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Multimedia Foundations Glossary of Terms 

Chapter 4 – Visual Communication 
 
Elements of Design The fundamental building blocks of visual content: space, dot, line, 

shape, form, color, texture, and pattern. 

Color The appearance of a visual object as defined by the properties of hue, 

saturation, and brightness. Hue is the color shade of an object as a 

single point on the color spectrum. Saturation is the strength or purity 

of a color. Brightness (or value) is the relative lightness or darkness of a 

color. 

Dot The smallest definable element of design. In multimedia, visual images 

are reproduced electronically on a display screen as a complex array of 

tiny dots or squares of light called pixels (or picture elements). 

Form A two-dimensional element formed by the enclosure of dots and lines 

that also connotes a sense of depth through perspective, lighting, 

shading, color, contrast, or other means. 

Line The visual connector between two points (or dots). Lines can be real or 

implied. Lines can be horizontal, vertical, curved, or diagonal--- or 

combined in an infinite number of ways. 

Pattern The reoccurrence of a visual element within a design space. Like 

shapes, patterns can be geometric or organic. 

Shape A two-dimensional element formed by the enclosure of dots and lines. 

A shape lacks the perceptual dimension of depth. The basic geometric 

shapes are circles, triangles, and squares. Organic shapes resemble 

objects in the natural world (snowflakes, leaves, etc.). 

Space The bounded area of a design where visual elements reside. In 

photography, design space is synonymous with field of view. In 

multimedia design, space is physically limited to two-dimensions, 

width and height (x-axis and y-axis). Depth, the third dimension, is a 

perceptual illusion, and is represented by the z-axis, an imaginary sight 

vector that extends away from the viewer and into the center of the 

design. 

Texture The surface attribute of a visual object that evokes a sense of tactile 

interaction. Texture can be visually implied in an image. 

Principles of Design The formal rules and principles for optimizing the aesthetic 

representation of visual elements in two-dimensional space: unity, 

emphasis, and perceptual forces. 
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Unity A desirable visual state whereby the individual elements in a visual 

composition are perceived as “belonging together,” or residing together 

in harmony in a complimentary and holistic fashion. 

Alignment A principle of design which says that a group of visual elements are 

more likely to be perceived as belonging together when they are 

positioned along a common edge or implied line. 

Proximity A principle of design, which says that a group of visual elements are 

more likely to be perceived as belonging together when they are 

positioned close together. 

Similarity A principle of design, which says that a group of visual elements are 

more likely to be perceived as belonging together when their visual 

attributes are similar and uniform. 

Repetition A principle of design, which says that the overall unity of a visual 

composition is strengthened by repeating key visual elements such as 

lines, colors, shapes, and patterns. 

Emphasis A principle of design, which says that a visual composition should have 

a primary focal point or center of interest. 

Contrast (Value) The range of light and dark portions in an image or design. The 

strongest visible contrast is represented by the difference between black 

and white. If most of the elements in a visual composition are dark, 

adding a splash of light on the main subject is a great way to create 

emphasis.  

Color The appearance of a visual object as defined by the properties of hue, 

saturation, and brightness. The human eye is attracted to warm colors 

(reds and oranges) first. Cool colors such as violets, blues, and cool 

greens recede away from us into the background, appearing distant and 

detached. 

Depth The perceptual illusion of foreground-background separation created by 

the visual placement of elements along the z-axis. All things being 

equal, foreground objects carry more visual weight than mid-ground or 

background elements. However, manipulating depth of field can alter 

the perceived emphasis of objects along the z-axis. Our eyes are more 

quickly drawn to elements within the frame that are in focus. 

Proportion The scale of an object relative to other elements within a composition. 

Larger objects in the frame are usually noticed before smaller objects. 

Perceptual Forces Invisible field forces within a visual design that influence the viewer’s 

focus and gaze. 
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Balance A state of visual equilibrium in a composition that’s achieved by 

effectively balancing the perceived weight of objects within the frame. 

In a symmetrical composition, objects of similar shape, color, and size 

are weighted equally on opposite sides of the frame. In an asymmetrical 

composition, equilibrium is established using objects of similar shape, 

color, and size, counter-balanced by virtue of their complimentary 

placement within the frame. 

Continuation A principle of design based on the human tendency to perceive the 

continuation of a line (real or implied) in a specific direction. This is 

particularly true when the line or vector is free of obstacles and doesn’t 

abruptly change direction. 

Figure-Ground In Gestalt psychology an element that appears in the foreground of our 

perceptual field is called a figure, whereas everything behind it is the 

ground. The figure-ground relationship can be altered with contrast, 

color, depth, etc. 

Psychological Closure The ability of a viewer to mentally complete a visual pattern or 

impression when only partial information is provided. Psychological 

closure is the human equivalent of connecting the dots or filling in the 

gaps. 

2D/3D Space 2D or two-dimensional space is comprised of width and height. Width 

is referred to as the x-axis and height is referred to as the y-axis. 3D or 

three-dimensional space is comprised of width, height, and depth. The 

added dimension of depth is referred to as the z-axis. In multimedia 

design, the third dimension of depth is achieved through the perceptual 

illusion using techniques such as lighting, perspective, shading, texture, 

color and contrast. 

Aesthetics A theoretical branch of visual communication that deals with the nature 

of beauty and human perceptions of visual form and presentation. 

Aspect Ratio The ratio of the width and height of a design space or digital display. A 

4:3 aspect ratio indicates that the design space is 4 units wide by 3 units 

high. A 16:9 aspect ratio means the space is 16 units wide by 9 units 

high. 

Asymmetrical Balance A method of achieving compositional balance, whereby equilibrium is 

established using objects of differing size, color, tone, etc. 

Color Temperature The general hue of a light source. Color temperature varies across a 

range from reddish-orange to blue and is measured in Kelvin units. 

Composition The combination and arrangement of visual elements in an artistic 

form. Particularly in regard to a photograph or shot taken with a still 

camera or camcorder. To compose a shot. See design. 



© 2016 Taylor and Francis Group 4 

Content and Form Tandem components of a visual design. Content is the tangible essence 

of a work: the stories, ideas, and information that we exchange with 

others. Form is the manner in which content is designed, packaged, and 

delivered for consumption. 

Dutch Tilt A cinematic technique that involves tilting the camera so the horizon is 

not parallel to the bottom of the frame. Used to connote a sense of 

motion in a scene. 

Field of View The area of a scene that is visible to the camera at any given point in 

time. 

Focal Point The subject or area of a visual design that commands the viewer’s 

interest or attention.  

Frame A boundary that defines the inclusive area of a design space where 

visual elements reside. 

Graphic Vector Or leading line. A real or implied line created by the placement of a 

stationary line element within the frame. Focuses the viewer’s gaze in a 

specific direction.  

Grayscale A colorless image or object containing only variations of white and 

black. 

Halftone Image A method of printing photographs in newspapers. A halftone image is 

formed with black dots of various shades of gray. 

High-/Lo-Key Image A high-key image is characterized by bright tones with very few dark 

areas. A low-key image contains mostly dark tones or color levels. 

Hue The color shade of an object as a single point on the color spectrum. 

We refer to colors most often by their hue (red, green, blue, etc.). 

Index Vector A continuous visual line that’s created by an object or subject that 

points conspicuously in a given direction. 

Light Intensity The measure of overall brightness of a light source (the sun, a lamp, 

etc.) or the level of illumination on a subject being photographed. 

Light Hardness The degree to which the edges of cast shadows from lighting are hard 

or soft. 

Motion Vector A continuous visual line that’s created by the real or apparent 

movement of subjects within the frame. 

Negative Space/White Space The portion of an image where no visual content exists. For example, 

black text on a page represents positive space while the white (or 

empty) areas surrounding the text is the negative space.  
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Perception The process of organizing and interpreting sensory information, 

particularly within a visual design. 

Perspective A set of techniques used in art and graphic design to represent the depth 

of a three-dimensional object on a flat surface or two-dimensional 

design space. 

Positive Space The portion of an image where visual elements reside (lines, shapes, 

forms, etc.). 

Rule of Thirds A compositional tool for producing visually appealing images using 

asymmetrical balance by conceptually dividing up the design space into 

thirds both horizontally and vertically. 

Saturation The strength or purity of a color. The red in a stop sign is a highly 

saturated hue, whereas pink is a desaturated version of the same color. 

A completely desaturated color contains only variations of white and 

black as measured along the grayscale. 

Symmetrical Balance A method of achieving compositional balance, whereby equilibrium is 

achieved using objects of similar shape, color, and size, equally 

weighted on opposite sides of the frame. 

Theory of Perceptual 

Grouping 

A set of axioms rooted in Gestalt psychology which suggests  

that the human brain favors whole forms over random smatterings of 

disconnected elements; and from which we derive the saying,  

“the whole is greater than the sum of its parts.” 

Tonal Range The number of colors or gradient steps in a composition that fall 

between the bipolar extremes of black and white. 

Visual Communication Or vis-com. An area of study that investigates the transmission of ideas 

and information through visual forms and symbols. It explores the 

cognitive and affective processes that influence the way we perceive (or 

sense) visual stimuli. 

X-, Y-, and Z- Axis Rooted in the Cartesian coordinate system, these denote the planes in 

three-dimensional space. The x-axis refers to the horizontal plane from 

left to right, or width. The y-axis refers to the vertical plane from 

bottom to top, or height. The z-axis is perpendicular to the x- and y- 

axes and represents depth. 

 


