
Portrait Cropping
08 COMPOSITION

Dos & Don’ts
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The following is a set of GUIDES and NOT RULES. They’re best of well known and used in general practice.

If the eye stays with the focal point of 
the image and isn’t distracted by your 
cropping then you can break any of the 
above rules.

Cropping Tip 1
If any crop does not let the eye 
travel out of the frame then it can 
be fine. Cropped limbs coming IN 
to a frame is a great example.

Cropping Tip 2
Don’t force a crop if it looks 
unnatural. Sometimes things get 
cut out but still work, especially 
with two or more people.

Cropping Tip 3

If cropping the model’s waist, 
ask them to bring their arms up 
so you don’t have to crop 
through their arms.

Cropping fingertips distract the eye from 
the main focus of the image. Anything 
below the elbow can act as a distraction 
when cropped but fingers more so. 
A thumb crop is especially bad.

Avoid cropping at any joints of the body. 
This includes fingers, toes, elbows, knees, 
and wrists.

Chopping between the 
joints can be much less 
disruptive to the viewer.

If you crop lower down the body, 
on women especially, you have to 
make the decision to crop either 
above or below the bust. 

A subject centred at eye level (one third 
down the canvas, or the top horizontal 
line on a rule of thirds grid) looks better. 
If possible, line the subject’s eyes up 
with the top two intersections on the 
rule of thirds grid. 

In general, don’t crop off the sides of heads 
in portraits. Keep the ears in frame.

When you crop somebody’s chin out of 
the shot it makes their face look heavier 
and loses shape.

Always crop below the knee, 
mid-thigh, at the waist or across 
the forearm,

Thigh crops should be as long 
as possible to lengthen the body, 
but avoid going too long and 
ending up with a knee crop.

Ankles and toe tips can be as distractive as 
finger crops, even in shoes, but this is a rile 
often broken and matters less as it’s lower 
down the body where we’re not always 
looking.




