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Three aspects of a good picture: 
 

- Technical Quality 

- Interesting Subject 

- Good Composition 



 

Good composition 
 
The arrangement of the different 
elements in a photograph in a 
way that is pleasing to the eye. 
  
Good composition can improve even  
ordinary subjects. 



 

Ray Koken (1957) 

I was introduced to this small booklet by Billy Turner 



 

Summary of Rules 
 

1. Stop and think. Examine the frame & edges. Move around. Take lots of pictures. 

2. Move in close but not too close. Do not compose too tight. 

3. Object Placement. Follow the rule of 3rds. Exception: Place center of interest at the  
center if there is symmetry and strong stereo effect. 

4. Balance.  

5. Moving objects should have more space in the front than the back. Exception: the 
end of line or what is left behind the moving object is more interesting.  
Related: Persons (or animals) in scenes should face towards the center.  

6. People in scenic pictures should be ¼ of the frame and facing into the scene. When 
photographing people or groups, try to have people engaged in activities instead of 
looking straight into the camera. 

7. Leading Lines should lead into the picture. Left to right composition. Avoid blocks. 

8. Consistency. Up/down placement to match angle of view. Avoid inconsistent objects. 

9. Odd number of objects. 1, 3, 5,… not 2, 4,… Unless if there is a connection between 
the two. 

10. Simplicity. Avoid double pictures. 

11. Color Distribution. Warm colors in the front. (With flash: Bright colors in the back.) Try 
not to have two dominate colors in equal amounts. 

 



 

Rule #1—Stop and Think! 

• You can shoot 100s of pictures and miss the one you 
should have taken. 

• Think. Take care of camera settings. Study picture 
carefully. Study the frame.  

• Pay attention to the borders (edges of the picture).  

• Move around to experiment with different framing and 
compositions. 

• Take a lot of pictures but don’t stop thinking. 

 



 

Rule #2—Move in Closer 
 
• From the 3 variables that affect picture (FL, B, Distance), distance is the 

most important because it affects: 1) Size, 2) Perspective, 3) Depth. 

• Moving closer: Increases size, intensifies perspective, increases depth.  
Helps remove distracting elements.  

•  Ray Koken recommends: Have your subject fill 60-85% of the frame 
(unless if the surroundings are also part of the story) 

• Avoid large empty spaces. 

• Include / frame subject with foreground elements that add interest and 
depth to your picture. 

• Move Close  
BUT NOT TOO CLOSE!  
Excessive stereoscopic deviation 
(too much depth) common problem 
with beginners. 

• Do not compose too tight. You can 
always crop later but you cannot 
bring something back. 



 

Rule #3—Object Placement 

• Where should the objects of  
interest be placed in a picture? 

• Natural tendency: Center 

Rule of Thirds 

• Divide picture into thirds.  

• Place horizon or an obvious  
horizontal line at the third.  

• Place objects of interest at the intersection of the lines. 



 

Rule #4—Balance 
 

• You should not have only one object off center. It 
needs to be balanced with something else. 

 



 

When does it make sense to Center? 

• Ray Koken: Exceptions to the rule of thirds are a formal  
picture taken in plane instead of perspective to give a static 

or dignified effect and religious picture. 

• DrT: I will add symmetry, impact and stereo effect.   

• If you combine this symmetry with a strong element of 
depth then the result can be an image with strong impact 
that is very successful in 3d.   



 

Cropping to the Rescue 
• One of the best things about digital photography is the  

ability to crop a picture.  You can: 1) Remove unwanted / 
distracting elements, 2) Improve composition. 

• Cropping can only remove elements and shift the picture  
as a total. It cannot add things or change the relationship  
between objects. 

• Focus on getting the composition right to start and use 
cropping later for fine-tuning. 



 

Rule #5—Moving Objects 
 

• Moving objects (people & animals too) should be  
coming into the picture with room to move, without  
getting out of the frame. 

• Related: Persons (& animals) not in motion should face 
toward the center of the frame or look into the picture. 



 

Interesting Exceptions to the Moving Rule 
 

• If the moving object is leaving something behind that is an important 
part of the picture, it will make sense to have the moving object moving 
out of the frame. Examples: jet trails, water ripples, “frozen” bullet going 
through an apple, etc.   

• In a race picture, the finish line is at the edge and there is no space past 
it. This composition suggests arrival and, indeed, it will make little sense 
to leave space past the finish. 

• Bottom line: Use “common sense” and “sense of balance.” Experiment 
with different compositions. 



 

Rule #6 — People In Pictures 
 
“Persons in a scenic picture 
should be so placed that they 
will be less than 1/4 the height 
of the frame and should be 
looking at the center of  
interest, not the camera.” 

 

 

Avoid Group Monotony: 
When taking pictures of people, 
instead of them facing straight 
into the camera, have them  
interact and at an angle. 



 

Rule #7 — Leading Lines-No Blocks 
 
• Leading Lines: The general lines of a picture should lead the eye to the 

center of interest… Roads and streams should run into the picture, not 
out. Variation: C curve composition. 

• Left to Right Composition: Picture should be composed so that the eye 
starts from the left side and moves to the right. 

• Avoid Blocks: The picture should be open at the bottom so you can walk 
right into it. 



 

Rule #8 — Consistency 
 
When an object is photographed with 
the camera looking up, the object 
should be placed at the top of the 
frame.  When the camera is looking 
down, the object should be placed at 
the bottom of the frame. 

In Ray’s words, things should be photographed together if they naturally go together.   
He cites two examples:  Nice scenery and telephone poles or garbage do not go together.  
Similarly, an old weather-beaten house and a well-dressed person do not make a good 
picture.  It would be better to substitute a poorly dressed person or a shabby child.  

He also advices to eliminate distractions.  Check the foreground for rubbish, such as pa-
pers and cans. Many pictures are spoiled by an oversight of this rule.  Also, avoid your 
own shadow in the picture.  It just does not look good! 



 

Rule #9 — Odd Number of Objects 
 
Try to include an odd number (1, 3, 5, etc.) of objects.  Even 
number (2, 4, 6, etc.) is usually unsettling.  

“I heard about this ‘odd rule’ years ago in a magazine and laughed it off as the author  
having some sort of obsessive compulsive disorder – but ever since I heard it I’ve noticed 
that in the shots I take it is true.  

I’m not exactly sure why it works – but it does. Perhaps it’s about the balance that odd 
numbers create (there’s always one thing in the centre to give balance)? 

I find that three objects in a shot are particularly good. Five, Seven or more can work but 
you run the risk of clutter. 

Give it a try – it works!” 

 

Exception: When there is a special connection between two 
objects, like a mother and her child.  In this case it is perfectly 
OK to include two.  It would be nice if they are looking or  
interacting with each other. 



 

Rule #10 — Simplicity (Avoid Double Pictures) 
 
A picture should not be too busy or have objects that distract 
from the main center of interest.   
 
One typical mistake is to have two  
objects competing for attention, as 
shown here.  When viewing this picture 
the eye tends to jump from one object to 
the other, which leaves an unpleasant 
feeling.   
 
In the case it is better to break 
the picture into two pictures, 
each one with its own strong 
center of interest, as shown 
here. 
 



 

Mergers in Stereo 
 
Ray says that mergers, like the ones shown below should be 
avoided (by shifting the camera slightly, as in the picture at the 
center) because they destroy depth and perspective.   
 
This is true only in “flat photography” where the image is a 
projection of 3d objects in a 2d plane.  Stereo photography is 
not only is not affected by these mergers but in some cases 
complicated scenes are desirable because they resolve nicely 
in stereo. 



 

Rule #11 — Use Of Color 
 
For color photography, Ray gives this rule:  “Try to have 
something red or yellow in the foreground, with blue or green 
in the background.  This helps give the much desired three-
dimensional effect to the picture.”  The theory is that warm 
colors come forward in the picture while cool colors recede. 
 
Having two dominating colors in a picture in equal amounts 
(example, a red barn in green foliage) has the same effect as 
splitting the horizon in half.  According to Ray, it is more pleas-
ing to have proportions of 1:4 or 1:9.  This can be achieved by 
changing position or angle of view. In the example of the red 
barn, moving back will increase the amount of green. 
 

Finally, when using flash, it is recommended that you put 
bright objects in the back.  

 



 

Summary of Rules 
 

1. Stop and think. Examine the frame & edges. Move around. Take lots of pictures. 

2. Move in close but not too close. Do not compose too tight. 

3. Object Placement. Follow the rule of 3rds. Exception: Place center of interest at the  
center if there is symmetry and strong stereo effect. 

4. Balance.  

5. Moving objects should have more space in the front than the back. Exception: the 
end of line or what is left behind the moving object is more interesting.  
Related: Persons (or animals) in scenes should face towards the center.  

6. People in scenic pictures should be ¼ of the frame and facing into the scene. When 
photographing people or groups, try to have people engaged in activities instead of 
looking straight into the camera. 

7. Leading Lines should lead into the picture. Left to right composition. Avoid blocks. 

8. Consistency. Up/down placement to match angle of view. Avoid inconsistent objects. 

9. Odd number of objects. 1, 3, 5,… not 2, 4,… Unless if there is a connection between 
the two. 

10. Simplicity. Avoid double pictures. 

11. Color Distribution. Warm colors in the front. (With flash: Bright colors in the back.) Try 
not to have two dominate colors in equal amounts. 

 



 

My first Detroit Meeting:  
October 12, 1994 
 
My last Detroit meeting:  
October 12, 2016 
 
My first PSA Exhibition:  
Detroit 1995 
 
My last PSA Exhibition:  
Detroit 2016 
 
My PSA Rating: Master 1   
563 acceptances  
(from 240 images) 
 
I do not consciously think of 
the rules when I shoot or edit 
stereo pictures but they are 
working unconsciously 
through photographic  
intuition  


