
Here are 9 top photography composition rules for you to learn, shoot with then if you want to, 

and break. These tips will help you compose shots that are more visually appealing, hold 

attention and just stand out from the quick 'snapshots' many of us are too often guilty of 

capturing.  

If you have your own essential photography rules/guidelines, do share them with us in the 

comments section below.  

  

1. Fill The Frame / Cropping 

If your shot is in danger of losing impact due to a busy background/surroundings, crop in 

tight around your main point of focus, eliminating the background so all attention falls on 

your main subject. This works particularly well with portraits when you're trying to capture 

something more intimate and focused or are shooting in a busy location where what's around 

them would just cause a distraction. Filling the frame could involve you capturing them from 

the waist up or for more impact, fill the frame with just their face. Patterns are another subject 

that when capturing, you should fill the frame with, aligning it up carefully to ensure it's 

straight. 

 

https://www.ephotozine.com/article/10-more-ways-to-break-photography-rules--updated--17155
https://www.ephotozine.com/article/top-44-best-portrait-lenses-money-can-buy-2019-29223


 

2. Don't Cut Off Limbs 

Keep an eye on the edges of your frame to make sure the person/animal you're photographing 

hasn't had any of their body parts chopped off by it. Cutting off your cat's tail, your dog's ears 

or even part of your model's head, will not only spoil your shot, but the unintentional limb 

chopping can also pull attention away from what the viewer should really be looking at. Of 

course, there are times when this rule can be ignored but for the most part, pay attention to it. 

 

 

 

 This photo would be even better if the cat's ear wasn't cut off. 

 



 

3. Understand The Rule Of Thirds 

The most basic of all photography rules, the rule of thirds, is all about dividing your shot into 

nine equal sections by a set of vertical and horizontal lines. With the imaginary frame in 

place, you should place the most important element(s) in your shot on one of the lines or 

where the lines meet. It's a technique that works well for landscapes as you can position the 

horizon on one of the horizontal lines that sit in the lower and upper part of the photograph 

while you're vertical subjects (trees etc.) can be placed on one of the two vertical lines. 

 

 

https://www.ephotozine.com/article/when-to-use-the-rule-of-thirds-in-photography-27291


 

4. Use Frames 

Frames have various uses when it comes to composition. They can isolate your subject, 

drawing the eye directly to it, they can hide unwanted items behind it, give an image depth 

and help create context. Your frame can be man-made (bridges, arches and fences), natural 

(tree branches, tree trunks) or even human (arms clasped around a face). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

https://www.ephotozine.com/article/ten-top-ways-to-use-frames-in-your-images-16916


5. Make The Most Of Lead In Lines / Shapes 

Our eyes are unconsciously drawn along lines in images so by thinking about how, where and 

why you place lines in your images will change the way your audience view it. A road, for 

example, starting at one end of the shot and winding its way to the far end will pull the eye 

through the scene. You can position various focal points along your line or just have one 

main area focus at the end of your line that the eye will settle on. Shapes can be used in a 

similar way, for example, imagine a triangle and position three points of focus at the end of 

each point where the lines of the shape meet. By doing so you create balance in your shot as 

well as subtly guiding the eye. 

 

  

  

 

 

 

https://www.ephotozine.com/article/when-are-converging-verticals-and-lines-a-good-thing--18543


6. Simplify – Know Your Focus 

Having too much going on in your frame can mean the person who's looking at it just keeps 

searching for a point of focus and soon gets bored of looking when they can't find one. This 

doesn't mean you can't have secondary points of focus, it just means you should make every 

effort to make sure they don't steal all the limelight. Take a look at our tutorial on using 

points of interest in photography for more information on this. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

https://www.ephotozine.com/article/how-to-make-your-subject-the-main-point-of-interest-17128


7. Watch The Background 

Unsightly objects, overexposed or particularly bright areas and blocks/dots of bright colour 

will all pull the eye from what it's meant to be focusing on so take a good look at your 

background before you take your shot and if possible, find a background that's not so 

obtrusive. If you're working on portraits make sure there are no unwanted items sticking out 

of your subject's head and unless it adds to the shot, throw the background out of focus. To 

do this, select a wider aperture if working with a DSLR or select the Portrait Mode on a 

compact camera to tell it you want to work with a wider aperture. If you're working with 

plants and flowers try creating your own backgrounds out of card and material which can be 

slipped into your bag alongside your camera gear. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.ephotozine.com/article/even-more-must-read-flower-photography-tips-13574


 

8. Look For Symmetry/Patterns 

Filling your frame with a pattern that repeats gives the shot more impact, exaggerating the 

size/number of the objects you're photographing. Shots, where there's symmetry in them such 

as lamp posts lining either side of a street, a long line of trees or a series of arches, can also 

be used to guide the eye to a single point. Just remember you need a focus point at the end of 

your shot otherwise it won't work as well. Symmetry can also involve non-related objects that 

resemble each other in shape, colour or texture. To be different, break the repetitive pattern 

with one shape/colour that stands out from the rest. You'll probably have to play around to 

see how positioning the 'odd one out' changes the composition/feeling of your shot. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.ephotozine.com/article/tips-on-photographing-patterns-16836


 

9. Create Depth 

Having fore-, middle- and background detail will add depth to your image as well as draw the 

eye through the picture. Compositional elements that complement each other, for example 

with colour or by association, work well but do be careful with the size of objects you use 

and how you place them as you don't want the shot to be thrown off balance. You don't want 

a rock in the foreground of your landscape shot, for example, drawing the eye away from the 

hills and mountains in the background. Adding water to the foreground can also lighten your 

shot as well as adding an extra element of interest as it reflects the sky back out. 

 

https://www.ephotozine.com/article/look-for-interesting-foregrounds-for-your-landscapes-16289

