Photographic Composition


Creative photography depends foremost on the photographer’s ability to see as the camera sees. Because a photograph does not reproduce a scene quite the way we see it. The camera sees and records only a small isolated part of the larger scene, reduces it to only two dimensions, frames it, and freezes it. It does not discriminate as we do.


When we look at a scene we selectively see only the important elements and more or less ignore the rest. A camera on the other hand, sees all the details within the field of view. This is the reason some of our pictures are often disappointing. Backgrounds may be cluttered with objects we do not remember or our subjects are smaller in the frame or less striking than we recall. The entire scene may lack significance and life.


To make the most of any subject, you must understand the basic principles of composition. The way you arrange the elements of a scene within a picture, catch’s the viewer’s attention, pleases the eye or makes a clear statement. These are all good qualities of good composition.
The following are not necessarily rules to use to acquire great composition within a photograph but guidelines. They do not all have to be used within a single photograph to have great composition. 

1.
Point of Interest

A. Identify a primary point of interest before taking a picture.
B. When you have determined which area is the most important to you. You can compose to emphasize it.

2. 
Simplicity
A. Be sure that only the things you want the viewer to see appear in the photograph.

B. If there are numerous objects cluttering up the background your message will be lost.

C.  If you can’t find an angle or framing to isolate your object, consider using depth of field to keep the background out of focus.

3.
Contrast

A. A light subject will have more impact if placed against a dark background and vice versa.

B. Contrasting colors may be used for emphasis. But, can become distracting if not considered carefully.

4.
Balance
A. Generally, asymmetric or informal balance is considered more pleasing in a photograph than symmetric or formal balance.

B. Placing the main object off-center and balancing the “weight” with the other objects (smaller or lower impact) will be more effective than placing the subject in the center.

Good balance is simply the arrangement of shapes, colors or areas of light and dark that complement one another so that the photograph looks well-balanced not lopsided.
5.
Framing
A. A “frame” in a photograph is something in the foreground that leads the viewer into the photograph or gives the viewer a sense of where they are viewing from.

B. Framing can usually improve a photograph.

C. The “frame” doesn’t need to be sharply focused. In fact if it is to sharply detailed it could be a distraction.

For example: A branch and some leaves framing a shot of rolling hills and a valley or the edge of and imposing rock face leading into a shot of a canyon.

6.
Viewpoint
A. You can often change a picture dramatically by moving the camera up or down or stepping to one side.

B. One of the best ways to come up with a prize winning photograph is to find an “unusual” point of view.

Direction of movement needs to be considered when a subject is capable of movement (such as an animal or person).
It is best to leave space in front of the subject so it appears to be moving into the photograph rather than out of the photograph.

7.
Lines & Shapes
A. There are many different types of lines or shapes that can be used to make impact to a photograph.  Diagonals, squares, right angle’s, curves and circles are located in many subjects.

B. Lines & shapes on lower impact objects can be used to help make impact on a photograph or to help balance the photograph.

C. Many types of lines or shapes within a photograph can make a great impact on a photograph. But, too many could make the photograph look cluttered or too busy.
D. Putting lines & shapes at angles could also improve a photograph.

8.
Rule of Thirds
A. This is a principle taught in graphic design and photography. It is based on the theory that the eye goes naturally to a point about 2 thirds up the page or picture.

B. By visually dividing the image into thirds (either vertically or horizontally) you achieve informal or asymmetric balance.
C. If the area of interest is land or water, the horizon line will usually be two-thirds up from the bottom.
D. On the other hand, if the sky is the area of emphasis, the horizon line may be one-third from the bottom leaving the sky to occupy the top two-thirds.
Although there a many ways a photograph can be composed effectively by basing it on the use of “thirds” the most common example is placing the horizon line two-thirds from the bottom for landscape photography.

You can use the rule of thirds as a guide in the off center placement of your subject(s). How this works is before you snap the picture, imagine your picture is divided into third both vertically and horizontally. The intersections of these imaginary lines suggest four options for placing the center of interest. The option you select depends upon the subject and how you would like for it to be presented. Take in mind of mergers and unwanted or wanted objects within the picture.

9.
Depth of Field

Three factors can affect the depth of field:

1. Focal length of the lens

2. Distance from the camera to the subject

3. The size of the aperture or the setting of the f-stop

A. Focal length of the lens - the depth of field is inversely proportional to the focal length of the lens: that is the smaller the focal length number of the lens, the greater the depth of field. For example, a 28mm lens has the ability to capture more of a picture in sharp focus than a 100mm lens.
B. Distance from the camera to the subject - Depth of field is directly proportional to distance: for example, a subject at a greater distance will have greater depth of field than a close-up subject. Therefore you need not worry as much about a distant subject being out of focus.

C. The size of the aperture or (f-stop) – While changing the aperture(f-stop) will not have a striking effect on the depth of field for a distant subject or a wide angle (short focal length) lens. It can make a greater difference in a close-up or a photo taken using a telephoto or zoom lens.

A wider aperture (smaller f-stop number) will result in a shallower depth of field. You can use this to keep either the foreground or background out of focus while maintaining the subject in focus.

Note: When changing the aperture setting you will need to also adjust the shutter speed to maintain correct exposure.
Photographic composition is the pleasing arrangement of subject matter & elements within the picture area.








