
Essentially, composition is how we arrange the various elements within our photographs, in 

order to find a pleasing “look” or one that helps tell our story better. Good composition can 

elevate an image of an everyday, mundane activity from a snapshot into something artistic 

and engaging, so how well we compose our photographs has a HUGE impact on how our 

image is received. 

Although art can be subjective (what one person appreciates, another does not ��), There 

are a number of universal tools and guidelines that we can use when trying to improve our 

composition. These guidelines show us some different ways we can arrange the elements 

in our frame to provide a more pleasing composition; tricks we can use draw the viewer's 

eye directly to the subject, or just add extra interest to an image. 

In a nutshell - you want your viewers to spend as long at possible looking at your shot! 

(Quite simple when you put it like that isn't it?!) 

I find it helpful to think of these compositional elements like tools in a tool box. You may 

chose to use one or two, or maybe even three or four, compositional “tools” within an image 

- whatever fits your story, your vision and the elements you have to work with. It does take 

awhile to master these to the point that you can see the different opportunities before you 

press the shutter, but being aware of these will help you to include them more purposefully 

when shooting. Once you have mastered them, you can pull out whichever “tool” suits the 

situation best. 

Composition is a huge HUGE subject, and one that could fill a whole book, so, for this 

lesson, I’m only going to talk about using the one that will have the biggest impact for you 

starting out.  

LEARNING  THE  BASICS  OF  

COMPOSITION
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The rule of thirds is one of the most basic “rules” of composition and rightly so - it can 

change an image from being bland and boring to something much more interesting, and it 

is a rule that you will follow all.the.time regardless of how long you have been shooting.  

Introducing The Rule of Thirds 



To use the rule of thirds, imagine that the frame is divided into nine equal sections - three 

sections horizontally and three sections vertically. You should aim to have the important 

elements in your frame fall generally along those lines and / or at the four points where 

they intersect, as marked on the image below. 

Here is an example of an image that uses the rule of thirds - I have placed the grid over 

them so you can seen how my subject placement matches the lines and points. 
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So, why would we use it? Well, if your subject is in the middle of the image, it’s what’s called 

a static image. Your eye is drawn straight to the subject but then has nowhere of interest 

left to go. However, when your subject is positioned closer to one of the edges, it forces your 

eye to move over the entire image - which in turn keeps your eyes on the image for longer 

and makes it more compelling. So, we use the rule of thirds when we want the image to 

have more dynamism - in other words when we want to keep our viewers eyes moving! 

Static vs Dynamic 



As we “read” an image from left to right (in the same way that we read text) ideally we want 

to have our subject on the right hand side of the frame. However, you also want to take a 

moment to consider where your subject is looking or moving into, and give them space to 

do so. Generally speaking, you always want to give space on the side of the frame that your 

subject is moving into (or looking into) as this helps the viewer be able to naturally follow 

the gaze or movement of the subject. If the image is abruptly cut off without this space to 

move into, the image feels cramped, and our viewers eyes will not roam around the whole 

image. 

Here’s an example for you: 
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In this example above, the subject is on the left of the screen, the same direction she is 

walking in. Your eye goes to her (the prominent subject in the frame) and then follows her 

direction of movement, and bumps up against the edge of the frame, rather than spanning 

the full width of the image from left to right. It just feels more cramped even though there 

is plenty of space within the image. 

How We Read An Image 



Here's how it should look: 
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(nice bit of photoshopping there huh?!) 

The subject has plenty of room to walk into and therefore our eyes travel much more 

naturally along the whole of the frame. 

Let’s Recap!  

Having your subject in the centre of the frame creates a static image.  

Having your subject off centre creates a dynamic image.  

Although both can be used to great effect, for now, try to align your subject to the rule of 

thirds grid, placing your points of interest along the intersections 

Ideally, have your subject on the right of the frame 

Always give you subject space to walk or move into 



What to do now... 
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From now on, try to position your subject on one side of the frame, remembering to make 

sure they have enough "room" to move into. If you are struggling, most cameras have a grid 

overlay for the rule of thirds that you can turn on, which you can use to help you compose 

your images.  


