The Last Photo Composition Rules
The But Wait! There’s More! Department
I promise these items are the last of the so-called photo
composition rules!

Next column we will start on a much shorter list of video
composition techniques. The same composition “rules” that make
for appealing photos pretty much apply to shooting an appealing
video clip.
Be sure to check out all the other topnotch and timely columns on
TheVillageCollector.com – Just So You Know (JSYK) by David
Spears, Larry Treadwell, and Coach is Here by webmaster Bill
Channell. Please keep visiting the Village Videos page and watch,
watch, watch. So many ideas, so little time… not enough money.
I’ll repeat this again: If you watch a movie or a PBS documentary
or many commercials, you will see photographic composition
techniques used all the time. The key is to not watch the
speaker or action figure, but instead focus on the background
composition. You’ll see these principles used over and over,
designed to catch your eye.
The more you practice seeing and noticing, the more likely you
will see and use the techniques when you look into the camera’s
viewfinder before pushing the shutter button. Remember also,
you can sometimes later crop your way into a great photo in
post-production.

Simplification
The Rule of Simplification means having a more detailed/lighter
center in the image, while the background is less detailed/
darker. This draws more attention to the center of the image, or
the subject that you would like the viewer to focus on. To do this,
you will need either negative space away from the subject or use
a large amount of blur for the background.
The image below is an example of the rule of simplification. The
flower in the image is more detailed and lighter, where as the
background is out of focus and darker. This draws the attention of
the viewer straight to the detail of the flower in the image.

The same picture could be called another rule – Isolate the
Subject. Using a shallow depth of field to isolate your subject is a
very effective way of simplifying your composition. By using a
wide aperture on a DSLR camera, you can blur the background
that might otherwise distract from your main subject.
Remember, a newer model smartphone using the Portrait mode
discussed in the last column can achieve these bokeh effects, too.

If you are film-making (telling a story), this simplification scene is
probably placed at the beginning or end of your thought.

By contrast, the image above of the city shows the opposite to
the rule of Simplification. By allowing the entire image to be in
focus, it gives the impression of business and chaos, which is
relevant in this image as it conveys the business and chaos of a
city life.
Filling the Frame
Here, the frame refers to the edges of your photograph or the
edges of the viewfinder of your camera when you are shooting.
The advice to fill the frame means to get in close, to make your
subject a significant portion of the final photograph.
Fill the frame encourages you, as a photographer, to really spend
some time thinking about your subject and how best to feature
that subject in your photograph. How can you bring forward the
details or the patterns or the most critical element(s) of your
subject? How does the background add to or take away from the
story that you are trying to tell?

Here is a good video that explains this composition technique.
Fill the Frame: Two Minute Tips with David Bergman (2:27)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E6HMsyqKpjY
This is particularly important when photographing objects with
intricate details like your village displays. Remember me telling
you that viewers like details? Well, here’s your chance fill their
appetite.

Patterns and Textures
Human beings are naturally attracted to patterns. They are
visually attractive and suggest harmony. Patterns can be man
made like a series of arches or natural like the petals on a flower.
Incorporating patterns into your photographs is always a good
way to create a pleasing composition. Less regular textures can
also be very pleasing on the eye.

In the second photo, I really liked the texture of the stone work
on the ground. This is less regular than the pattern in the first
photo but the play of light and shadow on the surface is very
pleasant. There are also interesting textures to be on the walls
and roof of the passage. You may also have noticed that the arch
creates a “frame within a frame” around the man and cafe on the
other side of the archway.
The picture below is a village photo that uses the pattern of the
pebble town square very nicely, as well as using Diagonals to lead
you to the walkways.

Rule of Odds
In the world of photography, there are certainly plenty of “odds”
but the “Rule of Odds” is something entirely different. The rule
suggests that an image is more visually appealing if there are an
odd number of subjects – 3, 5, 7.
The theory proposes that an even number of elements in a scene
is distracting as the viewer is not sure which one to focus his or
her attention on.
An odd number of elements is seen as more natural and easier on
the eye. To be honest, I think there are plenty of cases where
this is not the case but it is certainly applicable in certain
situations. What if you have four children? How do you decide
which one to leave out of the shot? Personally, I’d go by future
earning potential.

The photo above is an example of the rule of odds. The scene is
deliberately framed to include three arches. I think that two
arches would not have worked as well and may have divided the
viewer’s attention. It also so happened that there were three
people in the scene. This composition also makes use of patterns
and “frames within a frame.”
How about one I’ve shown before? I noticed three frame-in-aframes, three building arches, and all fit into the Rule of Thirds.

Juxtaposition
Juxtaposition is very powerful compositional tool in photography.
Juxtaposition refers to the inclusion of two or more elements in a
scene that can either contrast with each other or compliment
each other. Both approaches can work very well and play an
important part in enabling the photo to start to tell a story.
Here is a good video link to a showcase of Juxtaposition
photographs.
Street Photography – Juxtaposition (3:04)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I8if2MeARAY
Golden Ratio
What is the golden ratio? Well it’s actually very simple: two
quantities are in the golden ratio if their ratio is the same as the
ratio of their sum to the larger of the two quantities. Wait, what
now? Ok, if that sounds too complicated, perhaps this
mathematical formula will help:

What do you mean you’re even more confused now?
It’s true that the golden ratio method of composing a photograph
can seem very complex at first. In reality it’s quite simple. It’s
like a slightly more complex version of the rule of thirds. Instead
of a regular grid, the frame is divided into a series of rectangles
as in the examples below. This is known as a “Phi Grid.” You can
then use the rectangles to draw a spiral that looks like a snail’s
shell. This is called a “Fibonacci Spiral.” The rectangles help to
position elements in the scene and the spiral gives us an idea of
how the scene should flow. It’s a little like an invisible leading
line.
It is believed that the golden spiral method of composition has
been in existence for over 2,400 years having been devised in
Ancient Greece. It is widely used in many types of art as well as
architecture as a way of creating aesthetically pleasing
compositions. It was particularly well employed in Renaissance
art.
Okay, I have to admit something here. The golden spiral is really
and truly complicated. Moreover, you would have to be quite the
obsessive-compulsive personality to purposely set out to compose
a photograph using the golden ratio. It is fun, though.

Golden Triangles
The golden triangles method of composition works in a very
similar way to the rule of thirds. Instead of horizontal and vertical
lines, we use a series of diagonal lines to divide up the frame. We
draw one line from one corner to another and then add two more
lines from the other corners that meet the long diagonal at a right
angle. Diagonals are said to add “dynamic tension” to the
composition.

Notice how the traffic trails and top of the buildings roughly line
up with the long diagonal line. The tops of the buildings are close

to the shorter diagonal. The rule of thirds and golden triangles
are guides for arranging the elements in the frame. They don’t
have to be exact. Note that the long diagonal could also start in
the top left corner and go to the bottom right depending on the
scene.
Let the Eye Wander Around the Frame
And for my next trick, I will once again completely contradict
myself. This is the antithesis to the concept of simplicity and
minimalism. There are some occasions to take photographs with
plenty happening in the frame. Take a look at the paintings of
Pieter Bruegel to see an excellent example of art with plenty of
different characters and activities going on in the frame.

The frame is full of different characters and activity. In this case,
the eye can wander around the frame noticing all the little details
such as the flowers, the building details, the patterned street, and
various people walking, exiting a building, or checking their
phone outside a pub. There is no one main subject.
It is not a question of simplicity being preferable to complexity or
vice versa. One isn’t inherently “better” than the other. It all

depends on what you are trying to achieve with a particular
photograph. Does it fit into the story?
Asymmetrical Balance
Okay, just one more. When executed properly, even a visually
imbalanced image can turn out to be an interesting photo. As
much as we find pleasure in looking at anything symmetrical,
there’s something unsettling yet intriguing about an image that
doesn’t seem to “follow the rules.” This informal balance
technique is a lot more difficult to achieve, but you can become
better with practice.

To achieve asymmetry, try including two different or contrasting
subjects or elements. Then place them off center (following the
Rule of Thirds). They can be anything — two different objects,
two of the same object that differ in size or color, uneven yet
balanced amounts of light and dark tones, or two different
concepts.

Before you take the shot, check the scene for any distracting
elements. Move closer, or change your viewpoint, to remove any
unwanted objects from your photo.
In my next column on The Village Collector, we’ll leave
photographic composition and start on the fundamentals of video
composition. I’ll try to do better next time.
Questions, comments and/or suggestions are always welcome. I’ll
try to do better next time! You can contact me at:
jpetersgolfpro@gmail.com, 419 Washington Avenue, Newport, KY
41071.

