Princes Risborough U3A Photography Group Composition guidelines
Introduction
Taking better photographs certainly involves getting the technology right – if a photograph
is not sharp or has colours which don't look right then it's not going to have the impact that
it could have.
But the way the subject is captured by the camera, the composition of the photograph, is
even more important – and getting great composition is more difficult than getting the
technology right.
Composition is something we learn through practice and critical evaluation – but there are
guidelines which can help us improve our composition until we get to the point where it
happens naturally. These notes cover some of the guidelines which are relatively easy to
understand – and if you look around the internet you will find others that take a bit more
effort to get to grips with.
Of course, these are just guidelines, not rules. There are always instances where a guideline
can be broken to achieve a specific effect. But for general photography, following the
guidelines will help you create more interesting and pleasing results.

Decide on what it is you are photographing
A common mistake is to try to put too many points of interest into your image, so it is not
clear to the viewer what you are trying to tell them. The modern trend of the selfie is a
perfect example of getting this wrong: is the photograph supposed to be of the narcissist or
of the (presumably) wonderful subject in the background? So decide on one element that is
the focus of your image and make that stand out and make sure that everything else plays
just a supporting role.
As an example, you might be photographing a stately home and its gardens. In any
individual picture decide whether your target is the building, or the flower beds, and then
compose around that. You can still have both in the picture, but make it clear what you
want the viewer to look at – for example you might have flowers in the foreground large
and sharp as the main subject, and the building in the background out of focus to provide
context: see the notes on differential focussing below.

For example, what on earth does the photographer (me) want the viewer to look at here –
the scenery, the water trough, the building?

The next image (taken a year later!) is a better attempt – the subject is clearly the water
trough, with the building kept out of frame and the background slightly out of focus.

Differential Focussing
A mistake that beginners often make is to assume that everything in the picture must be in
sharp focus. This can sometimes be the appropriate approach, but in many instances this
detracts from the result because it is not obvious to the viewer what the important part of
the image is, and the image just looks cluttered.
The idea of differential focussing is to focus sharply on the important part of the subject and
to have everything else out of focus:

This is easier to achieve if you are using:



a longer focal length lens (such as a telephoto, or the telephoto end of a zoom lens's
range).
a larger aperture. But remember that a lens gives its best performance somewhere
in the middle of its aperture range, and so if you use a lens at its largest aperture you
will not be getting the best quality it can deliver.

The Rule of Thirds
This is the most widely promoted guideline, and one of the most important – although as
with all guidelines there are times when you might want to break it.

Imagine dividing the scene you are photographing into thirds in both directions:

Digital cameras can often display this grid in your viewfinder to help you compose, and
image processing software will often display this grid when you are cropping photographs.
The importance of this grid is that horizontal and vertical linear objects (horizons, lamp
posts, etc.) should be placed approximately along these lines, and the most important
element of the subject should be placed roughly at one of the lines' intersection points
(referred to as the "golden points").

In the image below, the horizon and the tree trunk lie on the "thirds lines", and the crown of
the tree is close to one of the golden points:

But you may want to break this rule for special effect – for example to emphasise the
isolation of the tree in this next photograph:

Another example of where you would break the rule of thirds is where symmetry is a key
element of your image – for example, if you are showing the reflection of a scene in a lake,

The Dominant Eye
One situation where the Rule of Thirds can happily be ignored is where the eyes are an
important element of the image. In this situation the dominant eye should be positioned
towards the centre of the image:

This works for animals too!

Lead the viewer's eyes into the picture
The image needs to draw the viewer's eyes into the picture and stop his or her attention
from leaving the picture. There are several ways of doing this.
Line features
The viewer's eyes tend to follow line features (such as roads, rivers, railways, fences, power
lines, rows of buildings) and so these need to be leading the viewer into the picture and not
out of it. In the earlier picture of Peter at the tennis courts, the line of the tennis net takes
our eye directly to him.
In the following picture the river leads the viewer into the centre of the image from where
they quickly see the mountain.

And here we see a lane leading us into the picture:

Use perspective and the vanishing point
In a similar fashion you can use the perspective of straight lines to take the viewer into the
image:
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Include an "assistant" in the image
A different approach to lead the viewer into the picture is to have an unobtrusive person in
the foreground who is looking at what the viewer is supposed to be looking at. This is often
used for landscapes:

But this can also be used in other contexts, where it can also add an element of humour:

Provide space to move into
If you have an object that is obviously moving, like a car or a moving person, leave more
space in front of it rather than behind it. The viewer's eyes will tend to follow the apparent
motion of the object, so if it is near the edge of the picture the viewer's attention will move
out of the frame.
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Have your subjects look into the picture
If you have close-ups of people or animals where there eyes are clearly visible, make sure
they are looking into the image rather than out of it. This can be achieved by having more
"empty" space in front of their eyes than behind them.

In this next image the man's gaze at something out of frame drags our attention to the left
border of the image, and we almost don't notice the woman to the right:

But here the man is looking into the picture and his gaze directs our attention to the cat:

Create an illusion of depth
Physically a photograph is two-dimensional, but you can increase the appeal of a
photograph by creating the illusion of depth, of being three-dimensional. I'm not talking
here about 3D stereo photographs – that's a technological approach which is covered in
another set of notes: we are interested here in how you can address this in composition.
What is needed is an object which is clearly closer to the viewer and complements what is in
the distance – but without creating a competition as to what is the theme of the
photograph. A classic example is a tree at the side of a landscape photograph – as in the
picture of the Grand Canyon shown earlier. The picture above of my wife viewing the
Tuscany landscape is another example of foreground objects providing a sense of depth.
This guideline applies particularly to wide-angle, and especially ultra wide-angle
photographs. Unless you have something of interest in the foreground you will just end up
with a picture that looks flat with everything appearing to be too small to be of interest. In
this picture the detail of the puddle and tyre tracks provides the foreground interest, as well
as providing a feeling of distance to the small building in the background, to which our eye is
being led by the track:

A sense of depth and distance can also be created through colour. Distance in a landscape is
often indicated by the fading of the dark or strong colour in the foreground to faded greyish
or blue in the background.

You will see another good example of this later on in these notes.

Framing the subject
Framing a subject can also be used to add depth to your picture, but in addition it provides a
border to keep the viewer's gaze on the subject rather than wandering out of the frame.
Frames do not have to completely enclose the subject – in this image the trees and
foreground provide a frame which directs our gaze to the house.

Archways and doorways provide handy frames for cityscapes:

And here our eyes are forced by the frame formed by the curtains to look at the woman
who is the subject of the photograph:

Balancing the composition
Balance your image so that not all the "weight" is in one place. Find a counter-balance for
your main object – but not one that will compete with it. Here the statue of the cow
provides a counterbalance to the main subject, the cats: the effect is enhanced by the cow
and top cat looking in the same direction.

(Incidentally, in the original picture the only part of the subject with any colour in it was the
ornamental wall along the top of the picture, and so this tended to draw attention away
from the cats. This is an example of a picture that works better in black and white.)
And in this image the bench provides a counter-balance for the primary element, the hut:

Balancing the colour
Here we are talking about getting the mix of colours in your composition right, rather than
the technical aspect of white balancing.
A pleasant image has a mixture of colours from across the spectrum in it. Too often
landscapes are a bit dull because they just have green vegetation and a blue sky – as in the
earlier photograph of the river. And seascapes tend to be all blue and grey. Images like this
can be livened up with a splash of colour from the other end of the spectrum:

However, you need to get this right. An image with equal areas of bright green and red
would be grating to look at. You should balance a landscape, say, which is full of
unsaturated green foliage and blue sky with a splash of bright red or yellow. (Also in the
above photograph note the feeling of depth provided by the hazy blue-grey of the distance
compared with the vibrant colours in the foreground.)

It is less often that you will have an expanse of red that you need to balance with a splash of
bright green – but it can happen:
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Use diagonals to show movement
Diagonal paths and objects imply motion. Look at the diagonal wings of the red kite shown
earlier on in these notes.

And in the following image, the movement of the woman is emphasised by the angle of her
body.
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Get in close, fill the frame
Fill your frame with whatever it is you are trying to show – avoid having clutter which forces
the viewer to mentally sift through a lot of stuff to get to the good bit. And if you have
unnecessary stuff in the picture, then crop it ruthlessly using image processing software.
In the image below, too much "real estate" is wasted on stuff that does not add anything to
the picture, and cropping results in a better presentation the crux of the picture:
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