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Self Help Guide to  

Composition 
This guide starts with the assumption that you have already decided on your Subject.. 

Composition Rules 

1 Decide on the shape and orientation of your paper or canvas. 

 

 

 

 

2 Lightly draw on your paper the 'Rule of Thirds' grid and the 'Golden Points'. 

Even better, imagine the 'Rule of Thirds' lines and points on the paper - it saves 

rubbing them out later and will be more instinctive! 

Considering your Subject decide where the 'eye level' and horizon line will be. Make 

it either the upper or lower horizontal 'thirds' line. 

Decide what you consider to be the 'Focal Point' or 'Point of interest' of the picture. 

Position it on one of the 'Golden Points' 

Use tone and colour in your composition. Think about placing the greatest level of 

tonal value contrast at the focal point - i.e. Putting the lightest light next to the darkest dark at the focal point to draw 

the eye towards it. Also putting the most intense colours you use in the picture at the focal point for the same reason. 

3 Create a 'Journey' for the viewers eye around and within the paper. 

             Circular journey                                      Triangular journey       

 

 

 

 

Place the other elements of your subject on the paper to create the Journey for the viewers eye. 

4 Use the 'Rule of Odds'. 

If you have a group of similar objects, have an odd number of them. Three sheep in the foreground, not two. One or 

three bottles in a still life. 

5 Decide on the position of the 'Light Source' 

Shadows will be part of the 'objects' and will help with creating the 'Journey' 

6 Simplify reality, leave bits out. 

Simplify, manipulate and move the elements of the real scene to create a harmonious whole. 

Above all - Go with your instincts.  

Use these Rules as a guide only at best; or even Rules to be actively broken to create spontaneity. 


