
COMPOSITION

Rule of Thirds
Imagine that your camera view is divided into 9 equal box segments by 2 vertical and 2 

horizontal lines. The rule of thirds says that you should position the most important elements in your 
scene along these lines, or at the points where they intersect.  Tip: When framing a face in a shot don't 
center the character's head, but if you can, try keeping the inner facing (see “Leaning into Frame”) eye 
centered.

Rule of Odds
The rule of odds is somewhat related to the rule of thirds. The eye tends to be more comfortable 

with images that contain an odd number of elements rather than an even number. A photograph of three
birds on a wire, for example, is probably going to be more appealing than a photograph taken after that 
third bird flies away. The reason for this is that the human eye will naturally wander towards the center 
of a group. If there’s empty space there, then that’s where the eye will fall.  Usually, we want our 
viewers to look at a subject, not at an empty space; but keep this in mind for those occasions when you 
need to draw attention to an empty space.

The Golden Ratio
While the rule of thirds divides your scene into equal thirds, the golden ratio divides your scene 

a little bit differently; into sections that are roughly “1 : 0.618 : 1”.  
Instead of being evenly spaced as they are in the rule of thirds, golden ratio lines are 

concentrated in the center of the frame, with roughly 3/8ths of the frame in the above part, 2/8ths in the 
middle and 3/8ths at the bottom.  Like with the Rule of Thirds, position the most important elements in 
your scene along these lines, or at the points where they intersect.

The Golden Spiral
The golden spiral, as you might guess, is a compositional tool for use with objects that have 

curving lines rather than straight ones. This spiral is formed by using the lines of the Golden Ratio, and 
dividing them into a “golden section rectangle”, which is based on the Fibonacci sequence.  The 
nautilus shell is an excellent example of the Golden Spiral and matches it almost exactly.  The Golden 
Spiral can be used for balancing compositions and leading the viewers eye through the entirety of the 
image in a particular path.

The Golden Triangles
If your image has diagonals, try composing it using “golden triangles”.  To do this, divide your 

image diagonally from corner to corner, then draw a line from one of the other corners until it meets the
first line at a 90 degree angle. Now place your photograph’s elements so that they fall within the 
resulting triangles.

Balancing
Placing your main subject off-centre, as with the rule of thirds, creates a more interesting photo,

but it can leave a void in the scene which can make it feel empty. Try to balance the "weight" of your 
subject by including another object of lesser importance to fill the space.  A shot with a large subject 
positioned in the foreground at one of those sweet spots may end up creating an image that looks tilted, 



or too heavy on one side. You can create some balance by including a less important, smaller-appearing
element in the background. 

Leading Lines
Any strong lines in an image will naturally draw our eyes down along it. By thinking about how

you place lines in your composition, you can affect the way the image is viewed, pulling us into the 
picture, towards the subject, or on a journey "through" the scene. There are many different types of 
compositional lines: straight, diagonal, curvy, zigzag, radial etc - and each can be used to enhance our 
shot's composition.  Converging lines give a strong sense of perspective and three-dimensional depth, 
drawing you into a shot. Curved lines can lead you on a journey around the frame, leading you towards 
the main subject.  Horizontal lines lend a static, calm feel to a shot, while vertical ones often suggest 
permanence and stability. 

To introduce a feeling of drama, movement or uncertainty, aim for diagonal lines instead.  
Usually the easiest way to bring diagonal lines is to pull the camera out.  Wider angles of view tend to 
introduce diagonal lines because of the increased perspective; with wide-angle lenses you’re more 
likely to tilt the camera up or down to get more of a scene in.

You can also introduce diagonal lines artificially, using the ‘Dutch Tilt’ technique (tilt the 
camera in RotateX).  This can be very effective, though it doesn’t suit every shot and is best used 
sparingly.

Depth
Even though we work in 3d, the end product is viewed at a fixed position on a flat screen, 

meaning 3d is actually a two-dimensional medium.  Thus we have to choose our composition carefully 
so that it conveys the sense of depth that was present in the actual scene. You can create depth in a 
photo by including objects in the foreground, middle ground and background.

Framing
The world is full of objects which make perfect natural frames, such as trees, archways and 

holes. By placing these around the edge of the composition you help to isolate the main subject from 
the outside world. The result is a more focused image which draws your eye naturally to the main point
of interest.  This can sometimes aid in creating a sense of separation from your subject, as well as 
depth.

Horizon Line
Most pictures look better if the horizon is positioned above or below the middle of frame, not 

directly in the center of the image. The exception is when shooting a reflection. In this case having the 
horizon in the center can work well because it creates equal elements at top and bottom—the scene 
above and the reflection below.  Take note to avoid a horizon line that lines up with the neck or eyes on 
a character.

Background and Simplification
In real life, the human eye is excellent at distinguishing between different elements before it, 

whereas a camera has a tendency to flatten the foreground and background, and this can often ruin an 
otherwise great shot.  For example, you might know that the books on the shelf behind your character 



are many meters away, but when viewing the shot from the fixed perspective of the camera, the scene is
flattened, and all the complex lines of the books surrounding your character may be visually confusing. 
Try to keep the background to your subject simple.

As a general rule, simple images tend to be more appealing than complicated ones. This idea is 
similar to the “fill the frame rule,” in that it demands that you get rid of distracting elements in your 
shot.  To use this compositional rule, simply ask yourself this question: does that element add to my 
composition?  If it doesn’t, try to frame it out.

The colours in a background can also make or break your composition.  Strong primary colours 
can make your shot pop, especially when your subject is a complementary colour.  Be careful when 
overlapping similar colours.  For example: a white shirt against a white wall will make the character 
blend in with the background, and your scene may be unpleasantly flattened and hard to read.

Colours
Bright primary colours really attract the eye, especially when they’re contrasted with a 

complementary hue. But there are other ways of creating colour contrasts – by including a bright splash
of colour against a monochromatic background, for example.

Scenes consisting almost entirely of a single hue can also be very effective; and those with a 
limited palette of harmonious shades, such as softly lit landscapes, often make great compositions.  The
key is to be really selective about how you isolate and frame your subjects to exclude unwanted 
colours.

Be careful when overlapping similar colours.  For example: a white shirt against a white wall 
will make the character blend in with the background, and your scene may be unpleasantly flattened 
and hard to read.  There are times when colour on same colour shots work quite well, but they usually 
require some deliberate planning beforehand.

Patterns
Pattern can be very visually compelling because it suggests harmony and rhythm, and things 

that are harmonious and rhythmic make us feel a sense or order or peace. Pattern can become even 
more compelling when you break the rhythm – then the eye has a specific focal point to fall upon, 
followed by a return to that harmonic rhythm.  

Texture
Texture is another way of creating dimension in a shot.  By zooming in on a textured surface – 

even a flat one – you can deeply add to a sense of depth in your shot.  Zooming in on textured objects 
should be a deliberately planned action, as there are technical qualifications that must be met for this to 
work properly.  

Even a long shot of an object can benefit from texture.  A shot of a brand new shiny boat sitting 
at a squeaky-clean dock can be less visually interesting than a shot of an old boat with peeling paint 
sitting at a word down port.  

Fill the Frame
Leaving too much empty space in a scene is the most widespread compositional mistake. It 

makes your subject smaller than it needs to be and can also leave viewers confused about what they’re 
supposed to be looking at.  To avoid these problems you should zoom in to fill the frame, or get closer 
to the subject in question.  Watch out for too much headroom at the top of your frame!



Room to move / Lean Into Frame
When we look at images, we see what’s happening and tend to look ahead of the action.  If your

subject has nowhere to move except out of the static frame, this can create a feeling of imbalance or 
unease.  Keep in mind the placement of your action subject in frame affects the mood of the audience, 
and use that to your advantage.

When arranging characters on camera it's best to have them looking into the open frame.  The 
viewer will tend to follow a character's gaze, and they need an area to look into (see Rule of Thirds).  

If there’s action in your picture, leave more space on the side of the frame where the action is 
headed. It looks more natural that way and lets the viewer have a feel for where the subject is going.  
However, if the action is leading a camera move, the opposite is usually true.  The subject should feel 
like they're dragging the camera along with them within the confines of the action safe lines.

Silhouette
Silhouettes break a composition down to their featureless shapes.  Just like when thinking about

the effectiveness of poses, the silhouettes of your subjects will be a large part of telling the story of the 
shot.

Hands in particular are important to pay attention to in silhouette.  If you can't see the layering 
of at least two fingers (not including the thumb) in the silhouette of a hand, you risk making your 
character seem like they have claw or scoop hands.

Viewpoint
Before angling your camera on your subject, take time to think about what angle you will shoot 

it from. Our viewpoint has a massive impact on the composition of our photo, and as a result it can 
greatly affect the message that the shot conveys. 

A level shot will feel very normal, as the viewer will associate what they see with their regular 
perspective.  This can help to include the viewer with the events playing out.

A shot angled up will give a sense of vulnerability to the audience (and the lower character if 
there's two or more), while instilling a sense of command to the higher subject.  It's like being a small 
child looking up at an adult.

A shot angled down will give a sense of command to the audience (and the higher character if 
there's two or more), while the lower subject will feel vulnerable.  It's like being an adult looking down 
on a small child.

The angle doesn't always need to be an extreme tilt up or down to achieve a sense of 
vulnerability and authority with multiple characters.  Sometimes, just playing with the horizon line with
some slight tilt is all that's required.  Just think about the relationships at play between the characters 
you're shooting.


