
Composing landscape and architecture photos 

Landscape photos are a part of photographic history. In fact, the first photo ever recorded 
is a landscape called View from the Window at Le Gras by Joseph Nicéphore Niépce. 
Taken in 1826, it took approximately eight hours of light exposure to create the 
photograph.  

Figure 2-1 is a 1952 reproduction of the original Niépce photo. Details of the original 
image are obscured because the photo was a heliograph done on a pewter plate.  

 
Figure 2-1: Gelatin silver print with 
applied watercolor reproduction of 
Joseph Nicéphore Niépce's View 
from the Window at Le Gras. March 
20-21, 1952 by Helmut Gernsheim 
& Kodak Research Laboratory.  

Photography has progressed 
dramatically since 1826, but many of 
the fundamental principles still apply 
today. Niépce, with his very first and 
famous image, applied a rule of 
photography that we still use today: 

framing.  

Framing  
Framing in photography is very similar to the concept of framing a piece of art to hang on 
your wall. When you frame artwork, you create a boundary around the art in order to 
draw attention to what is in the center. When photographers talk about the concept of 

framing, they are not referring to an external frame. 
Framing in photography means finding and using 
shapes such as columns, pillars, building edges, 
trees, tunnels or arches to use on the edges of a 
composition so that the eye is drawn to the focal 
point. Figure 2-2 shows a good example of how 
framing subjects with architecture creates a 
pleasing effect and showcases the focal point of the 
photo -- the people.  

 
Figure 2-2: Two people nicely framed using an 
arch.  



A great photograph is rarely an easy one. Professional photographers explore many 
different angles and locations around a subject when shooting landscapes and 
architectural photos. To capture interesting, professional-looking photos, train yourself to 
look for framing opportunities. Use whatever is available to create a visual frame. 
Windows, doorways, bridges, and foliage can provide creative opportunities for 
enhancing your photography skills. Another technique for improving your composition is 
called the rule of thirds.  

The rule of thirds  
The rule of thirds is an important and fundamental guideline of good composition. To 
understand this rule, mentally divide a photograph into thirds both horizontally and 
vertically, creating a grid of nine sections. When you place your subjects and horizon 
lines on the lines and intersections of the grid rather than the center, you create tension 
and energy in the photo. This tension keeps your eye actively involved and interested. 
Figure 2-3 shows a full viewfinder image, cut into thirds horizontally and vertically. The 
four lines and intersecting points are the most appealing places to position your subject 
within the photo.  

 
Figure 2-3: Using the rule of 
thirds, position your subjects on 
the imaginary lines and 
intersections.  

Figure 2-4 shows an example of 
the rule of thirds in use. This 
photo is visually pleasing 
because the tree is placed at one 

of the imaginary intersections.  

 
Figure 2-4: The tree is at an intersection point, 
making it the main focus of the photo.  

Although photographers use the term "rule" to 
describe many fundamentals of photography, think 
of them as guidelines for better photography 
instead. There are always exceptions, wonderful 
photographs that do not follow "the rules." But by 
consistently applying these guidelines, you can 
improve your skills as a photographer.  



A sense of scale  
When you look at a scene with your eyes, you can detect dimension. It's disappointing to 
take a photograph of a grand landscape, only to discover that the camera has flattened the 
image, making it look tiny and dull. Because the camera "sees" in two dimensions, it 
cannot portray how large or far away an object is. Professional photographers use a trick 
to overcome this obstacle. The pros know that placing an object in the foreground gives 
their majestic landscapes the proper scale. If you're photographing mountains, you can 
frame the shot with a tree. Because the human eye can approximate how large a tree is, it 
can deduce how large the mountains are by comparison. In Figure 2-5, the zebras help 
give proper scale to the mountain in the distance.  

 
Figure 2-5: Use a foreground 
object, such as a group of 
animals, to show scale of distant 
objects.  

Figure 2-6 shows another helpful 
use for foreground objects -- 
they keep the photo looking 
three-dimensional. One thing 
appears in front of another. The 
hikers are in front of the grassy 
hill with mountains in the 
background. The depth of these 
objects gives dimension to the 
photo.  

 
Figure 2-6: Use people as 
foreground objects to show 
depth in landscape photos.  

If you've ever taken a picture of 
a kite against just blue sky, you 
may have been disappointed to 
discover the scale problem 
firsthand. Without a foreground 
object, there is no way of 
knowing how high the kite was 

flying. Placing something else in the photo -- whether it is just a few clouds, an entire 
beach, or a person's face as shown in Figure 3-5 -- gives the viewer a frame of reference.  



 
Figure 2-7: Aerial objects also need something in 
the frame to convey correct height.  

Using photographers' rules of composition will 
help you create more pleasing photos that show off 
the majesty of a landscape with scale and interest. 
Next up, learn how to control the depth of field 
(DOF) to determine which areas of your photo will 
be in sharp focus.  

Using depth of field 
 

Photographers use depth of field, or depth of focus 
(DOF), to determine which area of the photo 
appears to be in focus. With portraits, the subject 
may be the only thing in sharp focus. For 
landscapes and architecture photos, however, you 

may wish to keep both the foreground and background equally in focus.  

If your subject and the background are equally in focus, you have a long depth of field. If 
the area just in front of and behind your subject are blurred, you have a shallow depth of 
field, as shown in Figure 2-8.  

 
Figure 2-8: Shallow depth of 
field keeps the subject in focus 
while blurring the background.  

Control depth 
of field with 
preset shooting 
modes  

Your digital camera probably includes an array of preset shooting modes. One of these 
modes is the Landscape mode. This mode automatically creates a long depth of field, 
which is the ideal for creating landscape photos because it keeps both the foreground and 
the background in focus. If you were photographing your aunt in front of the Taj Mahal 
on a dream vacation, you would want to keep both your aunt and the palace in sharp 
focus. A shallow depth of field would have the unfortunate effect of blurring the Taj 



Mahal. You can use the preset Landscape mode or manually adjust the depth of field 
using Aperture Priority mode.  

Control depth of field with aperture stops  
Many newer digital cameras offer an Aperture Priority mode, or even full manual control. 
With this mode, you have the ability to decide exactly what aperture to use. 
Understanding how aperture stops function will help you make the most of this feature. 
Slightly more complicated than selecting a preset program mode, this feature gives you 
more control over how your photos look. Although the concept of controlling depth of 
field using aperture stops can seem very complex, it is worth exploring. Don't let the 
terminology scare you! There's a little math involved to understand what your camera is 
doing, but once you grasp the concept, the rest is automated.  

Read Focusing basics: using depth of field for an easy-to-understand explanation of what 
depth of field is and how you can use it to take better photos.  

An aperture is simply the hole that opens in the shutter to allow light in. Think of it like 
the pupil of your eye. In low light, your pupil expands to bring in more light. In bright 
light, it contracts. This is the same principle you use to control how much light is allowed 
through the lens when you click the shutter to take your picture. You can choose to allow 
a lot of light in, or a tiny amount, depending on the diameter of the lens opening.  

F-stop is the common name for an aperture stop.  

The aperture stop is a number controlling the size of that diameter. Typical aperture 
stops, or f-stops, range from about 2.8 to 22. These numbers represent fractions, so f/22 
actually represents 1/22nd of the lens opening, while f/2.8 represents about half of the 
lens opening. The key thing to remember is: the smaller the number, the larger the 
opening and vice versa. To create a long depth of field, we need to choose a smaller 
opening, or larger number such as f/16, f/22, or even f/32. Experiment with the settings 
and find the look you like. Figure 2-9 shows how a long depth of field reveals the details 

of both the foreground and the background.  

 
Figure 2-9: Another example of how a long depth 
of field can create a wonderful landscape or 
architecture shot.  

Steady, now  
Because you want all of the details to remain in 
focus, a steady hand is essential for shooting 
landscape pictures. When you select Landscape 



mode or set your aperture for a long depth of field, it lets less light into the camera, 
providing the sharpness. It's a good idea to find a steady surface to rest your camera on 
when shooting these types of photos. Use a tripod, table, fence, or other solid surface that 
will help you eliminate camera shake. If your camera has a self-timer, you can set up the 
shot, then back away from the camera as it takes the shot for you.  

Now let's take a look at how light and weather can affect your photos.  

 
How light and weather affect nature and architecture photos 
 

In the first lesson, you learned how to use natural light to photograph portraits. Unlike 
people, landscapes and architecture cannot be taken indoors under less-than-ideal weather 
circumstances. When shooting nature, architecture, and landscapes, you are usually at the 
mercy of the weather.  

Light effects  
Although most people think that a clear, bright, sunny day is ideal for photography, it's 
actually a mix of sun and clouds that makes for the best photographic conditions. Clouds 
cut the direct glare of the sun that could cause a flare in the lens of your camera. Clouds 
also diffuse the light that can otherwise trigger your camera to meter inappropriately, 
causing your subjects to appear in shadow. If you have the luxury of waiting for the 
weather to cooperate, select a partially cloudy day to shoot your landscapes.  

The time of day is just as important in landscape photography as it is with portrait 
photography. In the first lesson, you learned that early morning or late afternoon hours 
provide the best natural light conditions. This holds true for landscape and architecture 
photography as well. When the sun is lower in the sky, it is less harsh and provides 
pleasing shadows to work with. Given a choice, select either the early morning or the 
"golden hour" to photograph your favorite scene at the lake, your view of the mountains, 
or your own backyard garden. Figure 2-10 shows how pleasing a late-afternoon shot can 

be.  

 
Figure 2-10: Early morning or 
late afternoon is the best time for 
landscape photography.  

Weather effects  
For better or worse, weather 
plays a role in nature and 



landscape photos. Although you would rarely choose to take pictures in the rain, you 
might want to take photos in the snow or at the beach. Snow and sand are both reflective 
surfaces. They reflect sunlight, fooling your in-camera sensor into thinking that there is 
more light in the picture than there really is. The results of this faulty metering are that 
the snow will appear blown out (totally white pixels, with little or no information) while 
your main subjects appear in shadow. To compensate for that, you can use automatic 
preset modes such as Snow, Sunset, and Beach modes. These handy modes optimize the 
camera settings to compensate for the difficult lighting situations peculiar to each 
environment. You can also use something called exposure compensation to correct the 
camera's mistake.  

 
Figure 2-11: Use automatic presets 
or exposure compensation to attain 
a correct exposure in snow.  

Exposure 
compensation  
Your digital camera is a remarkable 
piece of equipment that performs 
well in most circumstances, but it is 
no substitute for human perception. 
There are times when you need to 
help your camera determine the 
correct exposure settings. Although 
your eyes have no problem 
distinguishing a white rabbit 
against a mound of snow, the 
camera may be fooled into 
underexposing such a bright scene. 
This will cause the snow to look 
gray in the photo. Similarly, your 
camera may not be able to properly 
expose a black dog perched on a 
dark blanket. It may average the 
brightness, reading the dog as gray 

in color. To override the average brightness level, use the EV (Exposure Value) 
Compensation feature. In difficult lighting situations where there is too much white or too 
much black, manually adjusting the EV Compensation setting will give you more 

satisfactory results.  

 
Figure 2-12: Exposure compensation screen.  



Increasing the EV Compensation allows the camera to restore the original brightness of 
white objects in an overly bright scene. Try increasing the steps to get a more natural 
appearance. Decreasing the EV Compensation will darken the scene, restoring the 
original black tones to black.  

EV Compensation allows you to adjust the image brightness in difficult lighting 
conditions so that the photo is neither underexposed nor overexposed.  

Typically located in the Shooting or Capture menu, Exposure Compensation is a feature 
that overrides the camera's automatic exposure settings. Choose this feature to make the 
images incrementally darker or lighter, based on your lighting situation. Use + (plus) 
exposure compensation when the photo is too dark and – (minus) exposure compensation 
when the photo is too bright. Track changes by previewing the results on the LCD screen.  

Next up, learn how changing your vantage point can affect your architecture photos.  

Photographing architecture 
 

In this lesson, you have learned photography secrets of composition and depth of field. 
You have learned how weather can affect your photos, and know how to compensate for 
difficult lighting situations. While all of these rules apply to photographing architecture, 
there are a few extra guidelines that will help you achieve more professional-looking 
results when photographing buildings.  

When you are photographing architecture, you are usually on the street, looking up at the 
building. Unfortunately, this is one of the least pleasing vantage points. When you view a 
building at this angle, the lines at the edges of your photo become distorted, making the 
building appear to be leaning away from you. To compensate for this phenomenon, you 
will need to change your vantage point. This can be achieved by moving backward, away 
from the building, then zooming closer with your lens.  

It can also be achieved by finding a perch above street level. Is there a balcony on an 
adjacent building you can use? Perhaps there is a bench or ladder you can stand on to 
raise your vantage point. Getting physically higher with your camera will help you 
achieve a better perspective, reducing the distortion of the building.  

In Figure 2-13, the photographer is standing too close to the building. This causes the 
lines of the building to look 
distorted.  

 
Figure 2-13: In this photo, the 
photographer is too close to the 
building.  



On the other hand, by shooting the photo from a different vantage point, as shown in 
Figure 2-14, you get a better sense of the actual lines of the building.  

 
Figure 2-14: In this photo, the 
photographer is farther away 
from the building, which reduces 
distortion.  

Changing your vantage point can 
also mean moving the camera 
closer to the ground. When 
photographing indoor 
architectural lines, it is 
sometimes advantageous to 
move your camera's perspective 
closer to the horizontal center of 

the wall. Normal walls are eight to nine feet tall, so stooping to reduce your height will 
help you achieve straighter horizontal lines and fewer angles.  

Panoramic photos  
When you're photographing sweeping, majestic scenes, there are times when the view 
cannot be captured in the frame of one photo. Many newer cameras have a feature that 
allow you to create a panoramic photo. With this function, he camera to guide you 
through the process of joining your photos together to create one long, narrow photo, as 

shown in Figure 2-15.  

 
Figure 2-15: Cameras with an in-
camera panoramic photography 
tool can "stitch" several photos 
together.  

Enlarge image  

To achieve the best results, hold 
the camera level as you take a series of photos, overlapping each photo by between 30 
percent and 50 percent. When you're finished, the camera seamlessly stitches the photos 
together to create a sweeping, panoramic photo.  

 


