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The Traditional Rules of Composition 

by Alain Briot 
 
 

Part 2 
This is part 2 of a 3 parts essay 

 
 
 

13 – Composing with Color 
In this type of composition color plays a dominant role in defining the structure of the image.  Areas 
of different colors are used to define the design of the image and outline the shapes present in the 
image.  This type of image is about color first and foremost. 
 
These images are about color first and foremost.  However, other rules of composition are used in their 
construction.  Study the following examples carefully to find which other rules of composition are 
used in these photographs: 
 

      
 
14 – Composing with Light 
Light quality is essential in creating an attractive image. Light defines the shapes of objects, reveals 
certain areas and hides others. In this type of composition light plays a dominant role in defining 
where each element is placed in the image.  The composition of the image is based on the patterns of 
light and shade present in the image.  In many ways the light guides these compositions. 
 
These images are about light first and foremost.  However, other rules of composition are used in their 
construction.  Study the following examples carefully to find which other rules of composition are 
used in these photographs: 
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15 - Composing with Black and white 
Black and white is color without hue and saturation.  The only element available to us to work with is 
density, in this instance this is shades of grey plus pure black and pure white. 
 
When composing an image with black and white, the interest of the photograph comes from several 
things: 
 
First, how we use these shades of grey?  How we arrange them in a specific black and white palette.  
Do we prefer high contrast or low contrast? Do we use a full palette from black to white, or only a 
partial palette?  For example, do we use a dark palette without a pure white, or a light palette without a 
pure black? 
 
Second, Black and white emphasizes shapes, patterns and lines in the image. This creates a graphic 
quality that is both attractive and compelling. 
 
Third, Black and white helps abstract subject matter. We do not see the world in black and white 
(unless we are color blind) therefore black and white images represent a departure from reality. 
 
Finally, black and white simplifies images.  This can make a photograph stronger by removing 
distracting colors.  However, we need to compensate for the loss of color by using black and white 
effectively or the image will be uninteresting. 
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16 – Minimalist Compositions 
This type of composition makes use of a minimum number of elements.  Reducing the number of 
elements simplifies the image and strengthens the composition.   
 
Minimalist compositions can be striking or quiet depending on the light and the tonalities used in the 
image.   
 
In the horizontal example, the light and the tones are dramatic, giving a sense of mystery to the image. 
 
In the vertical image however, the light is soft and the tonality is continuous.  This creates a sense of 
balance and harmony in the photograph. 
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17 – Repetition 
In this type of composition one of the elements in the photograph is repeated several times.   
 
Repetition starts when you have two similar elements in the same image.  There is no limit as to how 
many times you can repeat a specific element. 
 
Repetition can be achieved by finding a scene featuring several similar elements, or by arranging 
elements so as to create a repetition, or again by duplicating an element in the computer. 
 
I prefer to find elements that are naturally repeated. However, this is a personal choice and not a 
requirement. 
 
Repetition is a very effective form of composition.  Viewers notice repeated elements almost 
instantaneously and are drawn to this type of composition. 
 

      
 
 
18– Color Palette Compositions 
The concept of Color Palette is fundamental to the practice of art.  The personal style of an artist is 
largely defined by his use of a specific color palette.  This is true for all visual arts, not just for 
photography. 
 
In this type of composition the colors in the photograph are both chosen and controlled by the artist.  
This process is started in the field, by deciding to include or not include specific elements in the image.  
It is also done by choosing the location, the time of day, the season, the weather and the other 
variables for the photograph.  
 
The process of controlling the color palette is continued in the studio during image conversion and 
optimization.  Software provides us with total control over the way a color looks by giving us access to 
the three variables of color: density, saturation and hue.  By modifying one or several of these variables 
we can fine-tune the color palette of a photograph at will. 
 
A number of color arrangements can be used, or the artist can create his own color arrangement.  An 
in-depth knowledge of the three elements of color, of color balance (both technical and artistic) and of 
color combinations is essential in order to use this composition effectively. 
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19 – Composition exercises 
Practice is the best way to learn how to use these rules of composition. Therefore here is a list of simple 
exercises that focus on the rules of composition we studied in this essay:   
 

A - Color 
Create a photograph using only color to create the composition. 
Create a photograph in which you intentionally control the color palette.  

 
B - Light 

Create a photograph using only light to construct the composition. 
 

C - Black and White 
Create a photograph using only shades of grey. 
 

D – Graphic qualities 
Vertical lines  
Create a photograph using only vertical lines. 
  
Horizontal lines 
Create a photograph using only horizontal lines. 
  
Curves 
Create a photograph using only curves. 
  
S curves 
Create a photograph using only S curves. 
 
Circles 
Create a photograph using only circles. 
 
Triangles 
Create a photograph using only triangles. 
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E – Exaggeration 
Thin Sky 
Create a photograph in which the sky is kept to a minimum. 
 
Foreground 
Create a photograph in which the foreground takes at least 2/3rds of the image. 
 

F – Minimalism 
Elements 
Create a photograph in which you use the minimum number of elements. 
 

G – Repetition 
Shapes 
Create a photograph in which the same shape or pattern is repeated several times. 
 

H - Color Palette 
Create a photograph in which you intentionally control the color palette. 
 

I – Inspiration 
Tactile Quality 
Create a photograph that makes the viewer want to touch it. 
 
Poetry 
Create a photograph inspired by a poem. 
  
Music 
Create a photograph inspired by music. 
  
Emotion 
Create a photograph in which emotion is the main motivation for your composition.  In this image 
your choice of color palette, light, image format and other variables is motivated by your emotional 
response to the subject. 
 
If you have difficulties completing these exercises, ask yourself what moves you?  What subject makes 
you emotional?  What subject gets you fired up, excited and emotional?  
 
If you want to study composition in depth, consider purchasing my books: Mastering Landscape 
Photography and Mastering Photographic Composition, Creativity and Personal Style.  Both go into 
extensive details about composition and about the other fundamental aspects of fine art photography. 
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J – Challenges 
 
If you have difficulties completing these exercises, ask yourself what moves you?  What subject makes 
you emotional?  What subject gets you fired up, excited and emotional? 
 
This is important because for a photograph to be art it has to show your emotional response to the 
subject.   
 
The photograph cannot just show what you saw.  It also has to show what you felt.   
 
It is this second requirement -- showing what you felt-- that is the most challenging because it involves 
showing emotions, not just objects.  
 
Being able to share emotions visually with your audience means solving one of the most important 
challenges presented by Fine Art Photography. 
 
 
20 – Next: Part 3 
In Part 3 we will look at how intuition can help us go beyond the rules of composition and open a 
new world of opportunities. 
 
 
About Alain Briot 
Alain Briot creates fine art photographs, teaches workshops and offers DVD tutorials on composition, 
conversion, optimization, printing and marketing photographs. Alain is also the author of Mastering 
Landscape Photography. Mastering Photographic Composition, Creativity and Personal Style and 
Marketing Fine Art Photography.  All 3 books are available from Amazon and other bookstores as well 
from Alain’s website.   
 
You can find more information about Alain's work, writings and tutorials as well as subscribe to 
Alain’s Free Monthly Newsletter on his website at http://www.beautiful-landscape.com To subscribe 
simply go to http://www.beautiful-landscape.com and click on the Subscribe link at the top of the 
page.  You will receive information on downloading the table of contents, plus over 40 free essays by 
Alain, immediately after subscribing. 
 
Alain welcomes your comments on this essay as well as on his other essays available. You can reach 
Alain directly by emailing him at alain@beautiful-landscape.com. 
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