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THE SECRET TO

COMPOSITION

Eye movement. Composition is all about the way a viewer’s eye moves
through the page. You can control this. Deciding composition is deciding
which direction to lead the eye, what to stop on, and where to go next.
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How sHOULD THE EYE MOVE?
You want to prevent these things from happening:

In other words: the eye should stay in the page
bored. and have it be clear what to look at.

Generally, it’s good to have one main focal point.

What is the subject of the piece? Where's the action at? What's the point
. what do you want to convey? After deciding this, you can control the
eye to make sure it goes where it's supposed to.

How DO YOU CONTROL EYE MOVEMENT?

Many things control eye movement. Some of the main ones are contrast,
leading lines, and det:

1. Contrast

Make the point of interest really
ght or really dark compared to its

surroundings, to make it pop and

draw attention.

Avoid using your whitest white or
! Lot Rembea: s
darkest black for unimportant areas. SATIRTRASSS

Use them to add sparkle or drama. Tobeiihn omst b iorwodnally itk

2. Leading lines
Lines that point towards the focal
point or draw the viewer’s eye
through the piece.

Almost literally using landscape.

props, etc. as arrows, or paths for R TS T
the eyes to walk along. e T e e

3. Detail GoncepeAre A i

Since there’s nothing to look at in ¢

blank space, the eye is drawn to

detail. e

i Thia s cahed oomos

This is why it’s good to simplify perspective.

your backgrounds, so they don’t Thie eles increase depth and

draw attention away from the main R SRR
e e

focus. phowoganhy.

(e 3 wide sporture o blur ou¢
the badkground.

4. Framing > Sr——vr
Instead of just a foreground and a 7 oal

background, have a foreground, a

midground and a background.

“Frame your composition by placing
Tnese four scresnnors from the Curse of Mankey fond a e

objects in the foreground. This will draw D e e

the eye toward the focal point of the e el ok bl ke il i 2

action. Most of the time these objects s

should be darker or more out of focus .

than the middle ground elements

5. Saturation
Add a touch of purer color to the
area you want emphasised

You'll see this a lot in Renaissance
paintings featuring baby Jesus.
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« If there’s text in the image, the Lo A Toign o by
eye goes there first. (So be careful S o

with signs. photographers.) . Edniten

= Then to faces.

= Eyes follow the gaze of people
in the scene. (Also the gazes of
anthropomorphised animals.)

+ Eyes follow motion. (Want to
see where it’s going)

= The color red can draw attention.
Or else any fleck of color which
isn'c the predominant color.

= Be careful about including the
moon, sun. etc. in a picture because
lightsources draw attention.
(Because they're so high contrast.)

= Something that's bigger will draw
more attention. If you have two
subjects competing for actention.
make one bigger.

W/ HAT ARE THESE COMPOSITION GUIDES ABOUT?

Composition guides are lines to indicate how to arrange your picture.

They work because they imply things about where the eye should go.

The Rule of Thirds
Imagine lines dividing your image
into thirds both ways. Line up any
prominent straight lines, and put
your subject at the places they cross

not putting the subject
o it gives space for
the eye to wander around first.

2) Ie divides the canvas unequally, so
there’s more emphasis on one
part. This makes it clearer where
<o look.

There may be other reasons it looks fe—

good. Some people think it looks
good because it approximates the
Golden Mean. | don't think Golden
Mean compositions are obviously
nicer than Rule of Thirds — they both
do pretty much the same thing in

terms of leading the eye. Rule of Thirds Golden Mean

The Golden Spiral
Spiral made from the Golden Mean.

Why?
1) Curve gently leads the eye.

2) Gradual increase of detail. which
again draws in the eye.

Golden Triangles
Triangles made from the Golden
Mean, but any composition based on
the triangle has similar effect.

Why?

Diagonals make strong leading lines.
They lead the eye much faster than
curves, so compositions that use
them tend to be dynamic and lively.

Composition guides L0 U mentioned at the seare, by
doing things like moving the subject off-center (prevents boredom),
concentrating detail ac certain locations (implied focal poing), and gives.
hints about where to lead the eye.

How DO YOU USE THEM?

So there is this ambiguity: do you put your subject so the edge is lined up.
with the composition guide line, or so the middle goes right through the
line?

If the subject is a “thing?: Put it intersecting the line. (So if it's a head,
put the line going through the middle, or if it's a close up. put it with the eye
going through the middle of the line)

If it’s an actual line: line up the lines. (. a building wall, horizon, shell.)





image3.jpeg
But these composition guides are jusc helpful rules of thumb, and they can
be broken if it helps your composi

How DO YOU BREAK THEM?
You should have an idea of how to do this already. Yup. eye movement.

If your picture already has strong
leading lines which don’t lead you out
of the image, forget the Rule of
Thirds.

Centered compositions can work
well if there’s a lot of symmetry.
(Especially in photos — beware of
symmetry in painting because it can
look more static.)

Righe: 8y scraigheindor on Fickr.

APDING INTEREST...

Here are some extra tips for interesting compositions.

Counterpoint
Put the primary focal point at one of
the third intersections (or whatever)
and then a secondary focal point at
the diagonally opposite one.

Lot Example of

‘S’ Curve SIS S
The ‘S’ curve looks great, and Pt = n's
allows the eye to slowly walk Lo
through the piece instead of be

pointed straight to its destination.

The ‘C’ curve also does this to
some extent, but isn't slowed down
as much.

The straight line takes the eye
directly to where it's pointing.
There’s no lingering.

People like looking at people
If you're a photographer, try waiting
for a person to walk in to complete
your urban landscape composition.
Or if you're a painter, include a
character.

Right: These two shots would have been boring.
i T didn'e have & person in them.

Depth

Adding depth can be a great way to

push stuff that isn't your focal point

into the background.

« Include a midground (see above)

« Have objects overlap. (Especially
e.g. still life painting.)

= Use atmospheric perspective

(make stuff that’s far away lighter

and slightly bluer).

« Things gec less defined as they get

further away.

Change viewpoint

Squeeze the _ vanishing  points

together for dramatic diagonals.

Pull them apart for calmness or
ty.

Photographers: To simulate this, use a
wide-angle lens for close, dramatic
vanishing points, and a normal or
telephoto lens for distant, calmer
vanishing points.

Distant vanishing points  Close vanishing points
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