SYMMETRY/ASYMMETRY

Symmetry is a correspondence in the size, shape, and
arrangement of parts on opposite sides of a plane.
Conversely, asymmetry is a lack of correspondence
between the elements on opposite sides of a plane.

Symmetry and asymmetry describe spatial
arrangements of elements in a two-dimensional visual
field. Perhaps the most common understanding of
symmetry is bilateral or reflective symmetry. If you fold
a piece of paper, creating an axis, you have bilateral
symmetry (Figure 3.56). People are strongly attracted
to such arrangements, in part, because the human
body and those of other organisms are bilaterally
symmetrical. It has been shown that people considered
“most beautiful” have faces that show high degrees of
bilateral symmetry.

Other forms include translational symmetry (moving
successive lines or objects in a certain direction by the
same distance each time; rotational symmetry (an
object that looks the same from any position when
rotated); and helical symmetry (as seen in springs and



drill bits) (Figure 3.57). These types of symmetry are
more complex and less easily recognized, but they can
order compositions in ways that achieve similar
perceptions of balance.

Symmetry/asymmetry is not just a visual concept. It
exists In mathematics, physics, music, rhetoric,
politics, and social behavior. We can think of
reciprocity and gift giving as forms of symmetry.
Many musical compositions use reflective symmetry
and even conversations between two people can be
considered either symmetrical (when each has a full
and proper turn) or asymmetrical (when one speaker
dominates). Because we understand these relationships
in various realms of human experience, it is possible to
link content with form through such spatial
arrangements (Figure 3.58).




Figure 3.56
Symmetry
Perceptions of human beauty have a high degree of bilateral

symmetry.




Figure 3.57
Translational, rotational, and helical symmetry

Translational symmetry successively moves shapesin the
same direction and distance from their locationsin the

previous row. Rotational symmetry looks the same from any
position. Helical symmetry rotates around a central axis.
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Figure 3.58
Frankenstein book cover, 2009 Everyman’s Library Barbara de
Wilde

DeWilde’s cover for Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein uses the
symmetry of the clothing to set up the visual logic for the
typography. The position of the head is surprising and
communicates the content of the book.

Symmetrical compositions tend to be rather static. The
implied axis acts as a fulcrum that anchors the
elements in stable, balanced positions and is so rigid
that it often commands more attention than any single
element in the composition.

Asymmetry is the absence of symmetry. When used
effectively, it can communicate qualities of dynamism,
energy, and motion because elements imply some
instability in their arrangement. Informal balance is the
perceived equilibrium among elements in an
asymmetrical composition; the character and
placement of some elements compensates for the size,
weight, or motion of others (Figure 3.59). When well
designed, informal balance overcomes the tendency
for dissimilar elements in the same composition to
appear chaotic. Elements in random compositions pay




no heed to an axis; the only plane is a single continuous
one defined by the edges of the page. They imply that
the behavior (or position) of each element operates
according to its own logic without regard to any
organizing principle. Asymmetry—and informal
balance, in particular—implies a force (such as a need
for equilibrium) that determines the position of
elements. When a single element fails to respond to
this force while others do, it stands out and attracts our
attention.

Figure 3.59
Compositions with informal balance are equal in “visual
weight” on both sides of a central axis but are different in the
color, shape, or size of the elements. Asymmetrical
arrangements are typically more visually active than
symmetrical compositions.







Figure 3.60
Prospectus for Die Neue Typographie, 1928 Jan Tschichold (1902—-
1974)

Tschichold’s prospectus for his book on new typography
illustrates the modernist preference for asymmetrical
compositions. Tschichold wrote, “The liveliness of
asymmetry is an expression of our own movement and that
of modern life” (p. 68, English translation).

In a quest to be more modern and less reliant on
classical composition strategies of the past, twentieth-
century designers embraced asymmetrical
compositions. Designer Jan Tschichold, in his seminal
works, Asymmetrical Typography and The New
Typography, argued that, “the liveliness of asymmetry
is also an expression of our own movement and that of
modern life; it is a symbol of the changing forms of life
in general when asymmetrical movement in
typography takes the place of symmetrical repose”
(Tschichold in McLean, 1995) (Figure 3.60). This view
became prevalent in mid-century European modern
design and is evident in posters and publications of
that period.




