
Part 7: Lighting and Composition

Steven Beard
Musselburgh Camera Club

1



The Two Sides of Photography
Technical

• Camera choice
– Lens choice - Focal Length

• Exposure
– Shutter speed
– Aperture
– ISO

• Focus
– Depth of field

• Gadgets
– Filters, flash, reflectors, etc...

• Post Processing
– Photoshop
– Printing and mounting

Artistic

• Inspiration
– Portrait
– Landscape
– Still life
– Abstract
– Light art
– etc...

• Light and Colour
• Subject
• Composition
• Timing
• Digital art

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.
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Guidelines
Lighting and Technique
• Wait until the light is right.

– Sunrise, Sunset, Stormy, 
Cloudy, Foggy, Night

• Or make your own light.
– Flash, Spotlight, Reflector, 

Diffuser, Torch

• Experiment
– Unusual angles.
– Long / Short exposures.
– Intentional camera 

movement.
– etc...

Composition
• Get in close.
• Photograph at subject’s eye 

level.
• Cut out distractions.
• Rule of thirds.
• Odd numbers.
• Leading lines.
• Diagonals.
• Horizontal / Tilted
• Symmetry / Asymmetry

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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Dahlia with distracting background

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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Same Dahlia, better background

Reducing the depth of field has greatly improved the same scene. But this image can be 
improved still further…
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Same Dahlia, plain background

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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Leading Lines

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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Leading Lines

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.
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Leading lines

More leading lines, made on the left by the path and on the right by the line of trees. 
Beware of lines that lead the eye out of the frame. The path at the bottom is leading off 
the to left. The bottom of the image could be cropped to weaken the effect.
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Framing

A subject can also be emphasised by framing. Your eye is drawn to whatever is contained 
within the frame.
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Rule of Thirds

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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Get in close, and avoid distractions

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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Look carefully for distractions

Sometimes you need to look at your images carefully to spot the distractions before a 
judge notices them. Asking someone else to review your images can help.
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