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“A well-composed photograph is more 
effective and makes a stronger 
impression than a badly composed 
one … the purpose of composition is 
to heighten the effect of the picture.”!

!

Andreas Feininger!
Life magazine photographer



First, Full Disclosure
• “Landscape” photography  is a sub-set of 

“Nature” photography — in my view.!
• I take an emancipated view of the definition of 

“Landscape” photography.!
• “Landscapes” can be geographically small                                                    

(e.g., see “www.tinylandcapes.com” by Mike 
Moats).



More Disclosure
• A few of the following images are not “traditional” 

landscape images but are included to 
demonstrate a specific photographic principle.!

• We’ll take a much-deserved, 10-minute break half 
way through the talk today.!

• This presentation is available on my web site — 
URL to follow.



Principles for Nature and 
Landscape Photography

• Isolating the Subject!
• Composing the Picture!
• Defining Your Perspective!
• The Power of Color!
• The Elements of Design!
• Reading the Light!
• Creative Options



Making Order Out of Chaos
Good photography is about decision-
making; it is not a passive process.!
!

The eye must learn to detect what is 
essential and turn it into a meaningful 
arrangement. 



Isolating the Subject
• Using Lenses!
• Eliminating Clutter



Using Lenses
Selecting the right lens helps to better 
isolate the subject.







Eliminating Clutter
Eliminate all of the “non-subject 
matter” and all the debris in the 
scene.















Composing the Picture
• Format: Horizontal or Vertical?!
• Framing: Cropping!
• Framing: Where to Place the Subject!
• Symmetry vs. Asymmetry!
• Subject in Center!
• The Golden Mean



Format: Horizontal           
or Vertical?

Select the proper format for the scene.  
When in doubt, take both horizontal and 
vertical. !
!

Don’t forget the square format if 
appropriate.





















Framing: Cropping
If elements of scene come in contact with 
the frame, or are intersected by it, is the 
balance compromised?!
!

Cropping too tightly can make future use 
of image problematic (e.g. in books). 







Framing: Where To 
Place the Subject

Both animals and viewers need space to 
“move” into the scene.!
!

If the subject seems out of balance within the 
frame – too high, too low, or too close – 
that’s a problem.







Symmetry vs. Asymmetry
Symmetrical compositions exude a tranquility 
and stability.!
!

Asymmetrical compositions, however, 
suggest a dynamic tension. !
!

Asymmetry requires that a balance be 
restored. 











Subject in Center
Putting the subject in the center can make a 
more powerful statement.!
!

Subject in the center keeps one’s gaze on the 
center which, if center is most interesting, is 
fully appropriate. 











The Golden Mean
Or “The Rule of Thirds.”  Intersecting grid lines 
represent powerful, alternative centers of 
interest.!
!

Having the visual weight off-center facilitates a 
new balance and a more exciting and dynamic 
composition.









Making Order Out of Chaos
It is the photographer’s responsibility 
to edit the camera’s view and select 
those elements to be captured.



Defining Your Perspective

• Scale: How Large Should the Subject Be?!
• Getting Close with a Telephoto Lens!
• Getting Close with a Wide-angle Lens!
• Compressing Spatial Relationships: Telephoto!
• Expanding Spatial Relationships: Wide-angle!
• Changing Camera Angle to Improve Composition



Scale: How Large 
Should the Subject Be?

There is no right or wrong answer. !
!

It all depends on the story that the 
photographer is trying to tell.





It has been said, “If you’re not good 
enough, you’re not close enough.”



Getting Close With a 
Telephoto Lens

A telephoto lens can help to obtain a cleaner 
and simpler image.!
!

Reducing the number of distracting elements 
in the scene is typically a good thing.









Getting Close With a  
Wide-Angle Lens

A wide-angle lens can render the subject 
up-close and personal while, at the same 
time, revealing the background and, 
consequently, giving a sense of place. 

This is a BIG DEAL!

















• No correction 
of perspective 
distortion here.



Compressing Spatial 
Relationships:!
Telephoto Lens

An extreme telephoto perspective 
juxtaposes the near and far elements in 
a scene that can create a sense of 
drama.











Expanding Spatial 
Relationships:             

Wide-Angle Lens

Wide-angle lens can help create more 
interesting angles and more dynamic 
compositions. 









Changing Camera 
Angle to Improve 

Composition
Moving the camera slightly can help enhance 
the background or eliminate extraneous debris.!







Work the Subject
• Slow down,!
• Take your time,!
• Look around,!
• Figure out the best angle, framing, 

background, lighting, and picture.
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