
Balance & Symmetry Study Guide 

Balance: As a basic principle of art (specifically of design), the definition of balance 

refers to the ways in which the elements (lines, shapes, colors, textures, etc.) of a piece 

are arranged.  

Balance can be symmetrical ("formal"), where elements are given equal "weight" from 

an imaginary line in the middle of a piece. For the most basic example of symmetry, 
think of your eyes in relation to either side of your nose. (Symmetry) 

 
Balance doesn't necessarily mean symmetry, though.  Asymmetrical ("informal") 

balance occurs when elements are placed unevenly in a piece, but work together to 
produce harmony overall. (Asymmetry) 

 
Balancing a composition involves arranging both positive elements (the objects in the 

composition) and negative space (the space around, behind, and in between the 
objects) in such a way that no one area of the design overpowers other areas. 

Everything works together and fits together in a seamless whole. This is called 

harmony. The individual parts contribute to their sum but don’t try to become the sum.  
 

An unbalanced composition can lead to tension. When a design is unbalanced, the 
individual elements dominate the whole and the composition becomes less than the sum 

of its parts. In some projects, unbalanced might be right for the message you’re trying 
to communicate, but generally you want balanced compositions. 

 
Visual weight is the perceived weight of a visual element. It’s a measure of how 

much anything on the page attracts the eye of the viewer. 
 

Visual direction is the perceived direction of a visual force. It’s the direction in 
which we think an element should be moving if it were given a chance to move 

according to the forces acting on it. 
 

Four types of balance: 

1.   Symmetrical balance occurs when equal weights are on equal sides of 
a composition, balanced around a visible or invisible axis in the center. 

Symmetrical balance evokes feelings of formality (it’s sometimes called formal 

balance) and elegance. 

2.    Asymmetrical balance results from unequal visual weight on each side 

of the composition. It is more dynamic and interesting. 

3.   Radial balance occurs when elements radiate from a common center, 

which is the focal point. 

4.   Crystallographic (Mosaic) balance is balanced chaos; the 

composition lacks definite focal points, and the elements share a uniform 
emphasis, yet it works. 
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