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Background: Photography is a technical ART FORM (Caps for emphasis)!

Photography is a very technical art form that can easily overwhelm the uninitiated and the initiated alike. 
Yet fundamentally it is an “art form” which means you don’t need to be a photo geek obsessed with 
technical details to get a great photograph! If one pays attention to important artistic elements or the 
“rules of composition”, as they are often called, they can get a great photograph with just their point & 
shoot or a smartphone. And thats even without knowing the first thing about a shutter or an aperture or 
what in the heck is that thing called ISO!

Rules that apply to 2D art also apply to Photographs

This is because photography fundamentally is a 2D art form and the rules that apply to art such as 
drawing and painting apply here as well. Now don’t get my wrong, knowing all that other technical 
photography stuff is immensely valuable and will most certainly improve your photography much in the 
same way a painter can improve the quality of their art by better understanding color theory and how to 
mix paints. Yet, unlike a painter who must learn how to mix their paints first, in todays world of digital 
cameras, with their powerful microprocessing wizards working behind the scenes for you (taking care of 
all that technical photography stuff), you can relax and have much more freedom and fun to just focus 
your attention on the art part. This is where the “rules of composition” come in. Don’t worry in future 
newsletters I will cover many technical details in my photography corner section, but for now we’re just 
going to focus on the very important art part.

Rules of Composition - a general word

In photography, when taking a picture, there are many “rules of composition” to consider such as leading 
lines, symmetry (or asymmetry), patterns, depth of field, background vs foreground, subject, balance of 
elements, viewpoint, cropping, placement of light, border patrol, focus point, “the golden mean” and the 
“Rule of Thirds”. And the most important rule of all is you can throw the rules out the window because 
YOU are the artist and YOU can experiment and break any of these rules at anytime! So we might say 
rather then “rules” they are really just helpful guidelines or rules of thumb. Yet before you can break the 
rules (or guidelines) it is good to know them!

In future newsletters I intend to cover many of the compositional rules listed above but with this first tip I 
will focus specifically on that last one in the list, the classic “Rule of Thirds”.



Now on to the “Rule of Thirds”
In photography as in any 2D art the Rule of Thirds is a fundamental compositional technique. Its called a 
“rule” but really it is just an aesthetic guideline to consider when thinking about your composition. Keeping 
it in mind while you are shooting and later, while you are editing, is very helpful in creating a aesthetically 
pleasing composition rather you want to use it OR NOT! That’s right! Knowing how this rule works (as well 
as the many others compositional rules) can help you make a deliberate decision TO USE OR NOT TO 
USE IT which will imbue artistic intention into your compositions. This is a prerequisite step to helping you 
graduate from taking mere snapshots to taking actual photographs!

The Rule: The Rule of Thirds is applied by dividing the image up into 9 segments with two equal 
distance horizontal lines and two equal distanced vertical lines. This results in 3 equal segments across 
the vertical field and three equal segments across the horizontal field. The idea is to place key elements 
or subjects of your photograph at the intersection of the lines (sometimes called “power points”) or along 
one of the horizontal or vertical lines. Also you can think of each segment as a compositional element and 
can place key subjects in these as well. Some basic points to consider with a Rule of Thirds composition: 
(1) the horizontal guide lines work well with common landscape elements such as a horizon line between 
the sky and the earthly scene in the foreground - for example, if you want to emphasize beautiful clouds 
in the sky place the horizon line on the lower 1/3rd guideline or if you want to emphasize a stunning 
landscape place it on the upper 1/3rd; (2) The vertical guidelines can work well with key landscape point 
of focus subjects such as a sunset or a moonrise or with a tree. Subjects can be both positive (i.e. 
landscape) or negative (i.e. sky). Subjects can also be a vanishing point defined by leading lines. The 
possibilities are really endless. 



Now Lets look at some Art, shall we?

We’ll take a look at a couple of examples but first, a bit of brief history: Where did the 
Rule of Thirds come from? No one really knows for sure but what can be said with 
confidence is it wasn't developed by photographers! It’s initial use predates photography and 
probably goes back as far as humans have created art. Some claim it was first used in the 
Renaissance where the painters of the period often would provide a background to give 
context to help tell a story about the main subject or was used in landscape compositions to 
create depth and perspective. These painters naturally realized that the eye doesn't 
necessarily want to rest in the center of a painting, rather, it wants to follow a visual story 
which can command greater viewer interest and attention. Perhaps the painters of the 
Renaissance had made a inadvertent discovery about our brain’s innate aesthetic. A causal 
argument has been made by various artistic observers, philosophers and creators that our 
brains have a tendency to be drawn to divisions of three which can be more pleasing to the 
eye. But to be honest no one really knows just why it works yet it does (but not always)!

Landscape with the Flight into Egypt is a 1563 oil on wooden board painting by Pieter Bruegel the Elder
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Landscape_with_the_Flight_into_Egypt_(Bruegel)

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Landscape_with_the_Flight_into_Egypt_(Bruegel)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Landscape_with_the_Flight_into_Egypt_(Bruegel)


(1) The Great Wave off Kanazawa by Hokusai
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Great_Wave_off_Kanagawa

We can see the Rule of Thirds in action in 
the famous woodblock print called “The 
Great Wave off Kanazawa” by the Japanese 
artist Hokusai. The image can be divided up 
into positive and negative spaces which 
could be considered subjects. This 
interpretation aligns with the Rule of Thirds 
with the large wave (positive space) aligned 
on the 1/3rd guideline on the left and the sky 
(negative space) on the 1/3rd guideline on 
the right. Additionally the 4 power points align 
with 4 key elements of the art piece: 
(1) Upper Left: Blue heart of primary wave
(2) Lower left: White crest of secondary 

wave
(3) Upper Right: Distant faint clouds
(4) Lower Right: Distant mountain peak

(2) By the Seashore by Auguste Renoir
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/

The Rule of Thirds can be seen in full play in this beautiful 
impressionistic/renaissance style painting by Renoir. For 
example, the upper 1/3rd horizontal guideline is aligned with 
the woman eyes while her lower right arm aligns close to the 
lower 1/3rd horizontal guideline while the left 1/3rd vertical 
guideline aligns with her upper right arm. Additionally her left 
eye is near the upper left power point while her right hand is 
near the lower right power point.  The nine rectangular 
segments of the painting also have some interesting 
elements such as, for example, the middle rectangle which is 
strongly defined by her prominent white fluffy scarf or the 
upper right corner with its boats on the water in the far away 
distance. The combined effect of Renior’s painting’s use of 
the “rule of thirds” is to create a dynamic image that leads 
the viewers eye through a very lovely visual story. It tells the 
story of a beautiful woman by the seashore taking a moment 
to look up from her knitting and engage the viewer with her 
gaze.

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/437430
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Great_Wave_off_Kanagawa
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Great_Wave_off_Kanagawa
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/437430


Mountain Beyond the Dunes
In this photograph from the Mesquite Sand 
Dunes of Death Valley, I created a Rule of 
Thirds composition by placing the distant 
mountain peak (subject) at the upper right 
power point. Beyond the dunes in the 
foreground it acts as a natural point of focus 
for the eyes to rest. Also notice how the 
upper 1/3rd of the scene is dominated by the 
negative space of the sky and the lower 
2/3rd the positive space of the dunes. 
Another interesting element in the 
photograph is how the sand patterns in the 
lower left & middle rectangular segments 
also direct the viewers eyes back to the 
distance mountain beyond the dunes. 

The Eyes of Three Owls
In this photograph of three Great Horned Owls 
(Aleutian Islands, Alaska), I used the Rule of 
Thirds and the use of light and shadow to 
direct the viewers eyes to the eyes of the owl 
on the far right. The upper horizontal guideline 
is aligned with the two eyes of this owl while 
the far right vertical guideline falls down the 
middle on his beak and follows his body 
though the picture frame. The second owl to 
the left peaks out through the middle 
rectangular segment with one eye distinctly 
standing out. And the third owl in the left 
middle rectangular segment is visually 
obscured except for just a hint of his one eye 
letting you know he's not to be forgotten. 

Lets take a look at how this works with some photographs

As stated earlier a photograph is really just another form of 2d art and the same compositional rules apply to 
both. So with this in mind lets take a look at how I interpret the Rule of Thirds.



Yellowstone Falls from Artist Point
In my photograph of Yellowstone Falls taken from the popular 
vista known as artist point I used a Rule of Thirds composition 
to walk the viewers eyes through the image in a natural 
progression that starts with the flowing river in the foreground 
in the lower left and ends with the distant falls and bright 
yellow cliffs in the upper right. Note how the river is aligned 
with the left 1/3rd vertical guideline in the foreground and the 
falls aligned with the right 1/3rd vertical guideline in the 
distance. In the upper right rectangle, the brighter prominent 
cliff to the right of the falls makes a point of interest for the 
eyes to rest after following the river back into the image frame. 
Also the upper right power point brings the eyes to the spray 
of water mist frothing upward from the turbulence found at the 
bottom of the falls.

The Eye of The Ram
In this photograph (British Columbia, 
Canada) I use the Rule of Thirds to create a 
unique composition that brings the viewers 
attention to the dominate right eye of the Big 
Horn Sheep (Ram). Notice how his eye is 
located near the lower right power point and 
commands the viewers attention. This 
already strong compositional visual element 
is reinforced with the geometric spiraling flow 
of the rams right horn which also brings the 
viewers attention to the rams eye. The way 
the image is cropped leaves much to the 
viewers imagination yet they know without 
asking that it is indeed the penetrating Eye of 
The Ram that holds their attention.



Its Morning Bear! Where’s my Coffee?
In this photograph of a grumpy looking brown 
bear (that reminds me of my self in the 
morning before I’ve had my coffee), I created 
a Rule of Thirds composition by placing the 
upper right power point directly on his right 
eye which becomes the image subject. Notice 
how your gaze is drawn to the the bears fierce 
penetrating eye first but then quickly descends 
to the rectangular segment in the middle right 
to the menacing frown on his most grumpy 
face. The overall impact quickly impresses on 
the viewer that this is not a bear you would 
ever want to encounter in close quarters 
especially in the morning before he’s had his 
coffee!

The White Pass in Early June
In this photograph from the White Pass on 
the Canadian-Alaska border, I created a Rule 
of Thirds composition/leading lines hybrid by 
placing the vanishing point (subject) at the 
upper right power point. All the other lines in 
the image lead the viewers eyes here. For 
example the right vertical 1/3rd guideline 
aligns with the large rock in the foreground 
and takes the eyes directly to the vanishing 
point. Also, the horizon line is aligned with 
the upper 2/3rd horizontal guideline and 
naturally sends the viewers eyes toward the 
vanishing point. Similarly, the angles of the 
mountain ridges, the lake shoreline and the 
clouds all point back to the same distant 
vanishing point.



Final: For the final composition I decided to 
place the trees at the center which allowed me 
to capture other key elements of the scene. My 
artistic intention was to emphasize the overall 
ambiance of the wintery scene which was 
defined by the beautiful and mesmerizing 
patterns of floating powder snow dancing in 
crystalline light and shadow around the freshly 
flocked winter trees. As an artist it is important 
to define your experience and bring it into your 
photograph. For example, this composition 
best captures my experience of a sublime and 
extraordinary moment colored by all the things 
I love about winter from skiing in snow covered 
mountains to feeling the freshness and vibrant 
excitement of a wild winter’s storm.

What if: Here is an example of a photograph 
(Brighton Utah) where I decided to NOT USE a 
Rule of Thirds composition. This is because a 
Rule of Thirds composition would require me to 
crop out key elements of the beautiful patterns of 
powder snow flurries that speak to my artist 
heart. On the path to making that decision I did a 
“what if” to see how a rules of thirds composition 
would work. In this image I show one of the 
“what ifs” with the center of the tree cluster 
aligned on the right vertical guideline. Notice that 
this Rule of Thirds composition requires cropping 
out most of the beautiful illuminated snow flurries 
that I love. So for this photograph I threw the rule 
out the window!

Winter Trees in Crystal Light
An example of how one can use their artistic intent to decide on a final composition by trying 
“what ifs” compositions and comparing the results to ones experience.

Final Word

As I stated in the beginning compositional rules are just guidelines and can be broken at anytime; 
however, knowing how to break them will separate the amateurs from the pros and a snapshot from a 
photograph. You are the artist and the most important object with a photograph is to capture your 
emotional experience or designed emotional effect which can be achieved through your artistic vision 
or intent. In this tip we looked specifically at the Rule of Thirds however your photograph can be 
cultivated artistically through a variety of compositional rules (or combination there of). Understanding 
them is an critical step in developing your artistic skills and can be done these days without knowing 
much about how a camera actually works. Knowing how to use them gives you the freedom to fully 
break them intentionally like a master artist full of purpose who knows how to paint a still life in 
exquisite detail but chooses to paint an abstract instead.


