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7: Subject, Background, Foreground

The 3 key elements of any image
Before you can begin to place the 3 key elements where you want them, you will need to understand what 
they are and the effect they will have on your viewer's experience. The principles in Part 2 don't just apply 
to photographs. Look at any work of art or skilful piece of graphic design, and you'll see the creator's hand 
guiding you through the image. 

In this chapter
Every image starts with 3 key elements: a subject, a 
background and a foreground. As the photographer 
it is your job to decide how each element should 
interact with the others, and where each will appear 
in the frame.

You might decide to exclude one element altogether, 
place your subject so it doesn't overlap with other 
elements, or reduce the background to a minimum. 
Each of these decisions, and all the other choices 

you make surrounding these 3 elements, should be a 
conscious decision, not an accident. 

The balance between these 3 elements should be the 
first decision you make. Ultimately this will become 
an almost unconscious process, but to begin with 
you should take deliberate steps to identify what the 
subject, background and foreground will be in each 
image you make.
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The balance between the 3 elements

Subject

Unless you are aiming for a confusing, disturbing, 
difficult image, you want just a single subject - here, 
the group of cyclists.

Foreground

Traditionally you have a smaller foreground which leads the 
viewer into the image, introducing the subject, offering support 
but not overwhelming.

Background

Usually your background offers context and 
maybe contrast, but certainly doesn't distract 
attention from the subject.
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Too much foreground

The road above adds nothing to the image, which should be 
framed more tightly, like this:

Images that are out of balance
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2 subjects

The eye keeps jumping between the cairn and the buildings. 
Sometimes a strong foreground can work, but not if it fights the 
subject for prominence.

Washed out 
background

The sky here would 
have been a great 
background if it had 
been blue with fluffy 
clouds. But a washed 
out grey sky that 
fades to white adds 
nothing at all.
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Alternatives
The usual balance between the 3 elements that I've 
outlined isn't the only way to compose a photograph. 
Sometimes you might want no background or 
foreground at all, and you fill the frame just with 
your subject. Landscape photographers often make 
the foreground the subject. And if you are creating 

an atonal, disturbing image you'd use many subjects 
to keep your viewer's eye jumping all around the 
frame. 

As with all established guidelines though, learn the 
basics first before you start to break the rules.

Using viewpoint to change the balance between the 3 elements
Your point of view is the first, and possibly only, 
technique you need to change the balance between 
foreground, subject and background.

Without even moving your feet you can drastically 
change each element just by moving the camera 
higher or lower:

If you now allow yourself to walk around your 
subject, an infinite number of foreground-subject-
background combinations will open up:
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Your job as the photographer is to pick the balance of 
foreground, background and subject that you want. You don't 
just point and shoot any more. You think, visualise, test and 
repeat until you have the image you can see in your head.

Homework
Create these photographs, using only a change in viewpoint between images (no changing lenses). You 
should be able to do this with your phone camera.

▢ mostly subject

▢ mostly foreground

▢ mostly background

▢ no subject (this is tricky - try for just more than 1 subject if you get stuck)

▢ no foreground

▢ no background

▢ a pleasing balance between subject, background and foreground

Use any subject; it can be indoor or out, flash or no flash, whatever you fancy. 

The key thing in this chapter is to move your camera. Try shooting from underneath or directly above if you 
need to. Move closer and further away, and change the angle of the camera.

Don't worry about aperture, shutter speed, ISO and exposure if you want a break from the technicals. For 
this lesson I just want you to start moving with your camera.
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Checklist for Chapter 7

▢ I understand that an image has 3 elements: a background, a 
foreground and a subject

▢ I know that I can choose to exclude one or more elements from 
my final image, but it must be a conscious decision and not an 
accident

▢ I understand the importance of having a single subject, unless 
my image is intended to be disturbing for the viewer

▢ I will be careful not to include too much foreground in my 
images

▢ I will check my skies from now on, and I will not include a big 
expanse of blown-out white sky

▢ I know that I can make a huge difference to the balance of 
elements in my image just by moving my viewpoint, sometimes 
only by a centimetre

▢ I have done the homework


