
 Designing a Beautiful Garden 
 Principles of Rhythm and Emphasis 

 A beautifully designed garden blends the elements and principles of design to create a space that is 
 both functional and visually appealing. According to the Oklahoma State University Extension fact 
 sheet,  Homeowner Garden Design Series: Elements and Principles of Design HLA-6441  , the six 
 elements of design—line, form, texture, color, value, and mass—serve as the foundation for garden 
 aesthetics, shaping how individual components interact within the landscape. These elements are 
 guided by the six principles of design: scale, balance, rhythm, emphasis, simplicity, and unity. While all 
 are essential, rhythm and emphasis are particularly powerful in creating dynamic and engaging gardens 
 that capture attention and guide movement. 

 Rhythm: Guiding the Eye and Creating Flow 

 Rhythm in garden design refers to the 
 repetition of elements to create a sense of 
 movement and flow. Just as rhythm in music 
 uses recurring beats to guide the listener, 
 rhythm in a garden relies on repeating 
 patterns, shapes, or colors to lead the eye 
 through the space. 

 One way to achieve rhythm is by repeating 
 plantings at regular intervals. For example, a 
 row of evenly spaced ornamental grasses 
 along a pathway creates a predictable and 
 soothing rhythm, encouraging visitors to 
 follow the path. Similarly, using the same 

 flower color or form throughout a garden bed can unify the design and establish a consistent visual 
 cadence. 

 Another approach to rhythm is through the alternation of contrasting elements. Alternating light and 
 dark foliage or smooth and textured surfaces adds variety while maintaining continuity. For instance, 
 planting a series of dark-leafed shrubs interspersed with lighter perennials can create a striking yet 
 harmonious flow. 

 Curved pathways or meandering lines can also introduce rhythm by mimicking natural patterns. These 
 lines guide the viewer’s gaze, creating an inviting sense of discovery. This technique is especially 
 effective in informal or naturalistic gardens, where rhythm helps unify diverse elements without relying 
 on strict symmetry. 

https://extension.okstate.edu/fact-sheets/homeowner-garden-design-series-elements-and-principles-of-design.html


 Emphasis: Creating Focal Points 

 Emphasis involves drawing attention to specific features or areas within the garden, creating focal 
 points that anchor the design and provide visual interest. A focal point serves as the centerpiece of a 
 garden, capturing the viewer's attention and offering a place for the eye to rest. 

 There are many ways to create 
 emphasis, with one of the most 
 common being the use of color. Brightly 
 colored flowers, such as vibrant reds or 
 yellows, can naturally draw the eye, 
 especially when placed against a 
 backdrop of neutral greenery. For 
 instance, a bed of muted hostas might 
 be accented with a cluster of bold, red 
 tulips to create a striking focal point. 

 Size and scale are also effective tools 
 for emphasis. A tall sculpture, dramatic 
 water feature, or a single, large tree can 
 serve as a commanding centerpiece. 
 These elements naturally dominate the visual field, helping to organize the surrounding space. 

 Incorporating unique textures or forms can also highlight key areas. For example, a garden might 
 feature a smooth, modern bench surrounded by coarse, textured grasses, creating a contrast that 
 emphasizes the seating area. Similarly, a weeping tree can provide visual drama through its distinctive 
 form. 

 Conclusion 

 Rhythm and emphasis are vital principles of garden design, working together to create gardens that are 
 both cohesive and captivating. Rhythm guides the viewer’s eye, ensuring a seamless flow through the 
 landscape, while emphasis highlights key areas, adding drama and interest. By thoughtfully applying 
 these principles, gardeners can transform outdoor spaces into dynamic, engaging environments that 
 delight the senses and invite exploration. 

 As this series continues next month, we will discuss the next two principles of design - simplicity and 
 sequence (or transition) - in the arsenal of strategies used to combine elements into one cohesive 
 garden. 

 Resources: 
 Oklahoma Gardening Design Series: Specimen Plants 
 Homeowner Garden Design Series: Elements and Principles of Design 
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https://youtu.be/Nip58pCu280?si=YbaUzicb-rm84JiN
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