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The Dance of Space: Mastering Positive &
Negative in Poster Design

Student: Sandra
Age: 18

Focus: Positive and negative space posters, 2 colors only.

Materials Needed Overview:

(Detailed list in lesson sections and separate 'materials' field)

¢ Sketching tools (paper, pencils)

¢ Coloring tools for sketches (e.g., two distinct colored markers)

e Computer with internet access for research and digital design (if chosen)

¢ Design software (e.g., Canva, GIMP, Krita, Adobe lllustrator/Photoshop) OR traditional art
supplies (colored paper, scissors, glue, paint) for final poster

Lesson Activities:

Part 1: Understanding Positive & Negative Space (Approx. 30-45 minutes)

1. Defining the Terms:

o Begin with an interactive discussion: What do you think positive and negative space
mean in art or design?

o Positive Space: Explain this is the main focus, the subject, or the tangible elements in a
design. It's what your eyes are typically drawn to first.

o Negative Space (or White Space): This is the area surrounding the positive space -
the background, the empty portions, or the space between elements. It's crucial as it
defines the positive space, provides breathing room, and can form its own shapes or
meanings.

o Hlustrative Examples: Discuss well-known examples like Rubin's Vase (faces/vase
illusion), the FedEx logo's arrow, the WWF panda, or other simple silhouettes where the
background critically defines the foreground.

2. Importance in Poster Design:

o Clarity & Focus: Effective use helps the main message or image stand out without
clutter.

o Balance & Composition: Creates visual harmony. The relationship between filled and
empty areas dictates the feel.

o Visual Interest & Ingenuity: Clever use of negative space can create secondary
images, visual puns, or deeper meaning, making a design memorable.

o Hierarchy: Guides the viewer's eye to the most important elements first.

3. The Power of Two Colors: Emphasize how working with only two colors enhances the
importance of shape and the interplay between positive and negative space. One color often
becomes the figure (positive) and the other the ground (negative), or designers can play with
ambiguity and figure-ground reversal.

Part 2: Exploration & Inspiration - Seeing Space in Action (Approx. 30-45
minutes)

1. Guided Research:
o Together, search online platforms (Pinterest, Behance, design blogs like 'Designspiration’
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or 'Communication Arts') for search terms like: "two-color posters," "minimalist poster
design," "positive negative space graphic design," "figure-ground posters."
o Analytical Prompts for Each Example:
= What clearly constitutes the positive space? What is the negative space?
= How are the two chosen colors used to define these spaces?
= |s there a clever or surprising use of negative space to form a secondary image,
symbol, or meaning?
= How does the balance (or imbalance) of positive and negative space affect the
poster's overall message, mood, or impact?
= Does the design feel balanced? Why or why not? Is it dynamic or static?
o Sandra should save or bookmark designs she finds particularly effective, inspiring, or
relevant to her own developing ideas.

Part 3: Conceptualization & Sketching - Your Ideas Take Shape (Approx.
60-90 minutes)

1. Choose a Subject/Message:

o Sandra should select a simple concept, word, object, an abstract idea, or a brief message
for her poster. Examples: "Silence," "Connect," "Flow," an animal silhouette, a simple
geometric exploration, an initial.

o Simplicity in concept allows for a more profound exploration of positive/negative space
with the two-color constraint.

2. Thumbnail Sketching Spree:

o Using sketchbook/paper and two distinct colors (e.g., black marker and one chosen color,
or pencil outlining areas for each color), Sandra should create at least 8-10 small, quick
thumbnail sketches.

o Focus Points for Sketching:

= Clearly define the subject (positive space) and how the background (negative
space) interacts with it.

= Experiment: Can parts of the negative space form their own distinct, meaningful
shapes?

= Play with figure-ground reversal: can the design be interpreted in two ways
depending on what is seen as figure versus ground?

= Attempt variations: one where Color X is the subject and Color Y is the background,
and another vice-versa.

= Explore different compositions and balances between the two spaces.

o Remind Sandra that thumbnails are for rapid idea generation - quantity over quality at
this stage.

3. Select & Refine:

o Review the thumbnail sketches together. Discuss which ones are most successful in their
use of positive/negative space and the two-color limit. Which are most visually
compelling or communicate the intended idea most clearly?

o Sandra should choose her strongest 1-2 sketches to develop into a more detailed and
slightly larger concept sketch, refining shapes and considering final execution.

Part 4: Creation - Bringing the Poster to Life (Approx. 90-180 minutes, tool
dependent)

1. Medium Selection: Sandra decides if she will create her final poster digitally (using design
software) or traditionally (with physical art materials).
2. Digital Pathway:
o Set up a new document (e.g., A3, A4, or Letter size, raster at 300dpi or vector) in her
chosen design software (Canva, GIMP, Krita, lllustrator, etc.).
o Finalize her two-color palette. She can use online color palette generators (like Adobe
Color) for inspiration if needed.
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o Recreate her refined sketch using the software's tools (pen tool, shape tools, Boolean
operations for combining/subtracting shapes, text tool if typography is integral and
treated as a shape).

o Emphasize clean lines, precise shapes, and how the two colors interact to define edges
and forms.

3. Traditional Pathway (if chosen):

o Gather materials: two distinct colors of paper, craft knife/scissors, glue/adhesive, or
drawing/painting tools for the two chosen colors.

o Carefully transfer the refined sketch to the chosen materials. This might involve
meticulous cutting and assembling of paper shapes or careful painting/drawing.

o Focus on craftsmanship, clean edges, and consistent color application.

Part 5: Reflection, Presentation & Feedback (Approx. 20-30 minutes)

1. Self-Critique & Artist's Statement (Brief): Before discussing, Sandra should reflect on and
jot down answers to:
o How did | primarily use positive and negative space in my final poster?
o Which space feels more active or dominant? Was this intentional?
o Does the negative space actively contribute to the design, or is it merely passive
background?
o Did | successfully create any interesting secondary shapes or meanings within the
negative space?
o How did my choice of two colors impact the positive/negative space relationship?
o Is my poster's message or concept effectively communicated through this spatial
relationship?
o What was the most challenging aspect of this design task? What did | learn or discover?
2. Share & Discuss: Sandra presents her poster and shares her reflections. Engage in a
constructive discussion, providing feedback on the effectiveness of the positive/negative space
usage, clarity, visual impact, and overall composition against the initial objectives.

Possible Extension Activities (Optional):

¢ Create a triptych (a series of three related small posters) on a single theme, exploring different
positive/negative space dynamics and color reversals with the same two colors across the
series.

o Attempt to translate a complex photograph or a well-known painting into a simplified two-color
positive/negative space design.

¢ Research and present on a graphic designer renowned for their mastery of positive and
negative space (e.g., M.C. Escher (though more art, principles apply), Saul Bass, Shigeo
Fukuda, Noma Bar).
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