Photo tips Better Composition

Compositions in

Nature
Composition is key when
photograping wildlife and
landscapes, says Michael
Snedic. He has some useful
suggestions to help you take
this critical element of the
craft to the next level.

T

here are three elements that most photographers
agree are key to a successful photo: subject, lighting,
and composition. In nature, compelling subjects
are plentiful, as long as you take the time to look.
Lighting can be trickier but the odds of finding good light
improve if you shoot in the early hours of the morning and the
dying hours of the afternoon. The element that I find most
people struggle with is composition. This is particularly true
in nature, where things are rarely neat and ordered. Getting
the composition right is something that requires practice and
a sound understanding of a few basic rules. Here I’ll look
at different techniques which can be used to make better
compositions in macro, wildlife and landscape images.

‘Rule of thirds’ for landscapes

I’m not one to advocate using photographic rules for every
scenario. Sometimes rules work, sometimes they don’t. One rule
that is useful for composing landscape images is the so-called
‘rule of thirds’. The rule divides the viewfinder into a grid of
equal thirds, both horizontally and vertically. The photographer
then places the most important parts of the picture on the lines,
or the points where the lines intersect. Rather than having
the horizon in the centre frame, the rule of thirds suggests
you position the horizon closer to the bottom or top third of
the photo. In most landscpes this results in a more pleasing
composition. Many digital cameras these days offer an option to
overlay a grid on the camera’s display to make it easier to position
elements according to the rule of thirds when shooting.
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Leading lines

Leading lines can be used to draw your viewers’ eyes into a
photo and towards a particular focal point or primary subject.
A leading line will often start at the bottom of the frame and
guide your eye towards a main subject.
In nature you can find all manner of things to which your eyes
are naturally drawn. Leading lines can be found in ripples on
sand dunes, waves on a beach, garden paths, rock formations or
even in a row of trees. You can use any of these effectively, and
they can be powerful visual tools..
An important way to make leading lines work is to make
sure you set up an image with plenty of depth-of-field. A soft,
out-of-focus foreground or background can ruin the effect of
a leading line because the eye is distracted by the blurred parts
of the image, rather than being drawn along the line itself.
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I recommend using a small aperture (around f/11 or f/16)
for greater depth-of-field.
Remember though, that a small aperture lets less light into
the camera, creating a slower shutter speed. If the scene is dark,
for example at sunset or sunrise, in a rainforest or on an overcast
day, a sturdy tripod will be essential to minimise camera shake
as your exposure time becomes longer. A remote or cable release
also greatly reduces any movement which might occur if you
press the camera’s shutter button manually, rather than via a
timer or cable.

Look for patterns

Patterns in nature are everywhere. They can appear as identical
shapes, the same colours or in repetitive lines. The best way
to photograph patterns is to completely isolate them from any
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surroundings which could potentially lead the viewer’s eye
away from the pattern. Using a telephoto or longer zoom lens
enables the photographer to isolate the pattern. If the pattern has
distinct textures or colours, the result can be quite mesmerising.
A beach scene, for example, where there’s a series of lines created
by water channels in the sand, can look quite distinctive, as
the viewer’s eyes are drawn along the pattern as well as to the
contrasting colours.
				

Removing distractions

Whether you’re shooting beautiful rainforest fungi, a bird
displaying its plummage, or a moody landscape, distractions
in the background can ruin any image. The viewer’s eye will
automatically be drawn to the distraction. This is especially so
with distracting bright spots, which can be virtually impossible

above
It was important
to leave space in
the direction this
juvenile Australian
Sea Lion was facing
so it didn’t look
it was squashed
against the left side
of the frame. Taken
on Kangaroo Island,
South Australia.
Nikon D700, 150mm
lens, 1/2000s @
f/5.6, ISO 1600,
hand-held.
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RIGHT
I was driving along
the east coast
of Tasmania,
near Eaglehawk
Neck, when I
saw this pattern
along the beach.
I stopped and
took some shots.
By composing
the image so the
parallel lines of
sand and water
were in line with
the bottom of my
camera’s frame, my
aim was to draw the
viewer’s eyes up
through the scene
in another variation
of a leading line.
I also used the ‘rule
of thirds’. Nikon
D700, 80-200mm
lens @ 170mm,
1/1000s @ f/11, ISO
200, hand-held.

to look away from if they’re prominent in the background.
By far the easiest way to remove distractions from an image is
to simply open your eyes! This may sound obvious, but it amazes
me how often, when I’m critiquing an image and I point out a
distraction, the photographer will say they didn’t see it when they
were taking the photo! When you’ve composed your image and
taken a number of shots, always have a quick look at the back of
your digital camera to check for any distractions. If there are any,
it’s usually easy to recompose the image by moving slightly the
left or right, therefore eliminating the distraction. Some might
say you can ‘fix’ the problem later on in Photoshop, Lightroom
or a similar image-manipulation program, but it’s better to get
it right ‘in-camera’ in the first place. Would you rather be out in
nature with your camera, putting in that little bit of extra care
when you’re composing your shot, or sitting in front of a computer
for hours trying to ‘repair’ the problems created when you actually
took the picture? I know which one I prefer!

opposite
page top
This vessel on
Norfolk Island
was a perfect
foreground feature
for this sunset. By
getting down low
with a wide-angle
lens, I was able to
fit this ‘lighter’ in
my frame and still
show the island in
the distance. Nikon
D700, 18mm lens,
0.6s @ f/22, ISO
200, hand-held.

opposite
page bottom

Different focal lengths

This image, taken
Cradle Mountain
in Tasmania, used
a ‘leading line’ to
draw viewers’ eyes
along the steps
from the bottomleft of the image to
the boatshed and
mist. Nikon D700,
16-35mm lens
@16mm, |1/30s
@ f/5.6, ISO 200,
Gitzo tripod,
cable release.
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It can be a revelation to new photographers when they see how
different two images can look taken at the same location but at
different focal lengths. If you’re an SLR camera user and you
own a number of lenses with different focal lengths, try setting
up in front of a landscape and shooting it with different lenses.
Even a small change in focal length can make a huge difference.
In cases where you’re using a lens with a variable focal length
(like an 18-200mm or 28-300mm) all you need to do is zoom
in or out to create different compositions. The same applies for
‘point-and-shoot’ camera users. Experimenting in this way can
be an eye-opener. There may be that one particular focal length
which works better for you, that you would never have known
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about had you not experimented a bit. Zooming in tighter on
an image can also be used to eliminate unwanted features in an
image. Rather than cropping later and losing valuable pixels,
zooming in with a lens is akin to cropping, but doing so ‘incamera’ and without any loss of image quality. Sometimes there
are visible features around the edge of an image which simply
don’t work. By zooming in, the offending distraction can often
be removed there and then. Easy!

Avoiding the middle

If you locate your subject in the middle of an image, the
composition will look static and staged. In reality most people
position the subject in the middle of the frame without thinking
about it! For a sunset, try composing the image so the sun is right
or left of centre, or intersecting a ‘thirds’ line (remember the
‘noughts and crosses’ grid). If you’re shooting a flower or similar
subject, the same applies.

All about balance

When composing a photo ‘balance’ plays a crucial part
in making it interesting. A balanced image is one which
naturally looks pleasing, and one to which the viewer’s eye
will automatically gravitate. It just looks ‘right’. When you’re
photographing birds, think about trying to create a mirrored
image. If the situation allows, wait for the right moment when
the birds are facing each other. Then compose the shot in such
a way that the birds are each taking up equal space in the image.
The end result can be quite effective. For a single wildlife
species, balancing the image can be very important. Always leave
room within the frame in the direction in which the animal
faces. If it’s too close to the edge of the frame towards which it’s
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facing, it can look like it’s squashed or cramped. Also, by leaving
space in the direction an animal is facing, it can create a sense of
mystery. By leaving something to the viewer’s imagination, the
image becomes more powerful and interesting.
Another very important aspect of wildlife composition is to
make sure you don’t point your camera directly up at a bird.
If the bird is sitting on top of a tall tree, the aspect of the bird
will be more pleasing if you move further back to take the shot.
Similarly, don’t focus directly above, or over an animal. Looking
straight down onto an animal’s back just doesn’t look good. If at
all possible, get as close to eye-level with your subject as you can.
This may even mean squatting down low, lying on the ground or
climbing up a nearby hill to achieve better eye-to-eye composition.

Horizontal or vertical?

It’s important to think about how you’ll compose an image
– vertically (the so-called ‘portrait’ format) or horizontally (a
‘landscape’ format). It might seem a logical choice, and often
that’s the case. A tall flower standing upright fits far better when
it’s framed as a portrait-style image, as does a wide landscape into
a landscape format. Sometimes, though, it’s good to try both.
A photo of a tall subject like a Great Egret, zoomed in and
taken in portrait format, can look striking. This same image can
also be taken by zooming right out (or using a wider lens), where
the bird is only a small part of a larger landscape. Both images
work in their own way, but they’re viewed completely differently.
Another example can be in framing a tall rock formation as
part of a landscape composition, where the rock formation is the
main part of the image. By zooming out, getting further back
or using a wider lens, the rock becomes a small part of a much
larger landscape.
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ABOVE
This image of Cradle Mountain
in Tasmania was taken with a
fisheye lens. By using a lens
with a much wider focal length
you can fit so much more of the
scene into the frame. Nikon D800,
15mm lens, 1/6s @ f/11, ISO 100,
Gitzo tripod, cable release.

OPPOSITE PAGE top
During an early morning sunrise
at Cradle Mountain in Tasmania,
I composed the image with
lichen-covered rocks in the
foreground to give the scene
some foreground interest. For
maximum impact I used a wideangle lens with a medium focal
length. Nikon D700, 24-70mm
lens @ 31mm, 4s @ f/16, ISO
100, Gitzo tripod, cable release.

OPPOSITE PAGE bottom
The shapes of the ‘cuts’ in the
rocks at Tessellated Pavement, on
the south-east coast of Tasmania,
look man-made but they’re totally
natural. I composed this image
so the line in the middle of the
rocks leads your eyes towards the
mountain and the clouds. Nikon
D700, 14-24mm lens @ 16mm,
1/60s @ f/8, ISO 200, Gitzo tripod,
cable release.
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Many beginner photographers don’t shoot vertical images
at all. Mostly, it just hasn’t entered their minds to angle the
camera in a different way! When I suggest it, there’s often some
resistance, but most people soon realise the benefits.
In some cases composing an image vertically won’t work
because parts of the subject won’t fit into the frame. In cases like
this, try zooming out and changing to a horizontal. Horizontal
images are often recommended for moving subjects, so the
subject has somewhere to go. A bird flying towards the right will
be better photographed horizontally, with the bird composed
more on the left-hand side of the image rather than on the right.
It leaves the bird somewhere to go.
An image shot horizontally also conveys a sense of expanse
or a large space, whereas an image photographed vertically
can emphasise height – for example with trees, or when you’re
looking down a path.

Changing your aperture

You can make an image look totally different by using a wider or
narrower aperture. An image of an animal taken at f/16 or f/22
will reveal the lizard, and the background, being in focus. This
can be effective, but sometimes the result will be that the animal
is ‘lost’ in the background. If that same image is taken using an
aperture of f/2.8 or f/4, then the animal will still be in focus, but
the background will be blurred. As a result the subject will appear
to ‘pop’ out of the image. Depending on the subject, the image
with the shallower depth-of-field (ie; a smaller number, or largersized aperture) may be more pleasing to the eye. By separating the
subject from the background there won’t be any features to fight
with the subject itself.
I hope these tips and techniques help you achieve better
composition in your nature images. But as always, it’s important
to keep practising. Remember, “Practice makes perfect!” ❂
Michael Snedic is a professional (AIPP Accredited) wildlife
and nature photographer, writer and tutor www.michaelsnedic.
com. He’s co-owner of Trekabout Photography Workshops (www.
trekaboutphotography.com) which present fun and informative
workshops and tours across Australia, as well as Africa, America
and Costa Rica. Michael Snedic also presents week-long
photography tours to Tasmania and Lord Howe Island.
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above
This Red-tailed Tropicbird on
Norfolk Island was hovering
in the wind currents, giving
me time to compose this
image exactly as I wanted.
The bird’s tail is pointing
to the bottom, right of the
image, with one wing up and
the other down. There’s also
plenty of room in front of the
bird. Nikon D700, 80-200mm
lens @ 165mm, 1/2500s @
f/5.6, ISO 800, hand-held.

OPPOSITE PAGE TOP
I saw this Great Egret
standing in stunning goldencoloured water near Cairns,
Queensland, at sunset. The
wavelets were flowing from
the top left to bottom right
of the scene. I waited until
the egret faced the same
direction as the ripples.
Some compositions can be
captured in a moment, others
require patience. Nikon
D700, 150mm lens, 1/4000s
@ f/4.5, ISO 400, hand-held.

OPPOSITE
PAGE BOTTOM
This Graceful Tree Frog in
Tropical North Queensland
remained still for ages so
I was able to manoeuvre
myself into a position where
I was side-on to it. By using
a flash, I created a black
background, thus eliminating
any distractions. Sometimes
lighting can help create a
strong composition. Nikon
D700, 105mm lens, 1/60s
@ f/36, ISO 200, hand-held,
macro flash.
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