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1. Proximity
Elements that are close to each other spatially 
(or temporally) are perceived as a whole. The 
dots in figure one appear as one whole unit; 
figure two is usually perceived as three units. 

2. Repetition (or similarity)

The mind groups similar elements together. 
Objects that repeat their color, size, shape, 
etc. will be perceived as belonging together. 
When looking at figure three, our minds pull 
out the round dots from the squares, and 
perceive them as one entity, a pyramid.

Visual Literacy :   Unity and Gestalt Principles

4. Continuity 
(or alignment)
The mind will continue and extend lines or 
edges past their visual endpoints.  In other 
words, our brain will create an invisible line 
that connects parts together. Other objects on 
this line will be perceived to be part of this 
whole. When looking at figure three, the brain 
extends the edges of the “pac-man mouths” to 
create a triangle that isn’t really there.

Gestalt (German for “form or shape”) was introduced as a theory of mind and 
brain processes in the 1920s by a group of German and Austrian psychologists. 

The Gestalt effect is the form-generating capability of our senses, particularly the 
visual recognition of figures and whole, unified forms instead of just a collection of 
simple lines and curves. For example: how does our brain know that a dog's tail is 
part of the dog, and not some other animal attached to the dog's hindquarters? 

Gestalt immediately interested artists and designers in the Bauhaus design school, 
which grew up in the same time and place. Gestalt is often taught in visual design 
classes, but also has roots and parts to play in psychology, education, and 
communication. Here are some ways our minds create visual unity:

3. Containment
Very different objects are still perceived to be 
part of a whole if they are inside a container.
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