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Additional Compositional Thoughts 
 

Frame within a Frame 

Including a ‘frame within the frame’ is 
another effective way of portraying depth in 
a scene. Look for elements such as windows, 
arches or overhanging branches to frame the 
scene with. The ‘frame’ does not necessarily 
have to surround the entire scene to be 
effective. 
 
The use of scenery viewed through arches 
was a common feature of Renaissance 
painting as way of portraying depth. There 
are many locations you can find in your own 
neighbourhood and city that this effect can 
be easily recreated.  
 
Doorways, windows etc are also frames that 
can be shot through to create this effect.  
 
Even the use of a tree and its branches can 
make this effect look very appealing.  
 

 
Diagonals and Triangles 
 

It is often said that triangles and 
diagonals add ‘dynamic tension’ to a 
photo. My mother in law also does an 
excellent job of adding tension to any 
scene. What do we mean by ‘dynamic 
tension’ though? This can be a tricky 
one to explain and can seem a bit 
pretentious. Look at it this way, 
horizontal lines and vertical lines 
suggest stability. If you see a person 
standing on a level horizontal surface, 
he will appear to be pretty stable unless 
he’s stumbling out of a pub at 2am. Put 

this man on a sloping surface and he’ll seem less stable. This creates a certain level of tension 
visually. We are not so used to diagonals in our everyday life. They subconsciously suggest 
instability. Incorporating triangles and diagonals into our photos can help create this sense of 
‘dynamic tension’. 
 
Incorporating triangles into a scene is a particularly good effective way of introducing dynamic 
tension. Triangles can be actual triangle-shaped objects or implied triangles. 
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This picture of the Samuel Beckett Bridge in Dublin incorporates plenty of triangles and diagonals 
into the scene. The bridge itself is an actual triangle (It’s actually supposed to represent a Celtic 
Harp on its side). There are also several ‘implied’ triangles in the scene. Notice how the leading 
lines on the right of the frame are all diagonal and form triangles that all meet at the same point. 
These are ‘implied triangles’. Having diagonals going off in different direction adds a lot of 
‘dynamic tension’ to the scene.  

 
In this photo of the Hotel de Ville in 
Paris, the implied triangles and 
diagonals create sense of dynamic 
tension. We are not used to seeing 
buildings leaning at such angles in 
our everyday life. It is slightly 
jarring to our sense of balance. This 
is what creates the visual tension. 
You can also talk about dynamic 
tension to sound intelligent (or 
annoyingly pretentious) in front of 
your friends. 
 
 

Patterns and Textures 
 

Human beings are naturally attracted to patterns. 
They are visually attractive and suggest harmony. 
Patterns can be man-made like a series of arches or 
natural like the petals on a flower. Incorporating 
patterns into your photographs is always a good way 
to create a pleasing composition. Less regular textures 
can also be very pleasing on the eye. 
 
The photo was taken in Tunisia. The pattern in the 
paving stones lead the eye to the domed building. The 
building itself incorporates a pattern in the form of a 
series of 
arches.  
 

 
In this second 
photo, it is easy 
to see why 
many might like 

the texture of the stone work on the ground. This is less 
regular than the pattern in the first photo but the play of 
light and shadow on the surface is very pleasant. There are 
also interesting textures to be on the walls and roof of the 
passage. You may also have noticed that the arch creates a 
‘frame within a frame’ around the man and cafe on the 
other side of the archway. 
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Fill the Frame 
 

 
Filling the frame with your subject, leaving little or no space around it can be very effective in 
certain situations. It helps focus the viewer completely on the main subject without any 
distractions. It also allows the viewer to explore the detail of the subject that wouldn’t be 
possible if photographed from further away. Filling the frame often involves getting in so close 
that you may actually crop out elements of your subject. In many cases, this can lead to a very 
original and interesting composition. 
 
Leave Negative Space 
 

Once again, I am going to 
completely contradict myself! In 
the last guideline, I told you that 
filling the frame works well as a 
compositional tool. Now I’m 
going to tell you that doing the 
exact opposite works well too. 
Leaving a lot of empty or 
‘negative’ space around your 
subject can be very attractive. It 
creates a sense of simplicity and 
minimalism. Like filling the frame, 
it helps the viewer focus on the 
main subject without distraction. 

This photo of a giant statue of the Hindu god Shiva in Mauritius is a good example of using 
negative space. The statue is obviously the main subject but there is plenty of space filled only by 
sky around it. This focuses our attention on the statue itself while giving the main subject ‘space 
to breath’ so to speak. The composition also creates a sense of simplicity. There is nothing 
complicated about the scene. It is the statue surrounded by sky, that is all. The rule of thirds has 
also been used to place the statue to the right of the frame. 
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Simplicity and Minimalism 
 

In the last guideline, we saw how 
leaving negative space around the main 
subject can create a sense of simplicity 
and minimalism. Simplicity itself can be 
a powerful compositional tool. It is 
often said that ‘less is more’. Simplicity 
often means taking photos with 
uncomplicated backgrounds that don’t 
distract from the main subject. You can 
also create a simple composition by 
zooming in on part of your subject and 
focusing on a particular detail. 
 

Isolate the Subject 
 

Using a shallow depth of field 
to isolate your subject is a 
very effective way of 
simplifying your composition. 
By using a wide aperture, you 
can blur the background that 
might otherwise distract from 
your main subject. This is a 
particularly useful technique 
for shooting portraits. 
 
In this photo of a cat hiding in 
a box, an aperture of f3.5 was 
used…which is very wide and 
results in very blurred 

background. This focuses attention on the cat as the blurred background is now less distracting. 
This technique is an excellent way to simplify a composition. 
 
The Rule of Space 
 

The rule of space 
relates to the 
direction the 
subject(s) in your 
photo are facing or 
moving towards. If 
you are taking a 
photo of a moving 
car for example, 
there should be 
more space left in 
the frame in front 
of the car than 
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behind it. This implies that there is space in the frame for the car to move into. In this photo, the 
boat is placed on the left-hand side of the frame as it moves from left to right.  
 
Notice how there is a lot more space for the boat to move into in front of its direction of motion 
(to the right) than behind it. We can mentally imagine the boat moving into this space as it sails 
along the river. We also have a subconscious tenancy to look forward to where an object is 
heading. If the boat was right up at the right-hand side of the frame, this would lead us out of the 
photograph! 
 
Balance Elements in the Scene 
 

The first compositional guideline we looked at 
was the ‘rule of thirds’. This of course means that 
we often place the main subject of the photo to 
the side of the frame along one of the vertical 
grid lines. Sometimes this can lead to a lack of 
balance in the scene. It can leave a sort of ‘void’ 
in the rest of the frame. 
 
To overcome this, you can compose your shot to 
include a secondary subject of lesser importance 
or size on the other side of the frame. This 
balances out the composition without taking too 
much focus off the main subject of the 
photograph. 

Take a look at this photograph of the ornate 
lamppost on the Pont Alexandre III in Paris. The 
lamppost itself fills the left side of the frame. The 
Eiffel Tower in the distance counter balances this 
on the other side of the frame.  
 

 
This can also be used for 
pictures of pictures of people. 
The rule of space suggests that 
the subject should be looking or 
facing into the frame rather 
than out of it. Take a look at the 
musician in the photo above. 
The shot is composed with him 
sitting on the left-hand side of 
the frame. He is facing to the 
right (as we look at him) into 
the area of space between him 
and the right-hand edge of the 
frame. If he had been facing the 

other way, he would be looking out of the frame and this would look odd. By looking into the 
space in the frame, he leads our eye past the man leaning on the railing and to the couple 
dancing on the right-hand side. 
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Look for Complimentary Colours and Colour Combinations 
 

The use of colour itself is an often-overlooked 
compositional tool. Colour theory is something that 
graphic designers, fashion designers and interior 
designers are all very familiar with. Certain colour 
combinations complement each other well and can be 
visually very striking. 
 
Take a look at the colour wheel at left. You can see 
that the colours are arranged logically in the segments 
of a circle. Colours that are opposite each other on 
the colour wheel are said to be ‘complimentary 
colours’. As photographers, we can look for scenes 
that incorporate complimentary colours as a way of 
creating attractive and striking compositions. 

Have you ever noticed how many movie posters have blue and yellow/orange colour schemes? 
This is done quite deliberately to create eye catching adverts. 

 
 
Red and blue are also complimentary colours on the colour wheel. This shopping Centre in Dublin 
was lit up red for Christmas last year. This was very striking against the deep blue of the early 
night sky. The deep blue of the sky at this time a very attractive backdrop to the city architecture 
and lights. The pure black of the late-night sky is not as striking and contrasts too sharply with 
the lights of the city. 
 


