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THE DYNAMICS OF SHAPE

In this special issue of DESIGN QUARTERLY

Dr. Rudolf Arnheim, noted author and professor
of the psychology of art, treats the psychology of
perception as it applies to the field of design.

In his commentary, illustrated by more than fifty
examples from the fields of architecture, industrial
design, interior design and engineering, Dr.
Arnheim discusses the active visual forces, the
visual dynamics perceived in looking at design
objects. While many of these principles have been
put forward in his book, Art and Visual Perception,
here for the first time they are applied to the
analysis of design objects.

Frequently we are at a loss if asked to justify why
we think a certain product is better than another.
Rational explanations of why a product is good are
mostly based on its functional aspects: does the
product work, does it do the job?; or based on
emotional response: is it elegant, strong, graceful?
Although quality, safety and durability are usually
the guiding elements in any design study, visual
factors seldom become a prime criterion.

According to Dr. Arnheim, shapes can be
analyzed in detail by describing their forms in
terms of geometry, size, quantity, location, etc.
Yet, beyond such objective characteristics, there
are visual forces which expand and contract,
push and pull, rise and fall, advance and recede.

He contends that these visual forces determine
meaning and expression in art and design.

It is essential for the architect and designer to

be aware of these dynamics of shape. This is
especially important because the technological
factors involved in producing an object increasingly
limit and influence its shape. The designer must
consider anew the qualities inherent in a curve,

a straight line, etc. and realize the fundamental
difference between convex and concave, or
positive and negative shapes. Dr. Arnheim observes
that we cannot be forced to accept something
visually merely because it works technically.

This establishes the necessity for further study
and conscious evaluation of these visual forces.

For the sake of clarity, we did not select only
“‘good design” examples, although many of the
illustrations show some of the best in the field of
design. A study of the visual forces which Dr.
Arnheim demonstrates must remain uninfluenced
by the aesthetic conflicts which arise when we see
a 1959 model Chevrolet together with Frank

Lloyd Wright's Kaufmann House at Bear Run.

In presenting Dr. Arnheim’s views on The
Dynamics of Shape, DESIGN QUARTERLY hopes
to continue its role of enlarging the scope of
design and fostering the understanding of
disciplines related to design. P.8.



Two tall cubes stand on the ground. To the
mathematician these are two solids and a plane,
to be accounted for by measurements and
relations among measured quantities. There are
height, breadth, and depth; there are right angles
and parallels. Each building shares a rectangular
surface with the ground. The mathematician’s
account relies entirely on immobile elements, and
his description remains static even when it refers to
the ratios between these elements, because a
ratio merely divides one size by another.

We are presented with the anatomy of shape.
The information is useful; but anatomy deals with
the dead body. It does not speak of life.

In contrast to such a passionless survey, what
does the architect see? What is the artist's view
of shape? What indeed does the average pair

of eyes see? Most answers to these questions
cannot be simple. But one answer is simple and
fundamental. It says that all perceived shapes
are dynamic, and that all relations among such
shapes are equally dynamic. Good architects know
this, and allusions to the principle appear
constantly also in writings on art; but it has not
been recognized as a basic fact of vision. Books
on the psychology of perception ignore it. And
yet, dynamics is the very life of what we see.

To the builder or engineer, the tall cubes are

not static. They do more than touch the ground,
they press it and grip it. A building’s many floors
are not monotonous repetitions because each
floor adds more weight and calls for more strength
to keep the tower standing on its base, to steady
it against the wind. The vertical is not an
arbitrary spatial direction but the one that will
keep the bulk of the pressure within the bounds
of the building. The power of man and machine
raises the tower, in opposition to the pull of
gravity. To the builder and the engineer, the cube
on the ground and in open space is a pattern

of physical forces.

The World Trade Center, New York, N.Y., designed by Minoru
Yamasaki and Assoc., to be completed in 1970























































































