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Unit 7: Principles of Design: 

Rhythm and Emphasis



unit learning objectives

By the end of the units students will be able to:

• discuss the vocabulary of interior design, 
• describe the principles of design, such as 

rhythm and emphasis, and
• relate these principles to architectural and 

interior design examples



DIDS111| Unit Overview

Overview

• Principle of Design: Rhythm
• Examples of  Rhythm in Design
• Principle of Design: Emphasis
• Arts and Crafts 
• Art Deco
• Examples of Emphasis in Design



lecture

In this unit’s lecture, we are looking at two 
Principles of Design: Rhythm and Emphasis.  
Although we might attribute Rhythm to music 
and Emphasis to verbal communication, both 
principles are important within design.  

Consider the room you are in: what visual 
rhythms are being played out?  What in the 
space is being emphasized and how is that being 
achieved?  We will begin looking at Rhythm.

Faculty of Pharmacy in Addis Abeba
Check out the use of rhythm in the horizontal 
louvers
Image 1



lecture

Running, walking, woodchopping, hammering, 
dancing are all human activities with recurring 
measures, similar to music measures.  Rhythm in 
design comes from repeating and measuring equal or 
similar parts.  Repetition is therefore a key component 
of rhythm as the repetition of elements and motifs 
that are strategically placed and accented result in this 
important principle of design.  

Dictated by the designer, the eye will move through a 
space with a smooth and flowing rhythm or a jerky 
and disjoined rhythm which can create excitement 
and harmony, or a gentle and quiet experience.  
Horizontal, vertical, and diagonal lines, regular or 
irregular shapes, smooth transitions between 
materials, colour, and lighting can all affect the 
success of rhythm. 

Vertical House, Lorcan O’Herlihy Architects, 
2004, LA, Image 2



lecture

Just as in music, variation of size (such as whole 
notes vs quarter notes) or volume (such as softness 
or loudness) can create interest within a design.  For 
example, the size of furniture or the quality of the 
textile can punctuate a space directing the rhythm 
of the design.  Moreover, the spaces that are not 
accented, or the silent pauses in a musical score, 
also help to create rhythm in design.  

This could be as simple as the space between 
repeated picture frames, or the space between 
repeated sconces on a wall.  In this way, the 
repetition of design elements are not just connected 
to the object or colour, but the negative space 
allowing the pattern to emerge. 

Mixed-used lofts, Cherokee Design, LA, Image 3



lecture

Considered one of the most powerful design 
principles, Rhythm is intricately connected to 
Balance and Harmony.  If a space’s visual 
rhythm lack cohesion and unity, it may also 
affect the way we would interact within the 
space.  Connected to time and how the body 
passes through a space also informs rhythm.  

“Because interior design is a three-dimensional 
art, rhythm can occur with shapes, forms, 
colours, textures, furniture, doors, lighting, and 
plants, among many others” (Interior Design 
References Manual, pg 3-6).

Copenhagen Church, Hansen Architects, 1966-
70, Image 4



lecture

Uniform repetition using identical objects is a 
simple approach to rhythm, which leads to a 
more complex understanding of the principle 
when there is irregular or changing elements 
(such as size) and negative space.  When the 
colour, size or texture of objects are gradually 
changed within the repeating elements, we call 
this Gradation. 

Connecting to our next Principle of Design, 
Emphasis, we might see a disruption of a 
rhythmic pattern by incorporating a unique 
element.  By incorporating rhythms on large 
scale (such as architectural repeated arches) and 
small scale (such as a repetitious pattern in 
fabric), further interest is added.

Repetition using identical objects,
Image 5

Repetition using disruption, 
Coventry Cathedral, UK, 
Image 6 



lecture

Let’s look at these spaces to consider how Rhythm was used.  

Whiteman Library, Montana Image 7
Willow Tearoom, Charles Rennie Mackintosh, 
Glasgow 1893 Image 8



lecture

Here are some great examples of Rhythm within architecture.

St. Peter and Paul’s Church, Lithuania, 
Image 10 

Palacio do Planalto, Brazil, Oscar Niemeyer
Image 9



lecture

Working hand in hand with our other Principles of Design, Emphasis is a key player in the direction a space can 
manifest.  Because of needs of a client or the architecture of the space, there will always be elements in a space 
that take importance.

“The Designer needs to understand the various dominant and subordinate parts of a space to create a design that 
enhances these hierarchies and provides a focus on the important features” (Interior Design References Manual, pg
3-6).  

Consider the difference between a space without focus or emphasis in comparison to a space that has a clear 
emphasis directing the rest of the room.

Image 11

Image 
12



lecture

What ways can emphasis be addressed?  

- Location of elements
- Size
- Colour
- Texture
- Shape
- By including contrast of the 
remaining elements in a space, 
emphasis is created

National Gallery of Victoria, Image 13 



lecture

During the 20th Century, artists began to 
question “What is Art?” and they concluded 
that art could be anything (while connecting to 
the artist’s conceptual intent).  This idea that 
art could be everything, also means that the 
“specialness” of art is weakened.  In other 
words, if art=everything than art=nothing. 

The same came be said for emphasis.  If 
everything is emphasized in a space, then 
nothing has emphasis.  Spread out judiciously, 
interior designs have levels of emphasis in one 
space, all working together to create unity.   
Taking into consideration all of the other 
elements in the space, use emphasis wisely.

An iconic Elsie De Wolfe interior, music pavilion, 
The Villa Trianon, Image 14



lecture

Arts and Crafts

The British based Arts and Crafts movement 
used Emphasis in their whimsical and high craft 
designs.  Inspired by nature, natural motifs are 
incorporated into their furniture, interiors, and 
jewelry.  A backlash against the Industrial era, 
the Arts and Crafts movement brought focus to 
the skills of tradespeople and artisans creating 
iconic work that gathered attention all on their 
own.  We see the importance of the Arts and 
Crafts movement which is similar to the DIY, 
local and Etsy artisan movements happening 
today.

Rivercourt Cottage, Image 15



lecture

Art Deco

As a movement starting after World 
War 1 in Europe and North America,  
Art Deco also plays with Rhythm and 
Emphasis successfully.  Art Deco uses 
negative space and ornament in their 
architectural treatments as well as in 
their designs for furniture, fashion, 
jewelry, and interior design.  Art Deco 
also knows where to grab attention with 
emphasis whether that be the stainless 
steel crowns on the top of the Chrysler 
Building or in the jewel setting of a 
broch.  Check out more images on how 
this art and design movement 
effectively uses Rhythm and Emphasis.

Example of Art Deco in Montreal, Image 16



lecture

Let’s look at these spaces to consider how Emphasis was used.

F.E. Warren Air Force, Image 17 

The Wallace Collection, Drawing Room, 
London, Image 18



lecture

Here are some great examples of Emphasis within architecture.

Chicago Rookery Escalier, Image 19

Children’s Museum of Indianapolis, Image 20



lecture

It is conceivable to believe that each designer 
has favourite Principles of Design, or at least a 
principle that comes more “naturally.”  Maybe 
you dream of feature walls that create 
emphasis, or you are obsessed with rhythmic 
patterns in your choice of materials. 

One of the purposes of learning about all the 
Elements and Principles of Design is to 
practice the concepts that are more of a 
struggle to you.  Reflect on the two principles 
that we have looked at in this unit and find 
strategies to address and incorporate them 
into your designs.

Conclusion

Tile work on the Dome of the Rock, Jerusalem, 
Image 21



lecture
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handouts

Handout

DIDS111_Handout_Interior_Design_Reference_Manua
l_02.pdf

pp. 3.5-3.7



readings

Textbook
Ching, F. D. K. (2014). Architecture: Form, space, 
and order (4th ed.). Hoboken, NJ: Wiley. 
pp. 350-423



discussion

7. Historical Review of Rhythm and Emphasis

Pick one interior space and one building from the Art Deco 
and/or the Arts and Crafts movement (that we have NOT 
reviewed in class) and discuss the designer and/or 
architect’s use of rhythm and emphasis.



assignments

DUE
Assignment 2: Part A: Virtual Field Trip on a Principle of 
Design
Due no later than 11:30 p.m. ET on Day 7 of this unit
Worth 10% of final grade

NEW
Assignment 2: Part B: Final Virtual Field Trip Submission
Due no later than 11:30 p.m. ET on Day 1 of Unit 10
Worth 25% of final grade


