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What is a Composite? 

A composite is two or more images ‘stuck’ together to create a single picture. This is not a new 
or purely digital concept. It was invented by Sir Francis Galton in the 1880s, whereby multiple 
exposures were taken on the same photographic plate. 

‘Fake’ photographs are nothing new either; you might remember Elise Wright and Frances 
Griffiths from England, who fooled the world for a brief time with their photographs appearing to 
capture fairies at play in their garden in the 1900s. 

Photographs were also spliced together by photographic studios, to include people in a family 
portrait who couldn’t be present. They’d cut out a photograph of the missing person, glue it to 
the photograph they wanted them to appear in and then re-photograph that. 

Ethics and Aesthetics: More Than a Question of Tastes 
The reason I mentioned the examples above is to demonstrate that there are many ways to, and 
reasons why, someone might want to create a composite. When you look at whether this is 
ethical, you have to consider the original motivation and the intended audience. 

Above, you have two very definite cases of different intent. Elise and Frances sought to deceive 
with their photograph, albeit a harmless and childish prank. The studios would put together 
photographs for the purposes of a family being able to have an image of everyone 
together—they all knew that person wasn’t present on the day the photograph was taken and all 
parties were complicit. 

Stripping it back to basics, there are three types of composite: 

● Deceptive: where the photographer tries to pass off a composite as truth. If you’re a 
photojournalist, then it’s unethical to create a composite, or to edit the photograph in any 
way that changes it somehow. Most major publications won’t accept images that have 
had more than the most basic of exposure or colour corrections. Certainly nothing 
removed or added. 

● Aesthetic: where elements are combined with the purpose of creating something which 
is nice to look at, but isn’t being represented as a "straight" photograph. A photographer 
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taking night shots might want to combine a long exposure of the stars with an 
accurately exposed picture of the foreground, for example. 

● Surreal: where elements are combined to create something that isn’t possible (or would 
be extremely unlikely) in real life, and is usually easy to spot.  

Flight to Paradise 
 
This is nicely done and is looks 
reasonably realistic. The 
composition could have been 
improved by shifting the island and 
plane into a more balanced 
alignment, but the elements are 
nicely blended. 

As a photo-illustration, it works: I 
could easily see this being used as 
an advert to travel to tropical climes; 
it sells an idea. 

 

 

 

Dog Party 

This image isn’t pretending to 
be anything other than it is, 
and the individual images are 
put together in an effective 
and entertaining way. 

 



Melting Iceberg 

Half underwater pictures are possible 
without being composites, but this isn’t 
one of them. It’s still effective and the 
light both above and below the water 
works really well. 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Night Sky 
 
Definitely an image made to 
look realistic and presumably, 
put together simply for 
practical purposes. Although it 
is possible to get this in one 
shot (by manually adding light 
to the foreground with a torch), 
there’s no way to get the stars, 
campfire and people so clear 
and well exposed without 
combining two images. 



Final Thoughts 
When you’re selecting images to use, start out with ones that will be easy to cut out in your 
editing software. Avoid anything that blends into the background or has lots of tricky edges. 

Think about your light source. The images you use might all vary in where the light came from, 
so you may need to make colour and brightness adjustments to get everything looking right. 
Add shadows to give the images more depth and realism. 

The real question to ask yourself is why am I making a composite? Is it to tell a story? To fool 
people into thinking something is real? Maybe just to ditch a dull part of your photo and replace 
it with something more exciting? Your intent is what makes or breaks an image.  

Composites are fun, no matter if you’re simply replacing a dull sky in your photograph or going 
for a Mad Hatter style tea-party consisting entirely of cats. You have all the creative control so, 
as clichéd as it sounds, have fun with it. You can play with concepts and stretch imagination in a 
way that sometimes isn’t possible with photography alone. 

Response Questions:  

1. Look at the composite example images in the article. Would you classify 
the images as fine art photography or commercial photography? Why?  

2. When it comes to combining multiple images, do you prefer to 
experiment with double exposures or composite images? Why?  

3. When it comes to creating digital composite images, would you prefer 
to create surreal images that are obviously impossible, or would you 
prefer to create an aesthetically pleasing image that might look realistic 
to an untrained eye? Why? 

 


