
Pho to  C ompos i t i o n

Th e s e  g u i d e l i n e s  w i l l  h e l p  yo u  t a ke  m o re  co m p e l l i ng  p h otog ra p h s ,  g i v i ng  t h e m  a  n at u ra l  
b a l a n ce ,  d raw i ng  a t te nt i o n  to  t h e  i m p o r t a nt  p a r t s  of  t h e  s ce n e ,  o r  l ea d i ng  t h e  v i ewe r ' s  eye  
t h ro ug h  t h e  i m a ge .  Th e s e  g u i d e l i n e s  w i l l  a l s o  h e l p  yo u  s e e  w hy  s o m e  p h otos  " wo r k "  w h i l e  
o t h e rs  fe e l  l i ke  s i m p l e  s n a ps h ot s .

Im a g i n e  t h at  yo u r  i m a ge  i s  d i v i d e d  i n to  n i n e  e q u a l  

s eg m e nt s  by  t wo  ve r t i c a l  a n d  t wo  h o r i zo nt a l  l i n e s .  

Tr y  to  p os i t i o n  t h e  m ost  i m p o r t a nt  e l e m e nt s  i n  yo u r  

s ce n e  a l o ng  t h e s e  l i n e s ,  o r  a t  t h e  p o i nt s  w h e re  t h ey  

i n te rs e c t .  Do i ng  s o  w i l l  a d d  b a l a n ce  a n d  i n te re st  to  

yo u r  p h oto.  S o m e  c a m e ra s  eve n  offe r  a n  o pt i o n  to  

su p e r i m p os e  a  r u l e  of  t h i rd s  g r i d  ove r  t h e  LC D  

s c re e n ,  m a k i ng  i t  eve n  ea s i e r  to  u s e .

R U L E  O F  T H I R D S

Yo u r  N a m e  G o e s  U p  T h e r e .

Overview!

NOYES

Pl a c i ng  yo u r  m a i n  su b j e c t  off- ce nt re ,  a s  w i t h  t h e  r u l e  

of  t h i rd s ,  c reate s  a  m o re  i n te re st i ng  p h oto,  b u t  i t  

c a n  l eave  a  vo i d  i n  t h e  s ce n e  w h i c h  c a n  m a ke  i t  fe e l  

e m pt y.  Yo u  s h o u l d  b a l a n ce  t h e  v i su a l  " we ig ht "  o f  yo u r  

su b j e c t  by  i n c l u d i ng  a n ot h e r  o b j e c t  of  l e s s e r  

i m p o r t a n ce  to  b a l a n ce  t h e  s p a ce .

B A L A N C E

NOYES

W h e n  we  l o o k  a t  a  p h oto  o u r  eye  i s  n at u ra l l y  d raw n  

a l o ng  t h e  l i n e s  w i t h i n  i t .  Lea d i ng  l i n e s  p u l l  u s  i n to  

t h e  p i c t u re ,  towa rd s  t h e  su b j e c t ,  o r  " t h ro ug h "  t h e  

s ce n e .  Th e re  a re  m a ny  d i ffe re nt  t y p e s  of  l i n e s  t h at  

yo u  c a n  u s e  -  s t ra ig ht ,  d i a go n a l ,  c u r v y,  z i g z a g ,  ra d i a l ,  

d ot te d ,  e tc  -  a n d  ea c h  c a n  b e  u s e d  to  e n h a n ce  o u r  

p h oto ' s  co m p os i t i o n .

L E A D I N G  L I N E S

We  a re  su r ro u n d e d  by  sy m m et r y  a n d  p at te r n s ,  b ot h  

n at u ra l  a n d  m a n - m a d e .  Sy m m et r y  c a n  b e  h o r i zo nt a l ,  

ve r t i c a l  o r  ra d i a l .  Th e s e  e l e m e nt s  c a n  m a ke  fo r  ve r y  

eye - c atc h i ng  co m p os i t i o n s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  s i t u at i o n s  

w h e re  t h ey  a re  n ot  ex p e c te d .  A n ot h e r  g reat  way  to  u s e  

t h e m  i s  to  b rea k  t h e  sy m m et r y  o r  p at te r n  i n  s o m e  way,  

i n t ro d u c i ng  te n s i o n  a n d  a  fo c a l  p o i nt  to  t h e  s ce n e .

SY M M E T RY  A N D  PAT T E R N S



B e c au s e  p h otog ra p hy  i s  a  t wo - d i m e n s i o n a l  m e d i u m ,  we  h ave  to  

c h o os e  o u r  co m p os i t i o n  c a ref u l l y  to  co nvey  t h e  s e n s e  of  d e pt h  t h at  

wa s  i n  t h e  a c t u a l  s ce n e .  Yo u  c a n  c reate  d e pt h  i n  a  p h oto  by  i n c l u d i ng  

o b j e c t s  i n  t h e  fo reg ro u n d ,  m i d d l e  g ro u n d  a n d  b a c kg ro u n d .  A n ot h e r  

u s ef u l  co m p os i t i o n  te c h n i q u e  i s  ove r l a p p i ng ,  w h e re  yo u  d e l i b e rate l y  

p a r t i a l l y  o bs c u re  o n e  o b j e c t  w i t h  a n ot h e r.  Th e  hu m a n  eye  n at u ra l l y  

re cog n i ze s  t h e s e  l aye rs  a n d  m e nt a l l y  s e p a rate s  t h e m  o u t ,  c reat i ng  a n  

i m a ge  w i t h  m o re  d e pt h .

D E P T H  &  OV E R L A P P I N G  ( fo re g ro u n d ,  m i d d l e g ro u n d ,  b a c kg ro u n d )  

Th e  hu m a n  eye  i s  exce l l e nt  a t  d i s t i ng u i s h i ng  b et we e n  

d i ffe re nt  e l e m e nt s  i n  a  s ce n e ,  b u t  a  c a m e ra  h a s  a  

te n d e n c y  to  fl at te n  t h e  fo reg ro u n d  a n d  b a c kg ro u n d ,  

a n d  t h i s  c a n  of te n  r u i n  a n  ot h e r w i s e  g reat  p h oto.  

Th a n k f u l l y  t h i s  p ro b l e m  i s  u su a l l y  ea sy  to  ove rco m e  

at  t h e  t i m e  of  s h o ot i ng  -  l o o k  a ro u n d  fo r  a  p l a i n  a n d  

u n o bt r u s i ve  b a c kg ro u n d  a n d  co m p os e  yo u r  s h ot  s o  

t h at  i t  d o e s n ' t  d i s t ra c t  o r  d et ra c t  f ro m  t h e  su b j e c t .

B AC KG R O U N D  S I M P L I C I T Y

B efo re  p h otog ra p h i ng  yo u r  su b j e c t ,  t a ke  t i m e  to  

t h i n k  a b o u t  w h e re  yo u  w i l l  s h o ot  i t  f ro m .  Ou r  

v i ew p o i nt  h a s  a  m a s s i ve  i m p a c t  o n  t h e  co m p os i t i o n  

of  o u r  p h oto,  a n d  a s  a  re su l t  i t  c a n  g reat l y  a ffe c t  

t h e  m e s s a ge  t h at  t h e  s h ot  co nveys .  Co n s i d e r  

p h otog ra p h i ng  f ro m  h ig h  a b ove ,  d ow n  at  g ro u n d  

l eve l ,  f ro m  t h e  s i d e ,  f ro m  t h e  b a c k ,  f ro m  a  l o ng  

way  away,  f ro m  ve r y  c l os e  u p,  a n d  s o  o n .

V I E W P O I N T  ( h i g h ,  l ow,  g ro u n d  l eve l ,  fa r  away,  c l o s e  u p)  

Th e  wo r l d  i s  f u l l  o f  o b j e c t s  w h i c h  m a ke  

p e r fe c t  n at u ra l  f ra m e s ,  su c h  a s  t re e s ,  

a rc hways ,  h i l l s  a n d  h o l e s .  By  p l a c i ng  t h e s e  

a ro u n d  t h e  e dge  of  t h e  co m p os i t i o n  yo u  

h e l p  to  i s o l a te  t h e  m a i n  su b j e c t  f ro m  t h e  

o u t s i d e  wo r l d .  Th e  re su l t  i s  a  m o re  

fo c u s e d  i m a ge  w h i c h  d raws  yo u r  eye  

n at u ra l l y  to  t h e  m a i n  p o i nt  of  i n te re st .

F R A M I N G

O f te n  a  p h oto  w i l l  l a c k  i m p a c t  b e c au s e  t h e  m a i n  

su b j e c t  i s  s o  s m a l l  i t  b e co m e s  l ost  a m o ng  t h e  

c l u t te r  of  i t s  su r ro u n d i ng s  o r  fa i l s  to  co nvey  a  

m o o d  b e c au s e  to  mu c h  of  i t  i s  s h ow n .  By  

c ro p p i ng  t i g ht  a ro u n d  t h e  su b j e c t  yo u  e l i m i n ate  

t h e  b a c kg ro u n d  " n o i s e " ,  e n su r i ng  t h e  su b j e c t  

get s  t h e  v i ewe r ' s  u n d i v i d e d  a t te nt i o n .

C R O P P I N G

Wi t h  t h e  d aw n  of  t h e  d ig i t a l  a ge  i n  p h otog ra p hy  we  n o  l o nge r  h ave  to  wo r r y  

a b o u t  fi l m  p ro ce s s i ng  cost s  o r  r u n n i ng  o u t  of  s h ot s .  As  a  re su l t ,  

ex p e r i m e nt i ng  w i t h  o u r  p h otos '  co m p os i t i o n  h a s  b e co m e  a  rea l  p os s i b i l i t y ;  

we  c a n  fi re  off  to n s  of  s h ot s  a n d  d e l ete  t h e  u nwa nte d  o n e s  l a te r  a t  

a bs o l u te l y  n o  ext ra  cost .  Ta ke  a d va nt a ge  of  t h i s  fa c t  a n d  ex p e r i m e nt  w i t h  

yo u r  co m p os i t i o n  -  yo u  n eve r  k n ow  w h et h e r  a n  i d ea  w i l l  wo r k  u nt i l  yo u  t r y  i t .

E X P E R I M E N TAT I O N  ( b re a k i n g  t h e  r u l e s ! )


