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Working with the Rule of Thirds 
 

 
The Rule of Thirds is a well known composition guideline for photography. The Rule of Thirds divides 
an image vertically and horizontally in 3 parts. The intersections of these imaginary lines suggest four 
options for placing the center of interest for good composition. The lines suggest positions for objects of 
interest or horizons to improve the appeal of an image. Generally photographs with the image dead center 
do not encourage the viewer to examine the photo in its entirety. Composition should be an integral part 
of taking the image in camera, rather than being left to the editing process 

  
Depending on whether you are taking a portrait or landscape picture, your center of interest will be placed 
on a different focal point. Here are a few tips to choosing the right focal point: 

·  General photography: Place your center of interest on one of the power points to ensure that your 
subject is off-center. If there are vertical structures in your photo that are important, like buildings, 
trees, or a solitary person, place them on the vertical lines. Note that you don't have to fill each 
power point; too many subjects could overpower the photograph.  

·  Portrait photography: You may want to keep your subject centered, ignoring the power points. But 
your subject's eyes should still line up with the horizontal lines. If your subject is farther away, or 
you're taking a group portrait, place their heads on the horizontal lines instead.  

·  Landscape photography: Place the horizon on one of the horizontal lines. If your emphasis is on 
the area below the horizon, then place the horizon on the highest line, giving more space to the 
emphasized area. If you want to focus above the horizon, place it on the lowest horizontal line, so 
the sky covers the bigger portion of the photo.  

In any of these cases, know that your subject's placement doesn't have to be exact and scientific. Roughly 
estimate where the focal points would be and work from there. And of course, these tips can also be 
ignored. For instance, you might decide to forgo the rule of thirds altogether if you need to keep your 
subject centered in order to convey symmetry, or if the background is the more important element in the 
photo. 
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Cropping using the Rule of Thirds 
You can use your eye to judge the placement of the rule of thirds grid an crop accordingly or you can 
create your own grid for the image and move it around until you find a composition that you are happy 
with. Another alternative is an action which automatically creates a rule of thirds grid for your image. 
You can download it here: http://www.shutterfreaks.com/Actions/RuleOfThirds.php 
Even more conveniently you can use Photoshop’s own Grid Guides to create a rule of thirds 

1. In the Menu bar Edit > Preferences > Guides, Grid and Slices 
2. In the box Grid, Change Gridline every to 100%, and change Subdivisions to 3 
3. Click OK 
4. To apply the grid to an image either 

·  In Menu bar View > Show > Grid or 
·   Key strokes Control ‘   

5. To remove the grid use the Menu bar as before or again use the key strokes 
 
Below is an example of cropping an image in the digital darkroom 
 

   

  
 
Links:  
http://www.great-landscape-photography.com/photography-composition.html 
http://photoinf.com/Golden_Mean/Jim_Altengarten/Creativity_and_the_Rule_of_Thirds.htm 
http://www.colorpilot.com/comp_rules.html 
http://tech.yahoo.com/gd/composing-a-digital-photo-with-the-rule-of-thirds/153015 
 


