
The Rule of Thirds
and

The Divine Proportion

Imaginary lines are drawn dividing an image into thirds both 
horizontally and vertically. When viewing images it has been shown 
that people’s eyes will go to one of the intersection points rather 
than the centre of the shot. The intersections provide points of 
visual focus.

The centres of the Daffodils have been placed on two 
of the intersection points making for an attractive, 
balanced composition. The relationship between the 
two flowers also helps to form a strong diagonal link 
in the composition.

In this mountain scene the focus of attention 
has been placed on the lower left third 
leaving the viewer to explore the remainder 
of the image that is beyond the strong 
diagonal formed by the edge of the hill. The 
diagonal has been placed so that it cuts 
through the corners of the grid lines, thus 
reinforcing the separation between 
foreground and background.
The interlocking shapes of the hill on the 
lower right third intersection help to channel 
the eye through to the background.

In this shot there’s a relationship 
between the subjects in conversation. 
The people are placed either side of a 
vertical 1/3 line. This means they are 
considerably off centre and therefore 
creating a strong point of interest in the 
landscape.

Their heads are close to and above the 
top third horizontal line. The deep nick 
in the landscape on the right runs from 
bottom right 1/3 to meet the single figure 
in the middle third. Therefore directing 
the eye into the image and out again into 
the landscape as it curves away. Once 
again, a strong diagonal aids the 

Picture frame divided into thirds



Many, if not most DSLRs, use sensors measuring approximately 24 x 
16mm. or 36 X 24mm (full Frame).  The aspect ratio of these sensors is 
3:2.

Aspect ratio is simply the relationship between the width and height of 
the sensor.

The four thirds system however, uses a sensor size of 18  × 13.5 mm.

Thus the aspect ratio is 4:3

A photographer doesn’t have to print from the whole of the digital negative area, and rarely does. So, 
‘cropping’ to suit the picture and the printing paper size is a valid compositional tool that still carries with it the 
rule of thirds as a guide, no matter what the proportions of the crop. The cropped frame is still divided into 
thirds to aid composition

4:3

3:2

Cropped image with 1/3 lines still used as a guide

One crop that is of interest is that which uses a rectangle according to the principle of the Golden Ratio. The 
Greeks usually attributed discovery of the ratio to Pythagoras.
Luca Pacioli's publication; “Divina Proportione” of 1509. has since seen, many artists and architects 
proportion their works to fit the golden ratio, especially in the form of the golden rectangle, in which the ratio 
of the longer side to the shorter is the golden ratio. They believed this proportion to be aesthetically pleasing.

This frame presents a 
picture of the Yorkshire 
dales cropped to the 
proportions of the Golden 
Rectangle. 

The longer axis along 
with a shorter vertical 
axis tends to compliment 
landscape work



The Rule of Thirds, particularly in landscape photography, can see elements of a scene, such as the horizon, in an 
inappropriate position. The equal division of a frame into thirds means that the placement of a horizon line can look a 
little too obvious. The Golden Ratio, however, can make the balance appear more natural and appealing

http://www.apogeephoto.com/may2014/how-to-use-the-golden-ratio-to-improve-your-photography.shtml

There are a number of good internet sites that will tell you how the Golden rectangle comes about. You can even draw 
one very easily to make your own template and also learn how to construct the spiral inside the rectangle. The spiral 
helps to define the position and spacing of the grid. Instead of dividing the frame into equal thirds of 1:1:1, the 
geometry of the Golden Ratio will divide the frame into sections resulting in a grid that is 1:0.618:1. This results in a 
set of intersecting lines that are much closer to the middle of the frame. This is called the Phi Grid

Constructing a Golden Rectangle - Bing video

Wreck (above) set in a golden rectangle with consideration to the Phi Grid. The horizon has been placed on the top 
horizontal division. The main body of the boat has been placed over the left vertical division whilst the broken spar 
(pointing at the sky) is placed right over one of the points of greatest interest.
There is a procession of three diagonals, created by the framework and iron spars, of the boat that lean towards the 
right. They help direct the eye to the sunset on the horizon which is placed over the top right point of focus. Right 
where the centre of the spiral would be.

http://www.apogeephoto.com/may2014/how-to-use-the-golden-ratio-to-improve-your-photography.shtml
http://www.apogeephoto.com/may2014/how-to-use-the-golden-ratio-to-improve-your-photography.shtml
http://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=Constructing+a+Golden+Rectangle&FORM=VIRE5#view=detail&mid=DB1227227371EDE7A258DB1227227371EDE7A258
http://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=Constructing+a+Golden+Rectangle&FORM=VIRE5#view=detail&mid=DB1227227371EDE7A258DB1227227371EDE7A258

