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Welcome to one man’s thoughts about composition.  

Photography is a visual art. It perhaps seems unnecessary to start with such an obvious 
statement but to me, it underlines the vital role that composition plays in any image. It goes 
to the heart of how an image appears to the viewer, and more importantly, how it 
communicates the photographer’s intentions. 

This to me is reinforced by some definitions of composition: The chambers dictionary 
describes composition as: 

“The act or art of composing; the nature or proportion of the ingredients……” 

 

Whilst the website, photographytips.com sees composition as: 

“A visual process of organizing the elements and individual details of a scene into a 
balanced and pleasing arrangement.” 

 

What I like about these quotes is they raise the notion that composition is an art and that in 
each image there is a decision to be made about how many elements to include within an 
image and how then to balance them so they do not compete with each other for the 
viewer’s attention. 

It is important to acknowledge that there is no one approach that will be successful in all 
situations. Instead I prefer the approach that for any given image, asks: 

“How can I add impact to the photograph and what particular element within the 
image do I want to emphasise?”  

 

To that end, I have set out a list of twenty tips. It is not an exhaustive list, simply a collection 
of thoughts versed in good practise and learnt from experience. The suggestions are not 
intended to be the be all and end all of composition but hopefully they will give a good 
introduction to the subject and add more options to your creative toolkit.  

They are intended to be useful for anyone picking up a camera regardless of what camera 
that is. Composition is not limited by what equipment you have. Composition is a state of 
mind and is only ever truly limited by your imagination. 

For each tip (bar the first one) I have used images to illustrate the point. Some of the images 
you will see will in fact illustrate more than one of the tips I’ve set out for you and that’s okay. 
Remember, composition is subjective so there is no right or wrong. However, I hope the 
following examples will help you to compose your images more effectively and in so doing, 
give you some tools to add impact to your photography. 

 

NJ Holowka August 2009 
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20 
FFaaiill  ttoo  pprreeppaarree  ––  PPrreeppaarree  ttoo  ffaaiill  

 

This sounds a doom-laden place to start a series of tips but in reality, this one is about 
common sense. Take a little time to look through the viewfinder before you take press the 
shutter.  

Now that’s sounds plain daft doesn’t it. I mean of course you’re looking through the 
viewfinder aren’t you? What I mean though is to look all around the view and to pay 
particular attention to the foreground. Many is the time when I’ve loaded my images onto the 
computer only to discover that there is some distracting grass waving in the foreground or 
some conspicuous litter. I have no idea which rule of physics is operating here that makes 
that same litter less conspicuous as you are viewing it through the camera but trust me it 
happens.  

So this tip is really about developing the approach to your photography where you scrutinise 
the scene you’re taking much more vigorously and this applies to all genres. For example, 
how many family images have you seen where there is a standard lamp apparently growing 
from Aunt Maud’s head? Or and I speak from personal experience here, how many times 
have you had a ‘wonky’ horizon? 

Now although with modern software, these sorts of issues aren’t the end of the world, they 
may still not be correctable. Sometimes the scene is just too detailed to be able to clone out 
something effectively and in adjusting the gradient of an image, the resulting crop may miss 
something you wanted in the scene. 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

TTiipp::    SSccrruuttiinniissee  tthhee  sscceennee..  
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19 
SSccaallee  

  

Using figures in an image can give the viewer some useful references so as to relate to the 
scene.  

 

In this image from Whitby, the wave 
has a ‘wow factor’ because the 
people on either size of the image 
help us to make a judgement on 
how high the wave is.  

  

  

  

  

  

Image: Trevor Bottomley 

Of course, if there are no other people around one can search for an alternative..  

 

It’s a fair bet that your viewer will 
have a reasonable idea of the size of 
a sheep. So in the same way, as in 
the previous example, we are given 
an idea of the dimensions of other 
elements within the scene such as 
the hut in this instance. 

  

  

  

  

Image: Nick Holowka 
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The opposite approach with scale can be just as effective in adding impact to your shot. The 
use of different focal lengths is an important compositional tool. 

The impact in this image has been created by 
using a long lens. Longer focal lengths flatten 
the perspective of the scene.  

In this instance, the wave appears to be 
towering over the little girl who appears to be 
running for her life. In fact the wave is some 
thirty feet or so further into the scene and she 
is not in the danger she at first appears to be. 

The impact then has been created by the 
compression of the scene by using a longer 
focal length. 

 

 

 

 

 

        Image: Nick Holowka 

Of course using a longer lens can deny the viewer any sense of scale and can again 
produce a striking impact. 

Although from the colour and 
basic shape of the head, we can 
tell this is a fox, nevertheless, 
this is a strong composition.  

You can employ the same 
principle with other subjects, 
particularly macro photography 
of course. Not perhaps 
appropriate for all genres but try 
focussing in tightly and seeing 
the difference compared to a 
wider view. 

  Image: John Gardner 

TTiipp::  CCoonnssiiddeerr  iinnccoorrppoorraattiinngg  ssoommeetthhiinngg  ffaammiilliiaarr  iinnttoo  tthhee  
sscceennee  ttoo  aallllooww  tthhee  vviieewweerr  ttoo  jjuuddggee  ddiimmeennssiioonnss..  

TTiipp::  ZZoooomm  ccaann  aadddd  rreeaall  iimmppaacctt..  
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1188  
PPeerrssppeeccttiivvee  

  

This is another high impact compositional device that can give an exaggerated sense of size 
and distance. 

Until 1998 the Humber Bridge had the longest single span of any 
bridge in the world and I believe it’s still something like the 5th 
longest today. Here, the use of a very wide angle lens has resulted 
in a strong composition that has impact because of a) the extreme 
shape and b) because it has given a real sense of the bridge’s 
dimensions. 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                          
Image: Nick Holowka 

Perspective is a compositional device that can be employed in most genres. Here we see its 
use in portraiture. 

One of the figures, the Groom,  is in the 
foreground and is actually the point of focus. 
The Best Man is shown standing further back 
into the scene. 

Pick up any magazine or paper and you will 
see this same approach somewhere 
throughout its pages. It is used I think 
because it is stylish and is more interesting to 
look at than a flat, all in a line group shot 
(with the greatest respect to flat, all in a line 
group shots). 

Image: John Gardner 

 

TTiipp::  UUssee  ooff  ppeerrssppeeccttiivvee  ccaann  eexxaaggggeerraattee  ssiizzee  aanndd  
ddiissttaannccee..  



�

17 
PPhhoottooggrraapphheerr’’ss  GGoolldd  

  

The colour red is a supremely strong colour and really stands out from the background thus 
making this a good compositional tool for landscapes.  

Here the colour of the climber’s top, allows us 
to see him against the sky and as a 
consequence, as we saw in an earlier section, 
the figure thus gives us a sense of scale so we 
can judge the dimensions of the rocks. 

 

 

   

                                                                                              
Image: Nick Holowka 

 

Never be afraid to make use of everyday propos either. 

Here, the placing of the handbag onto one 
of the chairs has taken a potentially 
strong pattern shot and improved it 
further. 

 

 

 

 

Image: John Bickerdike 

 

 

 

 

TTiipp::  RReedd  ccaann  bbee  wwoorrtthh  iittss  wweeiigghhtt  iinn  ggoolldd  
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1166  
TTwwoo  ffoorr  OOnnee  

  

Reflections are another powerful compositional device. They add interest and impact. 

I suspect we like reflections so much because 
they are not as commonplace as we might 
think. It takes the gentlest breeze to ruffle the 
surface of the water. So when we come across 
still waters, there’s an immediate attraction. 

That’s what I think for what it’s worth but it’s 
entirely possible there’s another reason. 

 

 

 

 

Image: Nick Holowka 

All manner of surfaces can be used to create reflections. Some of these will be water 
related. For example, watch out for paving slabs in a town centre after rainfall. Equally, I’m 
sure we’ve all seen portraits where the sitter is wearing sunglasses which are reflecting the 
scene that they are looking at. Strong images! 

A word to the wise. Reflections are 
by their nature reflective. In the 
adjacent image, I was standing in 
literally the only place where I 
would not be in the reflection 
myself.  

In this shot, I like the way that the 
mirrored sphere offers a view 
behind you even as you are 
looking deeper into the scene. 

                                                       
Image: Nick Holowka 

 

TTiipp::  KKeeeepp  aann  eeyyee  oouutt  ffoorr  rreefflleeccttiivvee  ssuurrffaacceess..  
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1155  
SShhaappeess  

              

IImmaaggee::  SStteevvee  WWoooodd  

PPaatttteerrnnss..                                                                                            
LLooookk  ffoorr  ooppppoorrttuunniittiieess  ffeeaattuurriinngg  ppaatttteerrnnss..  
AAbboovvee,,  aa  SSppeecckklleedd  HHaawwkkffiisshh  aaggaaiinnsstt  ccoorraall,,  
bbeellooww,,  aa  ssppiirraall  ffrroomm  tthhee  VVaattiiccaann  aanndd  
bboottttoomm,,  aa  sseeccttiioonn  ffrroomm  tthhee  rrooooff  ooff  tthhee  
IImmppeerriiaall  WWaarr  mmuusseeuumm  aatt  MMaanncchheesstteerr..  

IImmaaggee::  TTrreevvoorr  BBoottttoommlleeyy  

                                                  
IImmaaggee::  NNiicckk  HHoolloowwkkaa  

  

                  
IImmaaggee::  DDaavviidd  JJoonneess  

SSyymmmmeettrryy..                                                                                            
AAggaaiinn,,  ppaatttteerrnn  oorriieennttaatteedd..  AAbboovvee,,  tthhee  
‘‘ssyymmmmeettrriiccaall’’  vviieeww  ffrroomm  tthhee  SSaallffoorrdd  QQuuaayyss  
ddiissttrriicctt  pprroodduucceess  aa  ssttrroonngg  ccoommppoossiittiioonn..  

  

DDiiaaggoonnaallss..                                                                          
DDiiaaggoonnaallss  ccaann  pprroodduuccee  aa  bboolldd  iimmaaggee..  

                                            
IImmaaggee::  NNiicckk  HHoolloowwkkaa  
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SShhaappeess  ((CCoonnttiinnuueedd))  

  

  
IImmaaggee::  JJoohhnn  GGaarrddnneerr  

 

Group Portraits                                                                                                                          
If you examine group portraits you will often find shapes present. Look carefully at the family 
group above and you’ll see a basic triangle. It seems to me the group and indeed the 
composition has a solid foundation. 

 

 

TTiipp::  CCoonnssiiddeerr  tthhee  oovveerraallll  sshhaappee  ooff  yyoouurr  ccoommppoossiittiioonn..  
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1144  
CCoolloouurr  

  

Colour is perhaps the simplest way to create impact. 

Here a more strident composition. 

 

 

 

 

 

       

                                                                                                                      

                                                                                             
Image: Nick Holowka 

 

And here; 

… a more subtle use of colour but 
combined with the pattern of the 
anemone, has just as much impact in 
my opinion. 

As in this shot, certain colours combine 
well with each other. A quick web search 
for ‘colour wheel’ will produce more 
reading on the subject but in simple 
terms, reds compliment greens, blues 
suit oranges and likewise, there is a 
good complimentary connection 
between yellows and purples. 

 

 

                                                                                                    
Image: Steve Wood 
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AAbbsseennccee  ooff  CCoolloouurr  

 

Some images such as the two below are more suited to Black and White. Current 
processing software makes that easily achievable. 

 Image: Nick Holowka                                                 
       

Image: John Gardner 

 

Some images suit a mixture of the two where the overall image is displayed in mono tones 
but a part of the photograph retains its original colour data. 

        
Image Nick Holowka 

TTiipp::  CChhoossee  tthhee  mmeeddiiuumm  tthhaatt  ggiivveess  tthhee  ssuubbjjeecctt  iittss  
mmaaxxiimmuumm  iimmppaacctt..
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1133  
FFrraammiinngg  

  

AA  ssiimmppllee  aanndd  ppoowweerrffuull  ddeevviiccee  ttoo  ccoonncceennttrraattee  tthhee  vviieewweerr’’ss  aatttteennttiioonn..  IInn  ttwwoo  ooff  tthhee  ffoolllloowwiinngg  
eexxaammpplleess,,  tthhee  ttrraaiinnss  aanndd  tthhee  ccoolluummnnss  ffrraammee  tthheeiirr  ssuubbjjeeccttss..  IIff  yyoouu’’rree  lliikkee  mmee,,  yyoouurr  eeyyeess  wwiillll  
bbee  iinnssttiinnccttiivveellyy  ddrraawwnn  ttoo  tthheeiirr  ssuubbjjeeccttss,,  tthhee  eennggiinneeeerr  aanndd  tthhee  ccoouuppllee  rreessppeeccttiivveellyy..    

IInn  tthhee  tthhiirrdd  iimmaaggee,,  aa  ffrraammee  hhaass  bbeeeenn  pprroocceesssseedd  bbyy  ccrreeaattiinngg  aa  vviiggnneettttee  ttoo  mmaasskk  tthhee  rraaddiiaattoorrss..  

                                                                                              
IImmaaggee::  JJoohhnn  GGaarrddnneerr  

                                
IImmaaggee::  JJoohhnn  GGaarrddnneerr                        

                                                
IImmaaggee::  JJoohhnn  GGaarrddnneerr

TTiipp::  DDiirreecctt  tthhee  VViieewweerr’’ss  aatttteennttiioonn  bbyy  ffrraammiinngg  tthhee  ssuubbjjeecctt..  
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1122  
OOppppoossiitteess  AAttttrraacctt  

 

Pictures focussing on contrasts are typically strong images as they convey a story. The 
viewer therefore interacts with the picture as it has some meaning. 

The strength of the composition has more impact, the more it is able to show the differences 
between one thing and another. Some examples although not an exhaustive list are: 

�  Age – Young Vs Old 

�  Speed – Fast Vs Slow 

�  Gender – Male Vs Female 

�  Wealth – Rich Vs Poor 

�  Culture – East Vs West 

�  Style – Flamboyant Vs Traditional 

 

In landscape photography, re-visiting a location in different seasons can reveal interesting 
contrast 

 

In this image, there are several of the 
above contrasts at work. New versus old; 
flamboyant vs traditional; straight lines 
versus curves and so on. All in all, an 
effective composition that tells a story in 
its own right. 

 

 

        

                                                                                  
Image: Les Forrester 

 

TTiipp::  CCaann  yyoouu  sshhooww  aa  ccoonnttrraasstt  bbeettwweeeenn  ttwwoo  ccoommppeettiinngg  
aassppeeccttss??  
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1111  
PPooiinntt  ooff  VViieeww  

 

Changing the point of view and a determined search for different angles will often reward 
you with very different compositions. 

Here, a view very close to the floor has been adopted although this 
composition might sit a little uncomfortably with some, as it is a little 
half and half, with the tombstone and candle in the bottom half and 
the remainder of the church in the top half of the image. 

 

 

 

  

                                                                                                                                             
Image: Nick Holowka 

A reasonably low view here too but this one takes more of a 
perspective approach and combines it with the pattern of the 
repeating chairs. The low view of this and the previous images give 
the sense of a more immediate composition, almost like you could 
reach out and step into the image. 

 

 

 

 

 Image: Nick Holowka 

A higher point of view has been utilised for this image which has 
given a more expansive composition. 

 

 

 

 

Image: Nick Holowka 
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PPooiinntt  ooff  VViieeww  ((CCoonnttiinnuueedd))  

  

Back to our trusty reflections! This one makes use of a mirror trolley 
in the Cathedral to give a different view of the Five Sisters Window in 
York. 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                      
Image: Nick Holowka 

Don’t forget to look up. You’d be surprised by what 
presents itself sometimes. 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                  
Image: Nick Holowka 

The same applies to looking down. This image was taken  
from an elevated viewpoint in the pulpit 

                                                                                                                                                                                          

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Image: Nick Holowka 
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PPooiinntt  ooff  VViieeww  ((CCoonnttiinnuueedd))  

  

Don’t forget to change your lenses and you 
might be rewarded with a different type of view 
again. Bit of a marmite image this – you’ll either 
like it or not! It’s a close up of a prayer candle 
and is one of the images I came back with from 
a visit to York Minster. 

 

 

 

Image: Nick Holowka 

The images above come from several different churches including Salisbury Cathedral, York 
Minster, Beverley Minster, Selby Abbey and Howden Minster but to some degree, a church 
is a church isn’t it? The images are all materially different which would appear to support the 
tip for this section. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

TTiipp::  LLooookk  ffoorr  ddiiffffeerreenntt  aanngglleess  aanndd  ppooiinnttss  ooff  vviieeww..  
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1100  
KKeeeepp  LLooookkiinngg  

  

The lesson of this one is not to accept your first result on any given photo shoot but to keep 
looking for different solutions. I offer in evidence the following: 

This was taken at a nearby church which 
I had visited with Deb. I was quite 
excited about this image on the back of 
the camera and was looking forward to 
getting home and processing it. I decided 
to just show the glass roundel rather 
than any of the lead work as I thought 
the glass was an interesting if slightly 
blood thirsty piece of art. 

So this was the result and I was pleased. 
Until I saw Deb’s approach to the same 
subject that is. 

 

 

Image: Nick Holowka  

 

She had chosen to keep the lead work 
but more interestingly had included the 
light coming through the window and 
falling onto the sill and casement. This 
was the key thing for me as it gave a 
context to the window itself. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  Image: Deb Knight 
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KKeeeepp  LLooookkiinngg  ((CCoonnttiinnuueedd))  

  

I give you a further example. In a club visit 
to Chester Zoo, I had found myself stood 
next to John at the Meerkat exhibition. We 
both enjoyed trying to catch the behaviour 
of these charming creatures and I sensed 
we were both trying to catch something a 
little different from the typical meerkat 
upright pose. 

Well I was chuffed when I saw this little 
fellow sitting in the doorway looking for all 
the world as if he’d been on the whisky 
and I snapped away. Indeed I thought that 
would do and ceased looking really for 
anything else. 

I was still chuffed when I’d finished 
processing and my good humour 
remained until I saw John’s image. 

 

 Image: Nick Holowka 

Both images have I think caught something 
slightly different from the usual meerkat 
photographic fare so I think we both 
succeeded. To me, though and 
notwithswtanding that I still like my effort, 
John;s is the stronger image, using as it 
does the natural frame of the window.  

So the clue to the tip for this section is in 
the title; 

 

 

 

 

  Image: John Bickerdike      

TTiipp::  KKeeeepp  llooookkiinngg…………………………………………..SSiimmpplleess    



�

0099  
FFoorreeggrroouunndd  IInntteerreesstt  

This is a key compositional device, particularly for landscape images. Typically, landscapes 
are large in scale and a little like writing a story, you need to give attention to the beginning, 
middle and end or in photographic terms, the foreground, middle distance and background. 
For a successful landscape, all need to hold the viewer’s interest. 

A scene I witnessed early one morning in 
the Lakes. I had seen the clouds starting 
to creep in over the fells and was keen to 
find something to provide the foreground 
interest I felt the image required. 

The clouds would not have been unable 
to sustain the image on their own. The 
sheep, apparently as interested in the 
cloud creep as I was myself, proved to 
be the answer.       

Image: Nick Holowka 

The wreck in the foreground adds real 
interest to this shot from Saltwick Bay. As 
well as adding interest, the wreck adds 
context to the shot in that although 
apparently calm, the sea has a very dark 
and different side too.  

                                                                                 
Image: Nick Holowka 

Here, the presence of the photographer 
in the near distance adds to the story of 
the shot. It almost creates a Russian Doll 
approach of a photographer, 
photographing a photographer taking a 
photograph. 

It is often the middle or far distance view 
that will make you want to take the shot. 
It will be the foreground interest that will 
provide the impact.                             

Image: Nick Holowka 

TTiipp::  IInnvveesstt  tthhee  ttiimmee  iinn  sseeaarrcchhiinngg  oouutt  tthhee  bbeesstt  aavvaaiillaabbllee  
ffoorreeggrroouunndd  ddeettaaiill..  
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0088  
BBiiddee  aa  WWhhiillee  

  

In the same way that it pays to look around for the best foreground interest, sometimes it 
pays to look around and see what the weather is doing. Lighting conditions can change 
dramatically in a short time. Although using a landscape shot as an example, the same tip 
applies to other genres too. Often the best light of all is on a weather front. 

The bottom shot was taken 20 minutes after the top one. Point made I think! 

 
Image: Nick Holowka 

 
Image: Deb Knight 

TTiipp::  KKeeeepp  aann  eeyyee  oonn  tthhee  pprreevvaaiilliinngg  wweeaatthheerr..  
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0077  
CCoonnttrroolllliinngg  AAppeerrttuurree  

  

Controlling aperture is absolutely key to composition and is therefore worth spending a little 
time to explore. Put in straight terms, the aperture mode controls the depth of field i.e. how 
much of the picture you want to be in focus.  

Let’s look at an example. 

 

 

Image A shot at f5.6 

 

Image B shot at f32 

Both  the above images were shot within seconds of each other using the same lens set at 
the same focal length (260mm) and both shots were focussed on the lavender plant in front 
of the gravestone. The only difference between them was the aperture.  

Image A was shot with the ‘lens wide open’ as it often referred to and you can see the 
flowers are just about in focus and whilst you can tell there is writing on the gravestone, you 
can’t really read what it is. 

Image B was shot with the ‘lens stopped down’ and the depth of field has extended to take in 
the detail of the writing on the gravestone. 

As a helpful way of remembering the above essential detail, the following may assist: 

   

 TThhee  llaarrggeerr  tthhee  ff//ssttoopp,,  tthhee  llaarrggeerr  tthhee  ddeepptthh  ooff  ffiieelldd..  
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CCoonnttrroolllliinngg  AAppeerrttuurree  ((CCoonnttiinnuueedd))  

  

As the focal length increases, depth of field decreases.  

A wide lens will therefore produce the widest depth of field whilst a telephoto lens will 
produce the shallowest depth of field and the greater the zoom, the shallower it gets. 
(Incidentally it collapses further, the closer you are to the subject you are photographing 
making macro photography very difficult as here depth of field could be measured in 
millimetres). Lets have a look at some examples to illustrate this. 

The following images were all shot at f/8 but at varying focal lengths. In each case the point 
of focus was the cross and what you should see is the depth of field collapses back towards 
the cross as the focal length is increased further. 

 

In this image you can see everything is in 
focus from front to back. This is the widest 
of the focal lengths used. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
10mm Focal Length 

In this image everything is still reasonably in 
focus. You can clearly see the mortar 
courses in the church wall and the detail of 
the leaded window is clearly visible. 

 

 

 

                                                                                   

55mm Focal Length    
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CCoonnttrroolllliinngg  AAppeerrttuurree  ((CCoonnttiinnuueedd))  

  

At 100mm now and the background is 
starting to become less distinct. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
100mm Focal Length 

Shapes are still quite clear nearby but 
the church wall is now really quite 
blurred. 

 

 

 

 

                                                    
200mm Focal Length 

At 400mm now and as you can see the 
focal length has collapsed almost onto 
the cross itself.  

Compare this to the result for 10mm 
where everything front to back was in 
focus. 

 

 

                                                         
400mm Focal Length 

 

So now you know the theory, it’s time to look at a few examples of controlling aperture. 
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CCoonnttrroolllliinngg  AAppeerrttuurree  ((CCoonnttiinnuueedd))  

 

Image: Jean Richardson Image: Nick Holowka 

In both of the above images, a long lens has been used at a relatively shallow depth of field. 
The advantage of this technique is that it completely blurs the background thus removing 
any distractions from the subject that the photographer wishes us to look at. 

 

In this picture of a fox , the surrounding 
flowers reveal the depth of field and show 
that it manifests itself as a band, 
essentially running perpendicular to the 
camera. 

 

 

 

Image: John Gardner 

 

In this image a lens has been used with a 
shorter focal length than the previous 
examples but still it has produced a creative 
effect. The focus is on the groom and both 
his supporters are slightly blurred. The 
composition frames the groom and this 
positioning is emphasised further by the 
choice of aperture. 

 

                                                                
Image: John Gardner 
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CCoonnttrroolllliinngg  AAppeerrttuurree  ((CCoonnttiinnuueedd))  

  

Of course some subjects such as landscape or architecture are more suited to a wide depth 
of field with good detail throughout the image. 

 Image: Nick Holowka 

The devotion of so many pages to this subject should give you a clue as to how important I 
believe control of aperture to be. It is a major part of your creative toolkit and I would 
encourage you to try using the aperture priority mode of your camera if you haven’t already 
done so. 

If you are interested in more information about the subject you could do worse than looking 
at the website www.dofmaster.com which has a useful depth of field calculator. I found it a 
useful site for starting to understand how depth of field is controlled by aperture, relative to 
focal length and distance to the subject. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

TTiipp::  AAss  aa  ssttaarrttiinngg  ppooiinntt  bbeeffoorree  eeaacchh  sshhoott,,  ccoonnssiiddeerr  hhooww  
mmuucchh  ooff  tthhee  sscceennee  yyoouu  wwaanntt  ttoo  bbee  iinn  ffooccuuss..  
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0066  
MMoottiioonn  

  

Control of your shutter speed also offers you yet another option for your creative toolkit. 
Indeed it is another high impact option which can essentially be applied in two ways: 

�  Use slow shutter speeds to show a sense of motion. Almost certainly you will require 
a tripod for this option. 

�  Use fast shutter speeds will stop the motion. 

Had been at this site for a while and quite frankly the 
weather was nothing to write home about. Suddenly, 
there was a sense of the light changing and literally 
for four minutes, the light came out to play and 
illuminated the turbines against a darkening sky. 

Using a longer shutter speed (in this case ¼ 
second) enabled the sweep of the blades to be 
shown but without the sunlight or tripod, this shot 
would not have been possible. 

 

Image: Nick Holowka 

Car trails offer an interesting subject although there 
are some technical aspects that will influence your 
choice of location. It needs to be busy enough that 
there will be car trails available to you and the 
stretch of road needs to be a distance that the cars 
can cover in the time governed by the shutter 
speed (in this case 30 seconds). Additionally of 
course, the shutter speed is governed by the 
available light.                                                                       

Image: Nick Holowka 

Shooting water is a popular subject with many people. There 
are differences of opinion as to the best effect to search for. 
This was an early approach of mine to the subject and used a 
shutter speed of six seconds although to achieve that I had to 
make use of a neutral density filter to stop the light down 
more.  My tastes now are probably for a more natural 
appearance to the water and would probably aim for 1/3 
second depending on the volume of water.                                                        

Image: Nick Holowka 



�

 

MMoottiioonn  ((CCoonnttiinnuueedd))  

  

Now let’s have a look at the other end of the speed spectrum. 

This is a splash just forming after a drop of water 
has hit the surface. The shutter speed was 1/200 
second. 

 

 

Image: Nick Holowka 

Likewise, here a faster shutter speed of 1/320 
second has been employed to capture the 
‘splashdown’ of the swan. 

 

 

 

 

 

Image: Nick Holowka 

 

As we’ve seen, opposite ends of the shutter speed ‘spectrum’ will create different effects but 
it is true to say that shutter speeds are entirely dependent on the available light. If you are 
seeking a slower shutter speed there are a couple of things you can do. Ensure your ISO 
speed is 100 (or lower if your camera has such a setting) and adjust your aperture to the 
highest f/’stop available (paradoxically, the highest f/stop corresponds to the smallest 
aperture). 

If these adjustments fail to get you to your desired shutter speed, you could use a filter 
(polariser or neutral density or both). However be warned, adding more glass in front of your 
lens could result in the image quality degrading. 

 

 

 

 

TTiipp:: Consider using a tripod. 
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0055  
LLeeaaddiinngg  LLiinneess  

 

Leading lines are a useful device that can be employed when you want the view to look at a 
specific point or they can be used as a device to metaphorically walk the viewer through and 
look deeper into the image – perhaps on a path through a bluebell wood for example. 

There are in fact several images that make use of this technique in earlier sections. 
Referring back to the Section 19 and to the picture from Whitby, our attention is drawn to the 
wave as we follow the fence from the foreground of the image into the shot. Likewise our 
attention is directed by the fence towards the mill building in Section 16. 

 In this image the lines form an integral part of the 
composition and are comprised by a path running deep 
into the background almost inviting us to walk down the 
hill. 

Oh for somebody in red and a decent bit of light. Is that 
asking too much? 

 

 

                                                                                                                   

Image: Nick Holowka 

This image is 50% lead-in lines and provides a 
compelling composition that invites you to walk the 
pier. The tower at the pier’s end acts as a full stop. 

Of course, this one has a bit of red too! 

 

 

 

Image: Nick Holowka 

 

 

 

TTiipp::  LLooookk  ffoorr  wwaayyss  ooff  ddiirreeccttiinngg  tthhee  vviieewweerr’’ss  aatttteennttiioonn  
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0044  
RRuullee  ooff  TThhiirrddss  

  

It’s another one of those compositional rules it’s important for you to know. Although it is not 
the ‘be all and end all’ of composition and is not there to be followed slavishly, the Rule of 
thirds is extremely useful and typically will produce a stronger image.  

It works like this: Imagine placing lines (two horizontal and two vertical) across the image to 
form 9 equal parts. The dominant part of your image should be placed at one of the 
intersections of these lines. Similarly if you are taking a landscape shot, invariably it will be 
stronger if you place the horizon along one of these lines. 

 
Image: John Bickerdike 

Imagine drawing your grid onto the above image. Now not only does this fine image have 
lead-in lines but if you follow the paving slabs they will take you straight to the figure 
standing at the end of the Cob (as I believe this is referred to in Lyme Regis). Now draw your 
imaginary grid and guess where the figure is standing? Yes – on the upper left third. 

I’ve seen lots of thoughts as to why the Rule of Thirds works so well and allegedly, it has to 
do something with the way we humans naturally see things, which lets face it, also explains 
the advent and popularity of the widescreen TV. Whilst we are on the subject of 
entertainment, next time you’re watching a film, watch for how many times the cameraman 
places the actors on the thirds. Once you’ve seen it, you’ll never again be able to watch a 
film without noticing this ‘choreography’. 

Let’s have a look at another image. 
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RRuullee  ooff  TThhiirrddss  

 

Not at first appearance a candidate for the Rule of Thirds 
treatment. Let’s take another look but this time let’s actually 
place a grid so we can analyse it better. 

 

 

 

 

 

  Image: Nick Holowka 

With the grid applied you can see the line from his shoulder 
to elbow is on a third; his shoulder to his forehead is on 
another line; both eyes are on thirds and his elbow to wrist 
only just misses the lower third. 

Try placing your imaginary grid across images you see and 
like. The reason you like them may be because they are 
using the Rule of Thirds and become more accessible as a 
consequence. 

Incidentally, on some cameras you can apply a grid to the 
viewfinder to help you compose your shots as you take them                                              

Image: Nick Holowka 

One type of shot that doesn’t necessarily 
conform to a Rule of Thirds is a reflection. 
Because of its mirror image approach it can 
support more of a half and half composition. 

 

 

 

Image: Nick Holowka 

 

TTiipp::  IIff  yyoouu  hhaavvee  aann  oonn  ccaammeerraa  ggrriidd  ––  aappppllyy  iitt..  IIff  nnoott  
iimmaaggiinnee  aa  ggrriidd  aass  yyoouu  aarree  llooookkiinngg  tthhrroouugghh  yyoouurr  
vviieewwffiinnddeerr  aanndd  sseeeekk  ttoo  ppuutt  yyoouurr  kkeeyy  eelleemmeennttss  oonn  aa  tthhiirrdd..  
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0033  
WWhhaatt’’ss  tthhee  PPooiinntt??  

 

The point in question is the focal point. There may be various elements within the frame but 
the most important aspect in composition is the focal point. Again, by having a clear point of 
interest, you have the power to influence how the viewer will interact with your photograph. 

Here it is the climber who is the obvious focal 
point of the shot. Although the background is 
very pleasant and well lit, it serves to act only 
as context to the ‘main event’. 

 

 

 

                                                                                                
Image: Les Forrester 

In this shot it is the boat that is the focal 
point. It’s positioning n the shot is designed 
to pull the viewer’s attention through the 
window, which incidentally is its title. There is 
something powerful about the idea of looking 
out into a different space I think. 

 

 

 

                                                                    
Image: Nick Holowka 

There are some shots where you will struggle to find a focal point. Pattern shots spring to 
mind which work because of the whole, not because of an individual element. However, as 
you’ve seen here, having a clear focal point particularly if it is combined with other 
compositional elements such as Rule of Thirds or lead-in lines can produce a very powerful 
image. 

 

TTiipp::  DDooeess  yyoouurr  iimmaaggee  hhaavvee  aa  cclleeaarr  ppooiinntt  ooff  ffooccuuss??  
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0022  
LLiigghhtt  

 

Light is vitally important to any composition, defining potential shutter speeds, exposures 
and therefore, controlling the achievable composition. Not only that but even though you 
might have the best composition in the world, without light it might appear flat, dull and 
uninteresting. 

If you’re contemplating landscape shots, I’m afraid you’ve drawn the short straw and can 
expect little sleep I’m afraid! Early and late in the day are better times for landscape 
photography producing soft light and pastel colours, better shadow detail and revealing 
shapes and textures. Having said that, the winter months with their shorter days produce 
more of this type of light throughout more of the day.  

Likewise it doesn’t mean a good shot isn’t possible at other times of the day or year but 
the conditions are harder to get something with as much impact. 

Some scenes lend themselves to the more suffuse light from an overcast day e.g. an 
autumn woodland scene. A polarizer is essential, on such a day to enhance foliage and 
fauna etc. 

Let’s have a look at a few images:  

Image: Nick Holowka 

You don’t always need a sunny day to take a landscape shot. Brooding and menacing 
clouds can be quite the thing don’t you know. I would however always argue against a 
clear blue sky. In such a shot, that’s a lot of space to be filled with nothing very much. 
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LLiigghhtt  ((CCoonnttiinnuueedd))  

 

Although the composition works well here and there 
is the captured motion in the water, I think it is the 
light on the foreground rocks that completes it. 

 

 

 

 

Image: Nick Holowka 

This was taken on Lake Windermere at first light on a 
summer’s day - light that you could spread with a 
knife. Days like that are worth all the pain in getting 
up early! 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                               
Image: Nick Holowka 

This image is all about light. The bride has been illuminated by 
rich sunlight and because she is set against deep shadows, 
the contrast produces an impressive image. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                    

Image: John Gardner 
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LLiigghhtt  ((CCoonnttiinnuueedd))  

 

     
Image: Les Forrester 

A lovely shot from Spurn Point and using a longer shutter speed to give a sense of wave 
motion. 

 
Image: Les Forrester 

Another early morning image and a fine reward for the effort I know this took to get to this 
position in time to take this shot.   What do they say? No pain – no gain? 
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LLiigghhtt  ((CCoonnttiinnuueedd))  

  

An evening shot this time and 
combining the last light from the 
‘magic hour’ with the light pollution 
from nearby Nottingham to produce a 
multi-coloured sky. Shot on a long 
exposure of 30 seconds, the interior 
of the church ruin has also been 
painted with flash light to add to the 
effect.                        

 Image: Nick Holowka 

With light comes shadow and 
despite everything else working in 
this shot – pattern with all the lines, 
lead-in lines pointing towards the 
focal point – in this case two figures, 
giving scale and standing on a third, 
one of them in red; Despite all of 
that, I still think it is the shadow 
detail that provides the finishing 
touch. 

  

                                                   
Image: Nick Holowka 

A fine shot but again it is the 
shadow detail that provides the 
finishing touch and just to reiterate, 
the shadows would not have 
occurred without good light. 

 

 

 

                                                           
Image: Les Forrester 

 

 

TTiipp::  GGoooodd  lliigghhtt  aaddddss  rreeaall  iimmppaacctt  ttoo  aannyy  iimmaaggee  
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0011  
SSiimmpplliicciittyy  

 

All  the previous images and all the strongest images you will see, share this factor. 
Simplicity allows you to project your message clearly with no distractions and is I believe  
the secret of effective composition! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

TTiipp::  KKeeeepp  iitt  ssiimmppllee    
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