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What is “composition” 
With few exceptions, photographic images consist of several things that are 
referred to as “elements”. These elements can include shapes, lines, colours, 
light, shadows, textures and space. The elements make up the content of the 
image, and their arrangement determines the composition of the image. 
Thus we can define the process of composition this way: 

Image composition is the controlled ordering of the 
elements in an image for the purpose of communicating 
effectively with the viewer. 

The basic goal in “COMPOSING” a photograph (as you take it and as you edit 
it) is to control what the viewer looks at in your final image and to try to 
influence how they interpret what they see. The compositional choices you 
make will help you to emphasise the image elements that you think are most 
important – by deliberately directing the viewers attention to (or away from) 
certain elements of your image. By influencing what the viewer looks at, you 
can influence what the image communicates and, therefore, how viewers will 
react to it. 

To compose an image effectively you need to be able to look at the scene you 
are about to photograph and see it as a collection of independent elements 
that need to be included, excluded or arranged in a purposeful way. Your 
most important compositional decisions should be made before you take the 
photograph although, as we will see later, this does not preclude you from 
making further composition decisions during editing. 

The compositional decision made at the time of capturing your image should 
be driven by three questions: 

(a) What is it about the scene in front of me that inspires me to photograph 
it? 

(b)What is the most important element in that scene? 

(c) What must I include in my image and what must I exclude from it so 
that all the elements that are included will complement (rather than 
compete with) the most important element? 
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Why does composition matter?  
When people view your image, the visual relationships between the elements 
in the image will influence both their intellectual and emotional reactions to 
to it (what they see, what they think and what the feel). What you have 
included in your image (and possibly what you have excluded) and the visual 
relationship between those elements are the basic information that the viewer 
must use to try to make sense of your image.  

Images that communicate well make it easy for the viewer to see the idea 
behind the image (the reason you took the photograph or the reason you 
presented it in a particular way). If your image communicates your intentions 
clearly, it will be successful. If your image has no clear purpose or message it 
will appear chaotic or pointless and, from that perspective, it will be an 
unsuccessful image.  

What makes a composition effective 
There is no objective standard by which to decide whether a given 
composition is “good” or “bad”. However, we can say that the composition of 
an image is effective if it conveys the photographer’s intended meaning. 

 On the other hand, we can say that a composition is ineffective if some 
aspects of it interfere with the meaning or message that the photographer is 
trying to convey. 

Because different viewers are likely to react differently to the same image, 
judgements about the effectiveness of the composition of an image will always 
be subjective. 

Consider this image, for example. Some might say that it is an ineffective 
composition because it is too 
tightly cropped and part of the 
birds’ wings are cut off. Others 
might say it is an effective 
composition because it includes 
all that is necessary to focus 
attention on the interaction 
between the birds, and nothing 
that is irrelevant to that 
interaction.  What do you think? 
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When considering how viewers might react to your images it is worth 
remembering that our eyes determine what we see but our minds, memories 
and emotions determine what we perceive and pay attention to. To appreciate 
this point, consider the following image. 

What you see is five little girls in ‘ballet’ dresses, each one in a slightly 
different pose. You might also notice some minor things such as the yellow 
stars on the flow and the name badge on the girl facing there camera. But 
what you do you perceive? What do you understand about this image? How 
do you interpret the image? What do you think the photographer (me) was 
trying to capture?  

I have found that viewers’ reactions to this image vary greatly according to 
their past experiences. Responses have ranged from indifference (because 
‘there are too many girls in the image’) to absolute delight because, as parents 
or teachers in particular. some viewers have seen similar situations and 
empathise with the ballet teacher who was trying to instruct these young girls. 
The second group understand perfectly why my title for this image is “All 
together now” [the five girls were all supposed to be doing the same thing]. 
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Visual mass 
Most images have several visual elements, each competing for the viewer’s 
attention. The extent to which a particular element catches and keeps a 
viewer’s attention is referred to as the visual mass of that element. To 
produce great images you need to be aware of and control	  the visual mass of 
each image element. 

Visual mass is not necessarily related to the physical size of image elements; 
quite small parts of an image can attract a lot of attention and, therefore, have 
a large visual mass.  

The critical point here is that elements with large visual mass will probably be 
seen by the viewer as the most important parts of your image, whether or not 
you intended them to be important. So your challenge becomes one of 
controlling the visual mass of each image element so that what you intended 
to be important is also seen as important by the viewers.  

In general, when people view images their attention is drawn to the following 
things (not necessarily in this order): 

(a) Human figures, faces and especially eyes. 

(b) The eyes of other living creatures. 

(c) Objects that are large, particularly if they were close to the camera. 

(d) Objects that contrast strongly with the general tone or colour of the 
image. 

(e) Elements that are in focus. 

(f) Elements that are familiar, particularly if they have significance to the 
viewer. 

(g) Signs, symbols or other text. 

(h) Elements that are oblique or in perspective. 

(i) Elements with emotional significance to the viewer. 

Some of these points are illustrated in the following images. 
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In this image the single horse at the front has more visual mass than the herd 
behind. 

There are several elements here with visual mass much greater than their 
physical size. What do you think they are? 
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Where do your eyes stop when 
you look at this image? Why? 

 

In which image do the eyes have the greater visual mass? Why? 
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Why does the symbol have so much 
visual mass in this image? 

Why might the face (and the 
writing) in this image have 
more visual mass for some 
viewers than for others? 
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In each of the following two images there are at least six separate image 
elements competing for the viewer’s attention. What do you think is the 
relative importance of each element to the overall image? Can you think of 
suitable editing techniques for changing the visual mass of some of these 
elements? 
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The frame 
It might be stating the obvious, but all your composition decisions should 
start with a consideration of the frame - it sets the boundaries of your image 
and, therefore determines what is included and what is not included in your 
image. 

 The frame defines what viewers are able to see in your image, regardless of 
how much attention you paid to that content at the time of capturing the 
image (or editing it). 

If you want viewers to understand your images, to appreciate what you 
photographed and why you photographed it, you have to accept two basic 
facts. The part of the scene that finishes up within the frame of your image is 
all that the viewer will ever see of that scene and  you are responsible for every 
element within the frame of your images. If you leave out something 
important it cannot be seen by the viewer (who may never know that it 
existed). If you include something unimportant it will be seen by the viewer 
who can only assume that either you intended it to be there or you were 
careless and did not notice it. 

Because it is so important, framing each image should be a conscious and 
deliberate decision. How much time you can spend making that decision 
before capturing the image will depend significantly on what you are 
photographing and under what circumstances. If you are photographing 
stationary things under ideal conditions (in a studio for example) you might 
have the luxury of thinking carefully about the framing of each image so that 
what you capture can be the final frames. If you have to make very rapid 
decisions (such as in sports or nature action photography) you might find that 
the framing has to be adjusted during processing (by cropping). However, you 
should try to develop the skill of framing effectively at the time of capture, 
even when the scene is changing rapidly, so that you can make the most of 
what you have captured.   

Regardless of how much time you have to think about framing individual 
images, all your photography should be guided by several important framing 
concepts that you need to consider before you start shooting. These factors 
will influence the equipment you choose and where you decide to position 
yourself relative to the subject you are photographing. 
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Field of view 
The principle factor that determines what you can fit in the frame of an image 
is the focal length of the lens you are using. Wide-angle lenses have a wide 
field of view, telephoto lens have a narrow field of field. For any given lens/
camera combination the field of view is then determined by the distance 
between the camera and the subject as shown in Table 1. 

Table 1: Approximate field of view for a full-frame DSLR. 

The following two images illustrate this effect. 

70mm 

    

    200mm 
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Vantage point 
The position of your camera relative to the subject you are photographing is 
referred to as vantage point. Small changes in vantage point can make a big 
difference to your image, particularly when the subject is close to the camera, 
as in the following example. 

In both images, the subject is obviously the flower and in both images it is 
clear that it is growing in isolation. However, the image on the right conveys 
that idea of isolation much more strongly. 

In the example above, the vantage point was changed by moving the camera 
approximately 1.5m vertically. In the next example, the camera was on a 
tripod and the vantage point was changed by tilting the camera slightly. You 
should see that in the first image the water and reflection at the bottom of the 
image are prominent. In the second image the tree and the sand bank are 
given additional visual mass. In the third image the context of the canyon is 
more evident. Approximately 75% of the image area is common in these three 
images, but slight changes in framing have emphasised quite different parts 
of the scene. 
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Image format 
How you chose to orient your camera (horizontally for “landscape” format or 
vertically for “portrait” format) will contribute significantly to the storytelling 
capacity of your image. The orientation can be as important as the subject 
matter. 

The format of your image will control the direction of viewers’ eye movement 
when they first look at your image and this is the first step in controlling how 
viewers ‘read’ your image and interpret it. 

Vertical format images tend to encourage viewers to look at the tall things in 
the image or to consider the vertical relationships between image elements. 
Horizontal format images tend to encourage viewers to ‘take in’ the full 
horizontal vista and consider the horizontal relationships between elements. 
Of course, there will be exceptions that depend on the subject matter. Some of 
these points are illustrated in the following images. 
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The vertical format of this image 
emphasises the height above the 
ground of the snowboarder.  

The horizontal format of this image emphasises the expansiveness of the 
landscape and the huge number of wildebeest. 
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Consider the difference that a change of format (by cropping) makes to the 
following image and imagine how much better it could have been if it had 
been captured in vertical format to show more of the snow bank. 
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Sometimes when processing 
an image you will find that a 
square format works best to 
communicate the concept you 
were trying to capture with 
your image. In general, a 
square format tends to give a 
more formal feel to images, as 
in these two examples. 

 

Picture planes 
You have probably noticed that some images appear ‘flat’ and do not convey 
any sense of the depth of scene that was photographed whereas others appear 
to be three dimensional and give a strong sense of depth and distance 
between the elements. These differences are usually due to the position of a 
picture plane relative to axis of the lens. 
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A picture plane is a real or imagined two-dimensional area containing 
image elements. An image may contain one of more picture planes and this 
gives rise to three ways of describing them. 

Parallel picture planes result from positioning the camera directly in front 
of the subject and keeping the axis of the lens as close as possible to 
horizontal. This is illustrated in the following figure where the subject is 
vertical and the axis of the camera lens is horizontal. 

In this situation the picture plane runs vertically through the subject and 
because the picture plane is parallel to the sensor plane (in the camera) there 
is no real sense of depth in the image. This is illustrated in the following 
images. 
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We know that the objects in these two images are three dimensional but that 
is not emphasises by the ‘front on’ image capture. 

If the image plane (the subject of the image) is at an oblique angle to the axis 
of the lens it will create a real of imaginary diagonal line through the image 
and the image will have a sense of receding space. There are two ways of 
creating diagonal picture planes. The first is when an approximately 
vertical subject is at an angle to the camera so that one ‘end’ of the subject is 
closer to the camera than the other end. 

This will produce images such as the following examples. In each case you can 
imagine a diagonal line running through the main subject and away from the 
camera. 
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The second situation that creates a diagonal picture plane is when the 
main subject is vertical and the camera is tilted up of down (such as when a 
tall building is photographed from ground level). You can get he same effect if 
the lens axis is horizontal but the main subject is leaning towards or away 
from the camera. Again, the result is an image that emphasises the three 
dimensionality of the subject, as in this example: 

Because the camera is titled up, the image emphasises the height of the tower. 
The same effect occurs if the camera is pointed down as in the next example. 
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The third situation in which 
images can convey a strong 
sense of three dimensions is 
when there are multiple 
important image elements that 
are in different overlapping 
picture planes.  

You can see this in the 
following examples. 
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The front bush, the tree, the arch, the mountains, etc are in different image 
planes that overlap, hence the strong sense of depth in the image. 

Most of the balloons appear in different (overlapping) image planes, giving 
the sense of depth. However, notice how the position of the balloon on the 
right is a bit hard to determine because it does not overlap any of the other 
balloons. 
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Juxtaposition 
Placing image elements side-by-side to emphasise their differences or to 
emphasise a connection between them is referred to as juxtaposition. The 
difference being emphasised may be obvious and physical as in this example: 

Alternatively, the difference being emphasised may be more subtle as in this 
example: 
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Part of the power of juxtaposition can come from the unexpected contrasts it 
produces, such as in this image where the aggression of the crocodiles is 
contrasted with the calmness and indifference of the storks: 

Sometimes the 
juxtaposition can be 
produced by contrasting 
shapes and text, or both in 
the case of this image  
which contrasts the body 
shapes (somewhat 
obvious) and also the 
“perfect fit” message on 
the sign with the fit of the  
man’s clothing.  
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Graphic elements of 
composition 
Points and lines 
The positions of points, lines and shapes within a frame have a significant 
influence on how viewers see and interpret the image. The image below has 
two very distinct points (the two sets of eyes) and these will be the main 
areas of the image that viewers will notice. In this image, the two key points 
lie on a diagonal line through the image and that strengthens it even further. 

In most images that show eyes, they become key points so it is important to 
show them clearly. 
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When an image contains lines, either real of implied, they can do several 
things. Most frequently they will either divide the image into discrete regions 
or they will tend to lead the viewers eyes through the image - hence the 
expression “leading lines”. In both cases, the effect can either strengthen or 
weaken the composition of the image.  

“Dividing” lines can strengthen an image if they help to emphasise the 
message the photographer wants to convey. For example, the following image 
emphasises the isolation of the ostrich in a harsh environment by using the 
horizon as a dividing line. 

 Leading lines can strengthen an image if they lead the viewer’s eyes to an 
important image element, but they can be a distraction if they lead to nothing 
of any significance. They can also be a problem if they lead the viewer’s eyes 
out of the frame and there is nothing obvious to draw them back. 

In the following image the line created by the fence has two purposes. It 
initially leads the viewer’s eyes to the fisherman and it also separates the 
image into two distinct regions of interest - the ocean and the path. Because 
the fence disappears into the breaking wave which is an important image 
element it does not lead the viewer’s eyes out of the image. 
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In this particular image, the effect created by the line of the fence can be 
changed subtly by flipping the image: 
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You might notice how now that the “leading” line of the fence is emphasised a 
little more and the “dividing” line of the fence is de-emphasised because the 
ocean and headland seem to have less importance (even though nothing was 
done to the image except flipping it). 

In some images, lines can add tension or interest to the composition even 
though they are not “leading” or “dividing”. For example: 

For some images, implied lines 
can be the most important part 
of the image. For example, in 
this image the imaginary line 
between the eyes of the mother 
and eyes of the cub conveys 
the message “It’s time to 
behave”, a message that is 
reinforced by the paw of the 
lioness. 

(c) Roy Killen 2016 !30



Light and shade 
Light and shade can be used as 
compositional tools to strengthen an 
image. This technique originated as 
‘chiaroscuro drawings’ during the 
Renaissance and has been developed in 
photography as a method of producing 
images such as these: 

  

 

 

  

(c) Roy Killen 2016 !31



Colours 
Colour can be used as a compositional tool, particularly in images such as the 
following where there is a limited colour palette. 
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Space 
The space within the frame of an image has two distinct components.  

POSITIVE SPACE is the space occupied by the subject.  

NEGATIVE SPACE is everything else - the area defined by the edges of 
the positive space and by the frame. 

In the image on the previous page, the katydid and the flower form the 
positive space, the black area is the negative space. However, negative space 
does not have to be ‘empty’.  

In this example, the negative space is the sky and faint clouds. That space 
certainly helps to highlight the main subject but it does not provide any 
additional part to the story being told. 
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In this next two examples the negative space is the snow. It serves two 
purposes: it helps define the subject but it also provides important 
information about the context. 

In the second case, the large amount of negative space also reinforces the 
message of the loneliness of the macaque (that appears to be crying). 
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The effect of the vast negative space in the next example is emphasised by the 
small size of the two elements of positive space (the elephant and the tree) 
when we know that in reality they are both large. 

Sometimes it is appropriate to have the positive space touching the frame, as 
in this example where we do not need to see anything more than the zebras’ 
heads: 
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However, if it appears that some of the subject was accidentally ‘cut-off’, as in 
the next example, the result will generally be poor composition.  

Cutting off part of the foreground balloons appears deliberate and that’s OK. 
But if the image is cropped so that the highest ballon is cut by the frame the 
composition is not so strong.  
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If the positive space intersects the frame on multiple sides of the image it 
allows the viewer’s eyes to move in and out of the frame easily. To retain 
attention, the subject will need to be very strong. 
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The principle of exclusion 
A simple rule of thumb for producing strong composition is: include all 
that you need to include and nothing more. Of course, what you need 
to include will depend very much on what you want your image to 
communicate. But once you have all the necessary elements within the frame, 
anything else will potentially be a distraction that interferes with the visual 
communications you are trying to establish.  

Confronted with a given scene, how you decide to exclude the unwanted 
elements will depend on the nature of the scene and on the message you are 
trying to communicate. You basic choices for removing unwanted things from 
the frame at the time of capture are: 

• Move closer, or change lenses or zoom to change focal length. 

• Change your position relative to the subject. 

• Use a wide aperture to blur the background.   

After an image has been captured you might be able to eliminate some 
unwanted elements by cropping, and perhaps blurring or cloning might 
remove others, but it is best to do it in-camera if you can. 

For this first example, it was a matter of waiting for the arm of the ride to 
swing high so that there were no buildings or other distractions in the frame. 
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Often, a simple crop is the obvious choice for eliminating unnecessary parts of 
the image: 

Notice here that the aspect ratio of the crop was chosen to suit the image, it 
was not dictated by the aspect ratio of the captured image (which is set by the 
size of the image sensor) or by a fixation on some particular ‘best’ aspect ratio 
such as 4x3 or 10x8.  
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In the next example, cropping alone would not achieve the desired result so 
additional editorial work was necessary. 

Sometimes, what you need to exclude is colour so that it does not take 
attention away from the visual story you are trying to tell, as in this example: 
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A final word about “rules’ 
You have probably already come across advice about composition that goes 
along the lines of: “To achieve a pleasing composition you must follow certain 
rules”, or perhaps even the very specific advice that “You should always 
compose your images according to the rule of thirds”. So, what’s that all about 
and why haven’t I mentioned it earlier? 

The answer is simple, there are no rules of composition. There certainly are 
principles of composition and we have been exploring many of those in this 
document (the principle of exclusion, for example).  So, we could state a 
principle of thirds this way: If you imagine the frame of your image divided 
into three rows horizontally and three columns vertically, image elements 
placed on these dividing lines and the four points at which these lines 
intersect will draw the eye of the viewer more powerfully than other areas of 
the image. 

Putting this idea another way, the suggestion is that images will have better 
balance or be more pleasing to look at if the key elements are placed on the 
lines or at the points represented by the principle of thirds. 
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The difference this positioning can make is illustrated in the following images. 

klkk 
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In images such as the following, positioning the subject on one of the vertical 
dividing lines produces a stronger image than having her in the middle of the 
frame, particularly since she is looking at something out of the frame on the 
left. 

In the next image, positioning the lion’s eyes on one of the horizontal dividing 
lines and the dove near one of the intersection points gives a balanced image. 
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The reason I have not mentioned this principle earlier is that it is just one of 
the principles that you can use as a guide to composition, and it is not 
necessarily the most important principle. In the first of the following two 
images, application of the principle produces a reasonable well composed 
image, but the second image is simply not suited to application of the 
principle. 
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The important point to note here is that the principle of thirds should not be 
followed slavishly. It is a guide only. Some images look much better when the 
main subject is centred. 
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Summary 
Well composed images communicate clearly to the viewer. They tell the 
viewer what the photographer wanted the viewer to understand about the 
scene that was captured.  To achieve the goal of clear communication you 
need to ask yourself these question before you press the shutter: 

• Why am I taking this photograph? 

• What is it about this place, person, object or creature that compels me to 
photograph it? 

• Have I included everything in the frame that is necessary to communicate 
my reasons for taking this photograph? 

• Have I excluded anything that may detract from the message I want to 
communicate? 

• When someone views my final image, will they see what I want them to 
see and feel what I want them to feel, or will they stare blankly at the 
image and wonder why I bothered to take it? 

Dr Roy Killen, EFIAP, GMAPS, GMPSA 

9th February, 2016 

 Email: roykillen@mac.com 

If you find any errors in these notes or you would like any points to be 
clarified please send me an email. 
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