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Understanding Aspect Ratios

Older television sets and computer monitors were
originally designed and manufactured to display images
with an aspect ratio of 4:3, i.e. 4 units of width to 3 units
of height (or 12:9).

The newer widescreen television sets and computer
screens have an aspect ratio of 16:9, i.e. 16 units of width
to 9 units of height. As a result, a widescreen television (or
PC monitor) will display an image comprised of an
additional 4 units of width when compared to older style
4:3 (or 12:9) models.

If an image appears either “squeezed” or “stretched” it is
probable that it is being displayed in the incorrect aspect
ratio relative to the screen on which it is being viewed.

An aspect ratio conversion (ARC) is required for an
image to be correctly displayed on a screen which is
different to the aspect ratio in which it was originally
captured.

Anamorphic - 16:9 image as seen on a 4:3
monitor whereby the image is
“squeezed” to allow the full
width of the image to be seen
within the 4:3 area.

Letterbox - 16:9 image as shown
on a 4:3 monitor in its' original
aspect ratio. In order for 16 units
of width to fit into 12 units of
width, the image has to be
reduced in size. As a result black
bars are seen at the top and
bottom of the screen, i.e. a
“letterbox” appearance.

Pillarbox - 4:3 image as seen on a 16:9
monitor with no picture
information either left or right of
the original 12 units of width,
the additional 4 units of width (2
each side) being made up of
black bars (or pillars) at the left
and right sides of the picture.

Postage Stamp - If a 4:3 letterboxed
(cropped/masked) image is
viewed on a 16:9 monitor it will
appear with black bars at both
top and bottom, as well as left
and right of screen, similar to a
postage stamp.
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