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Introduction

Hi, my name is Tony Worobiec, welcome to this course on the art of 
composition

Composition applies to all art forms and, while seeing parallels with writing or 
music might be stretching a point, issues that relate to other areas of the visual 
arts can also apply to photography. 

It certainly pays to look at how others design their work and in particular 
painters, graphic designers and film-makers. As a fledgling art form in the 
19th century, photography specifically looked to the tradition of painting from 
where so many of the so called “rules” were drawn, although paradoxically 
many photographers fail to look at what contemporary painters are doing 
today. 

With the advent of Photoshop, the overlap between graphic design and 
photography is remarkable; look at some of the current advanced Photoshop 
technique magazines and you will struggle to discern which is which. 

It is also important to understand that photography should never operate in 
a vacuum and it helps to recognise that there are certain basic universal rules 
that apply to all aspects of the visual arts. 

In this course, we will aim to cover many of the recognized guidelines relating 
to composition, starting with the much heralded rules of thirds, while also 
considering how psychology plays its part. 

Do not feel that you need to apply all the principles of composition, just be 
aware of them. Composition is important and no matter how technically 
perfect, without it your image will lack clarity. 

Tony Worobiec
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Course Curriculum
Week 1: A Conventional View

Composition is partly “cultural” and 
partly “psychological”; what I mean 
by cultural are those rules that are 
often discussed and reinforced in 
photographic magazines and form a 
common grounding for new-comers 
to photography. Many of these 
conventions have been drawn from a 
traditional understanding of the rules 
governing painting and have simply 
been appropriated for photography. 

They form a simple and useful set of guidelines that can be followed by 
most photographers. By understanding these basic rules, it is hoped that all 
photographers can apply them in most situations. 

Week 2: Understanding the Visual Elements.
To better understand composition, it 
does help to think in terms of the visual 
elements. By identifying line, tone, 
texture, pattern, rhythm, scale and 
perspective, the photographer is better 
able to use this to direct the viewer’s eye 
in a very purposeful way. You may have 
noticed that one very important visual 
element is missing, notably, colour; 
this is because colour has a universal 
emotive effect which is better discussed 
when considering the psychology of 

composition. This lesson will encourage the student to analyse the image 
from the point of view of the visual elements and help them to construct 
their photographs more purposefully. 

Week 3: Psychology and the importance of intuition
Something that is not always recognized, 
that is we are all capable of composing 
intuitively. Supported by the Gestalt 
theorists of the early 20th century, many 
now believe that we all have an innate 
capacity to design and that this should 
serve as the basis when composing. The 
rules outlined in “A Conventional View 
of Photography” work well with simpler, 
more-clear cut situations, but are difficult 
to apply when we are presented with 

more challenging scenarios. By understanding, or just being aware of the 
psychology under-pinning composition, photographers are prepared to 
consider more complex compositions. Essentially, if it looks right then it is 
right. 
Week 4: Achieving Style through Composition.

It is very easy to see the rules governing 
photography in isolation from the 
other visual arts, but they all share the 
same common language. By looking at 
examples of the visual arts that exist 
outside one’s comfort zone, we are able 
to acquire new and exciting compositional 
strategies; these could be from areas of 
photography that are new to you, graphic 
design, painting or even tattoo art. By 
applying the same rules time after time, 

our photographs will appear predictable or boring. Try visiting an art gallery 
from time to time and see what new lessons can be learnt.
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The Art of Composition: A 
Conventional View
“Composition” means putting elements together, and while photographers do 
not enjoy the freedom to construct their image in the same way as a painter or 
a graphic designer, you still need cohesion if your images are to have meaning. 

Essentially what you are aiming to do is to direct the viewers eye to the parts 
of the image you consider important. You are also trying to communicate 
mood and this can be achieved by orchestrating the visual elements. 

The more familiar you are with these, the easier it is to compose. Possibly the 
best known and the most used of all the so called rules of composition is the 
rule of thirds. It is drawn from a time honoured painting principle designed to 

achieve a sense of absolute balance, called The Golden Section.  

It is worth noting that the rule of thirds is a much simplified and not an 
entirely accurate interpretation of The Golden Section, but for those starting 
in photography it is a useful guideline to use. It should also noted that not all 
images will benefit from this. 

If you want to introduce pathos into your work, this is not the best method to 
use. Its main advantage is that it is very easily applied, particularly when there 
is one obvious focal point. 
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This is a typical example where the rule of thirds can be effectively applied. 
The abandoned blue pick-up is clearly the main focal point.  A new-
comer to photography could so easily be tempted to place the vehicle 

in the centre of the frame, but this can result in a relatively uninteresting 
composition. There is also another issue to consider. 

It is set within a landscape; by placing the vehicle dead centre, then much of 
the landscape will be obscured. By placing it on the thirds, an interesting sense 
of balance is retained. 

Which of the coordinates should the vehicle be placed on? Essentially I had 
just two choices; I either placed it on the bottom left coordinate or the bottom 
right. 

We in the west read left to right, and therefore not surprisingly this is often the 
way we look at pictures. 

By placing the main focal point to the right of the composition, the eye is 
encouraged to firstly examine the area to the left, but then to “read” the area 
to the right. 

If you are a bit uncertain about your ability to judge when the main focal point 
is on the thirds, many cameras now offer a rules of thirds grid which the user 
can view through. 
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With the model seen against this rather intriguing background, the 
first question you might rightly ask is which part of the image 
should you set on the thirds? 

The position of the model can quite easily be placed on the thirds, but is that 
enough? When looking at any figure, one’s inclination is always to look at the 
head first, so placing her face on one the coordinates clearly makes sense. 

In this example I have opted for the top left, but is it possible to be even 
more accurate?

When dealing with a single main subject, it is possible to be very precise 
when applying the rule of the thirds. Not only did I want the model’s head to 

appear on the thirds, but more specifically her right eye. 

This of course is just too demanding a task to achieve in-camera, but is easy 
to do at the editing stage by using the Crop Guide Overlay in Photoshop. 

This is something we will be considering more fully in Lesson 4, but it helps 
to appreciate that composition does not just occur at the taking stage; it can 
also be done post camera.
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This tree in a field of poppies is another classic situation where the rule 
of thirds can be applied. This is certainly helped by ensuring that the 
horizon is placed roughly one third of the way up the picture. 

There are various interesting variations of the rules of thirds, one is called the 
“golden triangle”. Imagine the frame divided by a diagonal line which offers 
two equal triangles and then create a further triangle at right angle to the 
diagonal from one of the remaining corners.

In this way you are able to create three equi-angular triangles which might be 
different in size, but reveal the same shape and angles. 

This format can be used to either subdivide the image into three distinct 
zones, or it can be used to emphasise an important focal point by situating it 
within the intersection of the three triangles. 

It is called the “Golden Triangle” because it applies a similar ratio as the 
Golden Section or the rule of thirds, and in fact if you were to apply the latter 
rather than the Golden Triangle, the outcome would be virtually the same. It 
is just more easily applied to certain situations.
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Not all rules have to be slavishly followed. In this example one of the truly 
interesting features is the way the sky is mirrored in the still water. To 
have placed the horizon on the thirds would have lost that important 

visual relationship. In some ways the small copse of trees on the left of the 
image serves as a secondary rather than the primary focal point. 

So while the horizon is placed in the centre, the trees are placed on the thirds 
and thus an interesting asymmetrical composition is retained. 

It is often assumed that the Rule of Thirds is used only to position the 
constituent elements, but it can be far more comprehensively applied. 

While many photographers give thought to proportion and weight, some are 
less aware that the balance of both tone and colour are equally important. 

While the principal purpose of The Rule of Thirds is to establish a grid for 
placing the key elements, it also divides the composition into proportioned 
zones. 

This could apply to zones of colour; clearly it is not helpful to have two equal 
blocks of contrasting colour. If however the colours are proportioned relative 
to the Rules of Thirds then a more balanced composition will be created. 

In this example, the area of red should only occupy three-eighths of the area 
occupied by blue, while the yellow should occupy three eighths of the red. The 
same principle applies to areas of tone.
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So to re-cap, the Rule of Thirds should not just determine where the key 
elements are placed but also govern the relative distribution of colour.  

Using the primary colours of blue, red and yellow, each is applied in decreasing 
amounts, so that the red areas occupy just a third of the blue, while the yellow 
occupies just a third of the red.

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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The Lead-in line.

One of the main reasons for composing an image is to direct the viewers eye 
to the important parts of the picture; one way of achieving this is to use lead-
in lines. 

As objects slip into the distance, they appear to incrementally diminish in 
size; moreover, as lines or planes appear further in the distance, they appear 
to converge. 

This is known as linear perspective. When controlling linear perspective, 
issues that will prove important are the distance between you and the object 

you are photographing and the focal length of the lens. By altering the focal 
length of the lens, you are able to control the linear perspective in the image

 Developing on this idea of linear perspective, a ploy many photographers 
use is one that is commonly known as the lead-in line. 

This is a particularly useful for drawing the viewers’ attention to an important 
part of the image. Use a feature such as a fence, a straight road or a line of 
telegraph poles to lead the eye directly to the area of interest. 

While this may not be particularly subtle, it rarely fails to work, particularly 
when using a wide angle lens. In this example the rows of lavender leads the 
eye directly to the small tree on the horizon. 

http://www.my-photo-school.com
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In the previous example, the receding lines led the eye directly to the main 
focal point, but that does not always need to be the case.  In this example, 
while the small abandoned homestead clearly is the focal point, the lines 

converge just to the left of it. When applying simple rules of composition, 
you are always allowed just a bit of latitude. 

In fact the building could have been placed virtually anywhere along the right 
hand side of the horizon and still have worked. 
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The Power of the diagonal line.

The diagonal line is possibly the most effective way of leading the eye into the picture, which 
is why it is favoured by so many photographers. 

They look most effective when appearing to come from a single corner. As we in the 

West we are accustomed to reading from left to right, we tend to be more comfortable when 
viewing a diagonal from the bottom left corner; if however you wish to introduce a certain 
edginess into your image, you may consider reversing this.  

In this example, emanating from the bottom left corner, the powerful diagonal directs the 
viewer’s eye to the undulating dunes and the range of mountains in the far distance. 
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The “Meandering” line.

From an aesthetic point, the curving line is possibly the one of the most 
appealing techniques. 

If you are able to construct your image so that the curving line begins from 
one of the bottom corners, you will be rewarded with a particularly strong 

composition. 

In this example, the 
leading line starts 
from the bottom 
right.  The obvious 
focal point is the 
natural arch, but 
to make best use 
of the foreground 
I used the lines 
created by the 
gently lapping 
waves to direct the 
eye. 

From a 
compositional 
standpoint, a more 
interesting strategy 
is to use a line that 
appears to meander 
towards the main 
focal point. 

The aim of this 
is to lead the 
eye through 
other equally 

interesting parts of the image. This is a technique which is often used when 
photographing landscape where for example the viewer is encouraged to 
follow a line of flowers in a field, a ramshackle fence, or a stream. Sometimes 
the leading line need not be blatant. 

In this example, the illuminated arrow on the left serves to highlight the 
figure standing at the cash-machine. At first it is almost unnoticed. 
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While the leading line or the diagonal 
line is a relatively common feature 
in photography, identifying an “S” 

shaped line is more challenging. It is however 
one of the most aesthetically pleasing 
compositional principles you can apply. 

If you are able to identify one, make sure that 
it positively leads the eye to the main focal 
point. The easiest way to imagine such a 
line is to think of a river flowing through the 
composition. 

In this example, the positive “S” shape created 
by the edge of the sand-dune invites you to 
savour the textural detail on either side of the 
flowing line, before appreciating the rhythmic 
qualities of the dunes and mountains in the 
distance.

Similar to the “S” line, the zigzag line can also 
introduce a strong sense of cohesion although 
the nature of this line is subtly different. 

Angular in nature, it adds a certain tension, so 
once again careful thought needs to be given 
to the subject used. While the line appears 
to direct the eye towards the headland on 
the horizon, it is the fence which is the main 
focal point; the headland is of only secondary 
importance. 

With the white fence disappearing to the right, 
it does help that the distant headland on the 
horizon appears to come in from the left. 
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The Visual “Full-Stop”.

As I have previously suggested, because we in the West read from 
left to right, we tend to do the same when looking at photographs, 
particularly if there is a strong horizon. 

As we look across the image, there can be a tendency for the eye to skate 
over it without resting on any particular feature; by introducing a visual “full-
stop”, the viewer is encouraged to re-engage with the picture and discover 
those elements that particularly interested the photographer. 

It is simply a compositional stratagem to encourage the eye to re-examine 
potentially interesting parts of the image. 

By including a dark but possibly innocuous feature at the end of the horizon, 
one’s attention is deflected back into the image. Including a light feature at 
either end of the horizon will have the opposite effect as it tends to draw the 
eye. 

While I would normally suggest that the visual full-stop should only be 
placed to the extreme right of the horizon, there will be occasions when it 
can be placed to the left, if the apparent flow of the image is from right to 
left. 
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Linking Foreground and Background.

If you want to introduce depth to your work, then there should be an 
apparent foreground and background. How well these two areas relate will 
ultimately determine the overall success of the image.  When aiming to link 
the foreground with the background, identify visual elements they may have 
in common. In this example, the strong sense of pattern in the foreground is 
echoed in the butte in the middle distance. 

This kind of visual relationship can often be best exploited when using a wide 
angle lens. As soon as we decide to photograph a portrait for example, we 
should also give careful thought to the context in which we place the subject. 
Most people fit into stereotypes by way of age, their ethnicity, their job or the 
way that they dress. 

It is what makes us interesting. By placing the subject within a sympathetic 
context, an immediate 
link is made. The 
animated figure in the 
foreground echoes the 
graffitied character in the 
background. 

The clothing of both 
the real and the painted 
figures are distinctively 
urban while the hand-
gestures tap into a youth 
culture linking the real 
and the apparent. While 
the wall is slightly out 
of focus, this does not 
weaken the strong visual 
relationship between 
the background and 
foreground. 
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What you decide 
to include and 
what choose 

to leave out is one of 
the most fundamental 
skills when designing a 
photograph; you cannot 
assume that the viewer 
is necessarily on your 
wave length, so you 
need to make the task of 
interpreting your image 
as clear as possible. 

In this example, I was 
interested in the models 
beautiful golden hair 
and how it paralleled 
the mares-tail cloud 
formations in the 
background. Including 
anything else would be 
superfluous. 

http://www.my-photo-school.com


PAGE 18  

One effective method for introducing cohesion is to 
identify a feature in the foreground which mirrors or 
mimics the background. Once you are aware of this as a 

compositional strategy, it is amazing how easy it becomes. 

Driving along the much famed Route 66, my attention was 
drawn to two large and somewhat incongruous arrows 
adjacent to an abandoned service station. It was only when 
I stepped back that I noticed a yellow road sign which also 
featured two arrows.

Landscape often lends itself to this sort of composition. As the background 
tends to be the feature you cannot change, once you have identified a 
possible scenario, look for something you can use in the foreground; for 
example, if you were photographing a mountain, find a near-by rock in the 
shape of a pyramid. 

While this was not a particularly dramatic landscape I was nevertheless 
intrigued by the zigzag patterns in the rock strata. As I got closer, I spotted 
a road sign on the left which also featured a zigzag pattern. By including the 
sign, the viewer becomes aware of the more subtle patterns in the rock.
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The Single Focal Point.

An issue which is sometimes overlooked is the number of similar elements 
you are able to include in an image. For example, you want to photograph a 
row of apples, but just how many should you include? Is it better to include 
three, four or just restrict it to two? 

Some might question whether it really matters, although oddly, it does. There 
is a tradition in composition which suggests that you should only include an 
odd number of elements, but is that argument really sustainable?  

One thing is for certain, there is never a problem with just one. There can be 
little doubt about what serves as the focal point in this image. Not only is 

the tower prominently located on the thirds, but the retaining wall acts as an 
obvious lead-in.

From a compositional standpoint, this is one of the most popular techniques 
as it so easy to apply. What you are aiming to do is to introduce a single 
element which the eye can rest on. 

The focal point could be a dominant feature, or conversely something which 
occupies only a very small part of the image. The tree in the top left of the 
picture is unmistakably the main focal point; this has been achieved in several 
ways. 

First, the tree serves to break a sequence of subtle patterns. Second, the 
flow of the lines naturally leads to the tree, and third, it is located in the area 
revealing the greatest contrast.
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Even Numbers, Odd Numbers?

The conventional view is that photographers can only work with an odd 
number of elements, one, three, five etc, suggesting that compositionally we 
should not group two elements together, although if we look at other areas 
of the visual arts this constraint seems not to apply. 

Illustrating two elements of very similar size is a recipe for a boring picture, 
but by presenting them in the portrait rather than the more predictable 
landscape orientation immediately increases interest. By rotating one of the 
featured cauliflowers also helps.

If you take two very similar elements of equal size and set them against a flat 
background, while balance is retained, it could look boring. 

By making just a few subtle changes, the composition can be substantially 
improved. This is of course two shots of the same model, but by placing both 
on the edge of the frame, the central part of the image becomes negative 
space which introduces a rather fascinating tension. The variation of pose 
and the varying hand gestures also increases the sense of interest. 

From a compositional standpoint, dispersing an odd number of elements 
through the image is considerably easier.  For all sorts of cultural and 
psychological reasons, we are particularly drawn to the number three.  When 
quoting examples, we are more inclined to list three rather than two or four. 
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When telling jokes, we tend to restrict the 
characters to just three: I’m sure you are 
all familiar with countless versions of the 

Englishman, Scotsman and Irishman; somehow the 
Welshman does not fit. 

In this example, as all three spheres are approximately 
the same size, featuring just two would have appeared 
too symmetrical. Increasing the number to three adds 
an interesting asymmetrical balance.

The problem with constructing images comprising 
even numbers is that the viewer mentally splits the 
image into two and so divides the composition. This 
is particularly noticeable when using elements of 
roughly the same size. 

Only if their relative sizes vary considerably is it 
possible to compose interesting and well balanced 
images comprising even numbers more than two.  
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In this example, a row of 5 
trees works, but try and 
imagine a composition with 

just 4; somehow the design 
would have appeared too 
static. 

On a similar tack, this image 
features five young women 
in a fairground ride. When 
I took this shot, there were 
six figures occupying the 
bottom of the picture; 
somehow it seemed not to 
work. 

By cropping out the sixth 
figure on the extreme right, 
an asymmetrical balance 
has been introduced which 
makes this image more 
pleasing. Using an odd 
number, it is easy to imagine 
more passengers on either 
side of the featured figures. 

It is something we shall 
consider more fully in 
Lesson 4, but the process of 
composition can also occur 
post-camera as well. 
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Matching Elements 
Within the Composi-
tion.

In the pursuit of clear-cut 
compositional outcomes, 
some photographers shy 
away from constructing 
complicated images, 
which is a shame because 
more complex images 
are able to sustain our 
interest for a longer 
period. 

But how are we to 
compose an image which 
comprises numerous 
and seemingly disparate 
elements? One method 
is to pair them off. In 
this example it was the 
three white pillars on the 
right initially caught my 
attention. 

This plaza served as 
a stage, waiting for 
something to happen. 
Figures came and went, 
but I was keen to capture 
just three. It was also 
important that none 
of the individuals was 
wearing conspicuous 
clothing, otherwise that 
figure would stand out 
from the rest.
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In many ways this is 
similar to the previous 
example.  As I observed 

the detail of this modern 
building, my attention 
was initially drawn to 
the two powerful “v” 
structures; I then became 
aware of the many 
pedestrians and cyclists 
passing by.  

I was particularly keen to 
capture just two figures 
and tried a variety of 
design permutations. I 
was finally most satisfied 
with this design which 
captures a pair of cyclists 
on either side of one of 
the pillars.
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Using Frames.

And finally, the last of the techniques I would like to introduce in Lesson 1 is 
the principle of framing.  

A particularly useful way of drawing attention is to frame the area you 
want to emphasize; the general idea is to use other elements within the 
composition to create an informal border. 

How we achieve this is part of the challenge, but the more imaginative you 
are about constructing the frame, the more interesting the image is likely 
to be. This is a typical example; I have used the archway to highlight the 
remnants of the abbey and the landscape beyond. This is a helpful technique 
to use when dealing with a relatively cluttered situation.
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Windows, arches and doorways offer wonderful opportunities 
for developing this compositional strategy, particularly within a 
landscape situation.   A window, arch or doorway can be used 

to create an interior /exterior situation. One of the great advantages of 
this method is that it does allow you to connect two quite disparate visual 
elements. 

This is a typical example of how one can frame part 
of the image; photographed in evening light, there are 
several features which could quite easily catch the eye, 
but by placing this iconic vehicle so that it appears 
framed by the motel archway, any possible ambiguity is 
removed. 

Sometimes even the most innocuous elements can be 
used to create interesting frames. 

Most landscapes feature elements that we would 
normally wish to exclude, such as fences or telegraph 
poles, although occasionally purposely including such 
elements can help, particularly if it is used to frame 
a more important part of the image; it is a matter of 
converting a vice into a virtue. 

In this example by including the overhanging canopy, 
attention is drawn to the abandoned kiosk.

That’s it for lesson 1. Please feel free to ask me any 
questions in the classroom and please take a look at 
your assignment for this week and upload 3 images for 
comment and feedback within the next 7-10 days.  

Next time we will be looking at understanding visual 
elements within a composition and until then have a 
good week.
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