Photography For Beginners

Composition is one of the most fundamental and important aspects of photography.
You can also find it in art, music, and writing, to name a few areas. In photography,
composition refers to how you arrange the objects within your image, and give your
image a balanced structure. The purposeful placement, arrangement, and balancing
of elements within an image is a key part of taking stunning pictures, and it is to help
you develop this skill that I have written this manual.
Below are five techniques you can use to compose more appealing images.
Remember, it takes time, eﬀort, experience, and patience to become familiar with
using these compositional rules and proficient at capturing an engaging image. So
explore, be curious, and be patient with yourself. Your image will show up,
unannounced. And don’t rush. Be critical of the shots you’ve taken, but just enough
to inspire you to go out and try again.

Composition

Rule of Thirds

Divide the image into 9 equal rectangles, 3 horizontally and 3
vertically. To achieve a more attractive image, place elements on
one or more of the lines and/or on the intersecting points of those
lines: this is the rule of thirds.
It is common for beginners to reflexively place objects in the middle
of an image, but you are likely to find your shots seem more
interesting if you experiment with the rule of thirds. Of course,
photographers also intentionally choose to place subjects in the
middle of an image from time to time.
In this image, I have placed the people on the top upper third and
close to the intersecting lines. You’ll also notice I have included a
long foreground element (wooden beam) which guides the viewer’s
eyes to the top upper third.

Leading lines

One of my favourite compositional elements - leading lines.
Using lines is, in my opinion, the best way to pull the
viewer’s attention through an image and create depth. They
don’t have to be strong obvious lines or even straight lines,
but having a visual pathway to take the viewer through the
scene and to the subject is important.
When composing in this way, try to identify if there are any
lines in the scene that you can take advantage of. Try
placing them so they emerge into the shot from the corners
of the frame, or as close to the corners as possible (like in
the image below). This will give an impression of greater
depth. Play around with this technique for some time, and
try diﬀerent variations to see what works best for you.

One early morning in our local park, I
noticed heavy shadows lying behind
the trees. Knowing runners use this
route, I waited for a jogger to run past
into an open space between the trees.
I knew the sunlight behind him would
bring out the edges of his body,
adding character, dimension, and
scale to his figure while complimenting
the image overall.

Depth with foreground interest

Another of my favourites! Including objects in the foreground of an
image can also help to create a sense of depth and guide the viewer’s
eye through the scene, telling the story that you intended.
In this image, I wanted the viewer’s eyes to eventually end up at the rock
with the sun. The rocks in the foreground were perfect as a starting
point. The movement in the water (created by a technique called long
exposure) gave it that extra pull needed to lead the viewer’s eye to the
rock and sun as I had intended.

Symmetry

Apparently the aspect of an image most visually appealing to our brains, from
nature’s honey combs to architectural design, symmetry is our next tool in
composition.
The three types of symmetrical compositions are vertical, horizontal, and radial.
Vertical compositions can be found on buildings and reflective surfaces, like glass
windows or marble walls. Horizontal symmetry is easily found around water
surfaces. For example, puddles in the street after rain or the surface of a calm
lake both tend to add strong depth to an image. Radial symmetry can be found in
flowers, architectural designs, or ripples in water.
In early January 2019, I noticed the reflection in this puddle after the sprinklers had
stopped running. I used this opportunity to add depth by positioning my camera
low down next to the puddle and shooting the reflection
Gear tip - not all water surfaces are reflective. Using a polariser in these circumstances can give
great results

Balancing an image
Balancing an image means carefully
choosing and placing areas and
objects in relation to each other so
as to command the viewer’s
attention and help the image
‘breathe’. For example, when
symmetrically composing an image
(like in the image to the left),
balance it equally on both sides the person looking at the image will
be left feeling satisfied.

In this image, I have placed the
elements (buoy, boat, sun, and horizon)
oﬀ-centre and on specific lines, using
the rule of thirds. The buoy and the
boat are placed on both the vertical
and horizontal lines (intersection),
whereas the horizon itself is placed on
the lower third. The sun is on the
vertical line but also close to the
intersection. Notice how the buoy,
boat, and sun are all diﬀerent sizes
giving a sense of distance and depth.
If all the elements were similar in size,
closer together, or near the centre of
the image, there wouldn’t be enough
space between them and the image
would feel unbalanced.

Summary

Composition is what you should be thinking of
before you take a shot. It’s used as a way to
eﬀortlessly guide viewers’ attention through an
image. Keep these techniques in mind, and even
think about them prior to shooting:
• Experiment with the rule of thirds
• Create depth and dimension with leading lines,
foreground elements, and reflective surfaces
• Balance your image to give it space to breathe
You are telling a story, and the way in which you
compose your image will reflect this. Have fun and
don’t rush this step; good compositional skills will
set you apart from other photographers.

