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7Composition

Composition
o form of art stands on technique alone. 
Without a score, an orchestra musician’s 
talent is useless. Devoid of a story, a 
novelist’s proficiency in spelling and 
grammar are not put to use. The oil 
painter will cobble together a soulless 

product unless she has a good composition. Although many 
photographers mistakenly feel that competent technique 
is paramount, they are in the same predicament when they 
are without knowledge of composition. Photographers 
of nudes sometimes feel that having a pretty model is the 
only ingredient for success, but this author disagrees, and 
the difference is apparent in the reaction of an audience. 
If anything, the ingénue image-maker is at a disadvantage 
when photographing nudes because the subject matter can 
be captivating to the point of distraction.

Why Learn Composition?

Composition is the language of the visual artist, though it 
did not begin with photography. Artists have passed down 
compositional methods throughout the ages. Vision is the 
primary sense through which we comprehend our world. 
Today, composition is used not only by photographers 
and other artists but also by sign painters, commercial 
designers, landscapers, and can be found in virtually 
any endeavor where the intention is for the viewer to 
be affected by a visual presentation. Light, shadow, 
color, texture: these are just raw materials waiting to 
be assembled. Your plan for arranging the elements of a 
photograph is your composition. Visual presentations allow 
us to express complex ideas with immense amounts of 
information, though some of this data may be irrelevant 
to both the artist and the viewer. Composition and 
design allow us to control the information expressed by 
photography. Every image has a composition, whether you 
create it on purpose or let it happen by accident.

A well-executed nude photograph can be inspiringly 
beautiful. Nudes can be presented in a variety of venues: 
published in magazines, books, and calendars, or framed 
and hung in a gallery or on the wall of a home. The 
motivation for producing a nude photograph can be 
aesthetic or commercial. A fantastic nude can capture the 
soul of its subject by sharing part of her emotional journey. 
There is a huge market for non-explicit nude photographs. 
Because they help advertisers to sell products, such as spa 
treatments and cosmetics, advertisers know the power that 
a great image of the nude body has on the viewer.

Photography has, at times, struggled for acceptance as an 
art form, and nude photographers are subject to additional 
scrutiny. The mechanical medium of photography is well 

suited for scientific and documentary work, making it 
di¦cult for some to see the distinction between artistic 
vision and simple mimicry of reality. As the process of 
photography has become easier and more automated, it has 
become more accessible, and there has been a proliferation 
of photographers, leading to greater reluctance to have 
them all embraced as artists. When nudity comes into play, 
the layperson may assume that only prurient interests 
are involved. Although there has been plenty of erotic art 
fashioned as drawings, paintings, and sculptures since time 
immemorial, even a hint of nudity can brand a photograph 
as lacking artistic merit. For the photographer, this places 
impetus on gaining proficiency in not only technical 
prowess but also skillful composition. Those who are 
educated about art know that it is the creator’s vision, not 
choice of media, that is central to artistic merit.

Throughout this chapter, I will use the term visual 
presentation to mean an image that is composed for the 
purpose of creating a pictorial statement. Almost all 
photographs are visual presentations, except perhaps 
those that are intended purely for record keeping, such as 
a scientific photograph. As soon as you intend to show a 
photograph to another person, you have embarked on a 
journey likely to produce a visual presentation. Knowing 
compositional principles establishes a foundation for visual 
communication. Unlike the rules of syntax and grammar, 
the structure of visual presentation is not concretely 
prescribed. With an infinite number of compositional 
approaches, there is no set way to design an image.

Some of the best photographers are self-styled, while those 
who try to copy them still devise boring photographs. So if 
there is no such thing as correct or incorrect composition, 
why bother trying to learn it at all? Well, what you may not 
know about innovative photographers is that they learned 
the rules before they began breaking them. Another thing 
you may not know is that many interesting photographs 
neither follow nor break the rules; instead, they bend the 
rules to create an image that is familiar enough to get our 
attention and ground- breaking enough to keep us looking.

In nude photography, we typically have a single human 
subject. This factor drives most nude compositions. A lone 
figure can be very limiting and therefore very challenging. 
After studying nude photography composition for a while, 
you may get the feeling that there are a limited number of 
poses and you have tried them all. Props and background 
help to expand the compositional elements, but again the 
range is limited—you can only pose a model where you 
can physically put her (a couch, a chair, a tree, a river), and 
comfort and privacy concerns further limit your options. 
City streets,  natural phenomena, and other breathtaking 
“ready-made” compositions are often off-limits to the nude 
photographer. This makes it all the more important that 
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as you may need later. There is no perfect color 
space. Just because you choose ProPhoto RGB does 
not mean that your color space worries are over; you 
are likely to be using a monitor that cannot display 
all of the colors that you are editing. Remember that 
your monitor only displays the small gamut of sRGB, 
unless you spend a bundle on one that can display 
most of the Adobe RGB color space, but that still does 
not let you see all of the colors that you are editing in 
ProPhoto RGB.

If you are serious about your photography and you 
have read this far, let us assume that you are shooting 
RAW format. Your images do not record color data, at 
least not as you would think of it. They just have the 
electronic data from the image sensor, three grayscale 
images of red, green, and blue. Therefore, they are 
not sRGB or aRGB. There is no color space associated 
with a RAW file. Color space only comes into play 
when you open the file in image editing software and 
a profile is assigned to it.

So what if you do not want to agonize over all of that? 
Well, many photographers deal with their images in 
sRGB, ignore other color spaces, and never look back. 
If you are not much of a perfectionist, you probably 
will not even notice the difference. What you see is 
what you will get. Plus, you can always learn color 
management later when you want to hone your skills.

Summary and Recommendations
sRGB: Does not use any color management and has the 
smallest color gamut. Approximates what many computer 
monitors display. Recommended starting place for easy, 
predictable results.

Adobe RGB: Has a significantly larger color gamut. Some 
high-end computer monitors display nearly all of this color 
gamut. Recommended for intermediate photographers 
needing print quality.

ProPhoto RGB: Preferred color space for those needing 
exacting reproduction because its gamut contains more 
colors than other color spaces. Recommended for advanced 
photographers performing extensive color work for print.

Other color spaces: You may encounter Apple RGB, 
ColorMatch RGB, and Wide Gamut RGB. None of these is 
widely used, nor is any of them recommended.

What Are Histograms?
A histogram (Figure B) is a way to check the exposure 
of an image. It is a bar chart of the data captured for 
all the tones in an image. Black is on the left end of 
the scale and white is on the right. The concept is 
similar to the zone system (see “The Zone System” on 
page 65), but a histogram shows you more than eleven 
tones from black to white. The height of the bars 

indicates how much of each particular tone exists 
in the image. Depending on settings, the histogram 
can tell you about monochromatic data or data for 
all color channels. You can view a histogram in your 
camera after exposing an image, or with editing 
software after copying the image to a computer. For 
our immediate purposes, we will assume you are 
looking at the histogram in your camera and that it 
will be of the RAW image data, not a JPG. A RAW 
image captures more tonal range than a JPG. An 
overexposed image will have no data at the left end of 
the histogram. An underexposed image will have no 
data at the right end. The tonalities in a histogram are 
often expressed in terms of RGB values ranging from 
0 to 255, with zero being black and 255 being white.

A. Three recommended color gamuts and their relative sizes.

B. In a histogram, the left end represents black; the right end is white. 
The height of the bars indicates the number of pixels at each tonal 
level.
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Exercise: Color Interpretation 
Obtain several pairs of color swatches, such as the 
ones used in paint stores. You will need at least 
twelve colors, although more are preferable. To make 
it challenging, some of the colors should be similar. 
For example, you should have more than one color of 
blue. For each color, you will need a pair of identical 
swatches. If the swatches come more than one to a 
sheet, carefully cut them apart. Cut them uniformly 
so that, when seen from the back, there are no clues 
to distinguish the pieces. If the colors have names 
written on them, use a marker to obscure the name.

Separate the colors into two groups, so that each 
group has only one piece of each color. One group 
will be marked colors and the other will be unmarked. 
For the marked group, use a felt- tipped marker to 
write on the back. Label each one with a word that 
describes how you feel about the color. Do not write 
a noun. For example, for light blue you might write 
“calm” or “happy,” but do not write “sky” or “robin’s 
egg.”

Lay the pieces color-side down in the two groups. The 
marked group should have a word on the back of each 
one. The other group should be blank on the back. 
One by one, turn over one of the unmarked pieces. 
After you turn over a piece, look at the color and think 
of the feeling it brings to mind. Locate the word in 
the marked group that corresponds to the feeling and 
turn the piece over. Place the pieces aside together, 
taking note of whether they match.

Your success will depend on how strong and consistent 
your color associations are. It will also depend on the 
degree of complexity associated with the swatches 
you choose. If you choose a dozen kinds of green, you 
probably won’t end up with perfect recall.

Try repeating the exercise with a partner and see how 
well you do at matching his/her color interpretations.

Easily Confused 
Do not confuse the warm/cool colorwheel with the 
RGB color picker used in imaging software.

The terms warm and cool are used to describe hue; 
color temperature is expressed in degrees Kelvin and 
used to set white balance.

Skin Tones
A discussion of color in the context of nude photography 
would not be complete without addressing skin tones. 
Color correction can be made easier by using the settings in 
Adobe Camera Raw (ACR) or similar software. Set the color 
temperature, balance, and tint, and correct for any mixed 
lighting.

Ideally, you should achieve close-to-correct skin tones if 
you use a reference shot with a calibration card in it. Direct 
sunlight, overcast sky, and studio flashes have slightly 
different white balances, so you will need to determine 
which light source is predominantly affecting the skin and 
capture the reference card under the main light. A variety 
of color reference cards are available, typically containing 
a gray patches ranging from white to black and a number 
of reference colors. Note that you should not expect pure 
black or white the be rendered in the reference card; rather 
they should appear in the image as they do to your eye, with 
texture visible in both extremes. Each gray panel on the 
card should have equal values of red, green, and blue when 
the white balance is correct.
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In the images at the top of the page (A), the center figure 
of each pair is the same color. Notice how the center color 
looks different depending on the color that surrounds it. 
The yellow stands out brightly against the dark purple 
around it. This is because the hues are opposites and the 
tones contrast. Against the cream-colored background, the 
golden yellow almost blends in because they are close in 
hue, saturation, and brightness. Pay particular attention to 

the area between the yellow and the violet. You should see 
a narrow band of additional color, although there are only 
two colors present. This is another example of the Mach 
effect.

In the image on the left (B), the figure is the same tone 
from head to toe; however, it appears darker against the 
light background and lighter against the dark background. 
The solid color appears as a reverse tone because of 
our perception. This chameleon-like behavior from a 
continuous color is due to the way our minds interpret 
color. If you look at the page of this book, it will look 
white whether it is illuminated by candlelight or by 
bright sunlight. Instead of basing our assumptions on the 
amount of light coming from the page, we base it on the 
surrounding colors. But this human mechanism can be 
fooled, as you have seen by the images in this section. You 
can use this to your benefit to guide the eye and mind based 
on the deliberate placement of colors.

A set of colors combined for a purpose is called a color 
scheme. Color schemes use the warm/cool color wheel (see 
page 17). There are various approaches of devising color 
schemes. Color schemes are based on varying hues, but a 
designer can also vary the saturation and brightness of the 
colors in the scheme.

Complementary colors (Figures A, C) exist across from each 
other on warm/cool color wheel. Colors opposite on the 
color wheel stand out and can create discord, especially 
when they are high in saturation. Complementary colors 
are effective at pitting warm and cool colors against one 
another. As with all dichotomies, it is best that two-color 
schemes be proportioned other than 50/50. Photographers 
who use diverging color wisely can create bold, dramatic 
effects.

Analogous colors (Figure D, next page) reside next to each 
other so they harmonize, and harmonious images are more 
relaxing. These can be rather subtle since there is not much 
difference between the hues. Analogous colors are often 

A. Impressions of color are based on surrounding colors.

B. Impressions of brightness are based on surrounding brightness.
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harmonious; but if the 
colors are too close, their 
relation can appear like an 
accidental mismatch rather 
than a color scheme. Unlike 
most color schemes, which 
mix warm and cool colors, 
analogous schemes are 
all warm or all cool colors 
unless they fall near the 
border of warm and cool.

Square (E) and rectangular 
color schemes use four 
colors, spaced either evenly 
or in symmetric pairs across 
from each other. With 
rectangular and square 
schemes, pick a dominant 
color.

Tetradic (F, next page) 
is a specific rectangular 
scheme, connecting four 
harmonious colors. This 
could be two primary  colors 
and  two secondary colors.

A triadic color scheme (G, 
next page) consists of three 
colors equally spaced on the 
color wheel. Triadic color 
can create disharmony if 
not used carefully. Try using 
less saturated colors; use 
one of the three liberally 
and apply the other two 
sparingly.

A final type of color scheme 
is to pair a color with a 
neutral, such as black, white, 
or gray. The impact of such a 
combination depends on the 
juxtaposition of value and 
saturation, since only one 
hue is present. For example, 
bright yellow against 
black evokes a very strong 
reaction, while a pastel color 
against a light gray may 
leave us feeling flat. Since 
the warm tone of the skin is 
present in color photographs 
of the nude, it bears 
examining what skin tone 
looks like against white, 
black, and gray. In the case 
of the for- mer two, the body 
stands out boldly, depending 

C. A complementary color scheme.

 An analogous color scheme.

E. A square color scheme.
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a relatively close distance. Because the body is captured 
while walking, the posture telegraphs the idea of motion. 
The most distant figure is turned, breaking the rhythm set 
by the two that are facing away from us. This is another 
indication of motion. Her changing arm position, too, 
speaks to us about her intention to move.

The body in motion gives us clear indications of temporal 
activity based on what we know about the kinetics of our 
own anatomy. A subject who is leaping in the air sends a 
dramatic message based on our knowledge of the force 
required to propel her into the air and the inevitable 
landing that has yet to occur (from our vantage point). An 
object in motion, thrown in the air for example, implies 
motion based on our common knowledge of physics. It 
implies both what has just happened and what may happen 
next. It also says something about the subject, the model 
who has just thrown the object. A model’s interaction with 
objects gives us a glimpse, too, of the model’s mind, though 
less is revealed about her intentions than the results of her 
actions.

Active space is the space in front of a moving subject that 
she appears to be traveling into. Without enough active 
space, the subject will look like she is about to move out of 
the picture frame. An abundance of active space can imply 
future movement.

In other ways, the model’s apparent intentions, portrayed 
through body language and facial expression, can give us 
a sense of time. If she looks thoughtful, it can imply she is 
remembering the past or imagining the future. If just part 
of a model’s body is blurred by motion, and the rest of her 
is crisply stopped in time, attention is drawn towards the 
area of obvious action. The mix of sharp and blurry can be 
created by mixing studio strobes with continuous lighting 
and a slow shutter speed. For instance, a shutter speed of 
one second or longer on a background lit with continuous 
light, mixed with a studio flash and a walking model, will 
create a ghostly image and a solid image. This technique 
runs the risk of washing out your subject or blurring the 
entire image, so some experimentation is needed in order 
to master the process. Many situations lend themselves to 
this technique, for example, a rooftop at night with city 
lights in the background. In the studio, you can try lighting 
only the background with continuous light to ensure that 
the strobes illuminate only the subject. A neutral density 
filter may be helpful if you are having trouble getting a 
long shutter speed with an intense light source. A mix of 
motion-blurred areas and sharp areas can also be produced 
or enhanced in postprocessing with photo-editing software.
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Design Principles: Pu�ing the 
Elements Together

The following principles build on the preceding elements. 
Design principles describe the ways in which elements are 
combined and the effects these have on the viewer.

Texture
All texture is comprised of elements repeated to form 
a defined area. The texture of hair is created through 
a pattern of lines. Texture appears within the body, in 
background, and objects in the scene. It is a tactile quality 
that can be layered on various scales—textures within 
textures. The texture of skin is defined by muscles, pores, 
and hair follicles. The ripples of muscles constitute a 
texture that is visible from a distance. As you move closer, 
finer contours are visible. Closer yet, and hairs and pores 
come into view. Light enhances or hides texture in your 
subject, background, and other scene elements. Highly 
textured surfaces oppose smooth or featureless shapes. 
Cast shadows, such as from a net or leaves, can give the 
appearance of texture on your subject or background.

In the image at lower left (A), search for areas of texture. 
How many can you identify? Try to pick out the five or 
six most predominant areas of texture. The number of 
textured areas in a given scene is theoretically limitless, 
bounded only by the resolving power of the camera. For the 
sake of composition, only a few textures are appropriate 
before we suffer from visual overload. The main texture 
areas are the grass in the foreground, the model’s skin, the 
trees behind the model, the brighter, longer strands of grass 
to the left, the sky, and the model’s hair. You might not have 
thought of the sky and skin areas as texture because they 
are relatively smooth. The mountains in the background 
are a similar texture to the sky, distinguished only by tone. 
Although the area of bright, long lines at the left is similar 
to the grass, it is a distinct texture.

Rhythm, Repetition, and Progression
Rhythm comes from repetition. In music, rhythm is 
created through a series of beats. In visual presentations, 
rhythm relies on accents that repeat. These accents are 
usually created through contrast. Rhythm can be regular 
or progressive. A  is created by a pattern that 
repeats without changing. The repetition can be one shape 
or a series of shapes. A progressive rhythm changes as it 
repeats. For example, a series of lines could become thicker 
across the composition. Curved lines create a flowing 

Any substantial vertical line can echo the orientation of a 
standing figure in the composition and be part of a rhythm. 
Long rectangles or other shapes that approximate human 
proportion can also be used to repeat the nude figure.

Giving the eye a place to rest helps you avoid a busy 
composition. A break in a pattern or rhythm creates a 
resting place. These gaps become part of the negative space 
around the subjects.

Balance
Balance is a broad-reaching term. In composition, it is 
characterized by the distribution of mass. Simple nude 
compositions have just one mass. Recall that visual mass 
is the magnitude to which a form or shape attracts the 
viewer’s eye. The relative sizes and placement of various 
masses within a composition are what determine if it is 
balanced. If you imagine an image as being balanced on a 
fulcrum, like a seesaw, which side is heavier? If both sides 
are equally weighted, you have balance. An image does 
not need to be symmetrical to be balanced, nor do the 
elements need to be spaced equally from the center. A sense 
of balance is somewhat subjective, but it is not di¦cult 
to reach consensus on the balance of most compositions. 
Balance can be termed as formal, informal, or radical. 
Formal balance is symmetry, and is not commonly used 
today. Symmetry can be bilateral (also called axial or 
mirror), translational, or radial. Translational symmetry 
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The above image (A) is 
more complex than the 
preceding example. The 
positive and negative 
spaces are rendered 
in brown and blue 
respectively in the 
illustration at right (B). 
Note that overlapping 
areas within the subject 
are not considered when 
determining positive or 
negative space.

Understanding 
negative space plays 
an important  role in 
learning the technique 
of framing. (See 
“Framing” on page 57.)

Notan
Notan is a Japanese design idea that achieves harmony 
through the placement of light and dark areas. It means 
“dark-light” and is traditionally comprised of pure black 

and white. Notan designs can create interesting positive/ 
negative space interactions because the subject can be 
comprised of both black and white areas. The areas are 
placed around a point of equilibrium to complement 
each other. Notan design is without conflict or dominant 
elements. So, unlike Western compositions where the 
positive space dominates, in Notan neither positive nor 
negative is dominant. Shapes with dissimilar weights can 
be made to balance by their placement. This kind of design 
uses shapes that have subtle contours and are not very 
complicated. An iconic example of Notan design is the 
Taoist symbol for yin and yang, but Notan does not have to 
employ rotational symmetry. Although Notan employs only 
pure black and white and no tones of gray, the concept can 
be a useful exercise from which photographic compositions 
can be extracted. If you can recognize Notan when you see 
it, you have another design principle that you can use to 
visualize your compositions. Your understanding of Notan 
balance principles can be used to construct the underlying 
composition of non-Notan images. When making a 
silhouette, it is helpful to keep Notan principles in mind. 
For an example of a Western adaptation of Notan, look up 
the art of M. C. Escher.

Easily Confused 
Do not confuse Notan with Chiaroscuro (page 25). 
Both have to do with light and dark values. Notan 
is related to achieving balance in a composition. 
Chiaroscuro is the effect of three- dimensional depth 
and drama created by light and shadow.

Exercise in Figure/Ground Balance 
The following exercise will help to evaluate the balance 
of an image while exploring the concept of figure 
versus ground. It can be performed in Photoshop, 
GIMP, or other photo-editing software. It will require 
that you know how to use the Quick Selection, Pen, 
Refine Edge, Adjustment Layer, and Layer Mask 
tools. Select a balanced but asymmetrical image of 
a single subject on a plain background, like the one 
below. The first step in this process is to separate the 
figure (positive space) from the background (negative 
space). You can do this with any variety of tools, such 
as a combination of the Quick Selection and Select 
and Mask or with the Pen tool in Photoshop. This 
is a process called isolation. It takes a good deal of 
time to gain proficiency with figure isolation; but 
for this exercise, it does not have to be perfect. Just 
get as close to the edges as you can with a moderate 
amount of effort. When you are done, it should look 
like the image below with the figure in black and the 
background in white. The next step is to bisect the 
image. This can be done vertically or horizontally, 
though most figure photographs will lend themselves 
to being divided along the axis of the figure. Place 
the division line based on your framing, not on the 
placement of the model. The final step is to invert 
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When we see a model’s fingers, we think of them as a group, 
even if they are intertwined with other shapes or colors. 
When dissimilarity occurs within a pattern or group, the 
anomaly commands our attention and it becomes a point of 
interest. In the image at left (B), similarity helps us decipher 
the content.

Proximity
Elements that are close, touching, or overlapping are 
interpreted as being part of a group, even if they are not 
similar. For example, when one model stands in front of 
another, they are grouped together in our mind. Similarly, 
forms that are in front of the same background element will 
be mentally combined. There is no universal definition of 
“close,” for proximity is relative to the spacing used in each 
composition.

The proximity of shapes helps determine harmony. Shapes 
that overlap or are close seem to belong together. Shapes 
that are far apart do not appear as unified. Proximity 
relationships typically take precedence in our minds over 
similarity.

The image on the left (C) is made up of small black shapes. 
Many of the black specs are separated by blank space. 
However, we interpret all the shapes as part of the same 
figure. It is interesting to note that all the images in this 
book are made up of tiny dots; the ones in the image at 
left have been exaggerated to illustrate that the effect of 
proximity applies on multiple scales.

When we interpret proximity, we are interpreting the scene 
as an arrangement of three-dimensional objects, not as 
two-dimensional dots on a page. Dots and other bits of 
color that form a reasonably recognizable object will be 
interpreted as such. This phenomenon is called emergence.

Continuance
Continuance means that as the viewer’s gaze follows lines 
through the composition it will proceed in its current 
direction until it has a reason to cease. This concept is a 
little like Isaac Newton’s (English, 1643—1727) first law 
of motion, which can be paraphrased as “an object in 
motion tends to remain in motion.” Our eyes proceed, for 
a period of time, in the direction that they are being led 
across a visual composition. Once we run across another 
significant visual element, it may influence our eyes to 
change direction. Pointing devices cause our gaze to move 
or change direction and can take a variety of forms, such as 
subject’s actions, path lines, and lines of perspective. The 
subject’s actions, that is, the model’s actions, direct our eye. 
If the model is looking at something, pointing, or throwing 
an object, we will look in the direction of the action. Path 
lines are strong lines, such as a road, tree, or swath of 
fabric, that are bold enough to draw the eye. The most 
obvious path line would be a graphic arrow. Shapes that are 
arranged along a line or combine to form larger shapes also 

B. We use similarity and dissimilarity to discern which limbs belong to 
which model.

C. Emergence: we interpret the dots as a rendition of a figure.
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Triangular Pathways
I recommend attempting triangular pathways (C) for 
those who are new to creating visual pathways in their 
compositions. Three points of interest or three lines is an 
uncomplicated way to create an effective viewing cycle. A 
V-shaped design can imply a triangle and the observer’s 
mind will supply the missing edge. Learn to look for 
triangles that are only shown through two distinct edges 
and an implied third edge. Triangular pathways are a 

natural way to generate an energetic figure composition. 
Recall from the section on triangles that they are stable 
shapes that can easily be made using the lines of the body 
(see “Triangles” on page 12).

Circular and Cyclical Pathways
Curved pathways (B) can form circles or semicircles. A 
semi-circle can be oriented in any direction, producing a 
U-shape, C-shape, etc. These pathways keep the eye moving 
around the image. Remember that you need at least one 
dominant point of interest or you risk the viewer endlessly 
searching the image for a point of emphasis. One kind of 
circular pathway, those that spiral inward, should contain a 
dominant point of emphasis in the center of the spiral. Also 
see “Golden Mean, Golden Rectangle, Fibonacci Spiral” on 
page 51.

S- and Z-Shaped Pathways
The difference between an S-pathway and a  Z-pathway (D) 
is the abruptness with which they change direction. These 
pathways can be subtle or pronounced. Thusly, zigzagging 
or meandering pathways can be effective in producing 
moods ranging from lyrical to jarring.  Recall

A. The general order of dominance, beginning with the dominant 
quadrant in the upper left.

B. Circular pathway.
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 Undulating curves include S-shaped, Z-shaped, and zigzagging lines, 
whether they be curved or jagged.A. Diagonal Placement (Diagonal Method)

B. Rule of Thirds
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Technique in Composition
ext, we will discuss how photo- graphic 
technique relates to composition. Here is 
where the rubber  meets  the  road. 

Hopefully, you have read and practiced 
the preceding portions of this book, so 

you can approach these techniques with the applicable 
context and fundamentals to achieve your purpose. If 
you attempt these techniques without knowledge of the 
vocabulary and groundwork built in the earlier parts, 
you may find these processes frustrating and ineffectual. 
The entries in this section are organized into in- camera 
technique, lighting, and postprocessing technique.

There are degrees of refinement in a composition, all 
of which have been presented up to this point. At the 
periphery is the choice of format, such as square, portrait, 
or landscape. The next is an overall design, also known as 
a structure, armature, or visual pathway. Fitting into the 
design is the third level of refinement, arrangement of the 
abstract masses. Before any image can be recognized, it 
is just a collection of colored shapes. The fourth level of 
refinement is the subject or subjects. Your model is one of 
your subjects, but other subjects can be present. The final 
degree is detail. Therefore, before you concern yourself 
with details such as how a model’s hair looks or which way 
her head is turned, the other four levels of refinement need 
to be solidly in place.

When a painter begins a composition, he/she starts with 
a sketch or an idea. Next is an underpainting, performed 
with large brushes. Only at the final stages are fine brushes 
useful. Remember this metaphor when approaching your 
photography and do not skip any part of the plan.

In-Camera Technique

Though this book is not intended to be a guide to basic 
camera operation, there is some overlap between operating 
your image-making hardware and the effect it has on 
composition. The photographer has unique tools, not 
afforded to the painter or sculptor. This section contains 
basic in-camera techniques of focus and framing, as well as 
considerations applicable to nude composition.

Focus
Focus can be used to direct the viewer’s eye through your 
composition. When your subject includes both foreground 
and background elements, your choice of focus determines 
the primary emphasis on one or the other.

The sharpness of your focus is determined, in part, by the 
aperture you choose. A lens’s largest aperture, the one 
that lets in the most light, will typically exhibit the softest 
focus. The smallest aperture, however, is not the sharpest 
one. Most lenses have their sharpest f-stop somewhere 
in the middle. For example, a lens may have its softest 
aperture at f/1.4, and its sharpest at f/5.6, with f/11 falling 
somewhere in-between. Thusly, sharpest focus and greatest 
depth of field are typically mutually exclusive. Another 
factor that can affect focus is your choice of lens design. 
Zoom lenses are generally softer than fixed lenses, and 
they do not always have consistent levels of sharpness 
throughout their range of zoom. The quality of your lens 
also affects sharpness, which contributes to the price. To 
learn the characteristics of a particular lens, you will need 
to experiment or do some research. Experimentation is 
probably your best bet for finding out how a lens is going to 
perform best for you. I have listed some equipment review 
links at www.nudephotoguides.com/resources.

A less-talked-about factor that affects sharpness of various 
parts of your subject is the edge-to-edge sharpness of your 
lens. Most lenses are sharpest near the center and softer 
near the edges. Where you place key points of your subject 
in the frame will determine its sharpness. Remember 
that the image projected by the lens is circular, so the 
longitudinal extremes of your image are further from the 
center, and thus are softer than the closer edges of the 
image.

Depth of Field
As most photographers know, smaller apertures create 
greater depth of field (a larger range of in-focus areas), but 
somewhere between the middle and the smallest aperture 
is a sweet spot of overall sharpness.

If you desire photographs with an in-focus background, 
an important concept is that of hyperfocal distance. The 
hyperfocal distance is the focal distance at which you can 
set a lens and all objects at that distance and further away 
will be in focus. Each lens is capable of a hyperfocal distance 
and will typically be marked on the lens. The exact distance 
depends on the lens model and your choice of aperture. 
Hyperfocal focusing is most effective when used outdoors. 
One drawback of hyperfocal distance is that it may place 
the model too far away for effective framing.

When you start learning about the effects of aperture on 
depth of field and sharpness, there is a natural tendency 
to want to have photographs with the largest, sharpest 
depth of field possible. This helps to reveal the most detail, 
but it may not be the best approach from a compositional 
standpoint. Leaving a little mystery and creating some 
dissimilarity can make an image more interesting. With 
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Backlight
Backlighting can produce a dramatic shift from the 
typical front-lit image. The technique can be subtle, such 
as a separation light, which is a light behind the model 
that creates a brighter edge along the subject to create 
better contrast with the background. The backlight can 
illuminate anywhere from a narrow sliver to a substantial 
area of the model. All back lighting has the effect of dark 
subject against a lighter background. The edge lighting 
in the low-key image on the previous page (B) is one 
implementation of backlighting. Extreme backlighting 
creates a silhouette. Also see “Silhouettes” on page 107 in 
the Shooting Assignments section.

Technical Note 
Flare can be a problem when using backlight. Flare 
can reduce contrast and wash out the color saturation 
when non-image forming light directly strikes the 
lens. Use a lens hood or some other object to flag the 
lens when possible. Keep your lens clean too. Some 
lenses handle backlighting better by exhibiting less 
flare and ghosting. In a backlit scene, the background 
is better lit than the foreground.

Light as an Element

E. High-key  lighting used in image (A) on the previous page.

F. Low-key lighting used in image (B) on the previous page.

G. A workaday lighting setup with a main light, fill reflector, and 
background light. H. Light as a design element. Gelled light on a boom arm illuminates 

the background.
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You can create compositional elements, such as lines, 
textures, and shapes, by purely out of light. For example, 
a cone of light can easily be projected onto background 
paper using a standard reflector. If you attach a grid to the 
reflector, the light will change shape. If you add flags or 
barn doors to the other lights, this will reduce spill onto 
the background and make the background light contrasted 
more and more dramatic. More complex light projections 
can be produced with either commercially manufactured 
or improvised equipment. A gobo is a metal cut-out used 
to project shapes on the background or model. A flag is an 
opaque panel for blocking light. A scrim is a translucent 
material that partially blocks light.

Color of Light
When experimenting with color harmony in composition, 
you can create hues with lighting gels. Gels are colored, 
translucent plastic that come in sheets or rolls. They are 
available from theater and photographic lighting suppliers. 
Gels differ from other colored plastics in that they are 
engineered to transmit a particular color of light without 
unduly reducing the light output. You can use other 
materials to change the color of a light, but it might not 
render the color or intensity that you desire. Make sure the 
gel is large enough to cover the entire light; any gaps will 
contribute to washout. Some systems provide gel holders, 
while do-it-yourselfers can tape the gels across the strobe 
reflector.

Overlapping lights (shining more than one color on an 
area) will create composite colors or wash out the gelled 

color. Restrictors such as snoots, grids, and barndoors are 
essential to prevent gelled light from overlapping with 
white light or other gel colors. If you are placing colored 
light only on the background, a good deal of separation 
between foreground and backdrop will reduce the effect of 
spillover from your subject lights. In confined studios, avoid 
umbrellas and softboxes which tend to spill a lot of light 
onto gelled areas.

With well-controlled light you can color a neutral 
background such as the red on gray paper (image A) and 
illuminate the figure with white (no gel) light.

Cautions 
If you are using hot lights, only use gels and holders 
that are specifically designed for them. Even with 
strobes, high output can create heat. A gel will restrict 
the flow of air around the flash tube, contributing to 
heat build-up.

Use extreme care with electrical equipment around 
water. Proceed only if you are fully trained in all risks 
and precautions.

A. Red gel attached over a light on the floor behind the model, aimed at 
the background.

B. Doorway creates a rectangle of light to reflected in the pool.
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conversion. It will take some trial and error before you are 
proficient at visualizing the outcome. A good place to start 
experimenting is with existing images you have shot under 
less than ideal light. Some of those “poorly lit” shots may 
make excellent monochromes, provided they were properly 
exposed.

Now and then, color distracts from your intention; 
but at other times, it can significantly enhance 
visual communication. An obvious disadvantage of a 
monochrome image is that you lose the ability to direct 
the viewer’s attention with contrasting color. The decision 
to include or exclude color should be made on a per-scene 
basis. Before deciding on a monochromatic treatment, 
consider how much the composition relies on color 
elements.

There are a few caveats when contemplating monochrome 
images. Skin color is rarely uniform throughout the body. 
It varies in the amounts of red and yellow, and there are 
even blue portions due to veins near the skin. Monochrome 
conversion can smooth these variations or cause skin to 
look blotchy. You may need to color-correct for smooth 
skin tone prior to converting to monochrome.

Gradient Mapping
To try a colorful effect with similar compositional benefits 
to monochrome, apply a gradient map adjustment layer. 
A gradient map discards the original color information in 

an image and replaces it with hues of your choice, mapped 
to the monochrome values of the image. This has the 
same effect form as a black and white image by removing 
distracting color and pushing the viewer to concentrate 
on forms. It has the added benefit of allowing you to direct 
the eye using false color. Try cool shadows and warm 
highlights. Try another with an unsaturated tone (black or 
white) into a warm or cool tone. It may help to use nearly 
black or white, instead of a completely unsaturated tone. 
When color mapping, beware of banding effects and abrupt 
color changes that can appear garish. More subtle effects 
are typically more beneficial.

Monochrome Conversion Exercise
In ACR, explore the following:

Various combinations of luminance sliders on HSL/
grayscale tab.

In Photoshop apply a gradient map. Observe the 
difference between a warm and cool tint, and a strong 
or muted saturation.

A. Some images are more effective with the color information removed. B. Gradient map layer in Photoshop produces a false color effect.
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