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Composition ñRulesò

¸ Rule #1: There are no rules!

¸ The approaches I outline are really:

-Guides

-Suggestions and 

-Options!

¸ Be Creative!!

¸ Compose for your photographic vision of an 

image

¸ Donôt be afraid to break the rules ïif it works!



Long Beach Walk



Center of Interest

¸ First Priority ïAttract the viewer

¸ Draw the viewerôs attention

¸ Direct the viewerôs eye to something interesting 

right away



Global 

Warming



More Than One Center of Interest?

¸ Something to consider

¸ Can keep the viewerôs attention

¸ Emphasizes relationships of image elements

¸ Can enhance story telling

¸ My opinion ïMore than one interesting thing to 

look at is a good thing!



Charleston Fountain



Off-Center

¸ Avoid ñtarget in the cross hairsò look

¸ Placing the subject/center of interest off-center 

often enhances interest

¸ Helps tell the story

¸ Emphasizes context, details and patterns

¸ Lends variety



Concentric



Symmetry

¸ Symmetry is pleasing

¸ Especially bilateral symmetry

¸ Take advantage of symmetry

¸ Be open to all kinds of symmetry

¸ Breaks in symmetry can add character and 

interest



Closed Doors ïThe Old Red Barn



Simplicity

¸ KISS ïKeep It Simple Stupid!

¸ Get rid of distracting clutter

¸ If itôs not essential, leave it out



Pastel



ñRule of Thirdsò

¸ Where off-center?

¸ Placing subject(s) & center(s) of interest ~1/3 

from the edges often works well

¸ It wonôt always work, but itôs worth a try!



Rusty Nut



Other Useful Guides ïGolden Mean

¸ Other proportions (besides 1/3ôs) can also work

¸ Golden Mean (or Golden Ratio)

-Use your ñGoogle-Fooò to learn the math

¸ Golden Mean points (or rectangle) tends to be 

smaller than the ñRule of Thirdsò points (or 

rectangle)



Fern and Falls



Root 5

¸ Mathematically curious?

-Practice that Google-Foo

¸ Root 5 points (or rectangle) tends to be larger 

than the ñRule of Thirdsò points (or rectangle)



Light Through 

the Window



Triangles

¸ Multiple subjects (centers of interest) often 

benefit arranged as a triangle

¸ Easy navigation for the eye to the most 

interesting parts of an image

¸ Triangles reduce busyness in a complex image

¸ Focus attention on a limited # of image 

components - three



Winter Rainbow



Diagonals and Leading Lines

¸ Guide the viewerôs attention

¸ Add a dynamic sense of motion 

¸ And a sense of depth



Metro



Curves

¸ Our eyes follow curves (and lines) from end to 

end

¸ Image elements along, or at/near, the ends of 

curves (or lines) get noticed

¸ Use curves (or lines) to direct the viewerôs eye 

to important image elements



Ginkgo Leaf - Fall



Patterns and Textures

¸ No clear subject or center of interest

¸ Pattern ïdominated by multiple repeating 

elements

¸ Texture ïdominated by multiple random 

elements

¸ Both can be pleasing parts of an image, or 

dominate an image



Winter Forest ïSun and Shadow



Frame in a Frame

¸ Frames used for hundreds of years to enhance 

& display our art

¸ A ñNatural Frameò - something thatôs part of the 

image ïcan substantially heighten its appeal

¸ ñFrame in a Frameò can dominate an image, or 

accent a smaller, less dominant aspect



Oak 

Reflection



Column Through 

the Window



Complex Compositions

¸ Multiple Subjects

¸ More than one interesting thing can be a plus

¸ Triangles work well

¸ Experiment with other #ôs of main subjects



Deluxe Berth



The Artistôs Table



Combinations

¸ All composition rules/guides/suggestions can be 

used together, in any combination

¸ Experiment ïuse your imagination & creativity 

to design, or find a great composition



Railcar Range



Gone Fishôin



Creative Composition - Balance

¸ Balance ïthe ñvisual weightò of images 

elements ñmakes sense.ò

¸ Elicits emotion ïusually pleasure (but not 

always)

¸ How to achieve balance

-Place image elements to promote a sense of visual 

equilibrium or stability

-Lots of possibilities: top & bottom, corners, top left & 

bottom right, é , etc.

-Off-balance elements often add to the appeal



Francis Bacon

¸ ñThere is no excellent beauty that hath not 

some strangeness in the proportion.ò



Mill Pond



Double Falls



Flow

¸ Strong compositions:

-Captivate & guide the viewersô attention

-Drive oneôs gaze to all important parts of the image

-Steer awareness to everything interesting in the 

frame

¸ Judges often comment on ñflowò

-ñThe image óreadsô well.ò 

-ñThis image ópleasesô my eye.

-ñI donôt know why I like it, but I do!ò



Old 

Headlamp 

With 

Shadow



Foyer Wall



Advice on Flow and Composition

¸ Always ask:

- Is the eye encouraged to visit all important image elements?

- How does it ñread?ò

- Does it ñpleaseò the eye?

¸ Always view an image from far, medium & close

- Far: Across the room, ~15-20 feet

- Medium: ~5-8 feet

- Close: ~2 feet (no need to ñpixel peepò!)

¸ Strong images have a good sense of ñflowò at all scales



Helpful Resources

¸ Picture Window Pro (free powerful photo editor)

¸ - https://www.dl-c.com/site/products/

¸ The Photographerôs Eye by Michael Freeman, 

2007

¸ Questions & Discussion Plus Final Exam



Composition Articles



Final Exam Part 1: Reaching High


