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Judging Photography 

  

is a book about the way in which Camera-club Photography is currently assessed, together 

with proposals for an extensive set of criteria to broaden the scope of Camera Club 

Competitions. 

 

I’m an ex-professional studio and editorial photographer and a retired university senior 

lecturer in photography.  

I’ve been employed as a commercial photographer, an advertising photographer and an 

editorial photographer and I’ve worked freelance for national and international companies, 

magazines and tourism from my own studios and shared studios.  

As a senior lecturer I taught on degree courses in award winning advertising and editorial 

photography and media courses in universities, higher education, local colleges and adult 

classes.  

 

I’ve exhibited work in Britain and Europe and I’ve won a few awards of my own.  

My experience includes working with all types of camera and media and all types of lighting, 

on location and in the studio, and with the advertising and editorial industries. 

I’m a darkroom printer in monochrome and colour and I processed my own negatives and 

transparency stock, used copy cameras and produced lith prints for pasteup.  

 

When digital imaging first appeared I was fortunate to be teaching in a university which gave 

me the tools at the earliest opportunity, scanning negatives initially and then using digital 

cameras. I learnt Photoshop on version one in 1990.  

 

I’ve travelled extensively and I still exhibit occasionally. I’ve used all types and sizes of 

camera and I currently use an Olympus EM-1 – mostly because it’s light for travelling, also 

because it’s excellent. I also use a Pen F and Panasonic Lumix pocket snappies.  
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Introduction 

 
Although I belong to a wonderful little camera club I rarely if ever enter camera club 

competitions. Occasionally I’ll support the club and enter a picture for the fun of it and to see 

what the rest of the members think. My photography isn’t intended for competitions and 

would almost certainly be dismissed by most judges, not because it’s no good, but because 

there just isn’t the breadth of genres available in the club competition canon suited to what I 

do.  

 

Take a quick glance through the work of all the best photographers, the most famous images, 

and you’ll soon realise that most of the photographs would not do well in a camera club 

competition. The reasons for this don’t necessarily make for comfortable reading but in this 

short book I’ve done my best to address the possible issues and causes of the imbalance 

between the wide world of photography and the range of submissions acceptable in club 

competitions. Granted, we can enter anything we like within reason but how it is viewed and 

how it is assessed restricts photography to how many marks it might achieve with perhaps 

some attention paid to its improvement. 

 

The purpose of this book is to suggest a set of criteria which could be applied to any image. 

Whether it’s abstract art, street photography, realism or fantasy, experimental or romantic, 

narrative, illustrative or observation and representation.  

 

What are the limitations imposed by us, the judges? Are there alternatives? Whose 

expectations are we fulfilling, ours or the members? As a friend, Jeff Owen, a member of 

Chichester Camera Club said, the camera club network “seems to be stuck in a bubble of its 

own making”. 

 

Our criteria could be substantially more comprehensive. We may need to be willing to keep a 

regular eye on new developments in the Arts and Photography visit art galleries and go on to 

revisit the great Masters of Painting since the Renaissance, and the Photographic Arts since 

they were discovered in the 1820s. There were, and are, a lot more people in photographs and 

there were far fewer landscapes outside the confines of clubs. Many images from our history 

and much contemporary imagery represents art, events, intentions and purposes. What was/is 

it that makes these great pictures? 

 

A word about competitions. 

 

Generally speaking people enjoy the frisson of competition. A friendly game where we 

attempt to be better than the next person. 

Competition, competitiveness, is most likely based in long lost mating and tribal rivalry and 

we're still unconsciously playing out our male or female roles in attracting a mate, vying for 

territory and food sources. The extension of this is protection and providing for ourselves and 

family and ultimately avoiding death. Without it we would probably be dull by our standards 

and not very far along our evolutionary chain. It almost certainly drives much invention, 

intellect, politics, religion, health and survival techniques. Competition is in our cars and the 

way we drive, the clothes that we wear, the pets we own, the houses and gardens with which 

we surround ourselves, the trappings of wealth by ostentation and the gadgets we own. It’s 

tribal, national, racial and hierarchical. 
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Much of our competitiveness is both covert and unconscious. Sport is our outward 

declaration of out and out war on other individuals and tribes. To be the best, to outshine the 

rivals and satisfy our inner needs, to prove to ourselves as well as everyone else that we are 

the best. 

Our language is full of aphorism and jingoism declaring that this is a “good way to live”. 

Who doesn’t want England or (insert your nationality here) to win the World Cup? 

 

So how does this sit in a field which is at its heart an individual artistic endeavour? 

 

Ultimately I have to remember that amateur photographers should be doing it for fun and not 

worrying about “marks”, that’s the domain of university students. And, some members are 

just not very good and never will be but they do deserve a place in the competition and 

deserve a proper assessment. Their work deserves to be seen. Why should we show only the 

winners in exhibitions? Everyone should be represented and in the best clubs they are, 

however I see elitism in others, the slick and the highly competitive members ruling the roost. 

 

On the plus side it encourages us to improve. Ultimately it stretches human potential to the 

limit. Even competing with oneself, walking to the south pole for instance or to the summit of 

Snowdon. Not necessarily to be the first in an endeavour, just to have achieved a goal. 

 

With luck the judge will give some advice on how we can improve our skills.  

Competition provides a focus in clubs and unites the club in an appreciation of itself and its 

members. Themed competitions can stimulate more profound observation and thinking than 

open, random competitions. 

Unfortunately competitions have a down side too. The pursuit of marks leads to repetition of 

styles, techniques and subject matter which can stifle creativity and experiment.  

Elitism is a consequence of rewarding the slick and clever, the technically skilled and the 

followers of fashion. Judges are often ill equipped to judge images which fall outside the 

prosaic club fare reinforcing the idea that slick competition winners are examples of the best 

photography.  

When judges keep themselves up to date with current styles and practices in the art of 

photography and with genres not normally associated with club photography it emboldens 

experimentation, imagination and expression which can then be viewed equitability with the 

more conventional entries in a competition. All too often a low or average mark is awarded 

simply because the judge does not have the criteria to assess the image except from a 

personal taste perspective. 

Occasionally I see a tentative image from a reticent club member which may not be 

anywhere near technically perfect or fit expected ideas of composition, but, there’s an 

atmosphere, an obscure narrative, it’s unique, different. I may not award a high mark 

suggesting the technical improvements that can be made, but by praising and encouraging 

elements in the image which I can identify stimulates the photographer to look again and to 

start to recognise those elements for themselves, to start to understand their own unique 

vision. 
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     Into the Mists of Bodmin Moor by Heath Gough-Holt 

 

The book was inspired by one of my friends, a member of a local camera club who showed 

me a picture which she said had been totally dismissed by a judge as ‘unjudgeable’. 

The image was full of atmosphere and narrative, it was composed well and had a high level 

of experiment. It was unique. The photograph was not sharp, its tonal range was not easy to 

describe, not a lot was recognisable but for me it was a triumph of simplicity, narrative and 

composition. I could easily envisage it as an illustration in a mystery novel. 

 

Even the most banal grey, meaningless image, such as the “Solent Bunker” below should be 

assessable. We might not like it but we also don’t know the photographer’s intent unless the 

title does a good job. 

I tried assessing it and found it difficult but not impossible.  

 

            
Solent Bunker  
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How could you mark it without resorting to one’s prejudiced, likes and dislikes? By applying 

some criteria.  I would start at the beginning with the usual technical queries, and go on to 

discover compositional values of course and perhaps discover a narrative, evidence of a 

deeper reasoning behind the apparent dullness. For me this reflected the greyness of a war 

and the need for featureless concrete on an otherwise pristine shoreline. 

 

There’s a quick reference guide to a set of criteria for assessing and evaluating amateur 

photography in the appendix to this book. The book itself is a concise explanation of these 

criteria and some observations about how and why we judge the way we do and the 

expectations camera clubs have of their judges and their competitions. 

 

I’m going to begin with some aspects of my own experience of judging and how an expanded 

set of criteria could assist in making the process easier and more accurate. 
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Chapter One – Standing at the front of the room. 

 

As I walk into the dusty old Church Hall or Community Centre, the members are milling 

around and I greet some friendly and familiar faces. There’s a crowd around a couple of large 

home-made wooden easels and perched on the ledges are impeccably mounted photographic 

prints. The hubbub of discussion reaches my ears. There’s a frisson of expectation. 

  

I’ve just driven about fifty miles or more through the most appalling weather. This is mid-

winter and the height of the season for camera club competitions.  

There are few formalities, the offer of a cup of something hot and a glass of water to aid my 

speaking voice.  

 

Someone approaches to slip a small transmitter into my jacket pocket and clip a little black 

microphone to my lapel. I’m as ready as I’ll ever be and I’m a tad nervous. Will I be able to 

find the right words to describe the structures, the techniques, the compositions and the good, 

and not so good, features of the images I’m about to judge? Can I do justice to them? How 

can I put a figure on the worth of an amateur photograph?  

 

 
                            A very well organised and friendly club. 

 

I have a range of eight possible marks. What, if anything, is going to separate the 

masterpieces from the ill-considered snapshots? My experience tells me that a snapshot can 

easily be a masterpiece in another life. 

 

This is the world of amateur photography. The range of skill stretches from none at all to the 

level of a professional practitioner. Images may have been taken on thousands of pounds 

worth of the latest equipment, on a compact pocket camera or on mobile phone.   

I have to delve deep into my experience and refer to a mental set of criteria to tease out the 

essence of each of the pictures on display. 

 

I’m introduced by the chairman of the club or society. Sometimes a brief resume of my 

background raises or lowers the confidence the members might have had in my ability to 

understand their creations. I’m on my own.  
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The first beautifully framed and mounted photograph is set up for my inspection on a 

specially lit easel.  It may be one of several genres of image which I find difficult to assess. 

Some wildlife and natural history shots, architecture and landscapes can be excellent 

technical photography, but that may be all that they are. What criteria can I apply to assess a 

perfect shot of a Bee on a Flower or the head and staring Amber Eye of an Owl, a Cathedral 

Interior or a Panorama of Lake in Europe? 

 

I could have chosen a dozen other genres to use as examples of technically perfect 

photographs but the level of skill shown in insect photography, landscapes or gothic 

architecture is often staggering… so how can we apply a broad range of criteria to such shots 

with the intention of creating nuanced assessments of images which are rarely judged beyond 

technique?  

 

A black and white contrasty shot of a piece of modern architecture is technically perfect. Is 

that it, all I have to go on? Is that going to be the only criteria? Do all technically-perfect 

shots get full marks? How can I identify nuances which will allow for a range of marks 

regardless of the technical skill? 

 

                       
                    My level of butterfly picture – not for competition! 

 

I find myself talking to the print, gradually finding words to outline the qualities of the image. 

Someone asks me to speak up. I often forget to face the audience when I speak. That’s why 

they gave me the microphone. Inevitably I forget to switch it on when speaking to the 

audience and when I visit the loo in the break, I’ll forget to switch it off. 

 

The next print is a landscape. It really is no more than a holiday snapshot. A beautiful scene, 

mountains sweeping to the sea, a hamlet snuggled into one side of the bay with distant 

mountains in the haze and a fishing boat making its way out from the hamlet’s harbour. 

There’s a foreground with grasses and wild flowers preceding a pathway along a clifftop 

towards the bottom curve of the bay.  

 

The shot is taken around midday with the sun high behind the photographer. The colours are 

accurate but a bit washed out by haze and the sky has little detail. It is technically-perfect 

with an almost infinite depth of field.  
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What can I say about this? The scene has no atmosphere with no apparent thought for the 

lighting. The exact same shot taken just after dawn or just before sunset or in the sunlight 

immediately prior to a storm could make it an almost Turneresque masterpiece. It’s the 

lighting in this case which would turn a mundane holiday snap into a print worthy to be 

framed for the wall, or worthy of a competition. 

 

 
                    The Gower with crooked horizon – not for competition. 

 

Some of the images included in this book are my closest approximation to the types of image 

I’m discussing. I only take landscapes for myself as records and memories of holidays but it 

doesn’t mean I don’t know how they could be taken and presented for competition. 

 

The distinctions in the landscape I’m attempting to evaluate are between the residual 

memories of the photographer who had a wonderful holiday nearby and the unbiased viewer, 

me, who only sees the scene as it’s presented. 

 

Just two beautifully framed and presented photographs and they already represent the 

dilemma of judging camera club competition photographs.  

 

Either I can judge these pictures based entirely on my own likes and dislikes, my own ideas 

about what makes good or interesting photographs, or, by using a set of established criteria. 

The problem is whether everyone agrees on the criteria? What elements of the criteria are 

based on my own preferences, my own bias? What, if any, are the norms accepted by club 

members? If I break those norms am I being biased? 

 

But, I’ve started, so I’ll finish. I do my best to deconstruct the photographs as they are placed 

on the easel for my scrutiny. I do my best to make encouraging comments and at the same 

time offer possibilities for improvement.  

 

So what am I judging? 

 

I feel that the finer points of metaphor, philosophy, binary symbolism and attachment, 

delving into the efficacy of usage and appropriateness for the purpose of the image are not for 

the judging of club photography. I’m looking for a bolder comprehensible set of criteria 

acceptable to all. 
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What if the pictures are technically perfect. Do they get full marks? 

 

Let’s start with an insect for instance. I see hundreds of these. They are invariably technically 

perfect. Are there aspects in my criteria which I can apply to an amateur photograph to define 

this image as being better or worse than the next one I’m going to see? 

A Butterfly is a good example of the way in which criteria might be applied. For judges 

butterflies are notoriously troublesome. Or not?  

It’s easy to give a high mark and pass on to the next print using platitudes such as ‘strong’, 

‘beautiful’, ‘impressive’ and ‘striking’- meaningless weasel words (which in academic circles 

require whole college courses to define) allow us to compliment the commonplace and 

predictable. A definition of beautiful is superficial without the psychological context.  

Strong is a relative word and what do we actually mean by striking. We all know what we 

think ‘striking’ means but does it elevate any understanding of the image? 

If a shot is technically perfect and has obviously required patience and skill in its 

procurement, knowing where to find and chase butterflies, getting up very early in the 

morning, choosing the right lens means it stands a good chance of a high mark.  

This is skill of a much higher order than simply setting the camera to ‘auto’ and letting digital 

algorithms do all the work. 

 

It’s no surprise that judges tend to opt for high marks as finding more nuanced criteria crosses 

an invisible line where the criteria can be seen as bias, the judge’s bias. What she likes rather 

than what she sees as other possibilities, other ways of seeing or other ways to present an 

insect in a photograph.  

When judges ‘opt’ for the simple solution and bow to the peer pressure of the accepted norm, 

giving high scores to avoid appearing biased and being unprepared to discuss other 

possibilities, it signals that technically perfect insect shots achieve high marks in 

competitions.  

The genre remains static. We have created a low common denominator. 

 

The query here is whether the mark is more important than the photograph. 

 

No-one knows where the norm came from. It’s the suggestion that blank and completely out 

of focus backgrounds should be a standard for shots of flowers, birds and butterflies, and dry 

grass or unrecognisably out of focus backgrounds on shots of lions, meerkats and antelope. 

There’s a hint that it may be following a set of rules laid down about natural history 

photography, but as far as I can see it’s not relevant to a standard club competition.  

It’s as though a mouse or frog shot has been set up in a studio with a sheet of coloured card 

placed behind the subject. The shot becomes an illustration, a catalogue photograph. There’s 

nothing wrong with a simple studio shot or an illustrative shot but it’s now being entered and 

judged in a photography competition. What, if anything will lift it above the meticulous 

depiction of a specimen? 

 

Many club photographers have their favourite subjects as amateur photographers. Simple 

subjects such as fungi and insects, wildlife and landscapes give plenty of opportunity to 

develop splendid technical skills. In competitions those skills can achieve high marks and 

confer the perception of success as a photographer in those fields. 

Repeat and succeed. If it achieved high marks once, it can do it again. 
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Trevor Pogson 
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You can see where this is going. Do competitions stifle the possibility of nuanced and 

experimental ideas? Do judges have the expertise and capacity to judge images which eschew 

the norms, which shoulder their way out of the box? Most do, of course, but can they feel 

secure expressing their insight beyond predictable expectations? 

Who or what is driving the constraints? Is it club conventions or judges’ limitations? 

Is it a combination of a quest for high marks and the judge’s fear of lifting the lid on the box 

of timeworn habits?  

 

How can I judge technically skilled and perfect photographs? 

 

The shot I’m assessing is technically perfect. Sharp across the whole subject, no camera 

shake, good colour and well presented.  

 

How about the lighting? What’s the direction of the light? Is it well considered or just the sun 

light arriving at the scene from over the photographer’s left shoulder? Are there interfering 

shadows?  

 

What about the composition? Does it follow compositional ‘rules’.  

Are there any compositional rules?  

The ancient mathematical proportions of the golden mean used by artists and architects for 

millennia is often translated for simplicity into ‘the rule of thirds’. 

As a compositional arrangement it’s a good place to start. As they say however, all rules are 

there to be broken.  

 

There are no rules! Ahh! Yes, there are no rules, just suggestions and the basis for some 

criteria. 

 

Let’s assume the insect is all of the above. Technically perfect, considerately lit and 

composed in a pleasant and readable fashion. 

  

There are aspects which as a judge I would not necessarily know such as whether the plant on 

which the insect is delicately perched is correctly related to the butterfly’s natural habitat? If I 

know about this I may detect an error on the part of the photographer who placed an insect in 

suspended animation (chilled in the freezer) on the wrong plant.  

Some judges are good at this but it can’t really be a criterion. (Placing an inactive chilled 

insect in a location very early in the morning while it’s still cold allows the photographer to 

set up, wait as the insect warms, and to be ready to capture a perfect shot as it stretches its 

wings for the first time that day.) 

 

What are the extras, the things which will lift this photograph above the level of a catalogue 

shot? It could be as simple as behaviour, activity of some sort, sucking nectar, mating, 

landing, thawing in the morning dew and covered in water droplets? Being trapped by a 

spider? 

 

Now it’s the turn of my own biases as criteria. What makes this a photograph worthy of a 

competition? Would a background of some sort distract from the subject? Would that be a 

bad thing? Is there a balance to be achieved between no background at all and a background 

which creates a space, a location, but could be distracting?  
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Could the image hold a context? Where is it in relation to the rest of the world? Could the 

animal, the mouse, the butterfly occur in a three dimensional space, could it be somewhere? 

In my view that’s when the picture rises above the mundane. 

  

A straw poll indicates that half of club members prefer the simple illustration option and the 

other half would like to see more interesting insect and tree-frog pictures, if they have to see 

them at all! 

 

I will have had a look through the photographs entered for the competition in the fifteen 

minutes or so leading up to the beginning of the meeting. I may have noted some of the more 

obvious details but it’s only when the photographs are presented individually for appraisal 

and marking that I make an informed deconstruction and assessment.  

By waiting until the pictures are presented for evaluation before I make my comments my 

delivery appears more natural and conversational.  I’ve got about two minutes on each 

picture, then I have to give a mark.  Almost always it will be a mark out of ten but rarely 

below six and a half. That means there are just eight possible marks if you include half 

marks. 

 

Back to photograph of the small creature. It seems to me that any shot which is technically 

perfect will score at least an eight, as this is a good baseline score for a competent 

photograph. So what might raise the score above eight? Where are the top two marks going to 

come from if this image is to be worthy of a ten? 

 

 Considered lighting will take the mark above average. Eight out of ten is an average mark. 

 

Behaviour can lift the mark by as much as another whole point depending on the behaviour. 

A technically perfect shot, well lit, of an insect caught by a spider in a web for instance would 

get a whole point or more added whereas a butterfly’s extended probiscis feeding on a daisy’s 

nectar might warrant just a half point more.  

 

For me a context helping to establish a sense of place, creating a space for the small creature 

to exist in, a different or uniquely imaginative exposure, bordering on the realms of 

experiment perhaps, something quirky or distinctive, might add the final half a point and 

produce a ten. 

 

If only it were that easy. What about the customary expectations of the club? Can I break 

with convention? Will they invite me back? 

There are clubs who will never re-invite me. I once broke a cardinal rule by being blatantly 

honest. Using words like awful and banal don’t go down too well.  I have cleaned up my act, 

but too late for some. As I said, academic deconstruction is not for the camera club. 

 

Have a look at any club website and you’ll see some interesting and arresting photographs. 

These are often the cream of the club’s output. The most practiced, dedicated, well equipped 

and well-travelled photographers tend to dominate. Every club seems to have its creatives and 

artists.  

 

Some members are in hot pursuit of distinctions from various bodies like the Royal 

Photographic Society (RPS) and worldwide photography salons. RPS assessors and club 

judges for the most part come from the club environment, gathering methods and criteria 

from other judges. How can we make sure that as judges and assessors we don't just mark an 
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image the way we have seen other judges mark them or because they look like other 

successful or failed images? Because if we do we are potentially creating a formula. 

  

Knowledge of art and history, of contemporary developments, of documentary and 

journalistic photography could be an advantage. A deeper knowledge of the psychology and 

semiotics of our interaction with imagery would make our judging even more dynamic. 

 

Certainly, the training for judges in the region where I practice is very thorough although the 

suggested weight given to the “Expressive Quality” of images is very high considering that it 

is also intended to be ‘Highly Subjective”.  

I feel this encourages Crowd Pleasing images, which are regularly parodied in the pursuit of 

marks. A deeper understanding of semiotics, of current trends in art and art photography and 

the open minded approach needed to assess experimental work might help to overcome the 

limitations imposed by “Does it engage you emotionally?” It may or may not, of course. 

“Does it convey an idea or information?” It may do, but if your knowledge of ideas, of the 

signs and symbols, of the signals inherent in art and photography are limited to your own 

reactions, your judgement will inevitably conclude in a like or dislike of the image. 

 

I, for one, would not be at all pleased if my images were judged on the basis that over fifty 

percent of the mark comes from whether the judge likes it or not. 

 

Some of this sledgehammer approach can be easily avoided by more nuanced criteria, and a 

broader approach to photography in general by clubs.  

I present a very popular talk on a broad range of photography from the earliest innovators, 

through many genres of famous photographers’ work to contemporary imagery. Club 

members tell me they’re inspired and didn’t realise that most great photographs have little of 

the standards promoted in clubs or competition judges, are almost never landscapes or small 

animals. 

In photography outside Club photography, there tend to be a lot more people in photographs, 

sensitive uses of light and strong narratives, creativity, experimentation and art. 
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Chapter Two 

 

About criteria. 

 

 What is a criterion? How are criteria applied. Are all of the criteria used in assessing 

photographs the same, regardless of genre? Are there special standards for landscapes and 

others for street photography? And, if there are different criteria for different genres, how is it 

possible to compare one with another and mark appropriately in a competition? 

How do different criteria relate to different types of image? Club photography has around a 

dozen distinct genres and there are big overlaps. Each genre has different styles and quirks 

within it.  

 

One of the more interesting aspects of judging for me is to notice or discover the influences, 

references and blatantly or unconsciously mimicked ideas which inform images. These can 

be applied unawares by photographers who unconsciously repeat what they see other club 

members doing, especially if they seem to gain marks. The upshot producing slick crowd 

pleasing iterations. 

 

 
Trevor Pogson 
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Perhaps we need to retreat back to the dawn of photography to find some standards, some 

norms, to get a handle on the gamut of photography, and why we take photographs.  

 

Early on, around the middle of the nineteenth century, photography was all the rage but, only 

for the rich, for those with a sense of adventure and a fair bit of spare time. Everything was 

expensive, cameras were large and cumbersome and the science involved was arcane. Not the 

democratic art it is now. 

  

Photography was seen variously as a new art, a new tool for the artist or the anathema of art. 

Coincidentally it was a device for usefully recording a vast range of sciences, practices, 

events and of course, people and portraits.  

 

Portraiture is where photography began to touch anyone who could afford a brief sitting in a 

high street studio for a family snapshot. Until then all pictures and images were drawn, 

sculpted or painted and then, suddenly, anyone with a modicum of nous could achieve with a 

few seconds exposure what would take an artist days or weeks to achieve. 

 

All those fantastic botanical and zoological illustrations and reproductions were drawn from 

life and etched into printing plates.  

 

 
Trevor Pogson 
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Only the very rich could afford a formal oil painting, although plenty of talented people drew 

their friends and family for fun.  

Up until the turn of the twentieth century, a few wars including the American Civil War and 

the Crimean War were documented as were explorations of dark continents, the east, the west 

and forays to the poles. 

 

The motion picture industry was using 35mm film by the 1890s and several attempts were 

made to utilise the film for stills but it wasn’t until 1925 that 35mm cameras became popular 

with the introduction of the Leica and other makes. Using plate cameras and large format 

hand held cameras needed a considerable amount of effort, dedication and technical know 

how to operate but with a little understanding of the main elements of exposure and focus 

with a roll film camera almost anyone could take a photograph. Kodak made it even easier as 

long as you stuck to taking pictures in bright sunlight with your Box Brownie. Its name came 

from The Brownies, a popular cartoon series by Canadian cartoonist Palmer Cox and an 

abbreviation of the designer’s name, Frank Brownell. 

 

The real explosion of amateur photography followed the second world war. As countries 

recovered and ordinary people began to prosper some of their disposable income was spent 

on hobbies and photography was up there with the best of them. Cheap cameras like the 

Halina 35, the Ilford Sporti and the simple Brownie 127 allowed anyone to make a colour 

picture.  

35mm slide film turned everyone’s parlour into a mini Hanimex cinema and screening slide 

shows of holidays and events bored the pants off many erstwhile friends and relatives. 

 

One of Japan’s drives to post war recovery was to become a manufacturing nation often 

blatantly copying western designs. Their copies were excellent. It wasn’t long before their 

already well established camera industry took the world by storm and Japan became the 

innovators. There are a few cameras still made in Germany and Switzerland, but wow, are 

they expensive!? The chances are that your camera will be Japanese and it will be excellent. 

We now have an explosion of cameras in mobile phones, and they are getting better by the 

minute. 

 

However over three quarters of images taken on a phone never see daylight again and a 

staggering ninety percent of those that are left are selfies and poorly taken shots of sunsets, 

children playing, sports or simple reference shots. The point is that all the technical skill, the 

need for a tripod, the time needed to plunge into a dark room to make prints has disappeared 

with the digital age.  

 

Your camera will now do all of it. Not just the exposure. Not just the focus. An international 

army and even more Japanese computer whiz kids and nerds have dug up every possible 

function available and algorithm-ed it into your camera’s processor and, there is another army 

out there looking for new ground.  
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I took my first colour picture on a Brownie 127 in 1955 and bought my first Pentax S1a in 

1966, both still work perfectly. I took my first colour pictures on a trip to Jersey.  

 

I had a moment of epiphany when I realised it was the film that made the colour and any 

camera would do the job even my Brownie 127. My grandparents indulged my gushing 

“discovery” and I purchased a colour film with my “holiday money”. It was almost certainly 

the resulting prints of St Brelade’s bay, La Corbiere, my brother and grandparents in 

unmistakeable Kodak colour which cemented my lifelong passion for photography. 

 

 

Digital Single Lens Reflex (DSLR) Compacts and Smart phones. 

 

Your modern camera will produce an acceptable shot on every push of the button when it’s 

set in automatic mode. Click the control dial around and other settings become available. We 

can, if we want to, have complete control over every aspect of exposure and focus, even on 

most compact cameras, but perhaps not on all smart phones.  

 

That’s all it is really, in essence, photography is just exposure and focus. 

  

Photography has trod an interesting middle path picking its way between pure art and artistic 

expression, technical skill and refinement, pictorialism, commercialism, reference and 

illustration, social comment and journalism. Throughout its history photography has made 

reference to and investigated artforms perfected long before it was discovered that light 

turned a silver salts black and cultivated its own paradigms and archetypes, rules and ideals. 

 

As a judge, how much of this background am I aware of? How can I deconstruct a picture 

with only exposure and focus as identifiable and understandable technical standards? As I 

mentioned earlier personal preferences and abstract weasel words such as beautiful, nice, 

strong, impact or any of a dozen other ambiguous terms don’t help or add to assessing and 

evaluating images. 

 

Weasel words are those platitudes frequently used by politicians and speakers who only half 

understand their subject. They’re words and phrases aimed at creating an impression that 

something specific and meaningful has been said when only a vague idea had been addressed. 

In club competitions they’re used when more specific knowledge is missing. “This is a 

striking shot!” “A beautiful landscape.” “A lovely portrait”, “A dynamic shot of a tennis 

match”, “A moody shot”, “It’s atmospheric”, “A good shot!”, “I like the (fill in the blank)”, 

“A sense of mystery.” You will have heard them all and numerous others. They help the 

judge to compliment the image being judged, to offer a word of encouragement to the 

contestant.  
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A judge should be good at this and most are but it shouldn’t be all that we have in our 

arsenal. A bit of background knowledge is needed to use criteria accurately and assess an 

image fairly. 

  

I was taught that I should know at least thirty times more about my subject than I was going 

to deliver in a talk. Perhaps we should consider this suggestion as judges. How much do I 

actually know about the wider world of photography when I judge an image? There are many 

ways to improve our knowledge and judging with an open mind is probably one of the best. 

We can learn a lot from the images we judge. I owe it to the photographer and the image to 

be able to offer some  background of understanding. 

 

Camera club photography could easily be stuck in a rut of competitions judged by judges 

who perpetuate simplified standards and criteria. Without knowledge of photography as 

artwork, as commercial, as editorial and as a history, club photography is doomed to repeat 

sentimental images centred around misunderstood emotional responses to basic romantic 

feelings of contentment or satisfaction embedded in our psyches from childhood. Automatic 

psychological reward response is usually unconscious and uncontrolled.  

 

The camera club is neither intellectual or academic. Members seek to improve their own style 

of photography and for some that is recreating romanticised pictures for the pleasure they 

give and, because all images can offer possibilities for excellence, they too can be judged by 

a broad range of rigorous criteria.  To see how this pans out in the judging of a competition 

we will look at the range of genres and the criteria which may apply to them.  

 

The dozen or so usual club categories are:  

Natural history, a catchall term for wildlife including insects and butterflies.                

Landscapes, which includes seascapes and urban landscapes. 

Portraits and people, a genre which overlaps with glamour, arty nudes, street photography 

and travel.  

The studio side of portraiture includes still life. 

Street photography. 

Travel and documentary photography. 

Action of all descriptions - Sports, team sports, balls, vehicles, endurance, athletics. 

Art, Digital manipulation and Fantasy. 

Abstract and Experimental.  

Architecture 

 

It’s a lot. Surely the scope for development is vast?  

It is.  

 

There are plenty of ideas to break the cycle which you’ll find later in the book. 

 

But…competition and marks hold the whip hand.  

 

The possibilities can be stifled by competition all the while marks are a goal and the same 

images keep receiving the top marks. We as judges could take the courage to approach our 

assessments with much, much more of the knowledge we have, and of course with tolerance 

and impartiality. A set of criteria can assist that and encourage judges to investigate aspects 
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of photography of which they were previously unaware, supplementing their ability to 

encompass a wider scope of styles, genres and ideas. 

 

My friend Jeff added that there is no escaping competition rules causing a distortion. He 

thinks that might be the case even with improved criteria, since separating images with marks 

must always cause distortions. He says that perhaps if the issue is recognised and awareness 

raised then it can be dealt with to a certain extent. 

 

 
 

 

 

What is a photograph? Why do we take photographs and why do we compete? 

 

A photograph, as an object, is a two dimensional flat sheet of paper or a two dimensional 

image on a digital screen with lines, colours and shades on its surface. It is also a 

representation of something. It is also a transparent surface through which we can see that 

which is being represented. It is far more than the object, it is a memory, a record of 

something, an artwork intended to be seen as an emotion, a narrative, a discovery or a 

doorway to the soul of the artist. 

We love looking at images and many of us love creating images. It goes back to the primal 

instinct of depicting the object of desire. Our images touch inner feelings of comfort and 

desire embedded in us as children or evoking memories of contented moments viewing 

landscapes or close friends and relatives. I once heard tears described as ‘lost pictures’ and 

that emotion is relevant to why we try to create pictures, it’s on the same thread of our 

experience. Photographs are an attempt to depict reality or an idealised representation of 

reality and they’re also an attempt to create an art representing our feelings and emotions. We 

can relate to the pleasure of capturing a moment unseen in the bustle of daily life or 

impossible to see and study because of its fleeting nature. 
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Before photography could freeze the moment we had no idea whether, when horses gallop, if 

all four hoofs left the ground at once. (See Eadweard Muybridge. I rather like his name 

spelling. He was an out and out self-publicist and added the extra vowels to his “Edward 

Muggeridge” because he thought it was the original Anglo-Saxon form of his name, to make 

it more distinctive.)  

It’s difficult to study a butterfly in the experience of the everyday, especially in flight, but as 

a photograph we can spend as much time as we like looking at it. Likewise we rarely stare 

into another’s face and study their features but we love spending time poring over a portrait. 
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So why do we join camera clubs? 

 

Our photographs become extensions of ourselves, they are unique to us. Most of us want 

others to see our photographs, to see what we see, to include us in their experience of life.  

 

Ostensibly the club gives us the opportunity to improve our technique, to learn from others 

and one way of gaining some feedback on what we produce is through entering our pictures 

into the competitions.  

 

Judges will probably have a track record of success as photographers and are the main source 

of feedback. Good judges not only assess and evaluate but also give constructive advice and 

encouragement. But, and there’s always a but, success in competitions leads to rules and 

formulas being formed to be repeated in the quest for higher marks. The race for marks is on! 

For many members the competition is everything. Being seen to be the best, and to bask in 

the glory of that success is the primary goal. One of my ex-students, Gary, now a very 

successful photographer, pointed out that many club photographers invest a great deal in their 

perception of success. 

 

 
Trevor Pogson 

 

In my view the result of this particular quest can be slickness, a sort of slippery slope to 

banality and repetitiveness. Competitive images can be consistently superbly produced 

scoring high marks repeatedly, but they’re rarely out of the ordinary and only occasionally 

inspired. 

 

Why do we take photographs? A multitude of reasons. Photographs of the children and 

grandchildren, pursuing a theme, event or hobby, recording wildlife, creating and recreating 

sentimental scenes, getting skilled at something which can be practiced and evaluated, 

winning competitions, love of equipment and technology and creating art and artworks, 

stories and in a world of mass production we can make something unique to us.  

 

Why do I take photographs? To coerce me into observing and taking notice of my day to day 

life. To enhance my overall experience of life. 
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Back in the clubroom, the competition, the easel and the print I’m assessing. 

  

As soon as the first image is placed on the easel the room is quiet. Only my voice is to be 

heard next. The audience is still after perhaps a gentle applause. Faces are impassive.  

I start speaking with a platitude. “The range of images tonight is impressive, and this one is 

no exception…”  

  

  
                                                Postcard or Turner 
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These  are The Criteria I will employ. 

 

Starting with the basic set of criteria which we can expand on as we progress. 

 

Exposure.  

Is it too dark to be read clearly? Is it too light and wishy washy lacking colour? 

Does the shot have a full range of tones with detail in the whitest parts and detail in the 

deepest shadows? 

 

Focus 

Is it Sharp?  

Is it consciously sharp or automatically sharp having been assessed by the camera’s digital 

wizardry? 

Where is it sharp? IS the focus of attention in the shot also the sharpest point. 

 

Depth of Field 

Has Depth of Field been employed? Does depth of field play a role? 

Have decisions been made about how broad or narrow the field of sharpness should be? 

Does the image look as though depth of field has been understood?  

 

Sharpening 

How is the Sharpening?  

Digital images, especially RAW images usually require a small amount of digital sharpening. 

This is because cameras are designed to overcome the problems associated with colour 

overlap and the grid interference patterns of sensors by producing images which are very 

slightly soft. Over-sharpening is a common cause of contrasting edges and flattening of 

contrast. A big mistake is using digital sharpening to attempt to sharpen images which are out 

of focus. 

Usually one point in an image should be sharp but not necessarily so.  

Occasionally an unsharp image can express all that is needed, and this can depend on the 

circumstances or the intention of the photograph. A hurried street shot with a strong story or 

an artistic shot relating emotion or atmosphere can be judged by other criteria. 

 

Use of Aperture 

How has it been used or considered - if at all?  

Aperture controls depth of field and is directly related to focus in this sense. When aperture 

has been ignored by allowing the camera to automatically choose, the camera will usually opt 

for the mean. This tends to produce less expressive depth in an image. Mobile phones have 

almost infinite sharpness as their apertures are so small,  the depth of field is not controllable. 

Some now have algorithms to simulate wide aperture depth of field. 
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Use of Shutter Speed   

How has it been used - if at all? 

Most unsharp pictures are caused by camera shake. Less so now with remarkable image 

stabilising lenses and sensors. However, shutter speeds still count for a lot.  

 

 
 

Freeze the action! 

Does the shutter speed freeze the action if that’s what was intended? Does the subject look 

dead and frozen when a slower speed would have given a much better sense of dynamism, 

active speed to the shot?  

A spitfire diving full pelt looks odd with a static propeller and if the shutter speed is too long 

the propeller disappears altogether. What is the optimum shutter speed to have the plane 

looking sharp but fast? A sprinter looks great if she seems to be in full flight against a speed 

blurred background but, too slow a shutter speed and her hands and feet disappear in a blur, 

too fast and she is just a frozen shape of a woman running. What makes the “better’ 

photograph? 
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Long shutter speeds 

Long shutter speeds to create flattened sea surfaces are now massively overdone but a well- 

chosen shutter speed can add dynamism to a seascape or like the horse’s hoofs or a portrait 

we can study a crashing wave in a photograph, impossible in the reality of every-day life. 

 

 

 
 

 

How does the Tonal Range look?  

Whites, blacks, mid tones, are they appropriate to the picture? 

This is a favourite of judges because the parameters are easily seen and identified. 

Whites with no tone, blacks with no detail are easy to spot. 

It can also be seen as a sitting target with no room for other possible ways to evaluate the 

image. If the tones are wrong the image is wrong in the pedant’s eyes!  

A broader view might ask if the shadows and highlights are appropriate to the image? 

Do the shadows enhance or detract from the image, have they been incorporated into or form 

part of the composition? 

Direct sunlight is a good example of how sunlight can flatten an image and at the same time 

the shadows cause disruptions, awkward shapes and loss of detail. This leads to an array of 

queries about lighting. 
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Lighting 

Is the way an image is lit intentional or accidental?  

Is the shot a snapshot with no thought given to the qualities of atmosphere or compositional 

balance? 

We’ll discuss lighting a bit later…it’s a big subject in photography and largely ignored in 

much of club output. Judges are not always practiced in lighting techniques or the vast array 

of lighting possibilities and what they represent. 

 

Composition 

Another big subject in photography. This too requires a more lengthy discussion, later. 

 

 
 

Colour  

Is it subtle or saturated, is it intended to be?  

Is it appropriate to the picture?  

Is monochrome a better choice or would it have been better left in colour? 



 29 

 

These are twelve separate criteria, already enough to allow a judge to comment on and give 

a mark to any image. This would mean that all images matching the highest of these 

standards could get the same mark. 

 

 

 

Back to the easel. 

 

 

The small animal, again.  

 

It’s exposed accurately, neither too light or too dark with pleasing (weasel word!), correct 

(another weasel word!), balanced contrast? It is sharp and not over-sharpened digitally? Has 

the aperture been purposefully set to create a depth of field appropriate to the image? 

  

What is ‘appropriate’ ?   

 

A judge’s personal preference can intrude here. Appropriate can mean the judge’s definition 

of appropriate. What is appropriate to a judge who likes pretty pictures would be 

inappropriate for a judge who finds pretty pictures banal and mawkish. 

(This is one of the problems of our emotional responses, what is the root of those responses 

and are they appropriate? It’s that nebulous aspect of judging usually defined as “EQ”. What 

are our personal responses, our likes and dislikes, where do they stem from?)  

 

Does the shutter speed freeze the action and if not, is any blur appropriate?  

Does the tonal range allow for detail across the whole range of tones in the image? Can we 

see detail in the darkest shadows and tones in the lightest whites? 

Is the middle range of tones diverse with contrast variations or are they tending towards a 

mid-tone grey, a mediocrity?  

Does the lighting have atmospheric qualities? Is the subject backlit? Is it flat overcast? Is it 

direct sunlight with no real thought about the photographic character of the image or is it a 

record style catalogue shot, a descriptive image rather than a photographic artwork. 

 

That is more or less the full application of obvious technical and pictorial criteria. How might 

the same criteria apply to a completely different subject, a landscape? All the same criteria 

applied to the difficult to photograph living specimen and the same responses to the criteria 

result in the same assessment, the evaluation of the basic set of parameters, exposure, 

aperture and depth of field, shutter speed and tonal range. As with the animal the lighting is 

either considered and understood or not and it’s a snapshot recording and describing the 

subject but has little or no photographic character. 

Unless the photographer is a beginner, clubs usually have separate classes for their beginners 

and less experienced members, all the basic criteria should be understood and pursued and 

applied so most club photographs should result in averagely high marks, Eight-ish.  

What are the criteria can we apply which would add scope to marks above the average point? 

 

This is where it gets interesting and messy. Most of us would agree on the basic criteria but 

when we start talking about what actually makes a great image or what lifts one photograph 

of Black Rock cottage in Glencoe above the others, several aspirational measures start a 

fracas seeking attention.  
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Trevor Pogson 

 

Suddenly we have composition which may not be conventional, brought about by lens 

choice, camera angle or even a drone.  Lighting can now be the all-important criterion. Is the 

cottage presented as a John Hind postcard, a record of the place in contrasty midday sunlight 

and over saturated, a lightly considered giftshop souvenir or, is it a work of art like a Turner 

painting showing an early morning mist laden atmosphere, somewhat murky but still 

retaining fine detail, or perhaps a Van Gogh with bold colours and lines defining a simple 

subject? 

How do we, as judges, differentiate, comment and apply marks to these discrete presentations 

of the same subject beyond the usual platitudes and our personal preferences? 

 

Getting messy.   

 

We’ve now added composition and lighting to our criteria. How do we judge composition? 

No two people will ever agree on a composition because we all have our own preferred 

nuances. We may have no idea where those preferences originated but we’ve got them 

anyway. We can use a couple of standards. If we’re not careful these standards become rules 

because judges sometimes refer to them as though they are ‘must haves’. 

 

Our favourite groan whenever a judge mentions it is the infamous ‘rule of thirds’.  

If we section the canvas into three bits one way and three bits top to bottom we end up with 

nine neat rectangles. The rectangle or square is the format of choice for most images although 

circles and ellipses, or nebulous borders are equally valid.  

Now we have our two horizontal and two vertical lines dividing the space equally we also 

have four points where they cross each other.  

Start by placing a focal point on one of the four intersections with perhaps a notion of a 

connection between this point and another sector of the image and you have the essence of a 

pleasing composition. Or so we might assume. 

 

What else constitutes composition? Once the rule of thirds has been invoked and discussed 

what does the judge look for? This is where judging can quickly slip into banal words and 

platitudes. ‘Pleasant’, ‘atmospheric’, ‘striking’. A favourite among judges is the phrase, “I 

enjoy…”. 
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The Golden Rectangle, The Golden Mean. 

 

The rule of thirds is in fact a simplification of a much more precise geometric configuration 

utilised by artists and architects for millennia, the golden mean, the golden rectangle or the 

golden section. I’m the furthest thing from a mathematician but the way the golden mean 

works is truly beautiful. It’s where mathematics and art cross paths or where they dance in 

concert like parallel lines in a helix. It’s deemed so important in art that I was taught about 

the golden mean by my painting tutor at art college well over fifty years ago. He showed 

examples of work from El Greco to Turner, from the Acropolis to suburban housing, all used 

the golden mean very obviously. 

 

The sections of the golden mean are not thirds, the rectangle is a ratio of 1 to 1.618. The 

rectangle lends itself to bisecting and partitioning in many ways and the most popular for 

artists is to form a square from one side of the rectangle leaving more than a third of the 

rectangle on the other. This can then be crossed and intersected by diagonals from corners to 

the centre line and so on. (See diagram below.)  

 

     
 

The rectangle on the right of the square in a golden mean is also a golden mean and can be 

proportioned in the same way as the original rectangle. This too then has the same 

configuration and so on. All the major intersections can be joined up to make a neat spiral. 

The ratios of the spiral can be seen in nature. The Fibonacci sequence of numbers where each 

number is the sum of the two numbers preceding it, relates directly to the golden mean. Pick 

up a pinecone and look at it end-on. 
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Familiarity with this set up allows the observer, the judge, to find those dissecting lines and 

intersecting points in the composition of an image. Many of these vectors, negative spaces 

and focal points are intrinsic and applied unconsciously by the photographer’s innate sense of 

balance and proportion. Pointing these out when judging can praise and encourage both an 

appreciation of composition as a whole and highlight the photographer’s natural abilities.  

 

The ‘rule of thirds’ is really a weak substitute, but it comes fairly close. However, an A4 

sheet has better proportion capability and flexibility than the rule of thirds. 

 

The golden mean allows for assessment of the composition of panoramic and square formats 

too. It’s purely how it’s applied.  

Other simple uses of the image space such as circles for a centredness, a symmetry, and 

eccentric positioning of focal points can create tension, a discord. There aren’t any bad 

compositions, only boring ones that we’ve seen so many times before. 

 

Photographers only really see their compositions after they’ve taken the shot. Images where 

the scene has been purposefully based around compositional parameters can be a touch slick 

or trite. 

If we apply the geometry to our frame we gradually build a visual language. We can use this 

in a semi-automatic way when shooting, applying the spaces, sections and vectors or ignoring 

them, making and breaking our own rules as we see fit. 

The act of taking a photograph is a manipulation of reality. All photographs are an alteration 

of reality. A photograph is an object which can be just an object like a flat abstract painting 

for example or it can be a transparent surface through which we perceive a representation of 

reality. That reality is different for every viewer. “What is reality anyway?” asks Douglas 

Adams in the Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy. It’s a big question answered only partially by 

at least two doctorates in philosophy and the natural sciences. We will stick with the 

explanation that reality is what we think it is. The reality in an image is the photographer’s 

reality and this is unassailable. 

 

Composition. 

 

Here’s a set of criteria for reading a composition set out as a series of queries to ask of an 

image. The main question is whether these criteria have been considered, are fulfilled 

accidentally or have been ignored. 

 

Negative space, the space between objects. 

  

Balance, equal balance or unequal balance. 

 

Lines and vectors – direction and size. 

 

Shapes in the rectangle, echoed and repeated shapes. 

 

Weight, where is the weight in the image? 

 

Fullness or Sparseness, minimalist or intricate and detailed. 

 

Golden Mean See diagram on page 31. 
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Foreground to Background, what is the foreground, the base – is it relevant, is the 

background a definite part of the whole or ill considered? 

 

Horizon Line, is it sloping? Is it supposed to? 

  

Perspective, often a lens choice , however, perspective is a function of where the image is 

taken from. 

 

Direction, does the image ‘read’ across the frame? 

 Does it Lead around a picture? 

 

Lead into/Lead out of? 

 

Look into/Look out of? 

 

Texture relates to composition. 

  

The Subject itself may be the only reason for the picture for example a news shot; however 

it may still have intrinsic compositional values. 

Obviousness: If it ‘looks’ out of alignment - is it on purpose? If it is out – is it a long way 

out? Being obvious works in a composition, small deviations can appear lazy. Being subtly 

“out” needs to be a clever reasoned incorporation fitting with the rest of the image. 

 

Carefulness, over finnicky and slick, restrained or controlled. 

 

Rashness, a slapdash approach with little or no control or consideration. 

 

Movement, blurred to look fast, using the correct shutter speeds for this. Frozen action. 

  

Points of Focus, are there any? What are they, where are they? How do they relate to the 

depth of field 

  

Depth of Field? How much of the field of view from the camera to infinity is in focus? 

  

Where is the plane of focus? Is it accurate? (Is it across the bee’s nose and not its knees?) 

 

Focal points of the image. What and where are they? Is it a pattern or a scene without focal 

points? Can a pattern be more than that, just a pattern? 

 

Out of focus, why is it out of focus? Is it purposeful? 

 

Combinations and repetitions. Pairs - triples - fours - fives....mandalas. Patterns emerging. 

 

Colour. Mono-colour, monochrome, lack of colour, over saturated, would it work better 

without the distractions of colours, is it purposefully brightly coloured, or not? 

  

Sensitivity. Delicateness or boldness. 

  

Hard lines or soft lines. Stark and contrasty or gentle and ethereal. 
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Tension and Disharmony can aid the message, the narrative of an image. 

 

There are thirty elements which can be considered in composition.  

 

 

These are criteria, not rules. They’re questions to ask of the image. 

The answers may lead to an understanding of the photographer’s intent. 

There are no rules.  

A good composition may be breaking all the ‘rules’. 

 

 

Chapter Three 

 

 
 

 

Lighting 

 

A composition is radically altered by the lighting applied to it.   

Lighting has its own criteria which can also be applied as an element to composition. 

 

A little history about lighting.  

 

Up until about the early to mid-nineteen sixties we focused our own lenses manually and 

carried a light meter to gauge the exposure. There were standard film speeds (sensitivities) 

and we were able to assume an exposure setting for the most common weather conditions. 

The film packet reminded us of the standard exposures for sunshine, cloudy or dull.  

For accuracy and using film with small exposure latitudes such as transparency film we used 

the light meter.  
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         The Weston Master – this one is a Mk4.  

 

This and the Mk5 were a favourite of professionals and amateurs alike. 

All film packs had an exposure guide, but you still needed some knowledge of cameras  

and exposures to use it. 

The meter allowed us to quickly decide on depth of field, shutter speed for moving objects 

and gave a visual check on the range of possibilities for almost all lighting conditions.  

On the calculator dial of a meter you can see at a glance the full range of apertures and speeds 

as they relate to each other for any particular exposure.  

Speeds and apertures are set up as progressions of standardised stops which doubled or 

halved the light entering the camera.  

Cameras with internal light meters were followed by others which set the exposure too.  

With infinitely variable speeds and apertures in automatic exposures we’ve lost “full stops”, 

our understanding of the direct ratios and relationships between apertures and shutter speeds. 

The exposure relationships are necessary to help blur or freeze the movement of subjects and 

control depth of field. 

 

It's worth re-learning. I’ve added the traditional set of ratios in the appendix and how those 

relationships are derived. Many amateur photographers no longer know these ratios. 

Automatic focus too had, and has, its limitations but it’s wonderful for quickly caught shots. 

Film was limited by its sensitivity, the fastest high speed films managing around 1600 ISO. 

Once loaded that was the speed rating for all the shots taken on that film.   

 

This limitation meant that we always had an eye on the light. Was there going to be enough 

light? Would we get enough depth of field?  

Professionally we had many ways to deal with this, not least the use of plate cameras, big 

lighting kits and the ability to “push process” in our own labs. Keeping a wary eye on the 

level of light also meant that we noticed how the light was interacting with the subject. 

 

Lighting was an all important element in good photography, by that I mean any photography 

presented as more than a snapshot. There were plenty of snapshot cameras and Kodak made it 

their business to offer automatic cameras which would produce a picture most of the time. 

The key to this was film with a broad range of exposure latitude. Amateur photographers with 

an enthusiasm for finer photography battled with film speeds, processes, lens apertures and 

the ambient light to produce artworks of landscapes and gritty street shots. 

 

Then came the digital revolution. At first we scanned negatives and transparencies, mostly 

for purposes of manipulation in Adobe Photoshop which debuted in 1990. Although the first 
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digital camera came along in 1975, (it was a monster!). The first consumer models didn’t 

appear until 1994. Kodak also produced a digital “back”, a bolt on sensor pack for Nikon and 

Canon film cameras which were soon adopted by journalists, medical and fashion 

photographers. The first of these was just 1.3 megapixels, plenty enough for a newspaper 

picture. It meant the image could go from camera to printing plate without the time taken to 

process and print the film as a contact sheet and then as a print to be scanned for the press. By 

the beginning of the second millennium, digital was rapidly replacing film as the first choice 

of camera. Cameras became more and more sophisticated, more sensitive to light and could 

do all the work just like the Kodak Instamatic but with professional looking high quality 

results. The first consumer camera under £1000 with a 6 megapixel sensor and a shutter 

which worked almost instantaneously was the Canon 300D introduced 2003. It had sensor 

which could go up to 1600 ISO, but the brilliant bit was that you could change the ISO for 

every frame. The world of single lens reflex digital photography was suddenly within reach 

for thousands of keen amateur photographers willing to take on a steep learning curve. With 

cameras soon achieving 6,400 ISO it meant that as photographers we no longer needed to 

consider the light to achieve a good exposure, a decent depth of field or a high enough shutter 

speed to freeze a speeding motorbike. 

 

The downside to this is that much photography that I’m asked to judge has little or no 

attention to lighting. 

 

 
Shot on film – in the old days! (Circa 1983) 
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Judges rarely deconstruct images to discover the lighting. When chatting with the members 

following a competition members will mention that they’ve not heard many judges talking 

about the lighting in their images. This surprises me but it is understandable. It’s a big subject 

and not many photographers or amateur judges have the experience of a wide range of 

lighting techniques or the artistic application of lighting.  

 

Where do you start to explore the lighting in an image?  

 

In talks that I present on lighting we begin by investigating the way artists utilised lighting 

before the advent of photography and then move on to how this was interpreted by early 

photographers and so on. The Dutch classical artists are an inspiration. Rembrandt, Vermeer 

and countless still life and portrait painters used daylight or candles. The French 

impressionists brought atmosphere as did Turner, and the Italian renaissance produced 

geniuses like Caravaggio and Titian. A visit to the National Gallery or the Tate can open 

one’s eyes to the possibilities. Early photographs were carefully constructed, carefully lit with 

available light in some wonderful attempts to create artworks and masterpieces. Julia 

Margaret Cameron’s soft focussed portraits were dismissed as amateur and hammy by her 

contemporaries who were unable to recognise her serious attempts to make art rather than 

technically perfect photographs. Emerson, Steichen and Stieglitz, Robinson and later 

Cunningham, Weston, Adams and Callahan all treated their photography as a creative art.  

See the list of photographers whose work is worth investigating in the appendix. 

 

There are attempts in club photography to emulate film noir, studio glamour and still life and 

portraiture. However when it comes to expertise in lighting there’s not too much in evidence. 

Available light utilised by amateur photographers on location doesn’t often do justice to the 

possibilities for the lighting of a scene or a subject. In the vast array of atmospheres and 

narratives, snapshots of scenes taken in bright sunlight around midday prevail.  

 

More accurately, has the lighting been considered as part of the composition, as a major 

element in a photograph? 

 

 

Some criteria for evaluating lighting in photographs. 

 

What is the quality of light? 

How do we describe the quality of light? 

As a judge what words can I use to describe the nuances of lighting? 

 

Is the lighting subtle? 

There can be various stages in the subtlety of lighting in an image. It can range from high 

contrast, black shadows and near burnt highlights, to overcast and flat with no shadows. 

 

What is the direction  

of the light, where’s it coming from? 

 

What is the source? 

Is it the sun, some cloud, all cloud, low sun or high equatorial sun? 

Has the shot been taken in shadow, in the shade with the light coming from blue sky and 

reflections from clouds, walls and streets? 

It is at night by the light of the moon? Streetlights, headlights, lightning perhaps? 
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Does the light come from a window, doorway a skylight or a greenhouse?  

If it is a window which cardinal point is it facing? The favourite of artists was a north facing 

window. 

Is it artificial, energy saving, fluorescent or a torch? There’s a vast range of colours of 

artificial light and daylight changes its colour constantly. 

From a fire, a candle, many candles? 

Is it flash, direct, bounced, soft-box, reflected. 

It may be stage lighting. 

 

The time of day is paramount in landscape photography and can be a salient factor in most 

outdoor pictures. There’s no ‘right’ time of day.* The query is whether the time of day is 

appropriate to the photograph. Does it make for a winning picture? 

 

Is the source a large illuminated surface, a soft-box for instance, a big northlight window 

producing soft edgeless shadows? 

  

Or is it a small source, a naked bulb or LED creating hard edged shadows? 

 

 
Trevor Pogson 

 

 

There are no rules for lighting.  

 

All types and shapes of lighting are possible.  A shot taken in direct sunshine is not 

necessarily the wrong choice, it could assist the narrative of an image. Likewise a shot taken 

with the camera flash as the main source may confer a particular set of signs and signals 

relating to our preconceived notions about particular styles. A simulated crime scene may 

look more authentic, a fashion shot may encompass a sort of bold starkness. There was a 

trend in the 1980s for fashion shots taken with a ring flash. 

 

The assessment of lighting in an image is gauged firstly by the perceived consideration for 

the lighting and subsequently by the accuracy of how the lighting has been assembled, 

organised and understood.  

For instance is the source large enough, close enough to the subject?  
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Are the shadows cast interfering with the shot?  

Have subtleties such as the direction of the light been noticed when there appears to be none 

on an overcast day for example, and have the heavy shadows under the brow of a person in a 

portrait been addressed? 

Reflected light can often be ignored. 

 

There’s more to lighting and we will touch on techniques and observations again, and how 

the lighting of a scene or a subject can enhance the narrative, the story being told and how 

lighting can highlight focal points, the signs and symbols present in an image. 
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Deeper and messier still! 

 

Semiotics and Narrative. 

 

Semiotics. 

 

Are there signs and symbols,  

representations, connotations, rhetoric, text or narrative present in the image? How do they 

relate to the requirements of the narrative, to the theme. Is the message obvious or obscure? 

Subtlety can intrigue the viewer but the theme can get lost in complexity. 

 

Does the photograph leave you with questions?  

Much modern artwork is often intended to provoke enquiry in the viewer. 

 

Does it leave you thought provoked  

and wanting to see more? 

 

Does it have an “artistic quality” and what is it?  

What are “artistic qualities?” See the appendix. 

 

Does the final image fulfil your theme,  

what you intended, what the theme demanded?  

Some club competitions are theme oriented. These are much easier competitions for a judge 

as there are direct comparisons to be made. 

 

 

Narrative. 

 

Is there a narrative  

in the photograph, a story?  

A narrative can be as strong and as obvious as a protagonist about to embark on an activity, a 

parachutist about to jump, or a toddler about to ride off into the sunset on her trike.  

It can be a mere hint of a story, a teen playing a video game or a bud about to open.  

The narrative draws the viewer into the world of the story, what happens next?  

How did this get here? Who is this? Where is this?  

The narrative can drive the composition, it can dictate and be enhanced by the lighting.  

The background, behaviour or context in a photograph of a bird, an insect or flower and helps 

to tell the story.  

If it has no reference to speak of, or narrative, it becomes lost in space, a bit like putting a 

flower on a scanner or an insect in a vivarium.  
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Breaking the rules. 

 

How does the unconventional composition, lighting or narrative create tension, awkwardness 

or disharmony?  

Does the intervention or introduction of seemingly irrelevant aspects contribute to the effect 

of the image and/or the effect on the viewer?  

Does it appear to be intentional, accidental, or ill considered? 

 

These are the major criteria for judging photographs.  

 

As far as judges are concerned what is the background to these criteria, what backup do we 

have?  

We have our experience as photographers.  We are accomplished photographers and we’ve 

probably consistently gained high marks in club competitions.  

What if our expertise is limited to landscapes? How do we judge portraits? If we’ve never 

taken a studio photograph how can we judge the lighting of a still life. 

  

How can we be informed about genres we’re not familiar with?  

What are “artistic qualities?” and how can we find out about them?  

 

 

 

 

 

Taking it to the next level. 

 

 

What makes a really good photograph is a clear understanding of lighting, composition and 

narrative as well as technical skill.  

Added to this can be observational skill, a sensitivity to atmosphere, a willingness to 

experiment and an understanding of the artistic and historic side of photography.  

 

If we only have expertise in technical skill with a few basic ideas about composition and 

lighting our final analysis will be limited partly by what we know and decisions we’ve made 

based on preconceived ideas about what we like and don’t like and the expectations of the 

club. 

Remaining unbiased requires a very open mind and the ability to appreciate artistic and 

photographic styles and content without recourse to personal taste.  

 

When we hear ourselves saying we like an image, when we think in terms or good and bad or 

of right and wrong, we’re injecting bias to our evaluation and it becomes our opinion.  

We should make it clear when our appraisal is based on our point of view rather than an 

impartial analysis.  

 

One of the most frequent comments made about our performance as judges is that judges all 

have their preferences.  

Much of what we might offer in terms of constructive criticism is dismissed in this fashion. 

It’s just what the judge likes, and as such is only partially valid. Her or his preferences are not 

perceived as necessarily based in any constructive criteria. 

 



 42 

Building a background to the criteria. 

 

At the risk of being condescending, especially to the many members and judges who have a 

keen interest in the arts here is an overview of how to approach the vast array of styles and 

genres available in the more enigmatic and arcane aspects of the artworld.  

 

Photography and Art 

 

We’re stepping into the world of art when we lift a camera or a phone to take a picture.  

The question is  “What are the possibilities?” If I explore those possibilities and enter the 

results for a camera club competition, will they be judged fairly, with knowledge and 

compassion? 

  

What do we mean by art?  

How does it relate to photography.  

Right from the beginning of photography in the days of glass plates, toxic chemicals, cameras 

the size of a dog kennel and ten minute exposures, photography was contentious with some 

declaring it as art, a new art, a new tool of art and others seeing photography as a threat to art, 

a bypassing of the skill of the artist. 

 

Is photography art?  

 

If it is art how far can we judge it as art? How can we judge it as art?  

Does photography deserve to be judged as art?  

Alternatively if we choose to deny that photography is art then what is it, how do we interpret 

and judge it? 

Is photography limited to the realistic representation of things or at most a concocted fantasy 

produced with the help of Photoshop?  

Could there be a background of thought and understanding to the imagery possible in 

photography which delves further into our experience as human beings, our emotions and 

imagination? 

 

Some club members really don’t "like" art whether it is historic or contemporary.  

 

The landscapes of Constable are easy to understand in a romantic or practical way and we can 

appreciate Turner’s magnificent atmospheres, the Impressionists mostly stayed within the 

realms of pictorialism but after that, about the beginning of the twentieth century, it’s been 

difficult to relate to art unless it ‘looks like something’, and so much of it doesn’t. 

 

That doesn't mean that club members have no taste or style or opinion. Quite the opposite. 

The avoidance of ‘modern’ art is usually because we are unfamiliar with what can be very 

unusual images. The emotion, atmosphere, ambience, narrative, composition, statement and 

substance of an image may be so unfamiliar that our response is often bland, dismissive or 

rejecting. 

The reason we may have a dismissive response could be that we have no internal language or 

paradigm with which to respond, or communicate with, and interact with the image.  

It can take a little while, looking at, and discussing a range of artists' and photographers' work 

to build a background of familiarity, an understanding and a language, of emotional links 

with which to assess, compare, analyse and discuss imagery which is new to us.   

It can be an education or just an exercise in curiosity. It can be an enjoyable journey. 
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I can remember when I found art an empty and frustrating experience. When looking at 

abstract or modern art and photographs I had no tools with which to engage.  

I remember going around an exhibition by the artist Paul Klee in London on a college trip.  

I had never seen anything like it before and I couldn't see anything in it, and nor could any of 

my classmates. His work just looked like a child's doodles.  

 

On the same trip, in 1964, we were taken to the Tate where the '54 – '64 exhibition of 

contemporary British and American art was getting rave reviews. That was what piqued my 

interest.  There was a lot of it. All very different, new, abstract and conceptual. 

  

Even though I could barely find a word to say why it intrigued me I had a thought that even 

though I didn't get this stuff, it would appear that a great many people found it exciting, 

interesting and worthwhile.  

Matisse’s “Snail” graced the entrance. I saw nothing but scraps of coloured paper. It was 

many years before I began to appreciate the refreshing uniqueness of Matisse’s work. 

 

In my mid-teens I didn't even know what 'intuition' meant when my tutors told me to use it. 

With a little encouragement from some very inspirational college lecturers it didn't take too 

long for me to drop my pre-judgements and broaden my capacity to look at imagery without 

forming opinions.  Familiarity with the changing schools, cliques and styles in art allowed the 

process of expanding my visual education. Paul Klee is a fascinating artist and I would have 

missed the delights of his work if I hadn't been provided with the tools to give it a second 

chance. 

I found the same thing listening to classical music and jazz, design and literature. I knew 

there must be something more to it as millions of people enjoyed it.  I just didn't know what it 

was.  

I was educated in a state school with a dearth of interest in the finer creative aspects of life. 

Abstract art was the same. I determined to stick with it as I thought it must be worth it even if 

I couldn't "understand" it.  Fake it till you make it - so to speak. 

 

After a while I realised that the “understanding" of art or jazz or classical music is often a 

'booby prize’, an attempt at an explanation for something which is often outside the realm of 

understanding and only a small part of a comprehensive view of art.  A real essence of 

artwork doesn't necessarily come from understanding or needing an emotional response. 

In fact, even with all our research and progress we don't really have answers to what is 

quality, beauty, art, reality or life and consciousness.  

Plenty of philosophers have spent lifetimes trying to define those questions. 

 

The feelings which we label as good and bad, "like" or "dislike", understanding or not 

understanding, often only refer back to our previous experiences which were similar to the 

feelings, the emotions and responses we experienced when viewing or listening to art, music 

or literature in an untutored past. Some of our feelings and emotions are referring right back 

to our survival instincts, our comfort zones or childhood "feel good" factors.  

The warm feelings we get when it all goes right, or the upset and disappointed feelings we 

have when things go wrong are often automatic responses and we need a conscious effort to 

think differently and to choose a more open mind.  

(Positive or negative aspects of our overall survival strategy - survival in this sense also 

meaning survival of our spirit or ego as well as our physical being.)  
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An example:  

 

The portraiture of the Taylor Wessing Portrait Awards can give some insight. 

These portraits are sometimes very neutral or very unlike traditional portraits.  

Viewers sometimes have difficulty in eliciting any response to the images and define the 

photographs in terms of “I like that” or “I don't like that” or “It doesn't do anything for me”.  

The flat lighting of some of the portraits can allow the viewer to really see the people in very 

raw detail. Something we rarely do.  

We don't sit and stare at people normally. The raw lighting also removes the possibility of 

emotions or narratives being formed from the lighting itself such as warmth, softness, 

harshness, coldness, romance or abjection. In other cases the images provoke a narrative or 

emotional response. 

The lack of a smile can also remove our empathy or sympathy with the model so we don't 

feel emotionally required to like or dislike the people.  

The lack of background in some of the portraits has a similar effect in that we can't place the 

people in a class, a circumstance, an occupation, habitat or atmosphere.  

The very fact that these attributes have been removed leaves us just with the person 

themselves. It's possible that we know them all the more because of that. 

 

A feeling that an image is bland is probably a good start.  

Your interpretation of the portrait is now much more individual to you alone. The artist is not 

trying to direct your feelings. There is no requirement to like or dislike the portraits.  

There are no emotional assessments to be made.  

The reduction of emotions places the people in the portraits as clear members of the human 

race and we can guess their age and that they are European or African perhaps.  

Almost everything else will be what you, the viewer, would bring to the picture.  

And that may be a great deal or very little. 
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So what is art and art photography? 

 

A definition: 

 

It is the opposite to artless, naive. 

It is the encompassing word for “artful”.  

It is clever, manipulative, shrewd, discerning, selective, cynical and questioning. 

Art is many things both physical and psychological. 

As well as music, theatre and literature it is visual imagery in the form of sculpture, painting, 

photography, film etc. 

It’s seen by many as decoration, throughout history decoration has been one of art's primary 

functions. 

Art often represents the object of desire. It can also represent the object of need. 

As an adjunct to superstition - drawing a deer on the wall of the cave could produce the feast 

in the flesh and icons and sculptures can bring one’s deity closer to Earth.  

It’s a glorification of religion, an offering, a worshipping, an attempt to depict the un-

depictable. 

 

 
 

Photographs are history, the substance of moments captured in time, memories or memorials. 

Portraits represent all that is left of people long gone. 

For the artist and hence the viewer, art and photography can be a therapy, a release of inner 

tensions, a representation of the inner self. 

At different times art and photography are political, they are statements of supposed truth, 

metaphors for injustice, for revolution or demands. 

Photographs can be a shocking way to present a life, a moment in a life, a moment in society, 

depicting societal rights and wrongs. 

Photographers and artists attempt to comment honestly on the human condition, to make a 

point and to make that point obscurely or overtly in an attempt to provoke thought and 

reaction. 

The best photographs and artworks are original, unique and memorable. 

Sometimes they are beautiful - why do we describe something as beautiful?  

And sometimes ugly - why do we describe things as ugly?  

These terms are our perceptions inculcated through societal norms.  
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Photographs and artworks can be, but not often, sentimental or romantic.  

 

 
 

Our club photography sometimes tends towards aspects of pictorialism and illustration which 

strike a sentimentalist note.  

In popular culture romanticism it is often viewed as kitsch, a parody of sentimentality or in 

ambiguous and dubious taste. 

Photographs, like art, can be realistic, abstract, (what does abstract mean?*), monumental, 

personal and evocative. 

(* Definition of "Abstract". Literally 'drawn out of' or 'taken from'. ) 

 

Generally, art particularly and photography frequently, can be for an audience.  

In most cases the practice and the outcome are for the artist and for no-one except the artist. 

Fame or infamy in art are rarely sought by artists and are brought about by critics and the 

public. There have been publicity seekers and self-publicists in the art world and some of 

these do succeed in achieving fame.  

 

Great photography and art has rarely been made for the viewer's opinion.  

In the case of music, film and theatre  – there is a cost element and audience approval is more 

of a prerequisite, however many films and plays are made and performed without a profit 

motive. 

 

What does it mean to me then, as a viewer? 

 

It means what you think it means, and that can change from day to day or as you become 

accustomed to different forms of art.  

Artists don't necessarily put meaning into their work or expect the viewer to perceive it. 

Experiencing the work is often all that is needed.  

As with much art, a photographer may only begin to unravel the meaning in a work after it is 

finished and will leave the thoughts of the viewer to the viewer.  

The artist rarely thinks about what a viewer may think of her or his work. 
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I know what I like.  Why I like what I like.  Is that why I like what I like? 

 

Probably more of what we "like" is based around what we perceive the rest of society deems 

likeable or acceptable than on our own unconscious preconstructed experience. We tend to 

follow modern fashions and are often unaware that what we like today was yesterday's 

abstract or conceptual art, unacceptable to a former society.  

 

Likes and dislikes can tend to cut us off from a broader experience of life, and consequently, 

art. Labelling art as “good or bad” or “like or dislike” tends to miss the point.  

 

The opportunity is to experience as much as possible in life and art based on a non - 

judgemental relationship with it. Not very easy but perhaps worth pursuing. If something 

makes one feel good, then that's what it does. If it stirs other emotions or thoughts then that is 

what it does.   

All these experiences can add up to a broader enjoyment of art in all its forms, abstract, 

bland, emotive, shocking and sentimental, as well as "It doesn't do anything for me", of 

course. In essence "It" wasn't made to "Do" anything for you.  It is there for you to 

experience if you wish to. 

 

No one says you have to like it.  In fact if you like it you may not be getting the whole 

picture. Familiarity with art and photography in all its various forms starts to allow inner 

thoughts and feelings which allow more of an empathy with challenging imagery. This 

shouldn't be confused with "liking it". 

 

We've all heard (or said) “my nipper could have done that”, or, “it looks as though a monkey 

has done that” when looking at an incomprehensible series of splashes and daubs.   

There is a riposte to this. “Yes that’s true, probably a child could produce something similar, 

but this time it was the artist who did it.” 
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It's just another entertainment no matter how serious it seems.  

 

In the end it's another entertainment even though it may all appear to be serious. Football is a 

game - which is taken seriously. So is Tennis.  No one needs music- but can you imagine 

being without it? Much TV is serious but it's still entertainment. Deep thinking literature 

searches the souls of men but we don't need it and it is taken seriously even though it is just 

entertainment. We call it culture when we think entertainment is serious. 

 

Getting to know other genres of photography and experiencing art beyond the confines of 

likeability can allow us to start adding to our visual catalogue and discover the pleasures to be 

found in art photography. The more you see and experience, the more you grow familiar with 

its ways and means, just like getting to grips with anything worth having or doing.  Music 

develops in us from simple folk songs and pop songs, to classics and jazz if we listen enough 

and want to listen to a broader range. 

 

Photography is the same, it doesn't take long to build a visual language the same as one might 

pick up a verbal language when one spends time in a country. Spending time around art and 

photography without the like or dislike, good or bad judgements frees us to be open to new 

experiences. The alternative is that photographic art simply continues to be purely wall 

decoration and not the vast wealth of experience which it makes available to us. 
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Where to start with art? 

 

Like any subject with which we’re unfamiliar knowing where to look can be a bit of a 

random affair. There are some excellent books which embody the essence of the subject 

without being too specialised. I’ve put a small bibliography in the appendix. Even a short 

evening class can get you started, a visit to the library and looking under the Dewey Decimal 

code 700, or a visit to the Tate’s Britain and Modern is really all it takes. 

 

There’s a list of famous photographers and their specialisations and another of famous artists 

in the appendix.  I search online to see what they can offer in the way of inspiration with 

styles, lighting and composition for expanding my judging skills and to inform my 

photography generally. Visiting exhibitions regularly broadens my view too. 

 

As a commercial photographer I had little time for the recreational side of photography but 

academic work led me to explore and appreciate the broad range of expressive and 

experimental photography. 

 

 
 

 

 



 50 

Why I consider some images to be slick.  

 

I found myself judging a competition in one of the bigger clubs. Their membership is diverse 

and includes beginners, experienced and advanced photographers. They have a strong track 

record in competitions and the general atmosphere in the club is of being successful and 

leaders in the field of club competitions, that they’re at the top of their game and suggesting a 

certain hegemony. Not all successful or big clubs have this ethos, this one does.  

 

The images were as diverse as the membership but as I started to appraise the images I felt a 

disquiet. The banality of some of the images was over-ridden by a ‘cleverness’ and technical 

wizardry. They were the sort of photographs which judges almost automatically award high 

marks…what else? They’re difficult to criticise. They tick all the boxes, especially the boxes 

marked ‘sentimental’, ‘wow’, ‘impact’ and ‘crafted’.  

I couldn’t find the words to express how I felt about these images…they were like a 

Hollywood glamour model who has all the recognised trappings of beauty but leave us cold, 

the eyes are dead and we’ve seen it all before. It’s the advertising version, the promotional 

image, the cover shot for all women to aspire to….or is it? It’s the idealised perception of 

beauty and doesn’t come close to the real thing. It’s slick. 

So, in a moment of madness I blurted out the word.  

“This is a technically excellent image, it’s well composed, the colour and printing, everything 

is in essence, perfect. However for me it’s slick. It has that hollowness of a broken promise, it 

leaves me expecting more.” 

There was  thankfully a giggling of recognition from some of the members in the audience 

and I moved on quickly, but the word has stuck with me for a particular type of excellent but 

banal photograph.  

 

Workshop photography. 

 

There’s a concerning trend in “workshops” being run by amateur photographers for amateur 

photographers. 

  

What are the benefits or detriments of workshops on the standard of club photography? 

 

I think the band wagon of “workshops” being run by “professional” amateurs is really having 

a negative effect on the camera club oeuvre. They are perpetuating inert slipshod ideas which 

are permeating through clubs and encouraging photography with poor lighting, rough and 

ready composition and a real lack of finesse and elegance. 

 

Street photography is being taught as a ‘stealth’ exercise missing the point entirely.  

There’s a clear lack of purpose. Open and undisguised street photography develops a 

relationship with the subject building familiarity and reducing the nervousness associated 

with photographing people. The stealth picture taken on the sly has all the attraction of top 

shelf magazines being perused by adolescents, suffused with guilt and apprehension. 

 

Studio lighting looks like it’s come from a high street commercial studio perpetuating styles 

from the 1930s or archetypical advertising from the 1950s.  

Red eyed frogs, field mice and lizards by the thousand, all looking the same, are being shot in 

vivariums or tanks with two soft-boxes and a black background. 
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As for the landscapers! Some “professionals” turn what would be a holiday destination, 

where they once took a shot which did well in a competition, and declare it as an ideal 

location for a workshop. Far better in my opinion to look at the work of some of the masters, 

gather a few friends and go there together and explore. You don’t need to pay another 

amateur to show you how to use the camera or create a composition. Find your own light. 

Scottish landscapes with a white cottage or reflections of an escarpment in a lake, pictures of 

Icelandic scenery are ubiquitous, I imagine I know those places, they’re now so familiar. 

 

 
Trevor Pogson 

 

Wildlife for many is now at a ‘raptor day’ costing about a hundred quid or a safari costing a 

few thousand and shooting from a Land Rover window in some other foreign field where we 

know we’ll see a bear, a dolphin or a lion eating. I do appreciate that it would be complicated 

to organise your own trip to an African reserve. 

 

I notice that when it comes to qualifications there are very few. The RPS, MPA and others 

are essentially amateur qualifications achieved just by presenting some pictures. 

Professionals will often have academic qualifications and belong to one of the only two 

professional photographer bodies in the UK, the Association of Photographers and the British 

Institute of Professional Photographers. Most professionals don’t display qualifications, it 

looks desperate. However, academic courses are time consuming and expensive and club 

photographers can achieve a standard with the RPS and other amateur assessment bodies. 

 

There are now loads of workshops using models. They can look very much like cheap setups 

designed simply to make money from the naive and unsuspecting. There’s no harm in that if 

the results are half decent. Few camera club members have any idea of the historic and 

artistic background to the art of depicting glamour so have nothing with which to compare 

the setups. I know several people who regularly pay for these glamour workshops. The 

“model” blinds them to the lack of expertise of the tutor, or so-called “ professional” setting 

up the workshop. 

My argument is that there are problems associated with these types of workshops, the 

possibility that the professional has learnt his/her “skill" from another workshop run by an 



 52 

incompetent “professional” and so perpetuating the crass results. Some of this is what clubs 

currently call “film noir”, but there are specific workshops for glamour. 

Many of these workshops are very good with dedicated photographers pursuing the art of 

figure photography but some can be purely for titillation and I find it very difficult to judge 

such images. It takes some experience and real time involvement to get to grips with the 

finesse of this type of photography.  

 

Perhaps photographers who feel the need to enrol in a workshop could learn a bit about how 

to set up a light and which lenses to use and then have a go themselves and put their own 

mark on it. We might then see more really individual shots emerging. 

Harry Callahan, Sally Mann, John Coplans, Rembrandt, Schiele, Leonardo and Caravaggio 

are a good place to start looking, and some of the best should spark ideas. Edward Weston, 

Bill Brandt, Robert Mapplethorpe, John Swannell, Man Ray, even David Bailey and Terrence 

Donovan took much more subtle approaches to both male and female model photography to 

name but a few. 

 

You don’t need studios or lighting… all we need is available all around us. People are really 

creative if they just have a go and shoot what’s in front of them. 

 

Every club now has a selection of the same set of workshop images in almost every 

competition that I judge. The pictures are either better or worse examples of the same basic 

subjects. They’re almost always illustrative or decorative, rarely stretching the imagination or 

venturing into a narrative. 

 

I really admire the individuals who go their own way, no matter how rough and ready the 

technical aspects, or those who try to emulate styles they’ve seen and interpret in their own 

way. Or the person who waits patiently in their garden for the fox to appear at twilight. 

 

My friend Eric is an experienced portrait photographer who consistently gets low or average 

marks in competitions. It doesn’t deter him. His portraits are unique, clearly his own style, 

but the judges have no parameters with which to judge his images. I always give him marks 

consistent with his ability to achieve exactly the results he intended. There’s no accident. His 

shots are precise and echo the portraiture of both a traditional mid-twentieth century style and 

some of the most modern portraiture seen in the art world today. They are atypical and they 

have qualities way beyond the banal and orthodox. 
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Given the possibilities that art, emulation and narrative can bring to an image this is 

how I break marks down… 

 

Technical excellence achieves up to an average of about 8 marks when all technical criteria 

are perfect. Sharpness, exposure, print quality, no over-sharpening or over-enlargement and 

lighting, if it’s well lit. 

 

What takes an image to a higher mark needs to be that something extra.  

Real behaviour, a narrative.  

A bird pecking at a hidden peanut is a behaviour but feeding its young or emerging from the 

sea with a fish is real behaviour.  

 

A  real context - showing where it is, what is it’s behavioural environment.  

Presenting the viewer with a tantalising query about what’s happening and not just another 

illustration. 

This doesn’t have to be spelt out, it can be hinted at, giving space, shape and composition to 

the image just as you’d expect from many other genres in photography. 

 

A narrative is a query, a story, an idea that something might happen or follow.  

 

A hint or a nod to an artistic or historic genre showing research and comprehension. 

 

An attempt to try something different, even if it’s not perfect, shows a willingness to 

experiment, to be original and creative, a step beyond the well tried and tested formulas for 

achieving good marks in club competitions. 

 

Portraits, not travel portraits, although these can sometimes be presented without a context or 

a hint of environment.  

Often portraits are judged on what the judge thinks of the subject and the subject’s expression 

although it may not be the most relevant aspect of a portrait. This may be worth extra points 

especially if it is a particularly interesting expression or a particularly interesting or novel 

person and the photograph suits the subject. 

Portraits can be one of the most difficult genres for judges because not all judges have 

experience of portraiture, not everyone is comfortable photographing people and judges are 

no different.  

This could be the reason there aren’t many portraits in the competitions as judges are 

reluctant to give higher marks for the more unusual type of portrait resulting in portraiture 

becoming standardised and mundane if it’s entered at all. 

 

Sentiment and emotion.  

 

Part of the makeup of the way most judges judge is in reference to the sentimental and 

emotive content of an image because it relates to their likes and dislikes.  

In the absence of genuine criteria simple platitudes such as atmospheric, beautiful, moody, 

“in my opinion”, impactful, settled, colourful, happy, interesting…and so on neither add or 

subtract from their marking.  The mark is a guess.   

In most art forms these meaningless statements are the least relevant criteria. 

Birds and animals will always win over humans for instance; landscapes over street and 

documentary photographs; simple still life, flowers and vehicles over experimental and 

abstract when judging is based in the romantic and sentimental.  
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It’s why landscape, birds, animals, insects, butterflies and pretty things will be the favoured 

top subjects in clubs and club competitions.  

Travel can do well because of its exotic nature, the unfamiliar but the images are judged on 

the subject rather than the qualities of the photograph.  

 

Many of our club photographers don’t like photographing people except in a controlled 

supported environment. 

 

I try my best to judge dispassionately, not based on what I like or dislike, and reward the 

photographers who try to do something beyond seeking sentimentality for a good mark.  

 

Ideas of good or bad practice, rules, preferences for particular subjects and styles are 

important as valid comments and observations but ultimately are not relevant criteria for 

judging and marking.  

My overall intent, is to expand the way clubs see and use their photographic skill instead of 

being stifled continuously by competition and standardised judging.  

 

Club photography has been stuck in its ways for a long time and tends to stay within very 

narrow parameters. 

 

There are many more genres of photography.  

I give talks about many aspects of photography and art I can see the interest and stimulus that 

they produce - hopefully this will encourage members to try to go beyond the competitions 

and marks. 

 

I’ve noticed that in most clubs, members are split about 50/50, between the highly 

competitive and those with more interest in the finer aspects of photography or simply for the 

fun of it. 

 

Judging will never please everyone and illustrative photographers are probably the least 

likely to like my style of judging but it would be a sad day if all the judges were the same.  

All I can do is not be swayed by what I like or have preferences for, or be swayed by what 

“always gets a good mark”. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Some ideas for expanding the camera club range of genres and the broadening of 

acceptable standards of experimentation and artwork in judging and evaluation. 

 

 

Themes. 

Oddly, when we focus on a particular theme we feel free of constraint, we have a licence to 

approach the subject with purpose.  

Subjects which can be planned and investigated can have a knock-on effect of bringing new 

knowledge and understanding of a subject – often beyond the mere taking of photographs. 

 

Themed competitions. 
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Judges find these competitions much easier to appraise, there can be direct comparisons made 

And the criteria can be much more specific. 

 

Rewarding experiment. 

Themes can include experiment or ‘thinking outside the box’ and this can be added as a 

specific criteria in the judging of themes – especially those themes which will encourage 

alternative ways to look at a subject.  

 

Emulation. 

Using a club sessions to show the work of particular photographers or particular subjects can 

be followed by competitions to take images in the style of, or with the same subjects as the 

particular photographers. This confers a purpose to the imagery produced and a licence to 

experiment. Not restricted to photography…painting and cinema could be included. 

 

Abstract themes. 

For slightly more taxing exercises abstract themes might require some concerted thinking, 

possibly leading to narrative. For example, loneliness, distance, darkness, effort, chaos etc. 

The list of abstract themes is endless. Most photographers can find space in their favourite 

genres for abstract narrative. 

 

Non-competitive evenings. 

I run a small club where we have no competitions. We just appreciate viewing each other’s 

pictures. It allows for experiment with no consequence and inspires advice from others in the 

group. 

A bonus of this approach is that photographers can present many images either theme based 

or not, and are able to talk about and discuss their photographs. Unlike many competitions 

the photographers are identified as the authors of their work. 

 

Club appraisals. 

Similar to non-competitive evenings club appraisal evenings concentrate on evaluation and 

advice without  recourse to judging or marking. 

 

Using only a phone. 

In the bygone days of film photography there were large discrepancies in the standard of 

equipment in use. Some members could afford the latest and best and others scraped together 

enough for a second-hand relic. There was a tendency for those with the top of the range 

equipment to think that the camera conferred quality and even craft to their pictures. 

As lecturers we gave everyone the same cheap throwaway plastic camera which you could 

buy in Woolworths for less than ten pounds.  

This forces a realisation that it’s the person pushing the button and not the button which 

creates the image. 

A modern equivalent  would be to limit photographers to their phone, although phones are 

very good cameras these days there are still restrictions. 

 

Restrictions. 

In the spirit of innovation and experiment club evenings could be spent discussing images 

which have been taken in the previous week with particular limitations. 

One lens. A week only using a 28mm or 200mm lens is truly educational. 

One shutter speed. Even more restricting….what can you capture at a thirtieth of a second? 
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One aperture. Infinite depth of field, or none at all. A discovery of one of the elements which 

truly contributes to creative photography. 

 

Depth of field challenge. 

For a competition, the use of depth of field can be a major criterion. 

 

Close up… 

…with narrative in mind. Create a story only using close-up photography…a challenge for 

the expert insect photographers perhaps? 

 

Specified workshops evenings and studio sessions. 

Whole evening sessions as workshop or studio set-ups and an appraisal of everyone’s  

output which can then be discussed as a group with a studio or workshop expert as a mentor. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What makes a good photograph? 

 

In Conclusion. 

 

Many things, much related to high levels of observation, clear understanding of composition 

and lighting, originality and techniques used in choice of position, circumstance and 

reference to imagery beyond the romantic and sentimental although the very best of these 

styles can still have merit. 

Technique certainly – sharp and correctly exposed – perhaps. 

Subject matter. 
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Armstrong on the moon, Marilyn’s skirt, Raising the Flag at Iwo Jima. 

Just the subject can be enough, great skill and technique are a bonus. 

A background theme,  a narrative 

Having a theme or project in mind will greatly increase your chances of producing an 

excellent image no matter how small or insignificant it may seem. 

It can be anything  and can be enhanced. If you like photographing birds and insects 

or landscapes for instance you can become unfettered by the conventions normally associated 

with these themes and make a new way of photographing them your own. 

Artistic themes,  often developed from philosophic, political, psychological or deep seated 

Ideas and very often stylised in current fashions or attempts to ‘break the rules’. 

Sometimes a well composed and lit image doesn’t reflect the purpose of an artist’s idea 

and the way in which they present their work becomes a style in its own right. 

Lighting should always be a major consideration in any photograph. It’s what makes a dull 

image into a spectacular one. It’s not always possible, especially in quickly caught street 

photographs for instance where the subject matter is the primary goal. 

However composition can still play a big role in making that caught shot a really good image. 

That takes practice. 

Composition does make a good photograph. It’s what lifts a shot above the snapshot. It can 

create an atmosphere as well as making an image unified, a pleasure to view or what we 

might consider to be beautiful. As we look through the viewfinder each of us has our own 

unique way of seeing what is before us editing out, framing with considerations of angle, 

height, foregrounds and textures.  I prefer to break the rules just to add tension while others 

lean towards perfection. With practice not only does your own style emerge, often gleaned 

from the images you see, you also become familiar with organising the shapes in your frame 

and can produce a composition very quickly. 

Finally, there are many other touches. Simplicity, complexity, familiarity or the unfamiliar, 

experimenting and wanting to make a statement, excitement and shock, repetition, vastness 

and the microscopic, the rare, the impossible, the dream, the fantasy or just making a good 

record of what’s so. 

Not much in the wider world of photography would do well in a club competition, but it 

should be encouraged and seen to be historic and our images should be made into hard copy 

and preserved for the future.  As a bunch of ones and noughts on our hard drives our pictures 

are doomed to obscurity at best and destruction at worst. 

 

The great thing about club competitions is that our work is seen and often made into prints 

and I think this is worth extending well beyond our competitions. 

 

When we see our photographs as an expression of ourselves and given a historic context we 

can make our themes much more about great photography and less about whether the judges 

will consider it worthy of a mark. 

The Appendix 

 

 

The criteria for reference. 

 

I’ve set out below a range of criteria which are useful in judging amateur photography. 

 

This is: 

 

A Rough Guide to the Analysis and Judgement of Amateur Photographs.  
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A quick reference guide. 

 

Not all judges are the same – or use a set of criteria. 

 

 

Technical: 

 

Is it Sharp? 

 

How is the Sharpening? Has the shot been over-sharpened? 

 

Has Depth of Field been employed? 

Is the use of depth of field accurate and appropriate to the image? 

 

Has there been use of Aperture? 

 

Has there been use of Shutter Speed? 

 

Exposure, too light, too dark, how does the Tonal Range look? 

  

The shadows and highlights – are they appropriate to the image? 

 

Does it look intentional?  

Is it accidental, an automatic exposure or manually considered? 

 

Colour – is it subtle or saturated, was it intended to be? 

 

Choices 

 

Lens, Zoom length, 

 

Angle of view, 

 

Point of view, 

 

Perspective, 

  

Horizon. 

 

Composition 

 

Shapes and Elements, how are they placed in the image? 

 

Texture and Balance, do they contribute to the composition. 

 

Segments and Sections,  

the Golden rectangle for instance or other geometric structures. 

 

Lines and vectors finding their way across and around the image creating access to the image   

through the foreground, leading the viewer to the background. 
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Genre and Style  

  

Is the image: 

  

Documentary - street. An event or happening, caught in the street, is the shot serendipitous or 

is it set up, is there a level of communication with subject? 

 

Pictorial - illustrative as if for a magazine article or book for instance. 

 

Artistic – has it been taken as an artwork?  

Does it have philosophic, psychological or emotive issues or narrative content?  

Does it contain story or queries? 

 

Sentimental – is the photograph emotive intended to appeal to presumptions of beauty, 

serenity and pleasure? 

 

A Record shot, is the image a record of a place or an object with no other meaning or 

content? 

 

A Portrait.  

Is there a context, does the portrait describe the character of the person? 

 

Natural History, animals, insects, fungi, flowers, whether in workshop, studio or the field. 

Natural history shots should have:  

Behaviour, lighting, context and space as in any photograph - a horizon for instance.  

It should also have composition, narrative, as well as the usual sharpness, use of depth of 

field, print or projection quality and colour. 

A photograph of an animal should be more than just technically perfect to be a competition 

shot. 

 

Images should not be judged on likes and dislikes or opinions.  

Ideas about good and bad, right and wrong should be avoided.  

Most evaluation should take the form of an inquiry about the image with possible remedial 

advice if an obvious remedy could be applied. 

 

Critical analysis should always be constructive except perhaps where third party input has an 

effect on the image such as obvious workshop lighting which is below par and/or poorly 

constructed compositions in “set up” workshops with models.  

In this case any constructive advice is not related to the photographer but to circumstances 

beyond their control.  

If the photographer had no input to the lighting in a workshop any constructive criticism is 

meaningless. 

 

 

 

A List of Famous Photographers and Artists. 

 

Some Famous Photographers, historic and current.  

Jacques Henri Lartigue /Innovative Amateur, later becoming a NY fashion photographer. 
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Henri Cartier-Bresson/ Magnum, Doc/Street 

P H Emerson /Early Art/ Norfolk 

Julia Margaret Cameron/ very early art/portrait 

Martin Parr /Magnum Doc/Street/ Art 

Walker Evans /Doc 

Robert Capa / Journal/Doc 

Man Ray /innovative art/surreal 

Brassai/ Doc/Paris 

Eugene Atget/ Early doc -Paris 

Walter Bischof /Magnum doc/broad 

Helmut Newton /fashion 

Robert Mapplethorpe / Art/ fashion 

David Bailey / Fashion, street/ portrait 

Terance Donovan / Fashion, street/ portrait 

Patrick Litchfield /fashion 

John Swannell / Fashion, street/ portrait 

Richard Avedon / fashion/art 

Ansel Adams / landscape 

Heather Angel /flowers/nature 

Fay Godwin /landscape with attitude 

Charlie Waite /landscape 

Denis Waugh / romanticised landscape and portrait 

Eric Hosking /natural history 

Irving Penn / broad range including portrait and still life/art 

Robert Frank/ street /doc 

Dorothea Lange / doc 

Art Kane/art/fashion 

Nan Goldin ? (Tough stuff) art/fashion 

Francis Frith/ historic/portrait/travel doc 

Alfred Steiglitz/ early art 

Don McCullin/ war/doc/landscape 

Jeff Wall/art 

Tony Ray Jones /street/doc 

Jan Groover /still life art 

John Davies /ind landscape 

David Doubilet/ underwater 

Lennart Nilssen/ detailed innovative medical 

Willy Ronis/ broad range/street/doc 

John Blakemore /landscape and still life /detailed BW 

Noboyushi Araki / Art 

Jay Maisal/general arty 

Imogen Cunningham/ portraits flowers 

Inge Morath/ magnum / doc 

Diane Arbus Art/ portrait 

Grace Robertson /Doc/ post war life 

Olivia Parker /still life/flowers 

Duane Michaels/portrait/ art 

Cecil Beaton /Fashion, Vogue 

Annie Liebovitz/ Portraits/ music 

Andreas Gursky/ landscape art 
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Karsch/ celebrity portrait 

Horst/ fashion /portrait 

Thomas Struth/ Art 

Roger Fenton/ Early war correspondent 

Herbie Knott/news / portrait 

Brian Harris / news 

Cindy Sherman/ art 

Tina Modotti/ partner of Edward Weston and art 

Edward Weston /art/still life  

Bert Hardy /doc/street up to 1995 

Bill Brandt/ art/doc/wartime London 

Robert Doisneaux /doc/portrait /art 

Andre Kertesz /doc/art 

Josef Koudelka/news/doc 

Chris Killip /doc/street 

Chris Steele Perkins /doc/street 

Sebastaio Salgado / magnum/doc 

Berndt Brecht / art  

William Eggleston / art /doc 

Lee Friedlander /art/doc/street 

Gary Winogrand /street 

Founders of photography: 

Fox Talbot/ experimenter/art 

Niepce/ experimenter /art  

Daguerre/ experimenter /art 

Paul Strand / portrait/art/street 

Nick Brandt / wildlife/art 

Tim Flach/ animals/studio art 

Sally Mann/ doc/art 

Corrine Day/ fashion/art 

Harry Callahan/art 

Wolfgang Tillmans / fashion art 

O Winston Link/ art/ trains 

All  Magnum Photographers 

 

 

 

Artists,  just a few to stimulate an enquiry into lighting, composition and styles from realism 

to  abstraction:   

Turner, Rembrandt, Rubens, Caravaggio, Monet, Vermeer, Van Der Ast, Arcimboldo,  

El Greco, Goya, Leonardo, Rosetti, Whistler, Bonnard, Van Gough, Gauguin, 

Klimt, Hogarth.  

 

 

 

 

A Brief Bibliography  

Interesting if not useful to judges and competitors alike. 

 

The Story of Art, by E.M. Gombrich (a comprehensive reference work for art in general). 
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Fifty Photographer You Should Know. By Peter Stepan. Prestel. 

 

The Photo Book. Phaidon Press. 

 

In Our Time; The World As Seen By Magnum Photographers. William Manchester. 

Norton. 

 

A History of Photography – Taschen 

 

What Makes Great Photography – Val Williams, Apple Press. 

 

Hotshoe magazine. 

 

The British Journal of Photography. 

 

Portfolio magazine. 

 

Photography festivals:  

 

Visa Pour l’Image – photojournalism, Perpignan, France. 

 

Les Rencontres d’Arles – Art photography, Arles, France. 

 

Exhibitions: 

 

The Photographers’ Gallery – London. 

 

Huxley Parlour Gallery – London. 

 

Photo London – Somerset House – London. 

 

A useful website: 

 

https://london-photography-diary.com/exhibitions/current-exhibitions/ 

 

 

 

 

Apertures, shutter speeds and the relationships between them. 

 

Apertures 

Somewhere between the glass lenses which make up a modern lens is a multi-bladed 

diaphragm. It’s a device for making the hole through which the light travels larger or smaller. 

The smaller the hole, the less light enters the camera and the greater the depth of field. The 

size of the hole is controlled by a ring on the lens or in most modern digital cameras by 

selecting an aperture from the menu. The aperture is given a value by the ratio of the diameter 

of the hole to the focal length of the lens.  

For example: If the diameter of the hole is 12.5mm and the focal length is 100mm the 

aperture will be f8.  Similarly if the hole is 50mm and the lens is 200mm the aperture is f4. 
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This explains why small f numbers mean bigger apertures and big f numbers mean smaller. 

Each aperture value is a half or a double – the number representing the area of the hole. 

F2 is double the size or f2.8 which is double the size of f 4 etcetera: f5.6, f8, f11, f16 and f32. 

You can see the pattern. Each aperture letting in half the light of the previous aperture. 

Shutter speeds 

Shutter speeds are the same ratio. Each one is half or double the one before.  ¼ second is 

double 1/8th second, 1/16th second double 1/30th, 1/60th is half that and 1/125th half that and so 

on. 

 

 
 

 We tend to have lost the simplicity of these ratios with our digital cameras which work with 

infinite variables. Understanding simple “stops” puts us back in control. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These are thoughts on photography by some of the world’s masters. 

 

“There is one thing the photograph must contain, the humanity of the moment. Robert Frank 

 “A portrait is not made in the camera but on either side of it.”  Edward Steichen  

“To me, photography is an art of observation. It’s about finding something interesting in an 

ordinary place… I’ve found it has little to do with the things you see and everything to do 

with the way you see them.” Elliott Erwitt  

 “I really believe there are things nobody would see if I didn’t photograph them. Diane 

Arbus 

“Taking pictures is savouring life intensely, every hundredth of a second.” Marc Riboud 
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 “A good photograph is one that communicates a fact, touches the heart and leaves the viewer 

a changed person for having seen it. It is, in a word, effective.” Irving Penn 

“I never have taken a picture I’ve intended. They’re always better or worse.”  Diane Arbus 

 “The camera is an excuse to be someplace you otherwise don’t belong. It gives both a point 

of connection and a point of separation.” Susan Meiselas  

“Most things in life are moments of pleasure and a lifetime of embarrassment; photography is 

a moment of embarrassment and a lifetime of pleasure.” Tony Benn 

“There are no rules for good photographs - only good photographs.”  Ansel Adams 

“To consult the rules of composition before making a picture is a little like consulting  

the law of gravitation before going for a walk.”    Edward Weston 

“There are two people in every photograph - the photographer and the viewer.”  Ansel 

Adams 

“Wherever there is light one can photograph.”  Alfred Steiglitz 

“Photography is a love affair with life.” Burk Uzzle 

“One should really use the camera as though tomorrow you’d be stricken blind.” Dorothea 

Lange 

“A camera is a tool for learning how to see without a camera.” Dorothea Lange 

“Which of my photographs is my favourite? The one I’m going to take tomorrow.”  Imogen 

Cunningham. 

“There will always be those who only look at technique, who ask ‘how’, while others of a 

more curious nature will ask ‘why?’ Personally. I have always preferred inspiration to 

information.”  

Man Ray 

“So much snow that to do snow viewing, there is no place to go.”  Japanese Haiku 

 

 

 
 

 

Andrew Mills MA Med CertEd  

www.photomills.co.uk 

http://www.photomills.co.uk/
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