: there are, nowever, & number of underlying
processes before and after the act of creation where verbal language has an important func-
tion. Reflection about what one is going to create or what ore has created alters the creative
process: we think differently when we have a language to describe something. This book is a
centribution towards establishing such a language. It intends to be both a primer on visual lan-
guage and a visual dictionary of the fundamental aspects of visual communication.

The reason for writing a grammar of visual language is the same as for any language: to
define its basic elements, describe its patterns and processes, 2nd to understand the rela-
tions between the individuzal elements in the sysiem. Visual language has no formal syniax or
semantics, but the visual objects themselves can be classified. Accordingly, the book is divided
into four parts: absiract objects and structures, concrete objects and structures, activi-

lies, and relations. The first chapter deals with abstractions such as dimensicn, format, and
volume; the second concerns concrete objects and structures such as form, size, color, and
texture; the third part describes the activities that can take place in a composition such as
repetition, mirroring, and movement, and the fourth chapter deals with the relations between
several objects in a compositior.

Writing this boak | have stood 0n the shoulders of a number of the greats wo have thought
and written about visual language. They are listed in the selected bibliography at the back of
the book. | would also like to thank Anette Wang, who gave me resistance when | needed it
and my Norwegian publisher Einar Plyhn, who gave me no resistance whatsoever. Yngve Lien
and Bjoern Kruse contributed constructive criticism. In addition, | receivec valuable feedback
from professionals and laymen, friends and family.

I hope that this bock will help you speak and write about visual objecis and their creative

potential and enable you to better understand the graphics that you encounter every day.

Oslo, November 2005
Christian Leborg
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VISUAL GRAMMAR| ABSTRACT  OBIECTS

Abstract Objects. Abstract objects are
ideal shapes that cannot be physically
created. When you try to draw a point,
for example, you do not end up with a
point but with a surface.

The above illustrat on may leok like a point, butilis enly the rearesentation of & point. It s actualy adotwiha
sJarface. Its size is 0.1% of Tnat o the il ustration balow.

"The abstract conveys the essential meaning, cutting thraugh the conscious to the urcorscious, from exgerience of
the substance in 1ne sensory Tield directly 1o the nervous sysiem, from the event fo pareaption.” Donis A, Deadis,
A Primer of Visual Literacy. (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1g73). 51.
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VISUAL GRAMMAR| ABSTRACT | OBJECTS| POINT

Point. see or feel a point; it is a place without
area. The point has a positien that can be defined by
coordinates (numbers on one, two, or three axes).

The ceerdinates ‘or tis poirt a%e x=0.590 nches.
usger ‘git-nand cerner of the sage.

A sorerical ceordinale system (5 uses when oné warts ¢ indicate, for examp's
waere on the ezrih 2 cont's ocated. The eguator and the 2éro-degrae mendiz
recresent the zero oo nts at norlk /south arc east/wesl, -espectively.

*Tre geomelr ¢ seintis an nvisible thing. Thesefere, il must te cefines as an incorporeal thing. Corsidered in ter~ s o~

subslance, it ecazls zerc” Wassily Kandinsky. Point and Line to Plane (New York: Dover, 1679), 25. First pub sm
1926 as Punkt und Linie zu Fliche in 2 scries of Bauhaus bocks ecined by Walter Gropius ars L. Moholy-Nag,



VISUAL GRAMMAR| ABSTRACT | OBIECTS|LINE

Line. A line can be understood as a number of points that
are adjacent to one another. A line can be infinite or have two
endpoints. The shortest distance between two points is a
straight line.

3
"1 Shortee

Sistan
“Slan
e be*‘«'}eeq s
"8 poinie

Arc: Part of the circumiference of a circle. The shoriest pain between two
| soints on the surface of & g obe (sphere).

7 Diameter: Straight line through e center of a civc e from periphery 1o

Y serishery.

Chord: Straight line betweer two poirts or the serishery,

g Perphery:Crcurerence cf a circle.
: Radius: Distance from the center of a circle to the seriahery.

‘Line rarely exists ir nature, Sut ire does appear in the environment: the crac< in the sidewalk, telephone wires
against the sky, bare cranches in winter, a cable oridge. Tne visual e emert of I ne is used mostly lo express the jux-
taposition of lwo tones. Line is uiilizec most ofien <o describe that juxtaposilior, ard in this, tis a7 articial cevice."
Dond s, A Primer of Visual Literacy. 44.



VISUAL GRAMMAR| ABSTRACT | OBJECTS|SURFACE

Orne dr‘e\
—
s

SIS

Tweo dimensicns

Surface. A surface is defined by two lines that do not coincide
or by a minimum of three points that are not located on a line. If the
two lines have one coinciding point, the surface will be a plane.

I the same way that & ire can be descrived as a row of adjacent
poirts, a surface car ce def ned as a row of lnes, Points ars
stacked in ¢ne girection to form a line; a surface is crealed wnen
arow of lires is stacked at arignt argle 10 hat cirection. These
di~ecticns can also ce seen as axes anc d mensions. Becauss &
surface 5 a point lhat = proliferated in two dieclions, a su~*ace
has lwo cimensiors.

The catside cf a volume is a surtace. Il car se a cont naous
surface will dif*erert curves, or a collection of polygons. or 2
mulliangu ar surace such as the figu-e on the lefl,

"The path of a line in ~ction becomes a plane. A slane has lengtn and breact, but ne thickness, It has pos tion and
diection. It = soura oy | nes. It cefines the exterra limits of a velume." Wuc us Weng, Principles of Form and Design
{New Yor<: Van Nestrand Reinhold, 1663}, 42.



VISUAL GRAMMAR| ABSTRACT | OBJECTS| VOLUME

In the same way thal a su-*ace s arow of Inss, a
volume is mace up of @ number of surfaces. Here
lhe points are s-oliferated in three girectiors,

the fig.a-e's three dimensicns. A cube has sighl
vertices {the poials where IFe lines riessect).
On the insice o the surfaces slreiching celwesn
these vertices is empty space. This space does
not corzain awything but is defined oy its edgss.

Tae varous geomsts ¢ vgLmes cannot be repra-
duced exactly in reality because t1e maleria we
use ¢ reproduce them e cher does act or canrst
have such a pe-fect cesign. Seomerric figures
are mataeratical, abstrast mode s,

Rectangular oris™ and grsm

Volume. A volume is an empty space defined by surfaces,

lines, and points.

“The path ef 2 plane in matien (in a direction oter 1nan its irtringic cireclon), secomes a volume, It has & posilion ir
space and is bound by planes. In two-dirensional design. vo ume is il usory” Wong, Principles of Form and Design, 42,



VISUAL GRAMMAR|ABSTRACT | CBJECTS| DIMENSIONS

Aline bas ore adge, lwo vertices. and one dimension, A surface wilh four edges has four vertices and two
dimersions. A cuge has twelve edges, eignt ve-tices, six surfaces. and three dimens ons. A hypercube nas thirty-two
adges, sixteen verlices, twerty-four surfaces. and four cimensiors.

8
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Orz dimensicn Two dimers ons Three cimensiors

Dimensions. We, along with everything that surrounds
us, have height, width, and depth—or three dimensions.
Objects can have four, five, and an infinite number of
dimensions, but we cannot perceive these. More or less
than three dimensions are abstractions for us; we can only
imagine them.

‘Dimansion exists in tne real world, We cannot orly feel it, aut witn tne aid of our two-eyed, sterecopiicon s ght, we
can see 1" Dondis. A Primer of Visual Literacy. 56=560.



VIBUAL GRAMMAR| ABSTRACT | OBIECTS|DIMENSIONS

Four dimensions

The sphere with its section
at full size

The sphere rising The sphere on the
paoint of vanishing

\ My eye

Edwin Abbott Abbott's book Flatland tells the story of 2 square that lives in a two-d mensioral world “agethar with izs

family ot geometric figures. One day a three-dimansional sphere comes to visit, When the scuare tells the clergy about
meeting somecne from arother dimensen, it s imprisoned for blasphemy, Above we see the sphere's visit as viewed oy
the zquare. lllustration based on Abbott's drawing, Edwin Abbott Abbett, Flatfand (London: Seeley & Co, 1884).
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VISUAL GRAMMAR| ABSTRACT | STRUCTURES

Abstract Structures. Placing objects
in relation to one another will
establish a structure. We can only
describe a structure if we are able
to recognize its pattern. A structure
that does not have visible structure
lines is called abstract.



VISUAL GRAMMAR| ABSTRACT | STRUCTURES| FORMAL

Formal Structures. When objects are evenly distributed in
a composition, the structure is formal. The axes according to
which the objects are organized are called structure lines.

Structure ires can pass iough the cojects’ certer ¢ optica cenler. They can glso run between t1e obiecls and

gefine larger struciural elemenis with 1 waich (e objects are places.

' &ll seciions ¢~ objects are al ke and equaly distriouted is czlled a basic siructure or a grid, This
ve struciure is bazed or slruciue lines that are percendicalar lo one anaihsr, usually horizortally and




VISUAL GRAMMAR ABSTRACT|STRUCTURES|FORMAL| GRADATION

Gradation. A gradated structure works in the same way as
a repetitive structure, but here the structure units change in
size or form (or both) at an even rate.

T .

Para lel Rag atior

I Gradazon can agply To sistance, change in ang e,
disziacerent, and curve.

‘ ‘ l Or the ieft some of the most common gradates struc-
‘ ‘ | ures are shown: carallel gradat e {lines ruaning in e
i sa~e directic) and racdiaticn (expand ng from a cenvie-)




VISUAL GRAMMAR ABSTRACT STRUCTURES|FORMAL| RADIATION

We spea< of concentric -aciation wher b2 structu-e lines are cirgles with an unequa distence “-om thz same certer,

Radiation. A radiation is a formal repetitive structure with
structure units that are situated around a common center.

- " )
VI T
|If f/-’?: \;\ \I"' I
i S
Ny
\\\x-___/

The spiral is concentric in that ils structure lires
have an Liequa disterce “rom the ceniz- 1Tis
alze cemrifugal because the belical | ne eme-ges
“som & cenler. The spiral is thus & nybris setweer
a zorceriric arc cenlrifugal structurs,

We spea« of cent “ugal radiation when the struclure lines diverge fre~ a commaon canter,



VISUAL GRAMMAR| ABSTRACGT | STRUCTURES|INFORMAL

Informal Structures. When no regularities in the
arrangement of objects in a composition can be discerned,
the structure is informal. A structure is informal even if one
recognizes a pattern as long as the objects do not follow
straight structure lines.

Itis ikely 1rat pasis of the struciuce adove are formal éver thougn we cannct “ecognize the patien. There are some
mathema: ¢ equalions thal when represerted visually 3¢ not appear 1o have & ‘ormal siruciure. The gefin tigas Fere
corcem orly ihe visua aspecis of structures

22



VISUAL GRAMMAR| ABSTRACT | STRUCTURES|INFORMAL| VISUAL DISTRIBUTION

Visual Distribution. If objects are positioned in a
structure judging by the eye, the structure is based on
visual distribution. It can also be called a similarity structure.

*¥izuzl cistrbulicn should allow each uniz form 1o oocupy a sivilar amount of space as jucged oy the eye.”
Wang. Principles of Form and Design, £2.

23



W SUAL GRAMMAR| ABSTRACT | STRUCTUR ES|INFORYAL| INVISIBLE/INACTIVE

Invisible/Inactive Structures. Although the structure
lines in an abstract structure are invisible, our brain has a
tendency to fill in what is missing, so we see where they are.
Inactive structures indicate the position of the objects but do
not affect their form.

Inactve structures can be visible and irvisiole. (See alse Active Slruclures, p. 35.)

Structural Skeleton. In all compositions or objects
there are forces that are bound by the limits of the surface.
These varying degrees of energy follow certain axes with
regard to form and proportions. These axes, or paths, can
be called the format’s or object’s structural skeleton.

(See figure on p. 25).

“So lhe nalure of & visua experierce cantot be descr bed interms of inches o size and d stance, degrees of ancle,
or wave engths of Fue. These slatic ~easuremerts de’ine only (he ‘'stmulus, that is, Te message sert
by the physical world, But the life ¢f a percecl=ils excression and mean ng—derives entrey frem the acti t
percesival forces.” Rudolt Arnkeim, Art and Visual Perception {Berceley: Uriversity of Califoia Fress, 084), 15,

24
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VISLAL SRAMVAR|CONCRETE

Concrete
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VISUAL GRAMMAR|CONCRETE| OBIECTS

Concrete Objects. Objects are per-
ceived within defined limits. These limits
are called contour lines. The contour is
what defines the shape, or form.

A surface can have many forms. Forms are defined by their contours, which can be straight or curved. If the visual
transition is gradated or has small nuances in shade or hue. it is difficult to define the form.

*Form (From Lal. fe'ma) 1.1 common use, the exterior cf a ting. 2. concrete: a round, sgaare-skaged, ele. f.
3. Plast ¢, hav ng voiume, & Figuratively sceakirg, of an armwork’s cverzll appearance as avis b'e cbject. w thou:
censideration fe- cortert, 5. Cas™ ng ~ou ¢." Broby-Joharsen, Kunstordbog, 6.

27



VISLAL GRAMVAR] CONCRE™Z| OBJECTS| FORM

Form

Geometric forms

O

Geomelric forms are tasec on matiema: cal facts aboat soinls, lines,

suraces, and solics,

>

Organic forms

O

Crganic forms are created by living organisms or based ¢ living orgaqs—s.

o

>

Random forms

]

Circle.
Asiroiogy: Elernal, | e, Astro-
nomy: Fu | moor. Meteorology:

C ear weather. Cartography: Civy,

juncture. Electricity: Meter,
Chemistry: Ac c. Mechanics:
Paint of -otalior. Biology: Sne.

Rancom fc-=s are ¢eated through recroduction, unceassicus huran
acten. or incicental ir? ueace from nature.

o

=%

Equal-armed Crass.
Astroiogy: Matte-, the earmly.
Astronomy: North. Aichemy:

Tae tear elements. Cartography:

Church, chape . Duaiistic
terminology system: Posilive
pole, sius sig, positive charge,
ircrease,

Arcomwe,

Direclion, ‘ogical censecaence.
Maszuline gender.
eteorofogy: T-ost n fog.
Physics: Gravizatiora center.
Cartography: Ocearic currents.
Runes: Bul.




WSUAL GRAMMAR| CONCRETE| CBUECTE| FORM

Treforms resenten hee are some of the basic ge
“ook Symboler, Mal Aldebaran Fédlag, 1900y, T

stalts in Western ideography according to Carl G, Liungmar (see his
arg the basic sigra man has created as complale legible entites,

Sguare. Heart, Wan
aterialization, the Earlh, lzen tor the physical heart
Ieteoralogy: The ground. to love, Idecgram faor lavatony
Cartography: Farm. Biology: He.

Military: Soldier, Alchemy: Salt.

Household article: Stop.

ju]




Size. The size of an object is relative to
the person perceiving it and his or her
perspective. The size of an object must be
evaluated in relation to its placement and'
the format in which it will function.






VISUAL GRAMMAR CONCRETE| OBJECTS| COLOR

Color. Colors are different wavelengths of light. Concrete
objects and the materials of which they are made reflect
only part of the light spectrum and therefore appear as if
they have color.

Hue refers to the wavelength of the color and is separate from its intensity or saturation. Saturated hues are those
we are accustomed to seeing in the chromatic circle. This book is printed in two colers, but only one hue, namely,
red, Black, gray. and white are colors without hue.

Tone describes a color’s lightness/darkness. The tone. also called the shade. is the color's content of black.

Saturation describes the relative ratio of the color's hue and white content. A color with little saturation contains a large
amount of white.

*Tre sever «inds of color contrasts are the ‘c/lowing: 1. Cortrast o hue 2. Lighi-dar< cortras: 3. Co c-warm conas:
4.Comg emenzary cortrast . Sicu taneous cont-ast €. Cortrast of saturatior 7. Corirast of exieasion.”
Jokannes liten. The Ari of Color (New York: Reirkole Publistirg Corcoraticn, 1657).

32



YISUAL GRAMMAR| CONCRETE OBJECTS| COLOR

Whie

Red

Nerth Pole: white:

completely white light.

/Equatar: saturated and pure
colors,

South Pole: black: na light.

——

To undersiand the hae, shade, arc saiwration of colors, imagine them as he content ara surface of a schere where

the Norlk Pole is complesely white ana the South Pe'e completely black, The completely saturated and pure hues are
izcales along the equator. If one meves in towards the cerzer of 11e sohere, the colors wll become less saturaied and
gradually se res'acad by gray shaces. Or ke surface of the southern herisphere there are como'etely saturated colors
w1 varying black corent. {See also Hien, The Art of Cofor.)

33



VISUAL GRAMMAR|CONCRETE|STRUCTURES

Concrete Structures. A structure is
concrete when its structure lines
are visible or actively influence the
form of the objects in the structure.
In contrast to abstract structures,
which only indirectly indicate how
objects are positioned, concrete
structures are visual compositions
in themselves.

34



VISUAL GRAMMAR| CONCRETE| STRUCTURES| VISIBLE

Visible Structures. A visible structure is a structure
v +h visible structure lines. A visible structure can consist
>* structure lines and objects or of structure lines only.

Active Structures. A structure is active when the
siructure lines influence the form of the objects in the
siructure. A structure need not be visible to be active.

L0
eee

a6



VISUAL GRAMMAR|CONCRETE| STRUCTURES| TEXTURE

Texture. A texture is a structure than can be seen and/
or felt. The texture can consist of structure lines and/or
objects. Texture exists in materials and can be created
through inscription and application.
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VISUAL GRAKMMAR]| CONCRETE| STRUCTURES| TEXTURE

Textures can have an ornamental, random, or mechanical
design. The system of textures is the same as for abstract
structures: formal, informal, gradation, radiation, and spiral.
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VISUAL GRAMMAR| ACTIVITIES

Activities

38
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YISUAL GRAMMAR| ACTIVITIES

Activities. Visual reproductions are
static*. What can be perceived as an
activity, is a static representation or a
sequence that creates an illusion of
activity.

"Kinetic art-art that uses analog movement as an instrument-is the only genre within pictorial and
visual art where the illusion of movement is not created with sequences of pictures or static represen-
tations. Film consists of still images shown in a series at a high frequency.

“momewhere between tne futurists’ dynamc movement and Duchamp's diagrammatic concept of movament lies
comics Wotion line" Scett MeCloud, Understanding Comics (New York: Paradox Press, 1993), 110,

38



VISUAL GRAMMAR|ACTIVITIES| REPETITION

Repetition. When several objects with a single
shared characteristic are arranged in a composi-
tion, the object has been repeated, even if other
characteristics of the objects are different. When
a multitude of objects has one particular feature
in common, such as form or size, this repetition is
called form repetition or size repetition, respec-
tively. When the repeated objects have more
than one feature in common, the most dominant
common feature is selected to describe the
repetition.

Frequency/Rhythm. When the distance
between the repeated objects is identical, the
repetition has an even frequency. When the dis-
tance between the objects varies between several
given frequencies, the repetition has a rhythm.

N & 8 N W

Even trequercy

N onww ~w &y

Uneven fregaency

b W & W L N

Rbylkm

40
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VISUAL GRAMMAR| ACTIVITIES| MIRRORING

Mirroring. When light waves emanating from an object are
reflected on a surface, the object has been mirrored. The
light waves are reflected off the surface at the same angle
they fall onto it. The physical object is symmetrically
rendered on an axis.

“A mirror doesr’i reflect things the wrorg way “ound. il rellects whal is mmed ate’y in freat of 127 Alan Flelcher, The
Art of Looking Sideways {(Londor: Phaidor Press, 2001), 224.

42



VISUAL GRAMMAR| ACTIVITIES| MIRRORING

Mirroring against a Volume. When the surface on
which something is reflected has several different
angles, it can be defined as a volume or as part of a
volume. A volume that mirrors another object distorts the
mirror image because the light that meets the surface is
reflected at different angles.

43



YISUAL GRAMMAR ACTIVITIES| ROTATION

C1F0 01 When an object moves around a point or an

axis, it rotates. The shape of the path along which a rotating
object moves can be either circular or elliptic.

//,I
/ Here the rotation follows the
mavemeant of the sun and the
clack {clockwise). This s also the
dirgeiion for screwing in a serew
or turning on & switeh,

The rotating object

- Rptation catn

44



VISUAL GRAMMARI ACTIVITIES ROTATION

If the rotating object faces the rotation
point with the same side at all times,
the object will have rotated around itself
after one revolution,

The distance from the center to the
. object's rotation path is called the pendu-
lum. This distance is the radius of a circle.

The rotation peint is the
center of a circle. In case
of an elliptical mavement
the length of the pendulum
will vary.

The rotation point can also be
inside the ohject, if the object
rotates around its own axis. This
is also reterred to as a revolving
abject.
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VISUAL GRAMMAR ACTIVITIES| UPSCALING/DOWNSCALING

Upscaling/Downscaling.
Objects are enlarged or scaled
down along the x-axis and the
y-axis. These directions are called
horizontal and vertical, or level and
perpendicular. When an object is
enlarged or scaled down propor-
tionately, the width-to-height
ratio will remain constant.
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VISUAL GRAMMAR| ACTIVITIES MOVEMENT

Movement. True movement (without sequences or
steps) is only found in the real world. Movement within a
visual composition is only a representation of movement.
The positioning of an object can suggest forces that have
influenced or will influence it and move it.

”

_»” Movement path

Path. An object in constant movement will travel along an
imagined line. This line is called a path. The path can be
straight or have the form of an arc.
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VISUAL GRAMMAR|ACTIVITIES DIRECTION

Diractan of movement

Direction. The direction of a movement can be defined by
the line that leads from the starting point of the movement
to its presumed endpoint.

Rotaling ot ect

~

Superordinate and Subordinate Movement. An
object can rotate, swing, or move forward and backward, while
stll experiencing a superordinate movement along one path.
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YISUAL GRAMMAR ACTIVITIES|DISPLACEMENT

Displacement. When only parts of an object move, a
displacement of the form takes place. Displacement is
defined by an angle.

Angle of displacement

Direclion and angle of
displacement

Direction of Disp[acemﬂ;—;f_[lLfTﬁé"ﬁéints or lines of an
object that is displaced move in a specific direction.
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¥IZJAL GRAVRA | RELATIONS

Relations. Visual objects in a
composition relate to the viewer,
the format, and other elements
within the composition.

Althougt tnis red disc sils comzietely molionless on a sheel o paper, forces are work ng on iz. The
cojectis crawn woward the margins o7 the page. The marg ns locales closest 1o e ob scl nave
the greatest mpact or <. Tz is also the case i~ other ¢ e~erts in e compositior. E sments
that are ¢ ogest te each omner have the greztest attraction {(atiractive force) loward each sther.
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WISLAL GRAMYAR RELATIONZ ATTRACTION

Attraction. Obijects that are grouped together in a
composition will either attract or repel one another.

Static. The object on page 54 is balanced and not in
movement. The influential forces are equally strong and
offset each other.

In a stationary representation an activity is only suggested. Energetic or lvely compositions seem as it they have come
to & halt or are about to initiate movemens, creating an llusion of the activity before or afler that moment. The composi-
tian on page 54, on the clher hand, is passive or static. It is not the representatior of a stooped movement, At the same
time, even in a siatic comgpesition there are forces at work, Note that the object must be positioned slightly above the
middle of the page for the entire compaosition to be absolutely balanced. This s called the oolical center.



W SUAL GRAMMAR | RELATIONS | SYMMETRY/ASYMMETRY

This figu-e is arranged . .
sym~etrically along an axis.

Symmetry/Asymmetry. When objects are identically
arranged on both sides of an axis, they are symmetrical. An
object can be monosymmetric or multisymmetric. This page
is symmetric while the layout of the spread is‘asymmetric.

5

This figure has five sym~elry axes.

hJ




VISUAL GRAMMAR | RELAT ONZ BALANCE

Balance. A composition is balanced when all elements
have optical equilibrium. Balance can be created between
objects that have the same form but different positions, or
between objects that have contrasting forms. Without this
interaction between elements, a composition is static and
not dynamic.

Think of this twe-page layout a5 a comoosition to be balancad. Tne left ard righl pages can oe comaarad to the
arms of a scale an each side of the gutter, which acts as the Tpping coint. The black disc on tis page offssls all the
objects on The oppesite page due 1o its larger size and the fact that itis located further out on the arm and thus has
greater oplical weight, In add tion, there s more text on this page than or Ihe opposite page, whch further helps
create balancs.
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VIEUAL GRAMMAR | RELATIONS |GROUPS

When objects are repeated in a composition, they
form a group, or a unit. When several units are put together,
super-units are created. Groups can be named after the
form of their underlying structures.

Linear group. Obects thal are repeated along a line form a linear unit.

The objects in a structure composed of polygons as in the medel
to lhe left, which is formed of triangles, are made up of triangular

units. The objects and the visible structure lines in this group
create a texture.



WVISUAL GRAMMAR | RELATIONS | GROUPS

Triangutar groug. Oojecis that are repealed in Rhambic group. Ohiects that are
a trangular structure form a trangular uait, repeated in a rhombic structure form a
rhambic unit.

Circular group. The peint at which a unit is seen as an equilateral palygon instead of a circle is 2 question of definizan.
A polygon must have mare than four sides in order lo be confused with a circle. A unit can also be based on parts of a
circle; curved lines are a part of a circular form. |s the above group a seven-sided unit or a circle-based group?
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WIEUAL GRAMMAR |RELATICNS |FINE/COARSE

This structurs s
coarser than ...

Fine/Coarse. The fineness or coarseness of a structure is
determined by the distance between the structure lines. It is
also relative to the distance of the viewer to the structure.

.. 1nis szructure, These
two structu-es ase
equally saturalec aut they
have dif‘erert cegrees o°
fineness/coarseness.

0000000000006
ee0000000000 0
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tion is called diffusion. The structure can gradually shift from
being fine to coarse, and from sparsely to highly saturated.

Diffusion. An irregular dispersion of objects in a composi-



YISUAL GRAVMAR| RELATIONS | DIRECTION "\

Direction. A structure can actively define a direction.
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Y SUAL GRAMMAR RELATIONS |POSITION

n

Position. A group of objects can define a position in the
layout, such as a corner, an edge, a center, ar an optical ¢enter.
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MISUA. GRAVMAR | RELATIONS | SPACE i
| |

Space. A composition can have dense and open areas and in
this manner create white space in the layout. The placement of
objects in the structure can reinforce this impression.




VISUAL GRAVEAR | RELANICNS | WEIGHT

Weight.‘ Throug}w conscious use of the upper and lower ‘
areas of a format, the designer can play with associations of

how we experience the world, alluding to the earth and the
sky. The composition can create the illusion of something

being light or heavy, of something that flies, or something
that flows.




Y SUAL GRAMMAR | RELATONS AMOUNT/DOMINANCE

Amount/Dominance. A composition can have areas |
with many objects and areas with few objects. Areas with a
large number of objects are; not necessarily the most visually
dominant.
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Neutral. When ob]ects ina composntion do not

sc light that it does note
s & general form arc seca

~ The background on th's page s neutral. ay sone of 11e d scs ha
a great cortras: with 1ne white background. The form does 10t stand out b
the giscs are idertical in size and evenly arranged.
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CKGROUND/FOREGROUND

Background/Foreground Which parts of a pICture

reate an impr peng. 2. Diag
on. 5. Asrial gersp erspective conve
el lines of perspe of abjects far away 211
ive (several spaces thas ith the surface of the pict a1 1ne cnplr axis J g Mm.l'dinc:
ivze of shade to create pastic vo umes). From Gunrar Danaalt. Biikk for bilder (Ozlo: &bstrak: forlag, zocz), a5,
Summary by lhe author,




VISUAL GRAMMAR| RELATIONS| COORDINATION

Coordination. Objects are coordinated, if their coordinates
have the same value, the same focus, and are perceived
from the same perspective.

The figures above are cerceived 2s coordinated while tne figures below are rot. The bottom cube of the two ilustra-
tiens telow s perceived as being closer in space than the upper. When cojects are seen in perspective, the elemen:
closest 1o the wewer is usuglly placed low in the comzosition.

These wwo cojects are
experiercec as beng close
to each other.
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“VISUAL GRAMMAR RELATIONS| DISTANCE

Distance. The distance perceived between two objects can
vary according to the viewer's perspective. Two figures that
are perceived as being close to each other can, when seen in
another format, be experienced as being remote. Closeness
and remoteness are relative.

The twe objects on this page are experienced
as being positionad tar from each other,
Relatively speaking, they are equally
dizzant from each other as the two
objects at the bottom of page 7o,

-7




VISUAL GRAMMAR| RELATIONS] PARALLEL

Two lines are parallel when they lie on the same
plane and are at an equal distance from each other at all times.
Regardless of how long they are, they will never intersect.

Curved Lnes ¢an a'se be varailel



VISUAL GRAMMAR|RELATIONS| ANGLE

IAn acute angle is less thar go'.

|
An cotuse angle is greater than 9o

A rignt angle is 90",

An gaject can enly be situated
at an angle to samething else, if
it has a directior, This direction
is aefined by the most important
axis in the aoject's structu-

ral skeetor, (See structural
skeleton on page 24.) A circle,
farinstance, has no direction. an
elligsis, on the other hand, does.
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VISUAL GRAMMAR|RELTIONS|NEGATIV E/ POSITIVE

Negative/Positive. The terms negative and positive

relate to’opposite values such as opaque and transparent,
light and dark, convex and concave, solid and hollow.

4

A form is callec cositive or negative i its tone c?)r'.tr}sti with the surroundings. Text thatis hght:yhan the backgreung
it is set on is negalive. A positive form is extroverted (fuined outward) ang’convex, A form that€an be Tilled with a liquid
is negative. If something is exlruded from a form, the orig nal form is positive, while the new form is negative.
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VISUAL GRAMMAR| RELATIONS| TRANSPARENT / OPAQUE

Transparentlozpaque A transparchRt 0Bjecr
see-through. Light shines through it so that other elements
behind it become visible. An opaque object is visually
impermeable and prevents light from shining through.




VISUAL GRAMMAR RELATIONS| TANGENT

Tangent. When two objects are located next to each other
and share one common/point, they are called tangents.



VISUAL GRAMMAR| RELATIONS TANGENT
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VISUAL GRAMMAR RELATIONS|OVERLAPPING

Overlapping. When parts of an object lie above parts of
another object, the first object overlaps the second one.
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YISUAL GRAMMAR/ RELATIONS|COMPOUND

Compound. When two objects overlap each other
and visually appear to be one object, the form is called
a compound form.
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YISUAL GRAMMAR|RELATIONS| SUBTRACTION

Subtraction. When the part of an object that overlaps
another one is deducted from the underlying object, a
subtraction has taken place.
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VISUAL GRAMMAR| RELATIONS COINCIDENCE

Coincidence. When two objects have the same form and
size and are situated directly above one another, so that
from above they appear to be one form, they coincide.
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VISUAL GRAMMAR|RELATICNS| PENETRATION

Penetration. When one object is pushed through another,
larger object, a penetration has occurred.

The cylinder nzs created a hole ir the quadralic disc by peretrating if. Whetlker or 107 thee was & nole in the cisc
areviously makes lillle dif‘ererce.
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./-_\ VISUAL GRAMMARIRELATIONS| EXTRUSION
1

Extrusion. The process of forcing a material through
an opening in an object so that the form of the opening
influences the form of the material is called extruding a profile.

It we press a matenal through the hole That we ceqetraled on the previous cage, the “esull will be a sisc or a cylirder,
depend ng on e amount of materizl pressed tnrough. Tae s-ofile acquining the form of the ocening is called the
extrucale,
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VISUAL GRAMMAR| RELATIONS INFLUENCE

Influence. When an object has changed its form because
of another object, it has been influenced. Objects can also
mutually influence each other.

No nfluence Influence from tne lower form

Influence from the upper form Mutual influence
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VISUAL GRAMMAR| RELATIONS| MODIFICATION

Modification. When an object has been slightly altered,
it has been modified. A modification does not change the
basic characteristics of an object.

Modificalior can affect form, shace. hue. and texture.
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VISUAL GRAMMAR| RELATIONS VARIATION

Variation. Repetitions with varying and minor alterations
(modifications) can be called a variation.

Varialior of width

Vasaton of height

Variaticn of displacement

1]
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Wariation ir widin

Variation of height

Variazon of displacement
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Life in the image world has made us all voracious, if not always
deliberate, consumers of visual messages. Easy access to
computer graphic tools has turned many of us into either amateur or
professional image producers. But without a basic understanding
of visual language a productive dialog between producers and
consumers of visual communication is impossible. Visual
Grammar can help you speak and write about visual objects and
their creative potential, and better understand the graphics that
bombard you 24/7. It is both a primer on visual language and a
visual dictionary of the fundamental aspects of graphic design.

Christian Leborg is a designer and design educator. He is
a founding partner of K, a knowledge and communications
consultancy in Oslo, Norway.
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