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UNDERSTANDING PERSPECTIVE  BY BARRY HAYES 

 
This tutorial discusses the basic principles of Perspective and how it can be used as a compositional and 
creative tool in photography. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
What is Perspective and does it really matter? 
 
Whether you own a camera with interchangeable lenses or use a simple compact camera with a zoom 
lens, you make a decision regarding ‘perspective’ every time you make an image. Each time you 
change a lens, or alter the zoom, what you are actually doing is changing the focal length of the lens 
and changing the way your camera sees the world.   
 
The following discussion is aimed at providing a basic appreciation of one of photography’s basic  
principles.  Understanding ‘perspective’ will help you make better choices when trying to choose the 
best lens for the scene you are trying to capture.  
 
There are two types of perspective, Linear and Aerial.  In a two-dimensional image a sense of depth can 
be achieved by using Linear Perspective to capture lines that appear to converge or diminish (see Figure 
7 below). 

 
 
In technical drawing, perspective is given to a sketch by using lines that converge to what is called the 
‘Vanishing Point’.  In photography linear perspective results when a wide-angle lens is used to make lines 
(a road for example) appear to converge over a short distance.  A similar effect may be achieved when 
the image contains diminishing tones or hues, such as when looking at a landscape with distant hills, this is 
Aerial Perspective at work (see Figure 8).  
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Linear Perspective is the one we have most control over so will be the main topic of this discussion.  
However, keep in mind that both types of perspective can come into play simultaneously in some scenes 
(see Figure 9) 
 

 
 
 
NORMAL PERSPECTIVE  
 
Regardless of the camera you use, when you frame an image in the viewfinder or on the LCD screen 
there is a particular lens focal length that will produce an image just the way your eye would normally 
see the scene in front of you.  This ‘Normal’ view equates to a lens focal length of about 55mm with a full 
frame sensor (about 35mm on an APS size sensor).  You can try this by keeping both eyes open while 
holding your camera viewfinder to one eye so you can see the scene with both eyes. Move the zoom 
control slowly until what you see appears the same through both eyes, that’s the normal lens setting for 
Normal Perspective. 
 
In an image taken with a normal focal length lens all the elements in the scene will look pretty much the 
way you would see them with the naked eye.  In particular, the relative size of background and 
foreground elements are recorded in natural proportions relative to each other. (See Figure 2) 
 

 
 
Once you start changing the focal length away from normal there is a shift in the way the camera 
records those elements.  When a wide angle lens is used, background elements will appear smaller in size 
relative to foreground elements. When a telephoto lens is employed those background elements appear 
larger. And the bigger the shift away from normal the bigger those effects appear. (see Figures 4, 5 and 
6) 
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That effect may be subtle over a short distance but may be enough to alter the way some subjects 
appear.  A good example of this is seen if you take a portrait with a very long telephoto lens.  The way a 
long lens seems to compress distance can make a face appear flat and slightly out of proportion.  
Conversely, moving in too close with a wide angle lens will tend to make noses look unnaturally large 
while the ears seem small and out of proportion to the rest of the face.   Not surprisingly then, the ideal 
portrait lens has a focal length that is close to normal, although generally a slightly longer lens gives a 
better or more pleasing result. 
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Understanding and being able to control the effects of perspective gives the photographer the ability to 
emphasize or de-emphasize certain elements in the image being captured.  The secret is to learn to look 
past the centre of interest and watch how the foreground and background changes in relation to the 
subject as the focal length is changed.  In particular, by altering the focal length you can change the 
way an unwanted background intrudes or competes with the main subject. (Look at figs 4, 5 and 6) 
 
FIGURES 1, 2 AND 3 IN DETAIL 
 
The subject is the white utility in the background.  All three images were all taken from the same spot but 
using different focal length lenses. Notice that the elements in the images show slightly different 
relationships to each other as the focal length is altered.  The Normal perspective is Figure 2 which was 
taken with a 55mm lens.  Compare that perspective with the other two and see the dramatic difference 
between Figure 1 (28mm) and Figure 3 (300mm).  In the 28mm image, foreground objects have been 
enlarged, in the 300mm image, all objects within the frame have been flattened.  
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FIGURES 4, 5 AND 6 IN DETAIL 
 
The next three images are of the same utility, in the same spot but were taken by moving the shooting 
position to keep the utility the same size in each frame just by altering the focal length. Notice the 
dramatic change in the relative size of the building behind the utility.  Nothing in the photograph has 
been moved, however the focal length of the lens has changed and the distance between the 
photographer and the subject adjusted to keep the vehicle the same size in each image. 
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FIGURE 7 IN DETAIL 
This demonstrates Linear Perspective and shows the effect a wide angle lens (18mm) can have on 
producing a real sense of depth just by using the right focal length.  By using a high viewpoint and 
keeping the lens horizontal any distortion introduced from the wide angle lens has been eliminated. 
 

 
 
FIGURE 8 IN DETAIL 
Although a telephoto lens was used for this image (200mm)  the sense of depth was further accentuated 
by the receding hues or tones in the scene and demonstrates Aerial Perspective.  The sense of distance 
and depth created by the lighter tones in the distance are a critical compositional tool in rendering a 
three dimensional subject onto a two dimensional piece of paper. 
 

 
 
FIGURE 9 IN DETAIL 
By combining the use of a wide angle lens with receding tones this image demonstrates how Linear and 
Aerial Perspective can be used together. 
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EXTREME PERSPECTIVE FOR CREATIVE EFFECT 
 
By using extreme wide angle lenses and differing points of view, exaggerated perspective effects can be 
created.  These images combine lens distortion with exaggerated perspective to give a unique view.  This 
image was taken using a 10.5mm fisheye lens on a camera with an APS-C size sensor.  The focal length 
equivalent for a full frame sensor is 15.75mm.   
 

 
 
The example below was taken with a 400mm focal length lens on an APS-C size sensor, giving an 
effective focal length of 600mm in 35mm (full frame) terms.  See how the foreground and background 
have been flattened and compressed. 
 

 
 
SUMMARY 
 
Perspective is a useful tool in composition and creative photography.  Take care to choose focal length, 
viewpoint and composition to use perspective in your images to achieve the effect you want. 
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