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Abstract: This article examines the role of the compositional center and visual balance in
establishing the artistic unity of paintings through theoretical-aesthetic and formal-compositional
approaches. It analyzes the influence of color, light and shadow, scale, contrast, rhythm, and spatial
relationships on viewers’ visual perception and the organization of focal points within pictorial
compositions. Through selected examples from classical and modern painting, the study demonstrates
that the compositional center does not necessarily coincide with the geometric center of an artwork
and that asymmetrical balance can introduce a sense of movement, visual dynamism, and
psychological tension into the composition. Furthermore, the article proposes a set of criteria for
compositional analysis in fine arts education, emphasizing the importance of understanding visual
hierarchy, compositional coherence, and aesthetic relationships among pictorial elements. The
research is theoretical in nature, and its findings are not presented as experimental results.
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A painting is not merely a collection of depicted objects; rather, every form, area of color, line,
spatial interval, and degree of illumination contributes to the overall artistic meaning of the work. The
viewer’s gaze does not move randomly across the pictorial surface: certain visual elements attract
attention, while others direct or balance that attention. Therefore, the compositional center and visual
balance are regarded as fundamental categories of pictorial language.

The compositional center refers to a point or area within an artwork that holds primary semantic
and visual significance. Visual balance, in turn, denotes the harmonious relationship among pictorial
elements in terms of visual weight, direction, size, and color. Although these concepts are closely
related, they do not represent identical phenomena. A composition with a clearly defined focal point
may still appear visually unbalanced, whereas a balanced pictorial arrangement may lack a distinctly
emphasized compositional center.

In Rudolf Arnheim’s theoretical framework of visual perception, the dynamic forces operating
among visual forms, their spatial arrangement within the pictorial plane, and the principles of
perceptual balance are interpreted as essential factors in understanding and interpreting works of art.[1]

The aim of this study is to identify the artistic and aesthetic functions of the compositional center
and visual balance in painting and to systematize practical criteria applicable to the analysis and
teaching of pictorial artworks. The research objectives include identifying and describing the visual
elements that establish a compositional center, comparing symmetrical and asymmetrical balance,
analyzing selected examples from historical paintings, and developing methodological
recommendations for fine arts education. The study employs a theoretical analysis of art-historical
literature, a comparative-historical approach, and methods of formal-compositional observation. The
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formal analysis focuses on dominant visual forms, color saturation, light contrast, visual weight,
directional lines, negative space, and rhythmic repetition within the pictorial surface. This
methodological approach seeks to establish a foundation for aesthetic evaluation based not only on
subjective impressions but also on observable visual relationships and compositional principles. For
the purposes of analysis, Raphael’s The School of Athens, Johannes Vermeer’s Girl with a Pearl
Earring, and Claude Monet’s Impression, Sunrise were selected as illustrative examples for theoretical
examination. No new laboratory experiments or viewer surveys were conducted in relation to these
artworks. Instead, the discussion is based on their widely recognized compositional characteristics and
established art-historical concepts.

The compositional center is frequently associated with the largest visual element within a
painting; however, size alone is not a sufficient criterion for determining compositional dominance. A
relatively small detail distinguished by intense illumination or pronounced color contrast may also
become the primary focal point of an artwork. For instance, a brightly illuminated face, a distinctive
hand gesture, or a vividly colored object within a subdued, dark-toned environment can immediately
attract the viewer’s attention. The visual impact of the compositional center is revealed through its
relationship with the surrounding secondary elements, which contribute to the overall hierarchy and
coherence of the pictorial composition.

Arnheim conceptualizes centrality in compositional structure as a phenomenon extending beyond
the mere geometric midpoint of an image. According to his theoretical perspective, the system of
visual centers within a composition, their relative perceptual strengths, and their dynamic
interrelationships collectively contribute to the formation of visual unity and compositional
coherence.[2]

The first fundamental means of establishing a compositional center is tonal contrast. The
juxtaposition of the lightest and darkest areas within a painting creates a strong visual stimulus that
immediately attracts the viewer’s attention. The second means is color contrast: the
introduction of a warm-colored area among predominantly cool tones, or a highly saturated hue within
a subdued color palette, can significantly alter the visual hierarchy of the composition. The
third means is linear directionality, through which perspective lines, body postures, gestures, or the
sequential arrangement of objects guide the viewer’s gaze toward a particular focal point.

The fourth means involves variations in form and rhythm. Within a sequence of repeated shapes,
an element that differs in size, orientation, or rhythmic organization becomes visually distinguished
and may acquire compositional dominance. Wassily Kandinsky interprets the relationships among
points, lines, and planes as expressive visual elements possessing their own dynamic and aesthetic
potential. This theoretical perspective is also significant for understanding the formation of dynamic
accents, visual emphasis, and compositional relationships in painting.[3]

The fifth means of establishing a compositional center is semantic emphasis. A human face, the
direction of a person's gaze, or an action occurring at the center of a depicted event may become a
powerful semantic focal point, even when relatively small in terms of color intensity or physical
dimensions. Thus, the nature of the compositional center is twofold: it is perceived through visual
characteristics and reinforced by the artistic meaning conveyed within the painting. Visual balance
does not necessarily require the uniform or symmetrical distribution of elements across the pictorial
plane. In symmetrical balance, visual forms are organized in relation to a central axis, creating a sense
of solemnity, order, and stability. In contrast, asymmetrical balance is achieved through the mutual
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compensation of elements that differ in size, tonal value, and spatial position. For example, a small but
highly saturated area of color may generate sufficient visual weight to counterbalance a larger form
characterized by subdued tones.

In assessing visual weight, attention must be given not only to the physical dimensions of
depicted objects but also to factors such as color saturation, tonal darkness, contrast, textural
complexity, and proximity to the edges of the pictorial surface. A precise mathematical formula for
visual balance cannot be universally applied to all artistic compositions. Rather, visual balance should
be understood as an analytical concept that facilitates the interpretation of compositional relationships
and the organization of pictorial elements.

Johannes Itten’s theoretical perspectives on the psychological and compositional effects of color
provide a valuable foundation for examining the role of color contrast in establishing visual balance.
Relationships between warm and cool colors, light and dark tonal values, and saturated and muted
hues complement one another, creating dynamic interactions between dominant elements and the
background while contributing to the overall compositional unity of the artwork.[4]

Negative space also constitutes an active component of visual balance. It would be incorrect to
regard areas of the pictorial surface that are not occupied by depicted objects merely as “empty space.”
Instead, negative space serves to emphasize the compositional center, establish a sense of visual
openness and rhythm, and guide the movement of the viewer’s gaze. Consequently, even when the
focal point is displaced toward one side of an asymmetrical composition, the relatively undisturbed
space on the opposite side may contribute to maintaining the overall visual stability and compositional
equilibrium of the artwork.

In Raphael’s fresco The School of Athens, architectural perspective, the grouping of figures, and
movements directed toward the center establish Plato and Aristotle as the principal focal points of the
composition. The architectural axes and the relatively balanced arrangement of figures contribute to
the visual expression of the central artistic concept—the harmony of knowledge, intellectual dialogue,
and philosophical thought. In this context, the compositional center is not limited to the two central
figures themselves but encompasses the entire system of spatial relationships organized around them.

In Johannes Vermeer’s Girl with a Pearl Earring, the contrast between the dark background, the
illuminated face, and the turning position of the head creates a powerful visual focal point. The face,
the direction of the subject’s gaze, and the luminous reflections on the pearl earring attract the
viewer’s attention to varying degrees, establishing a subtle yet effective visual hierarchy. The
composition does not rely on a large-scale, multi-figure arrangement; instead, it achieves a profound
psychological impact through a restrained selection of pictorial means. Ernst Gombrich’s approach to
interpreting art history through the evolution of visual representation and artistic expression provides a
broader historical and theoretical foundation for this type of compositional analysis.[5]

In Claude Monet’s Impression, Sunrise, the small, intensely saturated orange sun and its
reflections on the water create a striking visual accent against the predominantly cool, bluish color
palette of the painting. Although the sun is not positioned at the exact geometric center of the
composition, it becomes the primary visual dominant through the effective use of color contrast. The
expansive and relatively tranquil areas of the sea and sky counterbalance this focal emphasis,
contributing to the overall compositional equilibrium. This example demonstrates that the
establishment of a compositional center depends not only on the physical dimensions of depicted
elements but also on the relationships between colors and their perceptual intensity.
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A comparative analysis of the three paintings reveals that the compositional center is organized
differently depending on the historical period, artistic genre, and aesthetic objectives. In Raphael’s
work, perspective-based spatial organization and semantic emphasis predominate; in Vermeer’s
painting, the focal point is established primarily through chiaroscuro and psychological expression;
whereas in Monet’s composition, chromatic emphasis plays the dominant role. In each case, visual
balance functions as an independent compositional mechanism that supports and reinforces the
principal focal point, ensuring the artistic coherence and aesthetic integrity of the painting.

In painting education, teaching the concept of the compositional center should not be limited to
theoretical definitions. Students may be assigned to develop three different compositions using the
same set of objects: a symmetrical arrangement, an asymmetrical arrangement, and a composition with
a deliberately displaced focal point. Each sketch can then be examined to determine where the
viewer’s gaze is initially directed, how visual attention subsequently moves across the pictorial surface,
and to what extent overall compositional unity is maintained. As a second practical exercise, it is
advisable to compare the same composition in three different forms: a monochromatic tonal sketch, a
limited-color study using two or three colors, and a fully developed color composition. This method
helps identify which specific visual means—tonal value, color, or form—most effectively enhances
the compositional center. A third exercise involves identifying and marking the primary dominant,
secondary focal points, and directional lines within a small-scale reproduction of a painting.

The recommended assessment criteria include the clarity of the compositional center, the
subordination of secondary elements to the primary focal point, the distribution of visual weight, the
consistency of color and tonal relationships, and the correspondence between compositional
organization and the intended artistic concept. In their theoretical approach to the foundations of
design, David A. Lauer and Stephen Pentak examine balance, emphasis, rhythm, and unity as
fundamental principles of visual organization. These principles can also be effectively applied to the
analysis and evaluation of practical painting assignments, providing a systematic framework for
assessing students’ compositional decisions and artistic expression.

These criteria are proposed not as a standardized numerical grading system, but as a
methodological tool designed to facilitate evidence-based discussions between teachers and students.
To evaluate their effectiveness in educational practice, further research should involve empirical
investigations using experimental and control groups. The principal scientific and methodological
contribution of this study lies in conceptualizing the compositional center as an integration of visual
dominance and semantic emphasis, while interpreting visual balance as a system of mutual
compensation among form, color, space, and negative space. Distinguishing between these two
concepts makes it possible to avoid confusing an object positioned at the geometric center of a
painting with the actual focal point of visual attention during artistic analysis.

The analysis demonstrates that the aesthetic impact of a composition does not necessarily depend
on strict symmetry. Asymmetry, displaced focal points, and systems of visual contrasts can convey
movement, psychological tension, or tranquility within an artwork. Accordingly, compositional
principles should be taught not as fixed and universally applicable formulas, but as dynamic and
flexible relationships that serve specific artistic intentions and expressive objectives.

In painting, the compositional center directs the viewer’s attention toward the principal element
of the artistic concept, whereas visual balance ensures harmonious relationships among the pictorial
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elements. Their aesthetic effectiveness emerges through the combined interaction of color, light and
shadow, form, rhythm, spatial direction, and negative space.

The comparative analysis reveals that there is no single universal form of the compositional
center. Across different historical periods and artistic styles, it may be established through perspective,
psychological emphasis, or color contrast. Visual balance, in turn, can contribute to artistic unity and
compositional coherence in both symmetrical and asymmetrical arrangements. In fine arts education,
it is recommended that these concepts be taught through tonal sketches, color studies, and the
compositional analysis of artwork reproductions. Future experimental investigations into their
influence on students’ visual perception and compositional literacy would provide opportunities to
further substantiate and expand the theoretical conclusions of this research.
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