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Exposure Settings:
ISO 400, f4.0, 1/125th second with a 70-200mm zoom lens
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02 Six Handy Tips for Powerful Composition



Creating the magic:

There are so many factors that all need to pull 
together to create beautiful powerful imagery; 
you need an attractive subject matter, you 
need beautiful light, you need to get all the 
technical aspects correct and at a most basic 
level you need to use composition carefully to 
create images that are visually interesting. 

In photography we frequently talk about ‘rules’ 
of composition and how we are supposed to 
strictly adhere to them, there are times when 
they can help you creatively and there other 
times when breaking them altogether can be 
the right thing to do. I guess that’s the beauty 
of any art form in that creativity lies in the hands 
of the creator and beauty is always subjective.

At the end of the day there are no rights and 
wrongs in photography and there is enough 
room for all manner of interpretation. These are 
simply just a handful of ‘rules’ that I frequently 
adhere to in defining my own style of shooting 
and creating so if there’s anything in here that 
you find valuable or which helps you grow and 
develop your own style of shooting then the 
effort taken to put it all together would have 
been most worthwhile. 

The most important thing is that you just take a

I only EVER shoot children’s portraiture with 
natural light as it has the most beautiful & soft characteristics 
to it which perfectly helps compliment the gentle souls and 
personalities that children of course have. The shooting style 
itself is also quite beautiful and will of course work equally well for 
photographing teenagers and adults alike. 

Personally I use a Canon EOS 5D camera (although any camera will do) 
and a Canon 70-200mm f2.8 IS L zoom lens for my portraiture. If the light is 
particularly low and I want to create something quite spectacular then I 
will use my Canon 85mm f1.2 L lens (a great lens for low-light photography).

Even with using a monopod you probably can’t shoot with shutter speeds 
any slower than about 1/20th of a second, or even 1/10th of a second if 
you’ve got a really steady hand, so the trick is to evaluate the light and 
(using Aperture Priority mode on your camera) adjust your ISO setting up 
and/or aperture down to ensure you can still get a nice sharp image. 

It’s a really simple, soulful and emotive style of imagery to shoot and of 
course always very sensational to produce.

In this second-in-the-series Children’s Photography Masterclass I will show 
you some key compositional ‘rules’ I use for creating my imagery...

Simple Soulful Sensational
Children’s Photography

lot of photographs and love
what you do. Passion drives
creativity and lights a fire
beneath you when your
work has gone cold.

LOVE WHAT YOU DO!  

ISO 400, f4.0, 1/60th second
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01. Rule of Thirds

The ‘rule of thirds’ is one of the most basic compositional guidelines 
equally applicable to all of the art forms including painting, 
photography and design. Quite simply, if you divide an image into 
equal thirds both horizontally and vertically you get four nodal power 
points on the intersecting lines (as shown in the adjacent images). 
There’s something psychologically attractive and very powerful 
about always placing the point of interest in your photograph on 
one of these four nodal  power points. Placing people centrally in 
a photograph isn’t natural to the eye so this is certainly one of the 
easiest ways to make a monumental change to the look and feel of 
your photographs.
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02. Power of Symmetry

In complete contrast to the ‘rule of thirds’ you can 
sometimes (but only sometimes) get a very powerful 
image by actually placing the subject perfectly 
central in the capture.

It really only works well however if you have a strong 
sense of symmetry in the capture so that the image 
still feels quite balanced. The rule works quite well if 
you ideally place the point of interest (i.e. the eyes) 
on the top horizontal line of the rule of thirds.   
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ISO
 800, f2.8, 1/500th second

ISO
 100, f1.8, 1/15th second

ISO
 400, f2.8, 1/60th second



03. Creating Space

This rule is easy to get mixed up with the ‘rule 
of thirds’. The ‘rule of space’ however probably 
comes naturally to you and you don’t even 
know it’s a rule of composition. The ‘rule of 
space’ says that in order to portray movement, 
context and the idea that the photo is bigger 
than just the part that you’re seeing, you need 
to leave clutter free ‘white’ spaces. 

For example if you’re photographing a child 
running, give them a space to run into. Don’t 
photograph them with all the space in the 
world behind them because this doesn’t help 
the viewer picture the forward motion & the 
space they have yet to run into. 

If you’re creating a portrait of a child laughing at 
something not in the photo, leave space in the 
direction they are laughing. This leads the viewer 
to wonder what’s just beyond the boundaries of 
the photo. What are they laughing at? 

The reason why it’s easy to get this rule mixed 
up with the ‘rule of thirds’ is that naturally, when 
giving your subjects space, they will still more 
than likely be placed on a ‘rule of thirds’ power 
node within the photo.
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ISO
 400, f4.0, 1/125th second

ISO
 200, f2.8, 1/30th second



04. Point of view

The ‘point of view’ or the angle that you shoot 
from can heavily influence the look and feel 
of your images. The general rule for shooting 
children is that you always want to get down 
to their level and into their world shooting a 
respectful style of image straight onto them at 
a level height (i.e. their head height).

Alternatively if you stand up higher, towering 
over them, and shoot down on them you will 
create a collection of images that perhaps 
shows them in a more vulnerable light.

The key element of shooting down is that in 
hand with a shallow depth of field, shooting at 
perhaps f2.8 or f4.0, you can easily isolate the 
eyes in the shallow field of sharpness and create 
images that have an unavoidably strong sense 
of connection.

Towering over them they have no alternative 
but to look up at you, forcing them to open their 
eyes wide, and creating imagery where the 
eyes are a powerful element of the composition.

Again the key is to also use the ‘rule of thirds’ 
aiming to keep the eyes on the line of the upper 
dissecting third. 
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ISO 100, f2.8, 1/50th second

ISO 400, f2.8, 1/80th secondKodak Portra filmCanon EOS 3 film camera

ISO 100, f2.8, 1/80th second



05. Capturing the essence of childhood

Children are a sheer joy to photograph simply 
because they are so uninhibited in their 
expression and their emotions. They don’t edit 
themselves, so whatever they’re thinking or 
feeling just shows through. Babies and children 
have a fleeting array of honest expressions and 
mannerisms that are simply a joy and a delight 
for us all to experience.

Capturing the essence and beauty of childhood 
should always be our goal whatever it is that 
each moment brings whether it be wild out-
of-control laughter, deep and introspective 
thoughts, or even a teary moment.

If you capture these powerful emotions it doesn’t 
really matter whether the images are sharp or 
not, the magic and the spirit of childhood is 
there and that’s what’s important.

Prints like these are most sensational printed on 
deep chunky canvas wraps and hung up in a 
home somewhere prominent.
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ISO
 800, f2.8, 1/20th second

ISO
 1000, f2.8, 1/30th second



06. Using natural light

Natural light is quite sensational to work with 
and always helps produce the most beautiful 
imagery. The problem with flash, and most 
specifically on-camera flash, is that the full frontal 
light tends to illuminate the face too evenly 
resulting in a very flat lifeless two-dimensional 
image.  

Natural daylight is soft and gentle and perfectly 
suited for children’s portraiture. If you set the 
subject up side-on to a window or open doorway 
you will get lovely side light that introduces some 
shadow and three-dimensionality back into the 
capture, giving you beautiful imagery bursting 
with life. 

Ironically the most beautiful natural light occurs 
when there almost isn’t any - the less light there 
is the softer and more beautiful it becomes! The 
challenge with shooting this style of photography 
is that you will almost certainly be shooting with 
very slow shutter speeds of between 1/6th and 
1/60th of a second with your ISO pushed up as 
high as ISO 800 sometimes.  This is where good 
quality lenses prove their worth and it’s essential 
to own a lens that can open up as low as f2.8 
or even f1.2 if possible (A 100mm f2.8 macro 
lens is perfect for children’s portraiture and are 
relatively inexpensive to buy). 
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ISO
 400, f4.0, 1/60th second

Open door
or window

Natural daylight

Wall

Wall

Model
Sidelit with soft
natural daylight

Camera + zoom lens
on a monopad

Photographer



Exposure Settings:
ISO 800, f1.8, 1/400th second on a Canon 85mm f1.2L lens

Capture the emotion...!
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03 Children’s Portraiture Pose Guide

NEXT MASTERCLASS:

Email us to get onto our contact list for 

news of future Masterclass releases and 

to learn about our training courses. dennisguichardphotography
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