
 

Ten tips for Composition 
By 

Mike Brown

Below you will find 10 tips for composition in your photography with some example 
images. These are guidelines to help you with your composition when you are out making 
images.  

 All of these tips can help you make images which look good and work for the viewer. 
They are all standards within the world of art and graphic design. When we look at 
images our brain likes things which it can work with easily and these tried and tested 
methods of aligning elements within a frame, have proved to work well in many forms of 
art and photography. 

However, don’t ever be scared to do what works well for you and if your images don’t 
conform to any of these but they work for you - then great! You shouldn’t make images 
for anyone but yourself - if others enjoy your images, that’s a bonus. 

Have fun, know the rules and then break them when you want. Great art was born from 
experimentation! 

If you’d like to learn more about any type of photography - Digital or Analogue - from 
Mike, visit his training website www.mikebrownphototraining.com or email him at 
mike@mikebrownphotography.com
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1. The Rule of Thirds.

Most people have heard of this when they start in photography and it’s a pretty easy 
concept. Think of dividing your frame into three parts vertically and three parts 
horizontally [it doesn’t matter whether you are shooting vertically, horizontally or in 
square format]. Many digital cameras these days allow you to show grid lines on the 
viewfinder or rear screen to help you with this.  
Use these lines as guides to place important elements of your picture, either on these lines 
or at the points that they intersect. If we look at my image of Hook head lighthouse below 
and then put a grid on it we can see that this can work in more than one way. The 
lighthouse itself is at the intersection of two of the grid lines. Also the line of land on which 
the lighthouse stands - and extending to the horizon of the sea, is on the upper third grid 
line. The main line of rocks at the bottom is on the lower third grid line.



2. Symmetry/Reflection

You can use symmetry in either a vertical or horizontal way. The first pic below - a close-up 
of a common blue butterfly is symmetrical around a vertical line drawn down the middle of 
the picture. 
The second image, which is of Timoleague Abbey in West Cork, is an almost perfect 
reflection around a horizontal line across the middle of the frame.



3. Viewpoint

You can use the viewpoint from which you make your image to great advantage. It is easy 
just shoot from a standing position and not think a little more about how a photo will 
look by getting lower, higher or to one side. 
In the first image of a dandelion seed head, the “directly over the top viewpoint” gives 
both graphic form and symmetry that would not have been found from any other 
position. 
By getting down to ground level to shoot the frog portrait we get immediate connection 
with the animal. I got wet!



4. Leading Lines/Use of Corners

Using lines in our images draws the viewer into the picture, either to a particular subject 
or on a trip around the overall image. Lines can come from many places in the image but 
a particular favourite of mine is to use a line coming from one of the lower corners of an 
image.



 

5. Framing your subject

Using an element or elements within the image to Frame your subject can work really well. 
In the case of this image of a young Barn Owl peering out of its nest hole in an ash tree, it 
adds context to the image as well as framing the subject to give a pleasing finish to the 
picture. 





 

6. Cropping tight.

Cropping in tightly to your main subject helps you eliminate anything in the background 
which can be distracting making sure that your subject gets the viewer’s full attention. If you 
can do this at the point of making the image that’s great but if not hopefully you will see the 
possibility and be able to get close enough to crop it afterwards and still retain enough image 
quality.



 

7. Depth

By having elements of the image in the Foreground, Middle ground and Background, we 
can create Depth in an image. This excites the eye of the viewer and they move between 
the elements and back again making the image seem almost 3 dimensional. In the image 
below there are really 4 elements at different distances from the camera:  
The grassy foreground, The old pier, The spit of land and finally the Sky which has 
beautiful cloud detail.



8. Space in Front

If a subject is either moving or looking to one side or another it is usually best to position 
them in such a way that they are moving into or looking into space rather than away from 
it. With the image of a Black headed gull it has loads of space to fly into to the right of the 
picture. If the gull was at the right with the space behind it the image would seem wrong. 
Likewise the Puffin is looking into open space.



9. Patterns and repeats.

Using simple or complex patterns and repeats can really capture a viewers attention. They 
can be uniform like the top picture which is a close-up of a clover or they can be more 
random like the second image of a Hosta plant in a garden.



10. Frame shape.

Always remember that you can use different frame shapes or shoot images with the view to 
crop to a different frame shape afterwards. While most 35mm based digital cameras have 
the 3x2 shape as standard, many offer alternatives at the time of shooting such as 4x3, 1x1 
[square] etc. As you get used to shooting, you can often stay with the 3x2 of the camera but 
pre-visualize what shape you want the final image to be and crop at the post production 
stage. 
I do prefer to keep my shapes as uniform aspects E.G. 3x2, 5x4 [same as 10x8], 1x1, 2x1, 
3x1 etc rather than cropping randomly.
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Bonus Tip

Remember that you can use a combination of any of these composition tips in an image. You 
will see that this works for some of the images I have shown above but below is an image that 
exemplifies this perfectly.  

The image of Gougane Barra church in West Cork uses “Reflection” divided by a horizontal 
line across the centre of the image. However, it also uses the “Rule of Thirds” with the chapel 
being one third into the image from the right-hand side.

If you’d like to learn more about any type of photography - Digital or Analogue - from Mike, 
visit his training website www.mikebrownphototraining.com or email him at 
mike@mikebrownphotography.com
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