
Composition II

As previously mentioned there are a number of standards relating to composition, I have included a 
few notes that may be of interest.

Framing 

Open door ways/windows, archways etc can all provide very 
obvious frames but trees, walls, gateways etc can all be utilised to 
similar effect.

Frames would generally be most commonly used in landscapes but 
is also applied to other photography disciplines or subject areas.

It is a relatively simple matter of utilising some (generally) 
foreground object or interest to offer a surround or frame to the 
main subject matter.

Do be aware that a frame can 'block' a subject if you are not careful, 
here the start of a path leads us through the wall opening.

The model image (left) was chosen for inclusion due to use of frames, 
but I found also meets certain other composition rules.

This goes to show that we all probably follow rules or standards even 
if we are not fully aware that we are doing so.



Rule of thirds (or not, as it happens)

You do not need to know this so skip this section if not of interest.   As we have seen in the main 
text, rule of thirds is easy to understand and implement – however it is actually derived from a far 
older mathematical formula.

Evidenced in the works of Da Vinci including The Mona Lisa, and actually documented c. 300 
years earlier by the Italian mathematician Leonardo Pisano (more commonly known as Leanorado 
Fibonacci)  but astoundingly the Athenian Parthenon built c. 436 BC shows evidence of it's use 
even then!

.
The Fibonacci Sequence is such that a number is the sum of the previous two, ie

0  1  1  2  3  5  8  13  21  34  55  89  144  233  377 …...

If you then take any number and divide by the previous you will get a result of around 1.618 – this 
becomes more accurate the bigger the numbers involved.

This differential ratio is referred to as “The Golden Ratio” or even “The Divine Ratio”

a dividing line is placed along the image width 
dividing the whole into a ratio of 1.618 : 1

The larger of the two resulting sections is then divided 
by the same ratio, so now we have three areas with the 
mid section somewhat smaller than either of the two 
adjoining areas.

The exercise is then repeated for the vertical aspect so 
eventually we have an image or canvas size divided into 
9 areas or boxes.

Eventually, we have a mathematically accurate version 
of what becomes simplified to 'rule of thirds' 



More Golden Composition

Spiral

As per the simpler Golden Ratio, the image is 
initially divided according to the 1.618 : 1 ratio, 
but then the smaller area is divided again at 90 
degrees to the original division – constantly 
working away from the from the edge towards 
the centre of the image.

Eventually the remaining division will become 
so small as to be impractical to divide further

If you then draw a curving line that begins at the corner of 
the frame and in turn intersects each dividing line at it's base 
you will get a “Golden Spiral”

To bring it all back to my original statement regards these 
ratios occurring in nature it is the exact same spiral as found 
in, amongst other things, a Nautilus Shell.

Spooky eh?

From a photography point of view, the agreed standard is that the curve should lead the viewer in to 
the main point of focus which is situated at the spiral's end point -  see examples I have borrowed 
from the web.



Lines

You will be glad to know that lines are somewhat simpler, in fact some lines such as horizontal and 
vertical are almost too obvious to mention or demonstrate without patronising the reader – consider 
paths, train tracks, and the good old horizon.  

It is unfortunate that many people will compose a landscape with the horizon midway up (or down) 
the image -  this is considered to be poor camera work or composition, with the horizon situated on 
or around either third (big surprise eh?) being considered more widely acceptable.

As to whether you place the horizon in the upper or lower third will be a personal preference with 
perhaps a bias toward which area of the image you personally feel holds greater interest.

It could be argued that once we all know and understand these rules or general standards, shooting 
the horizon dead centre could be considered a deliberate irony.

“Lead-In” Lines of course do not have to be either horizontal 
or vertical, or even straight as long as they encourage the 
viewer into the image.

Here we have the snowy roof tops of Tallinn,  a strong 
diagonal leads us into the image but then fortuitously bends at 
the first tower sitting on the right-hand third,  to lead in the 
direction of the  furthermost tower (which is sitting broadly on 
the double-third).

Not only was this image taken on a 'toy camera', but also 
midway through a splendid and somewhat drunken stag-do, so 
I am fairly sure that the rules are embedded into the 
subconscious over time rather than requiring deliberate 
thought.



Diagonals

Whilst it is very common for competition judges to comment on 'good diagonals' they are in my 
opinion more difficult to spot and utilise than their perpendicular counterparts.

As perhaps the name suggests the concept of diagonals means using lines, be it paths, trees, hills etc 
that run across the image at a diagonal with the main focal points of interest being situated on them.

Similarly to 'rule of thirds' ideally your subject would 
be placed on the intersection of two diagonals for 
strongest impact.

Unlike GRT or ROT where the image division is at 
prescribed positions, with diagonals the lines are 
made up of objects within the image itself.  

It is generally accepted that ideally these diagonals 
would not run into / out from the exact corner of the 
image but be offset on either vertical or horizontal.

Some examples of diagonally composed images are more obvious than others

To the left, the model's arm forms a diagonal, leading us into his face.

Above right, the steps make an obvious diagonal leading into our model,  
who also (perhaps accidentally) sits at the perpendicular junction of a 
second diagonal.

Note that the steps themselves sit slightly below a corner to corner diagonal.  (see “Golden Triangle” theory)



According to golden composition theory, items positioned on (or within) triangles should also 
follow certain guides -

As such, an image is divided into two equal parts 
along it's diagonal, it is then further divided by 
drawing a line from the adjacent corners to meet 
the original dividing line so that the junction is 
perpendicular.

If you were to overlay the triangles onto our 
original Golden Rectangle then you would see 
that the points of intersection (power points) 
actually match.

Theory states that the key elements of the image 
should sit within the triangles,  with many photographers removing one of the secondary lines to 
produce an area of three triangles as opposed to four.

Yet another accidental GT image -  I am not going to crop the 
image after the fact in order to try and align the diagonals perfectly, 
this is as it was originally produced.

As per the earlier steps image, we have a diagonal leading us in and 
an adjoining perpendicular pinpointing our subject.

In this example, two rhinoceros sit within two 
triangles and theory would suggest that I should 
ideally have found a third creature and herded it 
into the blank third area.

As it happens, the two animals did obligingly 
position themselves loosely about the 'double-
thirds'

Also, this image was taken some time prior to my 
own research into composition!

And now, the 'test' -  what have you (hopefully) noticed regards the layout of the text and images 
throughout this entire document?


