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  Design Fundamentals 
Center of Interest 

What is a Center of Interest? Center of Interest is known by many names: focal point, focal 
area, area of dominance, center of dominance, area of interest, etc. These terms all refer to the 
same thing: the area of greatest contrast in a painting where the eye goes to rest and focus.  

In a portrait this is typically the eyes; in a landscape painting this could be a built structure or 
grouping of trees; in a floral painting this could be the largest or brightest flower; in an abstract 
painting this could be the area with the brightest colors, and/or the highest value contrast, and/or 
the hardest edges.  

The center of interest doesn't just happen, it has to be constructed by the artist as part of the 
composition. A painting that lacks a center of interest gives the viewer nowhere to go and nothing 
to see. I routinely see paintings with no center of interest. Either the artist does not know how to 
create one, or they don’t feel they need one (or don’t know they need one!). 

Placement. The location of the center of interest in generally determined by a centuries old 
compositional structure commonly known as the "Golden Section" or "Rule of Thirds." This 
compositional guide divides the painting surface into equal thirds both vertically and horizontally. 
The intersection of these lines is the rightful placement of the center(s) of interest. This of course 
is a rule of thumb and can be manipulated, but is a reminder not to place the center of interest too 
close to the center or edges of the painting. Some people think there can only be one center of 
interest in a painting. I believe there can be multiple centers of interest in a painting and nearly 
always have multiples in my paintings.  

How Do I Create a Center of Interest? When constructing a center of interest there are three 
main design tools that can be used to focus the viewer's attention:  

1. Hard edges to assist in stopping the viewer's eye. Hard edges always come forward. 

2. Highest value contrast: the lightest light and darkest dark next to each other.  

3.   Highest color contrast: the brightest color or complimentary colors.  

Don’t Develop an All-Over Pattern. What I call an all-over pattern is a painting that has a series 
of shapes that are all similar in size and value with no shape, value or color dominance. Think for 
example about a Jackson Pollock drip painting or a Zentangle drawing. While both are examples
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of art and pattern within themselves, neither utilizes the idea of creating a hierarchy in dominance, 
or developing a center of interest. Paintings with overall patterns have no center of interest and 
are easy to create. I see them everywhere, and they are testaments to uneducated painters.  

When you create paintings that do not include a center of interest, then what is the point of the 
painting? Where is the eye to go? Where is there a resting place? Where is the most interesting 
area? If the shapes are all a similar size, then the shapes are not interesting, lack variety, and add 
no contrast to the painting. If the values are close with no values on the ends of the light or dark 
spectrum, then variety, interest and contrast are again lacking. As I stated before: In painting, 
contrast is king.   

Feel free to do paintings with an all-over pattern in your studio to experiment with them, but in the 
workshops I emphasize to students to stay away from them. Creating a painting with an all-over 
pattern is too easy and lacks structure, dominance, interest, contrast and variety.  

The Center of Interest should be, well, interesting. The center of interest could be the reason 
you are painting the painting in the first place. It may be the point that you wish to express; it may 
be the light you want people to see; it may be the thing in the composition that is different from 
everything else and thus stands out. Whatever the center of interest is, it should be interesting 
enough to draw the eye’s attention and focus.   

Your painting should be structured to provide support for the center of interest. The components 
in the painting should help direct the viewer’s eye to the center of interest. Don’t lead the eye 
somewhere and then not provide the payoff – the center of interest is the payoff, the jackpot, the 
star, the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow – you get the idea. Without a center of interest your 
painting will lack direction and focus. Remember, the center of interest does not just happen, it 
must be developed and structured by the artist as the main part of the composition. 


