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Unit One—Composition. 

 

By Thomas Hoepker. 

Composition is the act of combining elements.. 
 

What are the elements that go to making a good, or 
even great, photograph? 

 
This lesson is a reflective one; more concerned with 

looking at photographs than taking them. 

 
This lesson, itself, is made up different elements and 

it helps if the different parts are done in order. 
Hopefully completing the tasks  in this  document will 

give help you think about what makes a photograph 

‘work’. 
 

After you’ve gone through this document, there is a 
powerpoint presentation  that gives further examples 

of ways that you can effectively compose your photo-
graphs. 

 

Lastly there is a sheet called PEEA. This sheet, in 
various forms will make repeated appearances during 

the course. 
 

PEEA stands for Point, Evidence, Explain, Analyse. It 

is useful in this context as a means of understanding 
the strengths and weaknesses  of your own work. 

 
After this document and the powerpoint presentation 

your task is choose three of your own photographs  
that you like and try to address the PEEA points for 

each of them. Don’t worry if you don’t have answers  

for all the questions. This is the beginning of the  
journey, and is designed to make you think! 

By Andy Warhol. 
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Unit One—Composition. 
Composition is the act of putting things together and good composition is the key to any 
creative endeavour. 

 
We start this  lesson with a task that on the surface, isn’t photography, but  painting. 

 
The painting below is the Hay Wain by John Constable. 

 

Constable's painting is based on a site in Suffolk, near  Flatford on the River Stour. The hay 
wain, a type of horse-drawn cart, stands in the water in theforeground. Across the meadow 

in the distance on the right, is a group of haymakers at work. The cottage shown on the left 
was rented by a farmer called Willy Lott and stands behind Flatford Mill. Today, the cot-

tage and river path are still much as they were in  Constable's time.  

 
Your task is to ‘design’ a composition 

for a painting. You have a number of 
objects to include in your painting, 

but as it’s a painting (not a photo-
graph) you can place the objects 

anywhere you like on the paper. 

 
Your objects are: 

 
A tree. A church with a steeple. A 

pond. A path. 

 
Oh, it’s also sunset so you may want 

to include the sun. 

 
Think about where in the painting you want to arrange the elements that you have been 
given. How are you going to put them together to make the most pleasing composition. 

 
Of course, as photographers we can’t just move things around, but we can move, and as we 

can alter the relationship between different elements in a composition  by choosing care-
fully where we take the photo from. 

 

This is the art of composition in photography. 
 

On the next two pages are eight photographs. You task is to rate each of them out of a pos-
sible maximum score or 10, based upon how strong you believe the composition is. Please do 

not move on to sheet 5 before doing this! 

http://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/glossary/foreground
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Unit One—Composition. 
The reason for not moving on to this page before the task was completed is that here we 

have the results of the exercise carried out with a group of around 30 secondary  pupils. 

Below is what they thought! 

Ranking the images in order of preference we get. 

 
         Photograph                       Photographer                     

1. Martin Luther King Jnr.  Bob Adelman 

2. Afghan Girl            Steve McCurry 
3. Mohammed Ali           Thomas Hoepker 

4. Marilyn Munroe                   Eve Arnold 
4. Dennis Stock            Andreas Feininger 

6. Shell-Shocked Soldier  Don McCullin 
7. Che Guevara            Elliott Erwitt 

8. Clown             Bruce Davidson 

 

For most pupils it was easier to identify what they did not like, rather than what they did 

like. The absence of lower legs in Davidson’s photo of the clown was commented on by      

several pupils, as was the fact that the clown was smoking and the surrounding were squalid. 
Added to antipathy that many people have towards clowns in general, these comments     

contributed to the images being ranked last and considered to be a disturbing image. 
 

Likewise, McCullin’s Shell-shocked soldier was disliked due to the extremely close crop of an 
obviously disturbed person. The intimacy that McCullin achieves in the photograph caused a 

highly negative reaction in some pupils. Between these images, Erwitt’s contemplative,   

smoking Guevara was lost on many pupils as they found the smoking element jarring, and had 
no context within which to place the image. 

 
On the other end, Martin Luther King Jnr. and Mohammed Ali represent iconic figures of 

the twentieth century, and McCurry’s image of the Afghan Girl is one of the most widely 

recognised photographs of recent times. Pupils were drawn to the images due to their      
familiarity and the feeling that they ‘must’ be good because they were either well know, or 

of iconic figures. 
 

Pupils generally seem to favour the Andy Warhol definition of a good portrait; more or less 
in focus and of someone famous. 

 

This gives us an insight into what many people would consider a good photograph, but is that 
the same as good composition? 



 Introduction to Digital Photography 

6 

 
 

 
 

Unit One—Composition. 
The pupils who took part in the previous exercise had a problem that they were completely 

unaware of when trying to choose what they considered to be the best composition. 

All eight photographs were taken by members of the Magnum Collective, who are quite    

simply some of the best photojournalists in the world. All of the photographs are very 

strong. 

So, lets look at a couple of different photograph and try to see what makes them good com-

position (or not). 

The photograph to the left is of a standing stone at   

Avebury in Wiltshire.  Avebury is considered further in 

Unit 3, ‘Perspectives in Photography’, but for now  take a 

moment to think about whether or not it is a good       

composition, and if so, what elements make it so? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Likewise, consider this photograph of an 

old Jaguar car take at a classic car rally. 

If it works as a good composition, why 

does it work? 
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Unit One—Composition. 
The simplest , and most important rule of composition is the Rule of Thirds. If you draw 

lines over the photograph, dividing both the width and height of the image, our eyes are 

drawn to the intersection of these ‘third’ lines. 

In the Avebury photograph, the horizon is very low in the frame, giving a sense of weight to 

the composition. That the horizon is (more or less) on the bottom third line, draws attention 

downwards, which makes the sky seem even larger than it already is. The bottom right 

thirds intersection is right in the centre of the standing stone emphasising it’s importance 

in the composition. 

The shot could possibly be improved by  moving the    

camera to the right and then recomposing which would 

have the effect of ‘moving’ the second stone slightly 

closer to the forward stone and closer to the bottom left  

intersection. 

The darkening of the sky towards the top of the frame is 

intended to balance the composition. A possible improve-

ment may have been achieved by waiting until the clouds  

(such as they were) had moved. 

The photograph of the Jaguar car was shot with a wide 

angle lens from a low position to emphasis the size and 

power of the machine. In this photograph, more attention 

has been paid to the Rule of Thirds, with a conscious   

effort made to arrange elements       

according to these rules. 

In both photographs it should be noted 

that both compositions ‘strip’ the frame 

down to only those elements which are 

actually required, making sure that 

there are absolutely no other elements 

in the frame other than those required 

for the composition. 

 


