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What is photographic composition? 

Elements of composition and learning to frame the image through the viewfinder and lens of the 

camera are some of the most important aspects to taking good photographs.  Composition works 

best when it is subliminal, unknown to the viewer except in recognizing that the photo just works 

– everything fits together perfectly.  There are a number of aspects to a good composition.  

Framing is the first one, recognizing what to leave in the photo or what to eliminate.  From within 

this, the placement of your subject within this frame will determine how natural and effective 

your final image is. 

Various elements of composition that we will discuss include: the rule of thirds, using horizon in 

your images, the effects of lens choice (wide, normal, telephoto) and aperture (to control depth of 

field).  We will also look at some of the more hidden aspects: contrast, highlights and shadows, 

shape and outline, leading lines, frames, and the perspective or viewpoint of the photographer.  

This perspective is a big part of what determines how your viewer sees your subjects in relation to 

themselves.  

Course Objectives  

We will be discussing all of these elements while continually going out and taking our own 

photos.  Which are successful?  Which do not work quite as well?  We will see how these 

elements of composition can make the difference between an average and a great photograph, and 

we will learn to recognize the best composition as we look through our camera’s viewfinder – 

learning to see through the lens.  We will be applying the techniques we learn to both landscape 

and portrait shooting situations.  And we will learn how to be beneficially critical of our own 

work and the work of our peers. 

How can we use composition to enhance the idea we are trying to say in our image?  How can we 

encourage the viewer of our photograph to sympathize with the subjects in our image, or perhaps 

place himself or herself within the setting of the image?  Can we combine multiple elements into 

our composition in order to tell a complete story in a single image? 

The end result of this class will be an exhibition of our best photographs.  For this purpose, we 

will also learn good practices for preparing the image for display in PhotoShop.  In addition to the 

physical exhibition of prints, we will also share our best works over the Internet to friends, family, 

and the world through the photo-sharing resource www.flickr.com. 

Class Work Time 

Since this workshop will occur during an abbreviated three-week schedule, our in-class and out-

of-class time will be very intensive.   Active participation from the students is a must.   You will 

need to have a digital camera to take this class as well as access to a computer with PhotoShop.  

Expect to be out taking photographs every day, processing and preparing them every evening, and 

sharing your work with your fellow students during each class period.  The time frame for this 

class is short, so be prepared to do a lot of work!  



Projects  

Week 1: Landscapes – how composition defines the space 

Whether in a city or out in the country, a landscape photograph tells something about a place.  We 

will learn and practice composition techniques that will enhance what we want our viewer to 

focus on in the image, and what we want to appear as background or foreground setting that 

further defines the place.  

Week 2: Portraits – composition as it relates to people and their environment 

Photographing people is one of the greatest challenges of photography, and one of its greatest 

strengths.  But that strength will only shine through with a good composition – elements in your 

photograph that enhance your subject and tell the viewer something more about them than just 

their outward appearance.  Your challenge this week will be to create lasting images of people, 

both friends and strangers alike. 

Week 3: Perspective – how the photographer influences the viewer of the image 

As the photographer, you have great power in portraying to others the people and places you see 

through your images.  Learning perspective is learning to place yourself and your own ideas into 

your images.  We will learn the power of photographic composition in influencing others with 

your personal perspective. 

Final Exhibition 

During this course, you will be creating many photographs, from which we will choose the best 3 

or 5 per student for a final exhibition.   This exhibition will share what you have learned in this 

class with your fellow students and the community.   Additionally, these works will be uploaded 

to a photo-sharing website to be displayed for the greater global community to see and 

understand.   Our message will be a global one, so we will share it with the world!  

Our Goal  

Below are the goals of Mr. Yan's program: 

1) Educate Chinese students in the nature of Western art -- specifically art innovation.  

2) Promote mutual understanding and avenues of communication between the people and cultures of 

China and America. 

3) Educate Chinese art students that in being an artist, one should have responsibilities to society -- as 

human beings, as individuals, and as members of a shared culture, art-making should not be driven by 

money or success. 

4) Bring awareness to societal problems and address the burden of consumption for Chinese 

and  American people as a social responsibility. 

5) Provide training in new skills for Chinese art students from American experts in their field through 

short, intensive instructional sessions. 

6) Expand overseas visibility and enhance the international status of Chinese universities and students 

through publicity and increased media attention. 

7) Promote the long history and vibrant culture of Chinese art and design to the world. 

 

 

 

     

             

 

 

 



 

             

 

 

( ) 

 

  

W. - 2007  

  ,  

- .  

 

  

, (

) ( )

 

 

-

 

 

( )

www.flickr.com  

 

PHOTOSHOP

 

 

-  

 

-  

,

 

-  

 

 

3 5

 



 

: 

1) --  

2)  

3) —

 

4)  

5)  

6)  

7)   

 


