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There are two sides to photography. You need technical knowledge to understand how
control a shot and to get the best from your camera and you need some artistic
creativity to produce an image that others will find appealing or thought provoking. A
technically perfect photograph can be boring and the most brilliant artistic creation can
be spoiled by poor technique. You can improve your photography be developing a
knowledge of both sides.

2

We start with the Technical side. Part 1. Camera and lens choice.
The next few slides will describe how a camera works.
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The simplest camera consists of a light-tight box with a lens at one end and a light
sensitive material at the other end. The focal length of the lens is defined as where an
image at infinity is brought to a sharp focus. You can try this out by using a magnifying
glass to project an image of a window onto a sheet of paper.
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A lens with a longer focal length needs a longer box to keep the image in focus. Notice
how the longer focal length produces a magnified image. This is the basis of a telephoto
lens.
Try projecting an image of a window using two different magnifying glasses: a powerful
one and a not so powerful one. The most powerful magnifying glass will magnify more
when used as a magnifying glass, but the least powerful one (with the longer focal
length) will project a larger image of the window.
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Don’t despair if you can’t afford an expensive digital camera. Owning expensive
equipment might be a good talking point, but it is not the main point of photography.
The main point of photography is in creating an interesting image, and you can do this
with all kinds of different cameras. Once you are capturing good images, better
equipment will help you be more creative and capture images in a wider range of
situations, but you can create a good image with any equipment. The secret is to know
its limitations.
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The appearance of an image depends very much on the focal length of the lens you are
using. A wide angle lens helps you fit in more of a scene, but it also creates distortion
effects which can look great in a dramatic landscape but horrible in a portrait. A
telephoto lens lets you zoom in to see the detail. It also shrinks the depth in an image,
making objects at different distances look closer together. Note that the depth of field
reduces when you use a larger focal length.
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A fish-eye lens can be used for special effects (e.g. inside a tree) or to make a small room
look much larger.
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A wide angle lens can be used to emphasise depth in a landscape image. Objects at
different distances seem further apart. The enhanced perspective effect can help to lead
the viewer into a scene. But a wide angle lens can also make it harder to emphasise a
subject, since objects in the scene are shrunk. The image needs to work as a whole.
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A standard lens views the world in a similar way to the human eye. It makes a good
general purpose lens.
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A portrait lens (or a telephoto lens at the low side of its range) is good for portraits. It
minimises the distortion which a wider angle lens would produce and it narrows the
depth of field, letting to blur the background to emphasise the subject. Portraits can be
made with longer focal lengths, but the fact you have to stand so far away (and the
reduction in depth) can be a problem.
As the focal length of a lens increases, the harder it becomes to eliminate camera shake.
If you are hand-holding a shot a rule of thumb is to use a shutter speed faster than the
focal length of the lens: at least 1/70th of a second for a 70mm lens or at least 1/200th of
a second for a 200mm lens. You can overcome this limitation by using a tripod.
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A telephoto lens is good for wildlife photography and sport photography, allowing you to
keep a good distance from the subject or zoom in to the action. It is also good for special
effects which require a very narrow depth of field (such as emphasising a single brick in a
long wall).
Note that “fast” telephoto lenses, which allow aperture openings larger than f/4, can be
very expensive because they need very large lenses.
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It is also possible to find lenses at even larger focal lengths, effectively turning your
camera into a telescope. These are useful for subjects, such as astronomy, that require a
high magnification. In this example I have used an astronomical telescope as a 1400mm
f/14 lens.
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Back to the menu. The next topic to consider is Exposure.
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Exposure is often illustrated as a triangle, showing there are 3 settings which can affect
the exposure of an image. The exposure value, EV, represents the amount of light
captured and recorded by the camera, and this is affected by the following 3 settings:
• The aperture controls how much light enters the camera. The bigger the hole, the
more light.
• The shutter speed controls how long the light is allowed to build up for.
• Finally, the ISO determines how sensitive the film or detector is to the light, in other
words it controls how the camera reacts to a certain amount of light.
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Imagine the camera is a rain gauge. Water is falling from the sky and you are collecting the water in a
bucket. The aperture controls the size of the hole at the top of the bucket through which the rain is
allowed to fall. The shutter speed represents the length of time you leave the bucket out in the rain before
measuring the depth of the water. The ISO setting is like the width of the bucket. When given the same
amount of water, a narrower bucket fills up to a greater depth. The EV value represents your depth
measurement as a function of how much rain has actually fallen.
All the exposure settings shown in this slide result in the same exposure value but will result in different
effects:
•
•
•

The shutter speed can be used to freeze action or create a motion blur effect. The 1/2000th second
exposure could freeze a water splash, but the 1/30th second exposure could show camera shake.
The aperture can be used to control the depth of field. The f/2.8 exposures will have a very small depth
of field, but in the f/22 exposures much more will be in focus.
The ISO value effects the noise level (and can also affect the colour matching). A low ISO setting (~200
or less) will result in low noise and strong colours but a high ISO setting (~800 or more, depending on
your camera) will create a noisy image with weak colours. The noise filter in Photoshop can counter
some of the noise, at the expense of image sharpness.

Often an exposure is a compromise between depth of field, avoiding camera shake and noise. If you a
stuck using a long lens in poor light, and your lens doesn’t have a large aperture (or you don’t want to
compromise the depth of field) raising the ISO will improve your shot (since a well-focussed, sharp but
noisy image is better than one spoiled by camera shake).
NOTE: A good way to reduce camera shake in a shot is to deliberately set a fast shutter speed. Set your
camera into “S” (or “Tv”) mode or “M” mode and set the shutter speed to a value greater than the focal
length of your lens (e.g. for a 200mm lens set the shutter speed faster than 1/200th second). In “S” mode,
your camera will adjust the aperture to achieve the best exposure, and (in an “auto ISO” mode) it may also
adjust the ISO setting. If a correct exposure cannot be achieved, the camera will underexpose the shot to
maintain the shutter speed selected, and an underexposed shot is better than a well-exposed shot spoiled
by camera shake.
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Here we discuss the meaning of the “f” number associated with the aperture setting.
You can control the amount of light entering the camera by stopping down the lens and
changing the size of the hole (also known as the aperture). The f number is the size of
the hole as a fraction of the focal length. This is why the hole gets smaller as the number
gets bigger. It also explains why it is easier to find wide angle lenses with a smaller f
number than telephoto lenses. An f/4 lens with a focal length of 500mm will be 10 times
larger (and use 100 times more glass) than an f/4 lens with a focal length of 50mm.
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Narrowing down the hole also narrows down the angle of the cone, which increases the
depth of focus.
NOTE: Most lenses give their best image quality when stopped down from their
maximum aperture by 2 stops. So an f/2 lens would work best around f/4 and an f/4 lens
would work best around f/8. The reason for this is that the centre of a lens usually gives
the best image quality, and by narrowing the aperture you use just the centre. However,
the image resolution increases with the size of the aperture, so if you reduce the
aperture too much your images may start to look a little fuzzy. 2 stops down is the best
compromise between the two effects.
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We have already touched on depth of field in our discussion about aperture. Here is
some more information on how to control the focus and depth of field.
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The aperture can be used to control the depth of field, as well as the exposure. Why is
depth of field important?
• Selecting a small aperture (such as f/11, f/16 or f/22) results in a long depth of field,
which can help lead a viewer into a scene, showing foreground and background in
sharp focus. This is useful for landscape shots.
• Selecting a wider aperture (such as f/2, f/2.8 or f/4) can emphasise a subject while
throwing any distracting background out of focus.
Remember that small apertures can lead to fuzzy images. If you try an image a very
smaller aperture, such as f/32, you will have a great depth of field but the whole field
will be equally fuzzy.
NOTE: A pin-hole lens is an extreme example of a very small aperture. With a pin-hole
lens you can have an insect 3cm from your lens and a mountain 30km from your lens in
focus in the same shot, but they will both look fuzzy.
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This graphic shows how the focal length at a wide aperture varies with focal length. The
longer lens has a narrower focal length. You might be able to get the golfer and the trees
in focus at f/5.6 with a wide-angle lens, but with a longer lens only the golfer will be in
focus. If the trees are distracting that could be a good thing.
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This graphic shows how the focal length at a narrow aperture varies with focal length.
When the aperture is narrowed, say to f/11, the depth of field increases. The depth of
field is still greater with the wide-angle lens than with a longer lens. Now the wide angle
lens can reach the mountains, but the longer lens may still struggle with the trees.
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Suppose you want to create the maximum depth of field, going all the way from a point
in the foreground to infinity. Selecting a narrow aperture will help you do that, but where
do you actually set the focus? The hyperfocal distance is the focus point for a particular
aperture which gives you maximum depth of field all the way to infinity when you focus
on it. A rule of thumb is to focus about 1/3 of the way into a scene to get the maximum
depth of field. You can see here that the hyperfocal point for the wide lens is just beyond
the golfer. (You have a choice, and if your main subject is close to the hyperfocal distance
it may be easier just to focus on the main subject.)
A long lens still has a hyperfocal distance, but it is less relevant because it makes little
difference when shooting subjects close to infinity.

23

Depth of field reduces dramatically at close focusing distances, which can pose a
problem for macro photography. It will be easier to keep your subject in focus with a
wider focal length and a narrower aperture. The advice about focusing 1/3 into a scene
is still relevant for macro photography.
An extremely narrow depth of field can be both a problem and an opportunity. The
problem may be that you can’t photograph an insect or a flower and keep all the
interesting parts in focus. But there is an opportunity for creative effects. An image of a
flower with a sharp centre and out of focus petals can look dramatic.
Note that some people overcome the depth of field problem by making a “focus stack”.
Take a series of images (on a tripod) with the focus setting changed by a small amount
each time. If you are lucky, this series of images can be blended by Photoshop to make
one image with a much larger depth of field.
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Now we have covered exposure and focus, you’ll want to know how your camera controls them.
All modern cameras are capable of determining the best exposure and focus automatically.
Some can even determine what kind of scene you are taking (landscape or portrait) and change
the settings accordingly. Some can even detect and focus on faces! So it pays to learn what your
camera can do. If you are new to a camera or new to photography, start with the auto settings
and gradually take more control as you become more confident.
The most versatile setting is the one labelled “Auto”. The camera will do its best to take the best
image, but it doesn’t know what you are trying to do. You will get better results if you set the
camera to an auto setting for the kind of image you are taking (e.g. landscape, portrait, sports,
macro, …). After a while you may start to get frustrated by the limitations, and some camera
functions may be disabled in these auto settings. The most versatile auto setting is “P”
(programme mode). The camera will still do things automatically, but you will be able to adjust
the settings and take charge. The “S” and “A” modes (“Tv” and “Av” if you have a Canon) allow
you to set the shutter speed or aperture (plus ISO setting) and let the camera decide the third
setting. You can vary the camera’s choice of exposure up and down with “exposure
compensation”. Finally, the “M” mode lets you take full control of everything.
• Choose “S” in situations (such as hand-held action shots with a long lens) where the shutter
speed is the most vital thing.
• Choose “A” in situations (such as macro or landscape shots) where the depth of field is the
most vital thing.
• Choose “M” in unusual situations (such as photography at night, fireworks or long exposures
through a neutral density filter).
It is very important to check the histogram on the back of the camera after taking a shot – see
the next slide.
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The histogram shows you the balance between light and dark within an image, with dark
on the left and light on the right. A dark image will tend to peak on the left and a light
image will tend to peak on the right. A spike on the left means your image is
underexposed and a spike on the right means it is overexposed. Try to match what you
see in the histogram with what you expect from the scene you are shooting.
If you intend to process an image with Photoshop, you will get the best results if you
expose the image so the histogram over as far to the right as you can without blowing
out the important highlights. Then Photoshop can set the exposure level you want. Note
that slightly over-exposed exposures are ok. They reduce the noise, and Photoshop can
correct the exposure. But if you don’t intend to use Photoshop, make sure your images
look ok on your camera screen.
Blown highlights are bad in a digital image because they cannot be recovered. Use the
“highlight clipping” display on your camera to check for blown highlights (these are
normally indicated in red or by making the display flash). Small areas of blown highlights
around bright lights or specular reflections are ok, but if a large part of your sky is blownout your image is probably overexposed.
Footnote: If your subject is much darker than the sky, you may need to use a fill-in flash
or accept a blown-out sky to keep your subject well exposed. Taking bracketed
exposures (i.e. taking exposures below, at and above the recommended exposure
setting) may help balance this kind of scene. Photoshop can be used to blend bracketed
images or convert them into a High Dynamic Range image.
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Your camera may provide a number of auto exposure modes. The default mode is normally
“Matrix”. The camera analyses the whole scene to decide on the best exposure. (Some cameras
can detect when a scene is lighter at the top and decide to expose for a landscape shot.)
“Centre weighted” is similar to “Matrix” but you are telling the camera that the centre of the
scene is more important than the edge. This mode is useful for group portraits, or for subjects
inside a frame, such as within a tunnel.
A “Spot” mode is useful when your subject is much lighter or much darker than the background,
or if you are taking a high contrast portrait and want to expose the skin correctly. The camera
will adjust the exposure to balance the scene only in the tiny area contained within the spot. You
might need to tweak the result using exposure compensation (or switch to “M” mode) to get the
best result.
NOTE: To understand how your camera chooses an exposure, try taking a shot of a white piece
of paper. What does the shot look like? Nearly all cameras will turn a white piece of paper grey.
This is because the camera can’t distinguish between the colour of your paper and the amount of
light falling on it. To the camera, white paper in dim light will look exactly the same as grey paper
in bright light. To overcome this ambiguity, cameras try to make all scenes contain the same
amount of grey. This strategy works in normal scenes containing a mixture of bright and dark
areas, but fails when a scene is mostly dark (e.g. a black cat, a coal shed or the night sky) or
mostly white (e.g. a white rabbit, a sheet of paper or snow). There will be occasions when you
need to take control and use the exposure compensation to get the right exposure:
• If you know a scene is mostly black, set a negative exposure compensation.
• If you know a scene is mostly white, set a positive exposure compensation (but make sure to
check the histogram for blown highlights).
If you decide to use “M” mode the same rule applies, only this time it affects how you choose
the exposure compared to the recommendation coming from the camera’s exposure meter.
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Your camera may also provide a number of different focus modes. These usually fall into the following
categories:
•
•
•

Automatically focus on whatever is nearest to the camera. This is good for subjects in the foreground,
but nearby distractions (such as a tree branch dangling in front of the subject) might throw off the
focus. Some cameras can focus on specific shapes, such as faces, which is more reliable.
Sample the scene using a number of different focus points and decide on the best focus setting for
those points. This is a good mode for a landscape, because the camera will try to keep as much of the
scene in focus as possible.
Autofocus on a single spot. In this mode you tell the camera exactly what to focus on. This is a good
mode for macro photography or close portraits where getting the eye in focus is important. Choose a
high-contrast area on the subject (don’t forget the 1/3 of the way into the depth of field rule of
thumb).

Cameras need enough light to autofocus properly, and may struggle in low light conditions. They will
normally autofocus using the widest aperture available, so you will notice autofocus works better with
faster lenses (with the widest apertures). The “depth of field preview” button lets you see the depth of
field at your chosen aperture setting. If your subject is sufficiently close, the camera may use a focusing
light to improve the focus. But if the lighting is poor, the subject is too indistinct, you are using a neutral
density filter, or you just need full control over the focus, switch to manual focussing. Some cameras will
let you zoom in to a particular area on the rear screen to help you get the focus right.
Back button focusing: Some photographers like to separate the shutter function from the autofocus
function. Instead of the camera refocusing when you press the shutter halfway, you can change a setting
so one of the buttons on the back of the camera (normally the exposure lock button) becomes a focusing
button. This prevents the camera refocussing on each shot when you are certain the focus is correct (e.g.
the focus can be spoiled during a wedding portrait session if someone accidentally walks in front of your
camera).
Whether you use back-button focussing is up to you. It has the advantage of giving you full control over
the focus, but the disadvantage that you can easily forget to set the focus at all.
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You can expand your equipment and open up new possibilities by adding gadgets… 
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There are a number of gadgets out there which can help you with creative photography.
Some are more expensive than others. Filters are much cheaper than lenses, and can be
used to protect a lens or make creative effects (e.g. a polarizing filter can improve a blue
sky, an ND graduated filter can improve a seascape and an ND filter lets you take long
exposures in daylight). Be aware, however, that a filter can spoil the quality of a lens.
Take all the filters off if you want the very best quality and don’t need to protect the lens
(e.g. for indoor macro shots).
The gadgets I think are most useful are shown here in bold. A flash is very useful for
photography in the dark, or for filling in shadows. A tripod is essential for reducing
camera shake with a long lens or with long exposures (turn off your lens’s vibration
reduction when using a tripod). A remote shutter release is a perfect companion when
using a tripod. A lens hood is essential for reducing flare and unwanted stray light. If your
lens has one, always use it unless it blocks the light from your flash.
Teleconverters are a cheap way of expanding your focal length range. A 200mm lens with
a 2x teleconverter will behave like a 400mm lens. However, the image quality will not be
as good as a 400mm lens and (because you are expanding the focal length without
increasing the size of the lens) the maximum aperture will be reduced by 2 stops (e.g.
from f/4 to f/8). If you are going to use a teleconverter, you need a good quality fast lens
to fit it to.

30

If you have a limited budget, it is better to use that budget to buy a good camera and
save on the extras. Buying gadgets can be expensive, but you can often get a similar
effect with cheaper alternatives, as shown here. What objects do you have in your
household that could help improve your creativity? Why buy an expensive “soft box” if
you can cobble something together yourself using a laundry drying rack draped in bubble
wrap, for example?
Note that any filter will reduce the quality of a lens it is attached to. You will get better
results for macro photography from extension rings than from a filter. But a close-up
filter is a better option of you intend to take the filter on and off in a dirty environment
(since you don’t need to remove your lens to remove it).
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A digital camera contains a detector consisting of an array of light sensitive cells = photoreceptors (c.f. light buckets). Cells can be made sensitive to different wavelengths of light
(e.g. visible or IR), but in a detector array all the cells are the same, so they react to
colour in the same way. Colour information is recorded by adding a clever device know
as a Bayer filter, which directs different coloured light to adjacent photo-receptors. When
converted to information, each light sensitive area is known as a picture element, or
pixel for short. The information for different colours is separated into channels.
You can image the camera’s detector as an array of little buckets which collect rain as it
falls from the sky. The camera electronics is like an army of people with rulers measuring
the depth of the water in the buckets. Some of the water might splash and spill, creating
noise. If a bucket overflows it can no longer collect information – your highlights are
blown. Better cameras (such as digital SLRs) have larger buckets and are less affected by
spills, which means less noise. Raising the ISO setting on a camera is like squeezing the
buckets. They become narrower and easier to fill with water, but they become more
sensitive to spills and therefore more noisy.
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This is the flow of information through a camera. Some settings (the ones on the left) are
vital because they cannot be changed once the image is captured. Some camera settings
(from white balance onwards) are not as vital because they can be changed later (if you
save in RAW). If you intend to process images with Photoshop, always save in RAW.
Saving images to JPEG is an option if you don’t use Photoshop or if high speed capture is
important (sacrificing some image quality). JPEG compression can introduce ugly
artefacts, so keep compression to a minimum. TIFF format is better than JPEG but not as
good as RAW. Be aware that the histogram you see on the back of a camera is based on
the converted JPEG, not the RAW image.
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The human eye has a very large dynamic range, and can see a wider range of shadows
and highlights than a digital sensor. A camera’s sensor picks up a subset of that dynamic
range. The exact subset can be controlled by varying the exposure. This is why
photographs of high contrast scenes can turn out disappointing – your eye can detect
the whole scene, but your camera can’t.
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Increasing the exposure allows the camera to detect the darker parts of a scene, at the
expense of the lighter parts.
A graduated filter helps the camera when one half of an image (sky) is much brighter
than the other half (ground).
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Reducing the exposure allows the camera to detect the lighter parts of a scene, at the
expense of the darker parts.
A graduated filter helps the camera when one half of an image (sky) is much brighter
than the other half (ground).
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It is also important to realise that the dynamic range contained within a JPEG image may
be less that the original range captured by the camera’s sensor. Save in RAW to keep as
much information as you can.
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ASIDE: In High Dynamic Range (HDR) photography, the dynamic range can increased by
combining more than one exposure at different settings.
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A digital photograph is made of information. Each part of the picture is divided into
picture elements, or “pixels” (px). The picture information is in the form of numbers. In
this example, higher numbers represent the brightness of each pixel. It is important to
know how to manage that information. Photoshop processes that information.
Most of the time, you can’t see what Photoshop is doing because you see the overall
effect on a large scale, not what happens to each pixel. With a tiny 6x6 image like this it
is easier to see what is happening. This is a 36 pixel image. A 1 megapixel image has
approximately 1 million pixels.
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Now we have the original image and the histogram. In this case, all brightness levels are
well covered (apart from the 7s), so this is a high contrast, well-exposed image. This
assumes that there are only 9 possible brightness levels. If the levels actually went from
1 to 16, the lack of any 10, 11, 12,13 14 15 or 16s would indicate underexposure.
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We have been talking about the individual light “buckets” and pixels. If you combine the
pixels together you get an image. The resolution of an image depends on its size, as
shown here. The important thing is that the resolution of your image matches the
resolution of your display device. Lower resolution images are needed for screen display
than for printing (see next slide).
The higher the resolution of an image, the more memory it uses up and the larger the
file size.
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Printers normally need 200-300 dots per inch, so the image resolution depends on the
size of the print. This table shows the maximum print size as a function of megapixels.
You only need 10 megapixels to make a decent A3-sized print (unless you need to crop
the image).
For digital displays “pixels per inch” is meaningless. What matters is how the resolution
of the image compares with the resolution of the screen or projector. Our projector is
1920 x 1080, but most DPI competitions require 1600 x 1200. NOTE: If the resolution of
your image is too small it will either not fill the screen or (if enlarged to fill the screen)
look blocky. If the resolution of your image is too large, the software inside the printer or
graphics card will resample your image to the correction resolution. Wouldn’t you prefer
to have control over that process?
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If you don’t have Photoshop (or something similar) on your computer, you can program
your camera to do some image processing for you. Read your camera instruction manual
and see what settings are available. Some cameras allow you to adjust the contrast and
sharpness to match the scene you are photographing. Many recent cameras include an
automatic “High Dynamic Range (HDR)” setting, which you may find useful in tricky high
contrast situations (such as landscape photography in bright sunlight, back-lit scenes or
scenes with deep shadows). Your camera will take one or more shots (while you hold the
camera steady), process them in-camera and save the result to a JPEG file. The
disadvantage of doing the processing in-camera is that you have to get it right first time.
You can’t adjust the settings later.
If you have Photoshop on your computer, change the settings on your camera so it saves
RAW files. You can then experiment with different adjustments until you get an image
you like.
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Here are some simple examples of processing to improve your image. One of the
simplest techniques to improve an image is to crop it. If your image “jumps out” at you
when you zoom in but looks run-of-the-mill at full size, this is a clue it may be improved
by cropping.
As far as exposure is concerned, it is much better to get it right “in camera” than rely on
Photoshop to correct it for you. Taking a series of bracketed exposures and simply
choosing the correct one is better than making a correction in Photoshop. Photoshop
helps for difficult scenes (e.g. bright highlights and/or dark shadows) when you can’t
expose the whole scene correctly “in camera”.
If you capture an image in RAW mode, Adobe Camera Raw will let you change the white
balance setting and improve the colour.
You can find more information about Adobe Photoshop in the user guide:
https://helpx.adobe.com/uk/photoshop/user-guide.html
See also the introduction to Adobe Camera Raw https://helpx.adobe.com/uk/cameraraw/using/introduction-camera-raw.html
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Levels lets you squeeze or stretch the histogram to remap pixels to a different range of
brightness levels. Move the minimum and maximum sliders so they just touch the point
at each end where the histogram drops to zero. The middle slider can be used to change
the middle brightness.
Curves lets you squeeze or stretch the histogram by mapping input values to output
values. It is more flexible than levels but is also easier to get wrong. The best way to
visualise levels is to imagine the “output” histogram displayed vertically at the left hand
side. Push the curve in the direction you want the output histogram to move.
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Now a quick foray into the artistic side of photography.
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Photographs are made from light, so getting the light right is crucial to photography. Landscape
photographs look much better when the light is atmospheric: go out at sunrise or sunset, or
during a storm, rather than taking photos in bright sunshine. Sometimes it pays to wait for the
right light: is that break in the clouds going to throw light onto that house over there in a few
minutes, for example. If you can’t wait for the right light, or it isn’t going to get any better, you
can adjust the lighting yourself. Add a flash, use a torch, or adjust the light using a reflector or
diffuser. (Diffusers are great for flower photography.)
Experiment with your technique. Photographs don’t always need to be taken at eye level – that’s
what tourists do. What happens if you put the camera on the ground and look upwards at a
flower, for example? Does the street look different from the eye level of a cat? What does a tree
look like from the inside? Images don’t need to be sharp and not everything in a scene needs to
be in focus. You can create dramatic compositions by deliberately moving the camera, or
deliberately narrowing the depth of focus.
When photographing a subject, get in close. Try to remove distractions which might appear in
the surroundings or in the background. Unless you are deliberately aiming for a special effect, try
to photograph a subject at eye level. A dog, for example, looks more natural from the eye level
of another dog, but a cat can look scary from the eye level of a mouse!
The human brain likes some compositions better than others, and these are captured in a
number of empirical rules. Placing a subject 1/3 of the way into an image is more pleasing than
placing the same subject at the centre (rule of thirds). Photographing an odd number (1, 3, 5, …)
of “things” looks more pleasing than an even number. Images with leading lines or strong
perspective can lead the eye in. Making those lines end on a subject (e.g. a fence sweeping
towards a distant sunset) can improve the composition. Tilted or asymmetrical images can look
dramatic.
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Here is an example showing what can happen when you remove a distracting
background. This lovely dahlia is fighting for recognition amongst all the greenery.
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Reducing the depth of field has greatly improved the same scene. But this image can be
improved still further…
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A black cloth has removed the distracting background altogether, letting the dahlia stand
out in all its glory.
Notice that the stem is tilted slightly – it looks better when slightly asymmetric. Perhaps I
could have tilted it more?
Notice the “rule of odd numbers”. The fact there are 3 large blooms makes this image
stronger than the 2-bloom composition in the previous image. Perhaps I should have
removed the 4th flower pointing off to the side? Perhaps using a black background is too
harsh? There are no hard and fast rules, and the effect each image has depends on the
beholder.
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This images shows an example of leading lines guiding your eye towards a specific point
in the image. This image really needs a focus at that point (such as someone standing
there, a horse and cart on the path, or a cottage visible through the trees, etc…).
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The leading lines in this picture direct the eye to the Ponte Vecchio in Florence. The
reflections add some symmetry. Unfortunately, the little boat in the foreground is lost
amongst the reflections.

82

An example of how NOT to compose an image. If you ask a random passer by to take
your photo they will often put your faces right at the centre and chop off your feet,
leaving blank sky at the top. In the “rule of thirds”, an image looks stronger if you place
something interesting along one of the yellow lines (or better still at one of the crossing
points). A stronger image could have been obtained by putting the faces 1/3 of the way
from the top.
However, this image can be saved by re-cropping. A useful rule is that if you are going to
cut off someone’s feet (or the top of their head) make sure it looks like you did it on
purpose. The image can be re-cropped as shown in the white square, which puts the
subjects 1/3 from the left and deliberately loses the legs.
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This example shows how you can obtain a stronger image by getting in close and cutting
out distractions. Anything brightly coloured near the edge of an image will spoil it.
In this case the left hand image works as a joke but the right hand image works better as
a photograph of the mountain lion.
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