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A few words from the author
Taking good photographs can be a quite difficult task.
It requires practice and sometimes hard work and, of
course, to obtain the image that you really want
requires a lot of skill. With the aim of sharing my
passion for photography, I decided to run a free set
of publications to help you get started with digital
photography.
The publication - The basics of digital photography will cover everything you need to know about the
subject and will be divided into simple and easy to
understand modules with reference tables, guidelines
and useful information which involve the basic
principles and rules to obtain good and pleasing
photographs.
I will try to keep the publications as simple, but as
informative, as possible and will explain the technical
and creative aspects of digital photography to give
you confidence during the process of shooting a
photograph while learning, at the same time, the
common terminology involved. The publications are
designed mainly for amateurs and hobbyists to
provide tips and guidelines on how to familiarize
themselves with the basic concept of digital photography.
I hope you will enjoy the photography publications
and I look forward to sharing with you the basic
knowledge of digital photography to create beautiful
images that also capture moments to remember.
This publication – Module 1 – is dedicated to:
Introduction to photography, photographic composition
and understanding exposure.

Enjoy and I hope you will find it interesting.

Oreste Di Cristino
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Introduction to photography
What is photography? A short answer would be:
photography is a mixture of art and science and is the
process of recording images by exposing light rays on
a light-sensitive camera sensor. In photography we
have to consider two main aspects: the technical and
the creative aspect. When taking a photograph we
automatically do the following:
We plan out a composition (this is the creative aspect
where we arrange the elements on the frame to create a
pleasing composition),

we set up the exposure (this is the technical aspect
where we have to set our camera and lens to expose the
sensor to light to achieve the correct exposure for our
photograph).

There are many different types of
photography and almost all of
these involve the same basic principles and rules to obtain good and
pleasing photographs.
In the next pages of this publication
we will first talk about "composition" and then “exposure”. Composition will determine the aesthetic,
the uniformity and the relationship
of each element on the scene and
will have great impact on what we
would like to convey through the
photograph.

Fig. 1

Location: Sant’Angelo del Pesco, Italy.
Hand-held photo with Nikon D810, lens 24-70 mm.
Aperture: f/11, shutter speed: 1/250s, ISO: 200, focal length: 24 mm.
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Introduction to photography
continued...

Like all works of art, good photographs come with
practice, patience and passion. It is necessary to know
the basic concept of photography, to understand
cameras and lenses, learn about photographic compositions and, last but not least, learn the necessary
terminology.
These days to get started with photography is easier
than ever: digital photographic technology is continually developing; digital cameras offer us special features designed to help us take great shots, Thus
shooting photographs has become the most popular
passion in the world.

Even when using high-end cameras
(professional DSLRs), we still have
to rely more on our own skills, as
well as on post-processing software. For everyday snapshots, a
point-and-shoot camera (compact
camera) is good enough: more
convenient, easy to use and much
cheaper than professional cameras.

(Always be aware that photography can become a very
expensive passion).
Fig. 1a

Location: Lausanne, Switzerland.
Hand-held photo with Nikon D810, lens 24-70 mm.
Aperture: f/5.6, shutter speed: 1/320s, ISO: 200, focal length: 34 mm.
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Introduction to photography
continued...

Good skills in photography along with an extensive
knowledge on how to use the camera is very important – these are the keys to create photographs with
artistic effects and a unique look – no matter what
kind of camera you use.
So, what needs to be done to become a good photographer? The answer is: take your time, practice a lot
and be aware that only with effort and patience do
we get results.
As well as patience and practice, there are other tasks
required:
• Learn what makes a good photo (composition,
technical qualities etc.).
• Learn and familiarise yourself with all the functions
of the camera, in particularly the manual settings, (if
your camera has them).

• Learn what digital formats should
be used and how to work photos in
post-processing.
All this will be explained in the different modules of our upcoming
publications. We will try to keep
them as simple but as informative
as possible and will explain the
technical and the creative aspects
of photography with explanations
supported by graphics, illustrations
and an easy to understand language.

Fig. 2

Location: Sant’Angelo del Pesco, Italy.
Hand-held photo with Nikon D810, lens 24-70 mm.
Aperture: f/9, shutter speed: 1/250s, ISO: 200, focal length: 24 mm.
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The publications
The publication series contain examples and explanations about the basic concept of
photography and all the information is supported by photographs, images, graphics and
illustrations. The complete set is divided into 5 publications and covers everything we need
to know about the basics of photography.
Hereunder, Fig. 3, are the topics you will discover in each of the corresponding publications:
Fig. 3

MODULE 1
• Introduction to photography
• Photographic composition
• Understanding exposure

MODULE 2
• Understanding DSLR cameras
and camera lenses

MODULE 3
• Aperture
• Shutter speed
• ISO sensitivity

MODULE 4
• Focal length
• Depth-of-field
• Hyperfocal distance

Introduction – Photographic composition – Exposure
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• Focus and autofocus
• Exposure metering
• White balance
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Photographic composition
As already mentioned before, photographic composition is the creative aspect we have to consider when
shooting photographs. For that reason the first thing
we need to do is to plan it out very carefully. In doing
that we have to identify what the key elements are
in our scene and the relationship to each other. In
photography we talk about primary and secondary
elements.
Primary elements are the most important elements
in our photographs i.e. there are important parts of
the picture to which we would like to draw attention
and it is on these elements that we place the focus
for the shot.
Secondary elements give the primary subject context
and, in some cases, determine the message we would
like to tell through our photograph. These elements
are of less importance and will balance the “weight”
of our primary element in the scene.

The term composition means the
organisation of visual elements in a
work of art according to a given
principle which achieves uniformity
and enhances the impact of our
photograph.
There are plenty of established
composition techniques and guidelines which can be applied to almost
any situation.

In graphic design for press and publishing
composition is referred to as the page
layout.

Fig. 4

Location: Lausanne, Switzerland.
Hand-held photo with Nikon D810, lens 24-70 mm.
Aperture: f/9, shutter speed: 1/250s, ISO: 200, focal length: 70 mm.
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Photographic composition continued...
In addition to the primary and secondary elements
explained in the previous page, there are other basic
elements we need to consider when planning our
photographic composition: the frame, the positive
space and the white space (also called negative or
open space).
The frame is simply the rectangle of our picture. The
positive space is the space in our rectangle (frame)
occupied by the main subject. The white space (also
called negative or open space) is the surrounding space
in our frame excluding the space occupied by the
main subject.
White space in the composition can be of great interest and creative utility and can provide a more
balanced, dynamic and harmonized photograph.

The white space can be made up of
many different elements (blue sky,
surface of water, shallow background
etc.). Its purpose is to emphasize the
main subject (the positive space) and

lead the viewer’s eye directly to it.
White space can also be used to balance our picture. Using twice as
much white space as positive space
will result in a better balanced and
pleasing photograph.
In the picture below, the space occupied by
the sailing boat is the “positive space” and
the surrounding space, in this case the sky
and the lake surface, is the “white space or
negative space”.

Fig. 4a

Location: Lausanne, Switzerland.
Hand-held photo with Nikon D810, lens 24-70 mm.
Aperture: f/9, shutter speed: 1/250s, ISO: 200, focal lenght: 70 mm.

Introduction – Photographic composition – Exposure
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Composition techniques & guidelines
Photography is a creative art. However, using some
basic guidelines when planning the photographic
composition can help us to enhance the impact and
the visual appeal of our photographs.

Some of the conventional compositions which can be achieved by
using a number of techniques or
guidelines:

In the visual arts – in particular in painting, graphic
design, photography and sculpture – the composition
is the placement or arrangement of visual elements
or ingredients in a work of art. It can also be thought
of as the organization of the elements of art according to the principles of art.

• Rule-of-thirds

Composition techniques and guidelines will help us
take more compelling photographs, giving them a
natural balance, drawing attention to the important
parts of the scene and leading the viewer's eye
through the photograph.

• Patterns

• Balancing elements
• Leading lines
• Symmetry

• Viewpoint
• Background
• Depth

When planning out the composition for our photograph, we will
need to be aware that the elements in it often have an implied
direction. A traveling car has a direction of travel, stairs imply a
direction of motion and so on. It is very important to leave the
moving subjects enough space in the frame as this will suggest
the direction of movement through the image.
A work of art is said to be aesthetically pleasing to the eye if the
elements within the work are arranged and composed in a balanced way.

• Orientation
• Diagonals
• Active space and dead space
• Framing
• The Golden Ratio

Breaking the rules
There are plenty of theories about photographic composition.
To take good pictures it is not necessary to remember and apply every one of these rules.
What we need is time and patience to practice and familiarize ourselves with the different
situations and then apply the corresponding rule to obtain the best effect.
It is most important, of course, to understand how to plan the composition, how the key
elements should be positioned on the scene and, last but not least, how people will perceive
our photographs.

Introduction – Photographic composition – Exposure
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The rule-of-thirds
The most well known principle of photographic composition is the rule-of-thirds.
The basic principle behind the rule-of-thirds is to
imagine the scene divided into thirds (both horizontally and vertically) so that we have 9 parts.
With this grid in mind the rule-of-thirds now identifies four important parts of the image in which we
should consider placing points of interest when we
frame our image.
In other words, if we place points of interest in the
intersections or along the lines, the photograph becomes more balanced and will enable the viewer of
the image to interact with it more naturally and it
will help us to create a pleasing, balanced composition.

The main reason for applying the
rule-of-thirds is to avoid the placement of subjects at the centre, or to
prevent, for example, a horizontal
line from appearing to divide the
picture in half.
Using the rule-of-thirds comes
naturally to some photographers
but for many of us it takes a little
time and practice for it to become
second nature.
The rule-of-thirds was first mentioned in
1797 by the English painter John Thomas
Smith. Smith’s (1797) work “Remarks on
Rural Scenery” contains what appears to be
the earliest reference to the compositional
"rule-of-thirds".

Fig. 5

The most well known principle of photographic composition is the rule-of-thirds.
The rule-of-thirds – The key of photographiic composition.

Introduction – Photographic composition – Exposure
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The rule-of-thirds continued...
When learning how to use the rule-of-thirds it is
very important to know:
• What are the points of interest in the photograph?
• Where am I placing and focusing them?

Let us divide the image into nine (9) equal sections
(2 vertical and 2 horizontal lines). The rule-of-thirds
says that the most important elements in the scene
should be positioned along those lines, or at the
points where they intersect. By doing so we will add
visual balance and interest to our photo.
Some cameras offer an option to superimpose the
rule-of-thirds grid over the LCD screen.

When using it to photograph people, it is common to line up the
body to a vertical line and the person's eyes to a horizontal line with
the majority of the extra room
being in front of the person (the
way they are moving). Likewise,
when photographing a still subject
who is not directly facing the camera, the majority of the extra room
should be in front of it.
In the picture below the girl, the lake and
the horizon are aligned along the rule-ofthirds lines.

Fig. 6

Location: Lausanne, Switzerland.
The rule-of-thirds – The key of photographic composition.

Keep the rule-of-thirds in mind as you edit your photographs later on. Post production editing tools
today have good tools for cropping and reframing images so that they fit within the rules.

Introduction – Photographic composition – Exposure
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Other basic composition guidelines
Balancing elements
As already explained, placing an element in the scene
off-centre, as with the rule-of-thirds, creates a more
balanced and interesting picture. But, sometimes, if
we have only one element, the picture may feel
empty. In this case, to fill this space, it would be a
good idea to balance the “weight” of the main subject
in the scene with another, perhaps less important,
element in the scene.

To create a particular impact and a
pleasing appeal in the photographs,
the "weight" of the different
elements in the scene must be well
balanced. Always remember that a
well balanced composition also
requires a balanced combination of
colours, shapes, light and shadows.
All these elements must complement each other.

Fig. 7

Location: Sant’Angelo del Pesco, Italy.
A balanced composition means a balanced combination of elements in the scene, colours, light and shadows.

In the picture above, the trunk and the street lamp, primary elements in the scene, are well balanced in a
landscape (background) which is part of the story the photograph is trying to convey.

Introduction – Photographic composition – Exposure
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Leading lines
Lines are powerful elements in a picture as when
observing a picture our eye is automatically led along
the lines. Lines are a simple technique which guides
the viewer’s eye towards the main element and
invites them to observe the picture more carefully.
Leading lines ( straight, diagonal, curved, zigzag, etc.)
can be used to enhance our composition. Lines can be
placed in the centre or off-centre of the frame; it all
depends on what we would like convey with our photograph and how we would like to impact particular
parts of it.
Fig. 8

In everyday situations there are all
kind of features that could be used
as leading lines to enhance our
composition: roads, bridges, telephone wires, railway tracks, rivers,
foot-paths in the countryside, etc.
Leading lines can also be created in
Repeated
manners.
different
elements in the scene – a series of
objects which go from the foreground to the distant background
will give us the illusion of a path or
road which will draw our attention
throughout the scene or straight to
another point of the image – the
focal point.
The only thing to keep in mind is
that nothing should appear in our
composition by accident. To create
a strong composition, all the
elements of the photograph should
add interest to it and must complement each other.

In the picture on the left, the lines created
by the foot-path in the field lead the eye
from the edge of the frame to one third of
it (the rule-of-thirds). The eye naturally
follows the “route” which draws us straight
to the focal point –the little farm house.
All the other elements in the scene, the big
tree, the blue sky and the back of the farm
house are complements to the main
subject, resulting in a pleasing and harmonious composition.
Location: Sant’Angelo del Pesco, Italy.
Balanced elements and harmony of colours create
compositions of high impact which lead us to the story of our
photograph.

Introduction – Photographic composition – Exposure
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Symmetry
Symmetric elements, patterns and textures simplify
the scene and work quite well for simple compositions. They automatically create a focal point to the
scene catching the viewer’s eye. Objects with perfect
symmetry are very often placed in the centre of the
frame.
Using symmetry in a composition means the creation
of an image which is divided into two parts: starting
from the centre, one half of the image looks the
same or at least “similar” to the other half, either
horizontally or vertically, or both.

To obtain good results when using
symmetry, the symmetric object requires at least two basic elements:
an eye-catching point of interest
(focal point usually in the centre)
and a rich and powerful composition. We can find horizontal
symmetry in reflections of elements in the water, or vertical
symmetry in buildings, landscapes,
and many other things. Of course,
we can also find, in the same image,
both horizontal and vertical symmetry.

Fig. 9

Location: Pont-à-Mousson, France.
Symmetry creates harmony, balance and proportion in the composition.

The picture above shows an example of horizontal symmetry. The reflection of the different elements in the
water divides the image into two parts. The focal point (the tower of the abbey) is placed in the centre.

Introduction – Photographic composition – Exposure
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Symmetry continued...
As explained, an image can follow both vertical and
horizontal symmetry – from side to side (horizontal),
from top to bottom (vertical) or both horizontal and vertical.
To achieve good symmetrical compositions, we have
to shoot from the centre of our subject. When composing the frame, the centre of the point of interest
(focal point) has to have the same distance on both
sides and the camera must be kept parallel and in
front of the object.

We can also use symmetry by
shooting symmetrical shapes with
different contrast levels. For example, a picture of a corridor in which
one wall is well-lit and another one
is shadowed.
Sometimes, to introduce more tension and
an eye-catching focal point to the scene,
we can break the symmetry or pattern in
some way and move the focal point out
of the centre.

Fig. 9a

Location: Lausanne, Switzerland.
Symmetry creates harmony, balance and proportion in the composition.

The picture above shows an example of vertical symmetry. The building is placed exactly in the centre of the
frame keeping the same distance on both sides and the camera was held parallel and in front of the building.

Introduction – Photographic composition – Exposure
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Viewpoint
Photographs do not always need to be shot at eye
level. To increase the impact on the composition, just
take the time to work out the best position from
which you will take your photograph.
Shooting from above, below, from the side, from far
or near can greatly affect the message we would like
to convey creating, at the same time, a more dynamic
and powerful composition. Changing the camera’s
position in relation to our subject can produce interesting and unexpected results.

Fig. 10

If we shoot something (animal,
birds, etc.) from above while
looking down, we will very often
“flatten” our subject, creating an
impression of dominance over it. If
we would like to render our subject
important or more dramatic, the
best way to achieve this is to get
down and shoot from below while
looking up. Therefore, the choice of
the viewer's position is very important.
Before photographing our subject,
we have to take some time to think
about where we will shoot it from.
Our viewpoint has an important impact on the composition and can
greatly affect the message that the
photograph wishes to convey.
Rather than just shooting from eye
level, let’s consider photographing
from high above, down to ground
level, moving laterally, from a long
way away, from very close up, or
tilting and moving the camera
vertically.
Remember: the position from where we
take a photograph has a strong impact on
what the image wishes to convey. The
wrong position could influence the aesthetics of the picture and could lead to
quite a different interpretation of the
photograph.

Location: Sant’Angelo del Pesco, Italy.

The viewpoint (from below) chosen in this
picture creates a solid composition resulting in a striking photograph.

Altering the position of the camera can have an important
impact on the composition of our photograph.

Introduction – Photographic composition – Exposure
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Background
Photography is two-dimensional. When we take a
shot we have to compose the image in such a way
that the sense of depth that is actually present in the
scene is conveyed to the viewer.
There are different techniques to create depth in a
photo: including an object in the foreground, middle
ground and background, or overlapping objects (in
this case we partially obscure one element with another in the scene). Our eye will naturally recognize
these layers and will mentally separate them,
creating an image with more depth (see next page).
In photography the background is considered as important as the main element in the composition.

When composing a photograph we
have to decide if the background
should be an integral part of our
main subject (sharp background) or
just a complement to it (diffused
background).

Remember that busy and messy backgrounds, burnt-out areas or high contrasts
and unwanted intrusions in the scene will
distract the viewer’s eye and take the
attention away from the main subject.

Fig. 11

Location: Lausanne, Switzerland.
The background as a complement of our composition.

The diffused (out-of-focus) background in this “shallow depth-of-field composition” completely isolates the
statue from the background.
For in-depth information and further details on depth-of field (diffused and sharp backgrounds) refer to
a separate publication, Module 4, which is fully dedicated to this topic.

Introduction – Photographic composition – Exposure
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Depth
When taking a photograph, particularly landscape
photographs with a large depth-of-field, a strong
foreground element can help to draw the viewer’s
eye into the picture, as well as provide a sense of
depth. At the same time, by adding different levels to
our composition, we can also create depth in the
photo. By including objects in the foreground, middle
ground and background, overlapping certain
elements that are in the distance or by partially
obscuring one layer with another, the viewer’s eye
will automatically interpret this information as
depth.

If we pay too much attention to
strict rules and guidelines, we risk
losing spontaneity. In photography,
what makes the difference, apart
from the photographic composition, is the technical know-how, the
creative approach and the visual
knowledge. The choice and adjustments of technical elements of the
camera, the way in how you
approach the creative aspect when
framing and focusing, as well as the
visual balance of the elements in
the scene, are the key points to
producing great photographs.

Fig. 12

Location: Lausanne, Switzerland.
In adding different levels to our composition we can create depth in the photo.

In the picture above, the different elements on the lake, the foggy line in the distance and the mountains
on the horizon emphasise the depth of the photograph.

Introduction – Photographic composition – Exposure
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Orientation
We all make the same mistake when starting off with
photography, as most of our photographs are shot
with a horizontal orientation.
When shooting a photograph in the field, we have to
decide which orientation to follow (horizontal or
vertical) for our photograph. Most of the time we
shoot using both orientations in order to work out
how our composition would look with the camera
tilted at 90 degrees (90°).
The choice depends, as always, on what we want to
convey with our image and, last but not least, the
purpose of the final use of our photograph.

Fig. 13

The rule of thumb is when an image
contains many horizontal lines then
go for horizontal orientation, when
the image contains strong vertical
lines then go for vertical orientation. But of course, we can also take
good pictures of horizontal lines
with a vertical orientation.
Apart from the many rules of
thumb in photography, it is very
important that the choice be made
according to the final use of our
photograph.
In commercial photography there
are images that work better in a
particular orientation. For example,
calendars need horizontal images
most of the time, cover pages of
magazines need vertical images, big
prints need vertical shots etc.
Since it is very difficult to know in
advance what photograph and
which orientation will be required,
the best thing to do is to shoot in
both orientations.

It is not true that all landscape pictures
must be horizontal or all portraits must be
vertical. The more creativity is involved
when composing a photograph, the better
and more successful the pictures will be.
Location: Sant’Angelo del Pesco, Italy.
The vertical orientation in a composition makes the
photograph more dynamic and powerful.

Introduction – Photographic composition – Exposure
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Diagonals
Lines add so much more to our photograph and are
so important in the art of composition. Horizontal
lines appear to make an image calm whereas vertical
lines suggest stability and diagonal lines create a
feeling of drama or movement.
Diagonal lines in a photograph are very attractive as
they introduce a sense of dynamics, create stunning
perspectives and draw the attention of the viewer
very quickly. Sometimes, when tilting the camera
slightly upwards we can capture pictures which are
out of the ordinary.

Fig. 14

In the picture below we find very subtle diagonal lines, the guardrails at bottom and the wires on top – a kind of
converging lines leading from left to
right – that automatically lead our eyes
to the right.

In photography, we can create diagonal lines by tilting the camera upwards or changing the camera
position which means changing the
perspective. As already explained
before, diagonal lines make our
photograph more dynamic.
It can happen that at times that we
have no have diagonal lines in our
composition. By placing elements
of the scene in a diagonal manner,
our eyes will create a line through
those elements without any actual
lines.

In photography, we can create diagonals
by tilting the camera upwards or changing
the camera position which means changing the perspective.
Keep in mind that by introducing too
many diagonal lines leading in different
directions, the composition might be a bit
chaotic and confusing.

In this composition the guardrails at the
bottom and the wires on the top form
diagonals, a kind of “leading lines” which
give the photograph a perspective and a
sense of dynamics.
Location: Sant’Angelo del Pesco, Italy.
Diagonal lines in photographic composition.

Introduction – Photographic composition – Exposure
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Framing
Filling the frame will help us to simplify the photograph. Overhanging branches, trees, archways, rock
formations, holes, architectural elements, etc. are
very useful to frame our scene in a natural way and
will turn our picture into a dynamic photograph. By
placing these elements around the edge of the composition it will help us to isolate the main subject
from the rest of our scene. The result is a more
focused image, which automatically draws our eyes
to the main point of interest.

Always use other elements in your
composition to frame the subject
naturally. This will help draw the
viewer’s eye to your subject.
Framing can also be used to create
a sense of depth in the picture and
provide a context to the photograph.

When framing our scene we should also consider
shape, colour and texture. Frames that contrast
sharply with the objects they enclose can be very
effective.
Fig. 15

Location: Pont-à-Mousson, France.
Filling the frame will help us to simplify the composition.

Framing is simply using other elements in the scene to frame the main subject, adding more depth to
the picture and a better focus on the main subject. Framing is one of the easiest composition techniques
in photography, but, sometimes, it is quite difficult to apply it in a way that works properly.

Introduction – Photographic composition – Exposure
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Active space and
dead space in composition
Photographs are static. However, a well balanced
photograph has to suggest a sense of motion. When
we look at a photograph, we always try to work out
what was happening at that moment and in which
context the photograph was shot. Active space is the
area in front of a moving object that creates a feeling
of movement and provides a more balanced, dynamic
and harmonized photograph. Dead space is the space
behind the subject where the action has already
taken place.
Active space can be applied to many types of photography including sports (cars, bikes, people etc),
wildlife (animals in motion) or virtually any other
subject matter that is moving.

Space to “move into”
The active space rule says that we
should always leave some space to
“move into” around the moving
subject – much more in front than
behind.
If we shoot sport/action photography or other moving subjects, we
should remember to use the active
space rule giving the moving
subject some space to move into. If
we do not apply this rule, it feels as
if there will be a collision in the
photograph i.e. the subject is going
to stop abruptly or is heading for
the outside of the frame.

With enough “active space” in front of a moving subject, the
picture will be more balanced while at the same time providing
an answer to the question: where is the subject going?
Fig. 16

Location: Sant’Angelo del Pesco, Italy.
The running horse in the scene needs space to “move into” – ortherwise the picture will
appear unbalanced and wrong.
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Space to “look into” in portraits
As already explained previously, leaving more empty
space (active space) in front of a moving subject will
make the viewer’s eye move instinctively towards
that direction giving the viewer a sense of where the
subject is going. This helps to create balance, drama
or a sense of anticipation in the photograph.

One more thing to consider: if you
are shooting a moving object, place
it one third of the way into the
image, leaving two thirds of the
image in front of it. The object will
have active space to “move into”.

The active space rule is also used for subjects which
are not moving, for example in portrait photography.
In this case we also leave some active space between
both the face and the frame to give our subject space
to “look into”. In so doing, the person or animal
appears to be looking at something in the distance
and not just towards the edge of the photograph.
Fig. 17

Location: Sant’Angelo del Pesco, Italy.
The horse portrait in this composition needs space to “look into” – or the picture will appear unbalanced.

If the person or animal is looking in one direction or even if the head is pointing in that direction
(even just a slightly turn of the head or if the eyes are slightly drawn in that direction) it is best to
place enough active space in front of them. In doing that, we will give our subject space to “look into”
and create a pleasing relationship between the viewer and the photograph.
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Breaking the “Active space” rule
As with every rule there are situations where it can be
very effective to also break this one.

The active space rule works very well almost always
and produces excellent results. But there are situations when we can or should break this rule. It all depends on the message we would like to convey
through our photograph.
In compositions with more space behind the subject than
in front, the picture can convey a totally different message
to the viewer. It can create a feeling of hurrying, speed,
tension, dynamics, adding to the photograph a particular
charm.

Breaking this rule can also both
show and convey at the same time
what was happening behind the
moving subject (waves behind a
surfer, smoke trails left by a jet liner,
clouds of dust behind a racing car in a
competition, etc).

This type of composition places
more weight and importance on
what the subject did before, rather
than where the subject is going.

Fig. 18

Location: Lausanne, Switzerland.
To convey the message the photographer wants to give through this photograph, breaking the “active space”
rule was the only way to go.

In the picture above, the photographer did not leaves space in front of the subject as the message he/she
wants to convey is that the person has almost arrived at the end of his destination – rather than to suggest
the direction where he is going.

Introduction – Photographic composition – Exposure

- 25 -

Module 1

The basics of digital photography | March 2015

leMultimedia.info

Breaking the “Active space” rule
in portraits
Depending on the message we wish to convey
through our photograph, there are always situations
where it is appropriate to break this rule. Most of the
time in order to convey tension, anxiety, a sense of
“no escape” in our photographs, we have to avoid
active space and keep our subject in a “box”.
In this case, as shown in the picture below, we place the
dominant eye in the centre of the photo. This gives the
impression that the eyes are following us.
Fig. 19

With “no active space to look into” the
subject can appear vulnerable,
trapped, confused or relaxed. This is
an effective technique for reliving
the expressions of a particular moment, especially if we would like to
show through the photograph the
meaningful look of the subject in
a specific situation (enthusiasm,
nostalgia, desire, joy, curiosity, passion,
emotion and any other expression of
feeling).

Breaking the “active space” rule in portraits
can produce interesting shots. In some
cases, it might not be aesthetically pleasing
and could convey to the viewer a message
of “no escape”, “obstruction” or “suffocation”. The composition could appear
uncomfortable.
This type of reaction can, sometimes,
be very powerful in creating a sense of
anxiety and tension in the photograph.

In this portrait the photographer took
the active space away from the model
keeping it in a “box”. The reason being
that the photographer wanted to
convey the meaningful look of the
model at that particular moment.
Model: Angela.
The model in the portrait was kept in a “box” without “active
space” – the best way to highlight expressions and emotions.
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The Golden Ratio
Around the 12th century the Italian mathematician
Leonardo Fibonacci introduced to Europe the
sequence of “Golden numbers”: 1.618033, a number
which describes the relationship between two proportions (although discovered earlier in India it was not
previously known in Europe).

Also known as the Golden Mean,
divine proportion, or the Greek
letter Phi, (Phi grid) this type of
design is something every designer
and photographer should know
about.

The Fibonacci numbers are intimately connected
with the Golden Ratio (known at least since 2,400 years
or more). The relationship between the Fibonacci
numbers and the ”Golden Numbers” was discovered in
1611 by the German mathematician Keplero. Both follow

a ratio which can also be found in nature all around
us (the spiral shape of shells, the flowering of an
artichoke, the arrangement of leaves on a stem, etc.).
Throughout the centuries, artists and architects have
proportioned their works of art to approximate the
law of the Golden Ratio. Today, large companies and
many designers still use this guideline to design products and logos.

Famous works of art of the Renaissance
period such as Leonardo da Vinci’s Mona
Lisa and the Last Supper, the Birth of
Venus by Botticelli, and many other works
of art, were composed based on the principle of the Golden Ratio.

Fig. 20

Location: Sant’Angelo del Pesco, Italy.
The Fibonacci spiral applied to photography.
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The Golden Ratio continued...
The Golden Ratio, when applied to photography, can
create an incredibly natural looking composition that
can easily magnetize our sub-conscious and which is
particularly pleasing to the eye. By using these guidelines for our photographic composition it will add
sensibility to the design as well as an aesthetically
pleasing proportion to our photograph allowing the
viewer to be led around the picture in a natural flow.

Artists, architects and painters of
the Renaissance such as Vitruvious,
Leonardo da Vinci and Albrecht
Dürer also used the Golden Numbers to create divine proportions of
the man’s body.

In the world of photography, people do not talk much about the
Golden Ratio. Such an advanced method of composition is considered by many people to be a “mysterious subject” and for that
reason a bit complex to understand. In photography, it is much
easier to talk about the rule-of-thirds because it is easier to
understand and much simpler to apply in compositions.

It is believed that the Golden Ratio has
been in use for at least 4,000 years in
human art and design, but it may be even
longer than that - some people argue that
the ancient Egyptians used the principle to
build the pyramids.

Fig. 21

Location: Sant’Angelo del Pesco, Italy.
The “Phi grid” (Golden Ratio). Something similar to the rule-of-thirds.

Composition does not only consist of placing elements of interest along the lines or intersections of a
grid. For a balanced photograph, shapes, colours, tones and actions must also be taken into account.
This will enable the viewer to interact with our photograph more naturally.
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The Golden Ratio vs The rule-of-thirds
When you take the “sweet spot” of the Fibonnaci
spiral (i.e. where the most important points of focus fall
around a small rectangular area at one of the corners in
the frame) and recreate it four times into a grid, you

will get a Phi grid, something similar to a rule-ofthirds grid but with one very important difference.
While the rule-of-thirds divides the frame into equal
thirds (1+1+1), with the Phi grid the frame is divided
into thirds which are not equal to each other. The
intersecting lines of the Phi grid are much closer to
the middle of the frame, (1+0.618+1). The rule-ofthirds is a kind of simplification/approximation of the
Phi grid (Golden Ratio).

«The power of the Golden Section to
create harmony arises from its unique
capacity to unite different parts of a
whole so that each one preserves its
own identity and yet blends into the
greater pattern of a single whole».
– György Dóczi, The Power of Limits –

The rule-of-thirds has a ratio of 1.67, whereas the “Phi
Grid” is about 1.62.
In the picture below, the blue lines represent the rule-of-thirds, the red ones the“Phi grid”.
Fig. 22

Location: Sant’Angelo del Pesco, Italy.
The “Phi grid” is a better guide for composition than the rule-of-thirds as it makes photographs look a bit more
interesting and more natural.
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Simple tips to improve composition
Reading the camera manual and using the camera every day is the best way to learn more about
camera settings while acquiring at the same time thorough knowledge of their basic features.
But catching the best exposure and aiming for the best composition is another thing altogether.
There are plenty of tips that help us to take a nice shot and enhance our photographic skills.
Hereunder are some tips to keep in mind when taking photographs.
When facing a window or mirror directly

avoid using a flash as otherwise there
will be a noticeable reflection in the picture
which will most certainly spoil it. If you stand
at an angle to the window or mirror, the
problem will be solved.
You can get some very natural shots if no
one notices the camera.
Try to take candid shots.
When photographing children, animals,
people, etc, try to capture their

expressions. Babies laughing, dogs
playing, people enjoying a party, a child
smiling over a birthday cake all make
great pictures.
Framing – if you want to focus on the
ground, place your horizon one third of the
way from the top of the image. If you want to
focus on the sky, place your horizon one third
of the way from the bottom of the image.
The best way to obtain a good photograph
is to use the focus lock on the camera.
Centre your subject (focal point) and press
the shutter release half way down. This will
autofocus your subject. Keep the shutter
button in this position, then place your
subject in the frame (using the rule-of-thirds)
and press the shutter button the rest of the
way down.

Eliminate uncessary items on the scene and
try to simplify the composition.
The simplier the composition, the more
beautiful the photograph.
If you want to document the size of something in your photograph, be sure to include
in the picture a point of reference that
has a recognizable size (person, coin etc.).
Sometimes , in order to get the best shot
you need to be patient. Wait a while
and try again.
When photographing in bright sunlight
with the subject either standing in the shade
or backlit, it is best to use flash.
Situations, without using flashlight, the
subject would be too dark.
Dynamic and powerful compositions benefit
from an interesting perspective. Rather
than shooting at eye level, try to shoot from
high above, or at ground level, moving
laterally or tilting the camera vertically.
Taking shots looking down on the subject
is rarely the best perspective.
When photographing icons, monuments etc.
ask yourself: how can I make my shot different? Avoid clichés and try to make the
image look different to everyone else’s.
Try another perspective of the same shot
that has been taken by millions before you.

Last but not least – The best way to improve our skills in photography is to know
exactly what we are doing wrong. Constructive criticism is welcome.
The others viewing the photograph will see things we did not realise at the moment
of shooting. Things we can use and apply in our next shot.
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Understanding exposure
As already mentioned, the exposure is an important
aspect of photography and has to be chosen very
carefully when shooting photographs. Exposure is
the amount of light the subject is exposed to. The
camera’s sensor is exposed to light via the camera’s
lens when the camera’s shutter opens. As a photographer, you have full control over how much light is
being exposed to the camera’s sensor by changing
aperture, shutter speed and ISO sensitivity. With
these three elements, the settings for exposure are
created.
Therefore, it is very important to understand exposure and to be familiar with the well known “exposure triangle”.
Fig. 23

Exposure is the element that determines how brightly or darkly a
picture is recorded on the camera’s
sensor. There are three adjustable
elements that control the exposure
– aperture, shutter speed and ISO.
The combination of these three
elements represent the exposure
value (ev). Changing one of these
elements has a great impact on
how the photograph will ultimately
look.

When we shoot a photograph our
thought is to reproduce an image
which is the same as the one we
are seeing in front of our eyes. However, this is not true. Cameras can
never capture the same range of
colours, brightness and shadows as the
human eye. In this case, we have to
aim, or at least try, to reproduce the
best approximation preserving highlights and shadow details.
That is the only reason why there will
always be great differences in what
people consider to be a “correct exposure”.

The three following pictures show
three different exposures to light:
a correctly exposed picture on the
left, an under exposed and an over
exposed picture on the next page.

Location: Sant’Angelo del Pesco, Italy.

The picture on the left shows my personal
choice of “correct exposure”.

My personal choice of “correctly exposed”.
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Fig. 24

<

over exposed

Over exposure refers to a white-looking or
washed-out image (over exposed image).
This happens when the camera’s sensor is
exposed too long a time or with too much
light - or both, which results in a photograph being too bright (over exposed).
The example on the left, Fig. 24, clearly
shows a case of an over exposed photograph.
In this case the picture was shot with the
wrong camera settings: either the aperture
was too large or the shutter speed too
slow.

Fig. 25

Location: Sant’Angelo del Pesco, Italy.

under exposed >
Under exposure refers to a dark-looking
image (under exposed image). This happens when the camera’s sensor is exposed
for too short a time or with too little light
- or both, which results in a photograph
being too dark (under exposed).
The example on the right, Fig. 25, clearly
shows a case of under exposed photograph.
In this case the picture was shot with the
wrong camera settings: either the aperture
was too small or the shutter speed to0 fast.
Location: Sant’Angelo del Pesco, Italy.
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The exposure triangle
As explained on the previous page, when shooting
photographs we need to set the right exposure.
When doing that we have to coordinate the three key
elements which will affect exposure: aperture, shutter speed and ISO sensitivity. These elements are usually envisioned as a triangle known as the “exposure
triangle”.
Simply said, the exposure triangle explains the
relationship between these elements. We always
have to keep in mind that adjusting one of these
elements will impact all of the others. This means
that we can never isolate just one of the elements
alone but always need to have the others at the back
of our mind.
Each of the three elements of the triangle is related
to light and how it enters and interacts with the
camera.

Remember that exposure is the
amount of light reaching the
camera’s sensor (controlled by the
aperture), how long the sensor will
be “exposed” to light (controlled by
the shutter speed) and how the
camera’s sensor can absorb light
(controlled by ISO).
The exposure triangle helps us to
understand the combination of
these three elements and how they
interact with the camera to achieve
correct exposure.
Understanding how exposure can impact
our photo is a good start for developing an
intuition for photography and, with a
lot of practice, pleasure and passion for
photography we can master the “art of
exposure”.

Fig. 26

Smaller aperture

Larger ISO number

less light,
wide depth-of-field

more light,
higher grain/noise

Larger aperture

Smaller ISO number

more light,
shallow depth-of-field

less light,
low grain/noise

Faster speed

Lower speed

less light, freezes motion

more light, shows motion

It is at the intersection of these three key elements that we find the correct exposure.
Aperture, shutter speed and ISO sensitivity - The pillars of the exposure triangle.
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How to adjust exposure
Many combinations of the three key elements of the
exposure triangle can be used to achieve the same
exposure. But keep in mind that each setting also
influences other image properties and controls exposure differently:
• Aperture controls the area through which the light
can enter the camera.
• Shutter speed controls the duration of the exposure.
• ISO controls the sensitivity of the camera’s sensor
to light.

APERTURE
is the size of the opening of the lens
when a photographer is taking a
picture and controls the area over
which the light enters the camera.
It is measured in f-stops: f/2.8, f/5.6, f/9
etc.
Larger aperture allows more light to
enter the camera.
Smaller apertures restricts light from
entering the camera.

Fig. 27

SHUTTER SPEED
controls the duration of the exposure
and is measured in seconds, in most
cases in fraction of seconds.
For example: 1/100 is faster than 1/30.
Shutter speed below 1/60th of a second
requires a tripod in order to stop the
camera from shaking.
To freeze movement use faster speed.
To blur movement use lower speed.

ISO SENSITIVITY
controls the sensitivity of the camera’s
sensor to light. The lower the number,
the less sensitive the camera is to light.
100 ISO (default setting) is generally
accepted as “normal” for taking good
photographs without grain/noise.
Smaller ISO number: less sensitive to
light, darker images.
Location: Lausanne, Switzerland.
Aperture f/11, shutter speed 1/500s, ISO 200.
Nikon D810 – lens 24-70 mm.

Larger ISO number: more sensitive to
light, brighter images.
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Fig. 28

Aperture
large aperture: f/2.8 >
Remember that the three elements
of the “Exposure Triangle” not only
work together to create correct
exposure (the technical aspect) but
they also control another important aspect of photography (the creative aspect) which has a great
impact on the final look of our photograph.
The creative aspect controlled by
the aperture is the depth-of-field.
(Shallow or wide depth-of-field?).

Fig. 29

Location: Lausanne, Switzerland.

The pictures on this page clearly show the
great impact the aperture can have on our
photographs.
The picture above, Fig. 28, was shot with a
large aperture – f/2.8. The best setting if
we want to achieve a shallow depth-offield (background out-of-focus) and isolate
our subject from the background.
For the picture on the left, Fig. 29, we
chose a small aperture – f/11. When using
this setting, the subject is no longer
isolated, and the sharp background is an integral part of our photograph.
For in-depth information and further
details on Aperture refer to a separate
publication, Module 3, which is fully
dedicated to this topic.

< small Aperture:

f/11

Location: Lausanne, Switzerland.
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Fig. 30

Shutter speed
slow shutter speed: 1/30 sec >
As for the aperture explained in the
previous page, the same also applies
to the shutter speed. The shutter
speed, is not only fully responsible
for the correct exposure of the photograph (the technical aspect) but it
also controls another aspect of photography (the creative one) which
will greatly impact our photograph.
The creative aspect controlled by
the shutter speed is the way in
which we capture the motion. (Shall
we freeze or blur the movement?).
Fig. 31

Location: Lausanne, Switzerland.

The pictures on this page clearly show the
great impact the shutter speed can have on
our photographs.
In the night shot (tripod) above, Fig. 30,
the slow shutter speed (2.5 sec ) – long exposure – creates a blurry effect and makes
the running water a bit fluffy.
In the picture on the left, Fig. 31, to freeze
the fast movement of the footballer a fast
shutter speed (1/1000 sec) was the best
choice.
For in-depth information and further
details on Shutter speed refer to a separate
publication, Module 3, which is fully
dedicated to this topic.
< fast

shutter speed: 1/1000 sec

Location: Lausanne Stadium, Switzerland.
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Fig. 32

ISO
low ISO value: 200 >
As for the aperture and the shutter
speed explained in the previous
pages, the same also applies to the
ISO sensitivity. ISO not only controls how quickly the camera’s sensor can absorb light (the technical
aspect) but it can also be used for
other creative utilities of great
interest in art photography.
ISO sensitivity changes the graininess of our photograph. A grainy
texture can add a particular appeal
to the photograph.
Fig. 33

Location: Sant’Angelo del Pesco, Italy.

The pictures on this page clearly show the
great impact the ISO sensitivity can have
on our photographs.
The tripod night shot given above, Fig. 32,
with ISO sensitivity set to 200 (small ISO
number), the picture has no “noise”. The
sharpness all over the scene is ensured.
In the night shot on the left, Fig. 33, the
ISO sensitivity was set to 12800 (large ISO
number). The difference is clear: the photograph has a grainy/noisy texture.
For in-depth information and further
details on ISO sensitivity refer to a separate
publication, Module 3, which is fully
dedicated to this topic.
< high

ISO value: 12800

Location: Sant’Angelo del Pesco, Italy.
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Conclusion
Once you have all the material (camera, lens, tripod
and the other necessary accessories) it will help make
shooting photographs easier. Like all creative works,
photographs cost next to nothing. However, bear in
mind that one of the requirements of taking good
photographs is a lot of practice in order to obtain the
main advantages of digital photography. You will
need patience, pleasure and passion.
Always be aware that photography can become a very
expensive passion.

If you want good pictures then it also essential that
you take into consideration and practise all three
elements of the exposure triangle. Experiment with
the camera controls, vary the settings and in this way
spontaneously discover what you are trying to
express and the results you are aiming for.

Don’t be afraid to try out different
compositions (the creative aspect
of photography) following the
guidelines explained in this publication. Try different combination
settings of the three key elements
of the exposure triangle (aperture,
shutter speed and ISO) to achieve
the same level of exposure which
will, at the same time, help you to
understand the basic technology of
your camera.
Mastering any one of these elements is the ideal tool to develop
your skill and follow your passion
for photography.

Fig. 34

Location: Sant’Angelo del Pesco, Italy.
Hand-held photo with Nikon D810, lens 24-70 mm.
Aperture: f/11, shutter speed: 1/500s, ISO: 200, focal length: 70 mm.
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Terminology used in this tutorial
Photographic composition:
The organisation of visual elements in the
scene according to a given principle (rule-ofthirds or other) which achieves a uniformity
and enhances the impact of our photograph.

Fig. 35

Primary elements in a composition:
The important parts of the photograph to
which we would like to draw attention. The
focus for the shot is placed on these elements.
Secondary elements in a composition:
Give the primary subject context and, in some
cases, determine the message to be conveyed
through the photograph. These elements are
of less importance and will balance the
“weight” of primary elements in the scene.
Exposure triangle:
Explains the relationship between aperture,
shutter speed and ISO and how they are
related to the light to create the correct
exposure.
Exposure:
Amount of light reaching the camera sensor
and how long the camera sensor will be
exposed to it.
Aperture:
Aperture (diameter) of the lens which
controls the amount of light reaching the
camera sensor.
Shutter speed:
The length of time the shutter of the camera
is open determining the amount of light that
reaches the camera sensor.

Location: Olympic Park in Lausanne, Switzerland.
Hand-held photo with Nikon D810, lens 24-70 mm.
Aperture: f/5.6, shutter speed: 1/500s,
ISO: 200, focal lenght: 70 mm.

ISO:
The sensitivity of the camera sensor to light.
The larger the ISO number the more sensitive
the camera sensor to light.
Depth-of-field (DOF):
The distance between the nearest and the
furthest objects in a scene that appears
acceptably sharp in an image.
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