How to use Dynamic Tension
to Make Your Photos More
Dramatic

Dynamic tension is a way of using the energy and movement available in various features of the
frame to draw the eye out of the picture, in contrasting directions.

We’ve already looked at a variety of different lines that can be used to make a photo more
interesting but dynamic tension takes these lines and adds varying degrees of contrast between
them, further increasing their interest.

The simplest and most obvious photo that I have to demonstrate dynamic tension is the one below —
the lines move out from the center of the photo to the edges.
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Identifying Dynamic Tension

This is one of those things that, once you’ve learnt about it, you can’t stop seeing, making it quite
easy.
What you need to look out for is as follows:

e Multiple diagonal lines moving away from each other in different directions.
e Paths that move in opposing direction.

e Body language that contrasts between 2 or more subjects.

Below is a photo I took in Greece where their cramped hillside housing force multiple paths to
converge, making it ideal for a scene of dynamic tension.

You can probably identify a feeling of tension when viewing this photo but it’s sometimes hard to
work out why. I demonstrate this in the photo below, with the tension outlined by orange lines.
The multiple contrasting directions make for a strong feeling of the photo pulling apart from itself
but this only really works as an example; adding dynamic tension doesn’t instantly make a

photo interesting.

The strongest dynamic tension comes from the widest angles, and the widest angle that you can have
between 2 diagonals that intersect is 90 degrees; a great way to provide a photo with dynamic
tension is to include paths that intersect at this angle.

This is a fairly obvious technique. To appear less obvious, add points of interests at the end of each
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path to draw the viewer in contrasting directions.
For my photo below, I took it up a level by including an additional diagonal in the form of stairs, a
curved frame from the mirror and myself as a subject, slightly off center.

Body language is one of my favourite things to capture; negative body language is a great natural
source of dynamic tension. The notion is that people move away from the things they don’t like,
creating contrasting positioning and looks. In my photo below, the V-shape formed between the
subjects forces the eyes off in different directions and curves out of the photo. At the same time,

the eye line of the subject on the left brings you back to the subject on the right. The shallow depth
of field with focus on the girl in the middle is another way to emphasise a different point of interest.

Framing & Rotation



I took the photos below on a recent trip to London. Tower Bridge was rising to allow a boat to pass
through and I immediately noticed the dynamic tension.

I had some time and two chances (rising and lowering) to get the photo I wanted. The photo on the
left clearly contains the most contrasting lines but, in my opinion, isn’t as strong as the photo on the

right. Here’s why:

e The tower and ground on the left of the photo create a base for the image to stand on, which

balances the image out.

e The angle between the 2 parts of the bridge on the left is too small to really show a strong sense
of tension. The same goes for the top and bottom of the bridge.

e The photo on the right takes away the strength provided by the vertical and horizontal lines of
the ground, making it appear more uneven, adding to the tension.

» The exaggerated length of the top of the bridge on the right helps to make the photo more
dramatic and the contrast in colour from the sky makes the lines stand out.

e All of the lines in the photo on the right continue out of the frame, helping to give them a feeling
of continuation; as though they go on much further.

e The photo on the right carries most of its visual weight at the top of the photo, helping it to

appear unbalanced, increasing the feeling of tension.

3 “ L

)
!
1
!
]
;
k|
{
{
{

Try rotating your image when going for a more abstract approach; different angles produce varying
degrees of tension, which can make a big difference to the final image. As [ mentioned above, the
photo (above) on the right carries most of its visual weight at the top of the photo, helping it to
appear unbalanced. When you rotate this, you suddenly end up with a vertical feature that contrasts

nicely with the rest of the frame.
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A Note to Finish

If you’ve read the whole of this post, you’re likely to start seeing dynamic tension everywhere but I
urge you to restrain yourself from using it just for the sake of using it.

It’s much like the use of extremely shallow depth of field, or over saturated HDR; while it can be

very effective at drawing the viewer in, overuse in a single portfolio is going to have a negative
effect.

Continue to read up on composition techniques to help your photography improve.
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DYNAMIC
TENSION

Read the articlein the
description for instructionson
how to conquer this challenge!

v post your image in the comment section below

Want More? Try Our Composition
eBook

Do you want to compose stunning images, even in ordinary situations?

You don't need an expensive camera or a beautiful location to do that... you need a broad range of
composition knowledge.

This used to be quite difficult to grasp, but Intuitive Composition allows you to master it in no time
at all.
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