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Emphasis / 
Focal Point

As a general rule, a Focal Point results when one element 
differs from the others.  Whatever interrupts an overall feel-
ing or pattern automatically attracts the vierwer's eye by this 
difference.  

Emphasis by Contrast can be used to create a focal point. 
The element that contrasts with, rather than continues, the 
prevailing design scheme becomes the focal point.  
Other ways to achieve a focal point is with Emphasis by 
Isolation and Emphasis by Placement.

Absence of a Focal Point: A definite focal point is not 
necessity in creating a successful design.  
It is a tool that artists may or may not use, depending on 
their aims.  

An artist may wish to emphasize the entire surface of a 
composition over any individual element.  The artwork of 
Andy Warhol and Jackson Pollock sometimes exhibit this in 
their compositional paintings.

Emphasis by Contrast 
As a general rule, a focal 
point results when one ele-
ment differs from the others.

    •   When the majority of the  
        elements are dark, a   
        light form breaks the 
        pattern and becomes 
        the focal point.

    •   When all the elements  
        are vertical, a diagonal 
        element is emphasized.

    •   When the majority of shapes are rectangular and angular,   
        round shapes stand out.

    •   When many elements are about the same size, similar but unexpectedly smaller ones become 
         visually important as in the painting to the right by Fernando Botero.
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Emphasis by Placement
The placement of elements in a 
design may function in another way 
to create emphasis.  If many ele-
ments point to one item our attention 
is directed there, and a focal point 
results.  In Maurice Utrillo's painting, 
above, the domed church is the focal 
point, though it is small and "farthest" 
away from us.  But, the perspective 
lines of the buildings, roofs, fence, 
and the street all direct our eyes 
back to the church.

Absence of Emphasis
A definite focal point is not a necessity in creating a successful design. Some-
times the artist's theme might suggest the absence of a focal point, as in Andy 
Warhols painting at the right.  There are a hundred repetitions of precisely the 
same image with no change, no contrast and no point of emphasis.  But the 
repetitive, unrelieved quality is the basic point and dictated the design.

Emphasis by Isolation
There is no way that we can look at the design 
to the right by Michael Beirut and not focus our 
attention on that element at the bottom.  The 
element is identical with all the elements above 
it.  But by simply by being alone, it gets our 
attention.  This is contrast, but it is contrast by 
isolation, not placement.
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