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PHOTOGRAPHIC EVALUATION 

FOREWORD 

We all look at photographs every day, either consciously by determined action or 

subconsciously as we read newspapers, magazines or periodicals or when we watch television 

or go to a movie. Whenever we see a photograph we react in someway and consciously or 

subconsciously interpret or evaluate the photographs we see in order to ‘read’ them and 

understand their message. 

If, as members of a camera club, we take photographs, we do so for some purpose. We may 

wish to inform, influence, entertain or simply record when we are moved to pick up our 

cameras. If we are to create a successful photograph we need to establish how well we have 

achieved our purpose with the images we make. That is where photographic evaluation 

becomes important; either peer or self evaluation of our images. 

Photographic evaluation is the process of analysing an image so we can understand the 

visual communication. 

The purpose of this guide is to offer some insight into the process of photographic evaluation. 

 

Jim Crew 
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PHOTOGRAPHIC EVALUATION 

A Concise Guide for Evaluating Photography 

At first photographic evaluation can be a quite daunting experience as we battle to find a 

starting point to put into conscious thought that which we have probably been doing without 

knowing it. The guidelines provided in this document will help us apply sound principles and 

techniques that make the photographic evaluation less difficult. Like most challenges 

photographic evaluation becomes easier as we become more accustomed to making our 

natural and subconscious evaluation more deliberate. 

An important aspect of photographic evaluation is that we must never allow the situation 

where we become so intent in dissecting the image into its component parts that we 

completely lose sight of the overall message and so destroy our enjoyment of appreciating 

images for what they are in their entirety. 

THE OBJECTIVE 
The objective of photographic evaluation, either peer or self, is relatively simple. We must 

establish the purpose of the photograph, its message or communication and then determine 

how well this purpose has been met. 

THE PILLARS OF ART PHOTOGRAPHY 
All of our evaluation should be done in consideration of the five pillars of art photography. 

1. Conceptualisation 

2. Capture 

3. Process and enhancement 

4. Final evaluation 

5. Output 

Conceptualisation 

Conceptualisation occurs before we reach for our camera. It requires us to conceive and 

develop our idea and make decisions about matters such as the subject matter we will use, 

the equipment we will require, the lighting and all other factors that will determine our final 

image. 

Capture 

Capture is the first part of the process of turning our idea or concept into a resolved image. 

At this stage it is not the image but merely the data that goes towards making an image. In 

essence, it is the digital equivalent of the film negative. 
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Process and Enhancement 

The image we capture when we push the shutter button provides us with a base image that 

will require processing and enhancement to turn it into the final photograph we will present 

to our viewers.  

Processing is the correction of factors such as exposure, white balance, colour saturation, 

contrast and brightness and is usually applied globally to the whole image. 

Enhancement relates to the application of specific techniques and processes that convert the 

corrected image into the creative photograph we use to convey our message. At this stage we 

may apply enhancements such as selective adjustments, filters and final sharpening. 

Final Evaluation 

At every stage of the creative photograph production we need to evaluate each and every one 

of our actions to ensure it is consistent with our final image objective. Before preparing our 

final image we do a comprehensive and detailed evaluation to ensure our communication will 

be effectively achieved in the image we present to our viewer. 

Output 

The output of our final image can be whatever we want it to be - print, projected image, web 

display or any other output. 

THE APPRAISAL CYCLE 
We evaluate or appraise photographs to determine whether or not the image is achieving its 

objectives of showing an idea, communicating a message, mood or feeling, or is sufficiently 

creative. 

Evaluating photographs either formally or informally is a most beneficial process that makes 

us think constructively about pictures and helps develop our skills. 

Evaluation or appraisal is a circular process in which we take an action in regard to the 

image, appraise that action to see how effective it is in respect to our objective and then 

make an adjustment if required. This cycle is repeated as often as necessary and at each 

stage of the creative process represented by the five pillars of the art photograph production. 

 The Appraisal Cycle

Action

AppraiseAdjust



November 2011 

 3  

THE EVALUATION 
When evaluating images the concentration should be on photographic concepts, themes, 

messages and moods with a lesser emphasis on the purely technical. The following quote 

from Cecil Beaton has some bearing on this approach. 

A technical ‘failure’ which shows some attempt at aesthetic 

expression is of infinitely more value than uninspired ‘success’. 

Unfortunately when evaluating photographs it is far too easy to concentrate on just the 

technical factors. For example, if we assess that a photograph is not in focus and it isn’t, that 

is an objective assessment and nobody can disagree. However, the softness may be a positive 

characteristic of the message and an important element of the composition. A subjective 

assessment is required and in such an assessment there is room for differences of opinion.  

Objective analysis is easy, subjective analysis is hard. It is subjective analysis that is the 

emphasis of this guide. 

Photography is all about communication. It is the message the photograph conveys that is 

important and this should be what the evaluation is all about. The technical characteristics 

are simply the means by which the message is conveyed.  

Technical characteristics are the pigeon not the message 

 

When evaluating a photograph we should be looking beyond the purely technical and 

searching for the meanings, the idea behind the creation of the image and the reason we, or 

in the case of peer evaluation another photographer, created the image. Our evaluation 

should concentrate on the message and not be a simple objective only analysis. 

Photographic judging seems to be 

too preoccupied with the "medium" 

as if a photograph is just a 

technical exercise rather than an 

artistic expression. One accepts 

that probably the medium in 

photography is more technical 

than say in painting and that 

premise warrants some 

consideration, but if the medium 

is wholly or largely what is 

judged, with little attention to the 

artistic expression, then the whole 

point of judging is missed. 

E.R. Sethna 

PSA Journal, July, 1995 

When an artist of any kind looks at his 

subject, he looks with everything he is. 

Everything that he has lived, learned, 

observed and experienced combines to 

enable him to identify himself with the 

subject and look with insight, 

perception, imagination and 

understanding. The technical process 

simply serves as a vehicle of 

transcription and not as the art. 

Edward Steichen 

A Life in Photography 
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A technically perfect photograph that has no message has no real reason to exist. Technical 

excellence alone does not make a photograph that communicates. 

The following may give guidance on the way photographs should be evaluated. 

Subject and Subject Matter 
There is a clear distinction between the subject of the photograph and the subject matter 

used in its creation. 

The subject is what the photograph is about – its message or what it is communicating. The 

subject matter is the material included in the photograph to illustrate the subject and 

transmit the message. When evaluating photographs it is important to understand this and 

to look for the subject of the image and how appropriate the subject matter is and how well it 

illustrates the subject. 

For example, your subject may be love or relationships and the subject matter you use to 

illustrate it may be a boy and a girl looking into each other’s eyes.  

In order to present a clear and unambiguous message a photograph must have only one 

subject. You often hear photographers and evaluators talk of the main subject of the 

photograph – this is a totally false premise because of the requirement for having just one 

subject in a photograph. Among the subject matter we use to illustrate the subject we could 

well have a main object and one or more subordinate objects, but these must never be 

confused with or taken as being the subject of the photograph. 

Subjectivity and Objectivity 
When used creatively and artistically as a means of communication photography is highly 

subjective. What is photographed and how it is photographed is very much in the eye of the 

beholder. In any given situation creative photographers will come up with a range of results 

that reflect their personal style and outlook. Each will interpret the situation differently and 

all will create an image that has a message relating the subject that expresses their idea or 

thoughts about the subject. 

Similarly when viewers look at a photograph that expresses the photographer’s idea in some 

artistic way they are likely to interpret it differently to each other. This is not a failure in 

communication but and exercise in subjectivity. The important concept being that there is 

communication of messages. 

When used mechanically to record the world, photography becomes quite objective. In this 

situation it is likely that a number of photographers will present very similar results when 

presented with the same subject. Results that are most likely to be substantially more 

technical and less interpretive. 

Purely objective photographs make accurate records but have difficulty in making 

memorable images or conveying ideas in the form of messages or visual communication. 

Creative photography will generally have a high degree of subjectivity. It should contain 

some aspects of art and be much more than just recording of what was in front of the camera. 
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When we consider the creativity of an image we are looking for more than a photograph that 

simply records the subject, we are looking for a photograph that interprets the subject and 

shows some attempt to include some of our artistic inner self. We are looking for a 

photograph that conveys our message or invokes an understanding, a mood or feeling in the 

viewer. 

Evaluation Criteria 
Each and every time we look at a photograph, or any piece of art, we evaluate it. Even if this 

is a simple like/don’t like assessment it is still an evaluation. When formally evaluating we 

should give much more considered thought to the process. 

The prime objectives of formally evaluating a photograph are to assess how well the 

photograph expresses the original intentions and how well it communicates its message. This 

task can be aided by considering how well the photograph meets certain evaluation criteria. 

Not every criterion will be applicable to every photograph – when conducting our evaluation 

we should consider only those that are applicable. 

When evaluating an image we must always be prepared to look outside the square. We must 

look for the deeper meaning not just the superficial image. Many photographers put a lot of 

effort into creating their images and they deserve a careful and well informed evaluation 

that goes way beyond the obvious; way beyond a simple description of the photograph or 

solely an assessment of its technical characteristics. 

Performing Evaluation 
The process of performing photographic evaluation, either peer or self, involves consideration 

of important criteria which can be done by resolving the following questions: 

• How well does the photograph fulfil its purpose? 

• Has creativity been applied in making the image? 

• Does the photograph make a visual statement that communicates a message or 

idea? 

• Does the photograph communicate the complete message? 

• How effectively have the available photographic tools been used in the creation of 

the image? 

• Has care and skill been applied to the presentation of the image? 

• Does the photograph force the viewer to notice and engage with it? 

Purpose 

In reality, with modern photographic equipment, processes and techniques all photographs 

should surely be successful, at the very least in a technical sense. The key to how successful 

they really are depends solely on how well the picture communicates and fulfils its purpose. 

A photograph used for the wrong purpose is doomed to fail no matter how good it may be. 

The successful fulfilling of purpose has little to with the subject but has a lot to do with how 

the subject is photographed. For example, the snapshot of the newest addition to the family 

will look great and do a sterling job under a fridge magnet but that same picture in an 

exhibition will almost surely fail – unless it is the New Idea magazine baby picture contest.  



November 2011 

 6  

An important evaluation factor to consider is whether or not the photograph in fact qualifies 

as an image with a broad visual communication objective. 

Has the photograph been created for the purpose of informing or moving or has it simply 

become an accurate record?  

Is the purpose of the photograph to convey a message or is it meant to record a scene?  

A photograph that intended to communicate an idea or message needs to be considerably 

more than a record. It needs to be an insightful interpretation of the subject and an 

expression of the photographer’s reason for creating it. It needs to communicate the 

photographer’s message to the viewer. 

An example of fit for purpose exists in the portrait genre. A straight photograph of a person 

may be an excellent record of how that person looked at a particular time on a particular day. 

But if it is nothing more than a good likeness it is not a suitable picture for communicating 

some aspect of the person’s character, as it will more than likely be unable to convey 

anything more about the person than a simple visual record. As an insightful portrait the 

photograph should convey something more substantial and present the viewer with 

information about the person photographed, other than just how they look.  

Does the photograph capture some aspect of the person’s character?  

Is there empathy in the image?  

Can we make some assessment about the person photographed?  

Does the photograph give some clue to the person’s life experience?  

Does the photograph show the person’s interests? 

Creativity 

The creativity apparent in the image relates to how well we have used available 

photographic tools and techniques along with our artistic skills, to generate a 

visual communication of our idea or message. We can make choices about the 

photo characteristics that will best creatively convey the message; choices such 

as monochrome or colour, high or low key, quality and direction of lighting, 

landscape or portrait format and final picture shape to create a composition that 

engages the viewer.  

We need to assess whether our choices and application make the image more effective in its 

ability to creatively communicate rather than one that simply uses the camera to record 

what the lens ‘sees’. The difference is between taking photographs that record and making 

photographs that influence and inform. 

The assessment of creativity also includes whether all of the elements of the subject matter 

used to illustrate the subject of the image work in concert with each other to create unity in 

the message. For example, does our use of toning enhance the image effectiveness or did we 

apply it for no apparent reason? 
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Creativity is also related to the prior exposure to visual communication of both the 

photographer and the evaluator as we are all influenced by this. This is not a static concept 

as we are continually being influenced by the visual communication to which we are exposed 

on a daily basis. The effect of these visual influences is a positive factor that should cause our 

photography to mature and grow in a creative way. 

When evaluating a photograph we should look for aspects of the photograph that relate to 

our visual experience and our photographic knowledge. Our life experiences also influence 

our evaluation of photography. The same photograph can convey different messages to us at 

different times depending on our recent life experiences.  

With today's digital imaging and processing there is a new creative influence 

that produces a much finer line between a photograph and an item of pure 

graphic art and when we evaluate we must be ever mindful of this. The editing 

tools available in most software are manifold and comprehensive and provide us 

with many ways of altering images, some of which are more graphic than 

photographic. Creativity does not come from the digital processing tools themselves but from 

the way they are employed. 

If we are to maintain the essence of photography then there must be some evidence that the 

image at least started out through the use of light in the capture process. Without the use of 

light as the basis we do not have an image that can be accepted as a photograph; it is purely 

graphic art. Our evaluation must consider the extent to which we have, in fact, created a 

photograph.  

Although we must always respect the traditions and conventions of photography to ensure 

that photographs are photographic, in our evaluation we must never ignore the need for 

creativity in the form of imagination, innovation and artistic content. If we stifle these 

factors we prevent photography from being contemporary and progressive.  

However, in all cases the image must be photographic art and not graphic art resulting from 

the creative use of the tools available. 

Communication 

The prime purpose of a creative photograph is to 

convey a visual communication from 

photographer to viewer, the transfer of an idea, 

a story, an emotion or a feeling. A photograph 

that does not communicate has no valid reason 

to exist as a piece of creative work. In evaluating 

the communicative aspects of the image we 

must assess the clarity of the communication 

and how well we have been able to convey our 

message visually through the image. We must 

look deeply into the image to understand the 

message and not just simply brush over the 

surface.  

Communication
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When evaluating a photograph we must assess the message we derive from the image and 

whether it is clear and easily understood. 

Are there elements of the subject matter that could be changed or enhanced to make the 

communication clearer and more easily understood?  

Is any of the subject matter irrelevant to the message?  

Remember the communication can be a message in the form of a story line or it can be the 

generation of a mood or feeling in the viewer.  

Is it a visual communication that causes the viewer to be informed or motivated or 

entertained? 

The only really important factor is whether or not there is communication. 

 Does the image convey something that has meaning to us, something to which we can relate 

in some meaningful way, something that leaves us with a lasting impression?  

Our evaluation should assess the extent and effectiveness to which the photograph conveys 

our message. 

Complete Message 

In most still photography an image is presented as a single photograph and so it must be 

able to satisfy all criteria and to communicate on its own. It must send its complete message 

to the viewer without any other supporting information. We must therefore evaluate whether 

the image communicates its message without the need for explanation or additional 

information.  

Are we able to get the full story solely from what is presented?  

An image that requires supplementary information is generally only telling part of the story 

or not fully expressing a mood or feeling and it may leave the viewer guessing. It is a little 

like a book that has the last chapter missing. 

In our evaluation we must decide whether the we have presented an image that does not 

require any further work or additional information or if it is one that needs to include 

additional material, exclude some material, adjust tones or colour, crop or to complete any 

other unfinished process. 

Sometimes, however, it is our aim to raise a question and leave the viewer to find the answer 

elsewhere. This is perfectly valid as long as the question is expressed completely and 

unambiguously so the viewer can understand it and search for the answer. Our evaluation 

should recognise this case. 

Creative and effective art does not require explanation. 
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If there is some indication that the image could communicate better by some change, 

improvement or modification we can include this in our evaluation but this does not 

necessarily mean the photograph is incomplete. It may just mean that the message may be 

made clearer by rearranging the content without the need for additional content or the 

removal of some content.  

Use of Photographic Tools 

Today there are far more photographic tools available than at any other time in the history of 

photography. Not only are more tools available they are generally much easier to use and 

master. These tools give us the means to concentrate on the artistic and creative instead of 

the purely technical – we no longer need to worry if the picture will ‘come out’ as we have 

instant results. The evaluation process involves the assessment of how well and skilfully we 

have used the tools to creatively produce the image. We need to look for the use of tools to 

create and enhance; not simply used because they are available and not used just for the 

purpose of seeking the highest technical quality at the expense of content or message. 

Within the camera club arena a genre 

of photography has evolved that places 

technical quality above all else, such 

that it has become the only 

requirement. We see images pin sharp 

in focus, absolutely clear in tonal and 

colour purity and expertly presented but which have nothing to say, images that are 

instantly forgotten because they have no lasting message. The reality is that technical 

quality is the means by which the image communicates and it only needs to be sufficient to 

achieve this aim.  

When assessing the use of photographic tools in terms of technical quality we should assess 

whether qualities like sharpness, tonal range and colour purity are sufficiently applied to 

reinforce the message. On the other hand we need to recognise an image that is so 

technically poor that the message cannot be gleaned. Image quality always needs to be just 

sufficient to convey the message with clarity and without confusion. However technical 

quality alone is not enough to make an effective image that can communicate a message.  

Our evaluation should recognise the case where the photographic tools have been used just 

for obtaining perfection in technical quality rather than using the tools to obtain only the 

level of technical quality needed to allow the photograph to clearly and unambiguously 

communicate the message in a creative manner. 

The importance of technical quality in an image sometimes depends on the subject matter. 

Where we have full control over the process, such as in still life images, we can expect to see 

a higher level of technical quality than in photographic situations that have an element of 

chance, sport or photojournalism for example. 

The PSA definition for photojournalism includes the following sentence. 

The journalistic value of the image shall receive priority over pictorial quality. 

An image that has technical quality as its 

only attribute will have a hard time 

communicating a message. 
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We should be evaluating how well the photographic tools have been used to make a 

creative image that has the ability to communicate, influence and inform rather than 

a photograph that has technical quality as its only virtue. 

Presentation of the Photograph 

Presentation relates to the processes of selection of paper surface, spotting, mounting, 

applying a border by stroking and any other finishing technique that may be applied to the 

image. In other words presentation includes all of those factors that enhance the final 

product but exclude the actual photograph. That should be already finished. 

An important consideration in regard to presentation is that its purpose should be to 

enhance the photograph but the presentation must not become the photograph. Good 

presentation is virtually invisible. When evaluating avoid too much concentration on the way 

the photograph is presented – we have all heard evaluators speak at length about the shape 

or colour of the mount without commenting on the image itself.  

Bad presentation can detract from an otherwise good image but no amount of presentation 

skill can compensate for a bad image. 

When evaluating the photograph presented we must consider the extent to which we have 

been careful in our approach, some commitment to achieving the best possible and some 

indication of a personal style using the vast array of tools that is now available. The use of 

contemporary techniques also has a bearing on the suitability of the presentation.  

When evaluating our photograph we need to feel that we have pride in our work and have 

presented it as well as possible. If we are not proud of our effort, why should the viewer be 

expected to value it?  

From our point of view, being proud of our image means we are satisfied with what we have 

done and feel that we could not do better, we have presented the best we can.  

Does the final presentation show dust spots or badly cut or crooked mounts?  

These are often not related to being unable to do better but being careless. Poorly presented 

images need to be singled out and corrected to prevent bad presentation from detracting from 

the image.  

Many of the photographs we see are presented in a shape that is consistent with shape of the 

camera’s sensor or the shape of the printing paper as it comes out of the box with little or no 

thought about the shape of the subject matter. This can lead to the photograph containing 

subject matter that is distracting or does not add to the message of the image.  

Our evaluation should include an assessment of the effectiveness of the shape used in the 

final presentation.  

Ideally the final shape of the photograph should match the shape of the subject matter and 

its arrangement. For example, a landscape may benefit from a picture shape that is wide and 

not very high – panoramic. A photograph of a tall tree or skyscraper building can be 

improved by using a tall thin shape. A round subject can be enhanced by using a square 
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format. The shape of the final image can also influence the mood of the photograph. A wide 

panoramic landscape can create a peaceful or serene mood while a vertical 

format of the same scene would present as dynamic and strong. 

We also talk about photographs as being landscape or portrait format or 

horizontal or vertical. This is a convenient way of describing an image 

shape but it does not mean that all landscapes should be horizontal and all 

portraits vertical. 

When evaluating a photograph consider the shape and orientation of the presented image 

frame with regard to the shape or arrangement of the subject matter. Consider the mood that 

has been created in the photograph and whether or not the final shape enhances the mood. 

Viewer Engagement 

For visual communication to take place it is necessary that we create an image that causes 

the viewer to look and engage with the message; that is a photograph that obtains some kind 

of response from the viewer. The response can be any kind of response as long 

as it is a response. The worst possible situation is that the image obtains no 

response from the viewer, as can often be the case with the typical technical 

masterpieces. If there is no response there is no communication taking place. 

The photograph may cause a response that is happy or sad, good or bad, 

positive or negative, shocking, exciting, moving or any other emotion or feeling. 

As an evaluator we must decide whether or not the image engages the viewer 

and causes them to be informed or moved in some way.  

Does the image cause the viewer to think?  

Does the image cause the viewer to question?  

Does the image communicate with the viewer and inform them about some event or 

happening?  

Does the image cause an effect on the viewer’s emotions – sadness, happiness, anger, or any 

other feeling?  

Assess whether the image demands a response and whether its content or message has a 

lasting effect on the viewer. Images that successfully engage the viewer are likely to be more 

memorable than those that don’t engage. If you can see little viewer engagement it is likely 

that there is no particular message or emotion in the image and hence no communication. 

If an image is to achieve our desire or need to communicate, it is necessary that the viewer 

be encouraged to look at it, study it and understand it. If the image has no attraction for the 

viewers they will not look and the message will never be conveyed.  

This does not always mean that the picture has to be pretty to look at; it could in fact have 

an element of repulsion. But it does mean that the picture has to be compelling in some way, 

it has to encourage the viewer to study, to analyse and understand. Viewer engagement is 

required for effective visual communication to happen.  
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When evaluating an image look for elements of visual communication in the composition that 

give rise to sound image construction – balance, line, the use of tone, colour palette, form, 

shape, texture and presentation to name just a few. Effective composition and presentation 

are elements that will help engage the viewer. 

Evaluation Guidance List 
The statements in the following list provide a number of guidelines for photographic 

evaluation that may assist you in the quest to evaluate the messages and moods of images 

instead of just the technical characteristics. 

• Is there a message in the image? Is it clear to you? If not, why not? The photograph 

needs to have something to say that is said with passion. 

• Has the subject of the photograph been clearly communicated? Does the subject 

matter used effectively illustrate the subject? 

• Does the image have an uncluttered point of interest supported by strong and simple 

composition? Are there distracting subject matter elements in the photograph which 

could have been removed prior to exposure or during processing? Could an 

alternative composition or processing have improved image? 

• Does the image make a statement that you can put into words, that is can the 

message be described? If it cannot it has not communicated a message. 

• Beware of the sterile technical image where the photograph is a work of impeccable 

quality, presentation, composition, exposure and sharpness throughout yet lacking in 

message or emotional content – no significant viewer engagement. 

• Is the quality of the image consistent with the type of photograph and sufficient to 

unambiguously convey the message? Does the image portray a strong sense of design 

where there was ample time to consider technical aspects or was the subject more the 

nature of a Cartier-Bresson style decisive moment where some technical flaws can 

and should be tolerated? 

• Has light been used to the best advantage? For example the landscape taken under 

early morning light rather than strong overhead middle of the day sun, the way soft 

light falls onto the face of the model or a play of light onto shimmering water. 

• Is there evidence of skill in the use of a camera? Were the controls appropriately used 

to optimise the image? For example use of slow shutter, wide or closed aperture to 

achieve a creative effect. 

• Has a suitable choice of lens focal length been made to creatively control perspective 

or depth of field? 

• Has the image received effective processing and enhancement right up to the final 

stage? An image displaying a well captured subject but which is poorly processed 

may have difficulty conveying its message. 

• Is the treatment appropriate to the subject matter? For instance, has the application 

of sepia tone been used effectively on the old homestead? Does the partial colouration 

of an image of a flower assist in isolating the subject? Does the use of an infrared 

effect add to the mood of the subject? 

• Does the image have a fresh original approach or does it display the same tired 

overused techniques that merely capture the classic cliché? Creative input is vital in 

order to avoid the purely technical exercise. 
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• There is a huge diversity of subject matter, style and treatment. We must be open 

and honest in our evaluation and seek out creativity, innovation and imagination. 

THINGS TO EMBRACE 
While performing your evaluations try to incorporate some of the following concepts to make 

your evaluation more entertaining, relevant and credible. 

• Honesty and fairness are basic tenets of photographic evaluation. There is no point in 

not telling the truth as this can lead to photographers being mislead into believing 

their work is better than it is. 

• Study the work of the masters of photography and try to understand what makes 

their images great. Use this knowledge in your evaluations. 

• Visit photographic exhibitions, other than camera club exhibitions, and experience 

the trends and approaches being used by photographers who are not part of the 

camera club scene. 

• Develop an enthusiasm and passion for photography. This will assist your evaluation 

and increase the enjoyment you and your audience will derive from your evaluation. 

• Be prepared to embrace diversity in your approach and be prepared to handle a wide 

range of genres, styles and processing and presentation techniques. 

• Be accepting of new and innovative approaches to photography. Understand and 

accept trends and welcome change in a way that encourages continued development. 

• Be familiar with currents trends in equipment, processes and techniques and avoid 

sticking rigidly to old methods simply because they are comfortable. 

• Study the history and development of photography in order to appreciate change and 

growth. 

• Develop an interest in art. Visit art galleries and evaluate the paintings to see if you 

can find a correlation between the messages of the painted art form and photography. 

• Gracefully accept any feedback you are given, analyse what you are told and make 

use of it in future evaluations. 

• Consciously develop a cosmopolitan approach and don’t develop a bias for or against 

a particular subject or genre.  

• Evaluate the outcome and not the process. It is really of little importance how the 

photograph was made or why the photographer may have chosen monochrome or 

colour. It is the final image and its message that should be evaluated. 

• An effective evaluation technique is to try to identify a word or short phrase that 

describes the subject of the photograph. This can often help identify the message in 

the photograph and the relevance of the subject matter. 

 

Some Words that May Describe a Photograph 

Emotive Informative Complete 

Suggestive Peaceful Serene 

Elegance Meaningful Whimsical 

Thrilling Stimulating Imaginative 

Arresting Abstract Conceptual 
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Tranquility Graceful Inspirational 

Illustrative Compulsive Seductive 

Spontaneous Sensuous Compelling 

Meditative Instructive Sophisticated 

Atmospheric Aesthetic Metaphorical 

Representational Symbolic  

NONSENSE RULES 
Because of the subjectivity of 

photography there are few if any hard 

and fast rules. If there is a good and 

obvious reason any rule can be broken.  

Actually, I prefer to use the word 

guideline because the word rule has the 

implication that it is something that 

must be followed or obeyed.  

Rules are not totally irrelevant and should not be totally overlooked in our evaluations. Rules 

can provide structure and form to a composition. But, some rules rarely make sense and 

some no sense at all under any circumstance. Some examples of these nonsense rules, that 

have over time in many ways defined the typical camera club photograph, follow. In effective 

and constructive evaluation these rules have little or no relevance. 

There must always be an odd number in the photograph – for example one or three 

people, one, three or five pebbles. This is really nonsense - the issue is that the subject of 

photograph should not be divided, regardless of the number of components in the subject 

matter. For example, a photograph of a loving couple will contain two people and this will be 

perfectly acceptable. The subject of the image would be love or eternity and the two people 

would be valid subject matter. Another example could be a photograph of two athletes neck 

and neck at the finish line. The subject of the image might be competition or personal 

challenge and the subject matter is the two athletes. 

Gates must always be open. This is OK if the message is welcome, but what if the 

message is stay out? You cannot be so dogmatic. 

Fences must not be located across the composition. Similarly to the questions of gates 

being open or closed, this depends on what part the fence plays in the story of the 

photograph. Is the fence there to provide a barrier or should it be a lead into the image? 

You must never photograph the back of people. This is a good rule when making 

portraits but if the people are included in the subject matter as a supportive element then 

seeing their faces could be a distraction. For example, if people are included to give scale and 

human interest in a landscape, photographing them from behind will do the trick. If they are 

facing the camera the photograph becomes a picture of people in a landscape and no longer a 

landscape with people in it. This is an important distinction. One of the most regarded 

photographs of all time, Cartier-Bresson’s picnic on the banks of the Seine, is largely 

composed of peoples’ backs. 

As Edward Weston said, "Consulting 

the rules of composition before taking 

a photograph is like consulting the 

laws of gravity before going for a 

walk.” 
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The main subject must dominate. The truth is a photograph should only have one subject 

so the concept of a main subject is false. The subject may include several elements of subject 

matter but the subject should be singular. In simple terms a photograph consists of a subject 

illustrated by subject matter with a background enclosed in a frame. 

The horizon should be on one of the thirds. This is mostly true but not always. If the 

subject matter gives equal weight to the sky and the land to illustrate the subject, a horizon 

in the middle could well be appropriate. 

Monochrome pictures must have a full range of tones. This may be often true but what 

if the image is meant to show boredom or impending storm? In portraying boredom a tonal 

range of mostly mid greys may do a better job than one that has strong blacks and whites as 

well. Impending storm may be better depicted by a strong predominance of low key black 

tones with very little grey at all. 

The photograph must read from left to right. This rule is based on the way we read 

printed matter and might have had some truth decades ago when we were a more Anglo 

Saxon society but in today’s multicultural society its validity is extremely suspect, as many 

cultures do not read from left to right. 

All photographs are improved by cropping. Although this is a seemingly true statement 

the fact is that strict adherence to the concept can destroy the message. The inclusion of a 

good piece of the surrounding environment is often important to the message. 

A photograph should be light at the top and dark at the bottom. This concept is 

spawned by the idea that it is what normally occurs in natural scenes – light sky at the top 

and dark landscape at the bottom. The concept cannot, however, be applied universally as 

there are many situations that make it inappropriate. 

A moving object must have space to move into. Although this may often be the case like 

all photographic rules it is not always the case. Consider the impact and impending doom 

that could be depicted by having the fast moving racing car about to run into the edge of the 

picture frame. Or the photograph may be showing a person leaving the scene rather than 

arriving. 

Monochrome is more creative than colour. This is said to be based on the premise that 

as the world is in colour and it would require more creativity to translate it into black and 

white. The implication being that colour pictures only depict reality and lack creativity. This 

is far from the truth. The resolution of the matter is in the ideation that caused the image to 

be made. The decision to go monochrome or colour needs to be made during the visualisation 

phase of the picture creation and then all of the creative steps and processes that follow will 

build towards achieving the goal. 

  



November 2011 

 16  

VISUAL LANGUAGE 
We use verbal language when we wish to communicate using speech or writing by putting 

our thoughts into words and phrases. The words and phrases are the building blocks we use 

to construct our verbal communication and grammar sets the rules for structure and clarity 

in the way the words and phrases are arranged. The effectiveness of our verbal 

communication is not the words, phrases and grammar themselves but the way in which we 

fuse them into prose or poetry to express our ideas. 

We can also create an image to visually communicate our thoughts. Just like verbal 

communication, visual communication requires us to use the building blocks and rules of 

visual language to visually communicate our thoughts. The effectiveness of our visual 

communication will be controlled not by the visual building blocks and rules themselves but 

by the effectiveness of our use of them. 

A drawing, a map, a painting and a photograph are all examples of physical images that use 

visual language to visually communicate.  

The structural units of visual language include line, colour, texture, shape, form, space and 

light. Each of these structural units is important. When evaluating a photograph, we need to 

identify which of these units the photographer has used to express their message or to create 

a mood, and how effectively they were used. 

Line 
The photographer should recognise the power of the line and should be competent in using it 

when creating a communicative photograph. How many types of lines are possible? How 

important are lines to the image?  

Lines are paths between two points and they can be either straight, representing the 

shortest distance or most direct route, or curved representing a meandering path. The 

straight line could be used to represent a direct and dynamic mood while the curve may give 

a more relaxed feel.  

In a photograph a line can be a real object, for example a road or a fence or it can be an 

imaginary line between two or more dominant points in the composition. Lines can also be 

created in a photograph by contrasts of light and shadow or through the use of colour or 

shape.  

Whether real or imagined, the line is a powerful tool for photographers because it allows 

them to direct where the viewer goes within the frame of the photograph. Lines can also be 

used to enclose or liberate specific areas of the image and to control the spatial aspects of the 

image. Lines can also be used to suggest movement or direction and to create illusive depth.  

Colour 
Colour, or tone in monochrome, is a very emotional element of a photograph. Colour has a 

profound effect on human emotions. It can make us feel calm, aroused, amused, angered or 

sad – or number of other feelings. It could be argued that colour has the greatest single effect 
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on the emotion of a photograph. Terms like "seeing red" and "feeling blue" are part of our 

language. 

In terms of photography colour is normally created from the light reflected from surfaces and 

objects and captured in the photographic recording media being used. It may also be derived 

directly from the light source; an electric light, a flash unit, sunlight, a candle or fire. 

Whatever the source, reflected or direct, the colour will have a certain hue (the named colour 

such as red or blue), intensity (the purity of the colour) and value (the amount of black or 

white mixed into the pure colour).  

The relationships of colours can be demonstrated by the use of a colour wheel. A colour wheel 

has the colours of the spectrum arranged in sequence around its circumference. The colours 

that are directly opposite each other show the greatest colour contrast. These are called 

complimentary colours with red being directly opposite the secondary green, which contains 

the primaries of yellow and blue. When complementary colours are placed adjacent one 

another in an image they have the effect of each making the other appear more vivid. The 

colour wheel also allows us to see colours that are similar as these lie next to each other on 

the wheel. 

Texture 
Texture refers to the surface quality or feel of an object. It can be described as smooth, rough, 

soft, hard and so forth. In photography textures are simulated as they can’t actually be felt in 

a normally produced image. They are simulated by the way the photographer uses viewpoint 

and direction of light. 

By choice of viewpoint and the application of oblique lighting the photographer accentuates 

the surface features of the subject to give a simulated 3D representation of the real life 

surface texture. The finer the surface texture of the subject is the more oblique to the camera 

position the light needs to be to obtain a 3D effect. The strength of the light also plays a part 

in the rendering of texture. Strong directional light will generally be more effective than soft 

shadowless less light. 

Shape 
Shape is an important element in both the rendering and seeing of photography. Shapes 

abound and can be seen everywhere. Some shapes are regular and are given names such as 

circle or square but most are irregular and infinite. Shapes can be combined to create even 

more shapes.  

Shapes are used by photographers for three fundamental purposes. 

1. To depict a real life physical form.  

2. To achieve order, variety and harmony in the image.  

3. To depict different qualities of mood and feeling in the image.  

In photographic terms shape is any part of a real object which is defined and rendered by 

other elements such as line, texture, colour, space or light. Shapes may be symmetrical or 

non-symmetrical or a combination of both. Through the use of light, to cast edge shadows, 
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shapes in the two dimensional photographic surface can create the illusion of three 

dimensions.  

Form 
In photography the term form describes three dimensional solids and contained spaces 

within the photographic frame.  Form represents three dimensional shapes and has both 

mass and volume.  

In terms of photography the meaning of the word form depends on its context.  

1. Form can mean the organisation or composition of the photograph. 

2. Visually form can be the representation of a three dimensional object on a two 

dimensional surface. 

3. Form can mean the visual representation of real life solids in a photographic 

composition. 

Photographers use form to represent real life three dimensional objects in a photograph that 

has only two dimensions – width and height. They achieve the illusion of 3D though the use 

of light direction to create a light side and a dark side on the representation of the form in 

the photograph. 

Space 
The space in a two dimensional photograph is represented as a flat area limited to height 

and width. There is no actual depth or distance in a photograph but photographers use 

creative techniques to create the illusion of depth or distance. 

Some of the techniques used to create the illusion of depth or distance are:  

1. Control of Linear Perspective – though the use of linear perspective distant 

objects are rendered proportionately smaller than closer objects. Photographers 

achieve this through the choice of lens focal length and viewpoint.  By using a wide 

angle lens and a close viewpoint close objects will be rendered larger and distant 

objects smaller. A long focal length lens and a distant viewpoint will have the effect 

of making all objects in the composition a similar relative size. 

2. Control of Atmospheric Perspective – through the control of light and colour and 

the use of atmospheric conditions, such as mist or fog, the photographer can create 

visual depth in an image. This technique can render distant objects and spaces with 

less detail and intensity than closer objects. Some colours are recessive, for example 

pale blue while others have a tendency to jump out – bright reds, greens and yellows. 

The use of a strong colour for foreground objects and a recessive colour for the distant 

objects suggests space or distance between the close and distant objects in the 

photograph.   

3. Placement of Objects - the illusion of space can be achieved by placing a large 

object in the foreground close to the camera. This has the effect of making 

background objects seem more distant.   

4. Overlapping – placing objects in the picture plane so they overlap and recede can 

suggest space and depth.   
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Light 
The intensity and quality of light can be used to express mood in a photograph. A 

predominance of light suggests good, clarity and completeness. Lack of light or darkness is 

just the opposite; it expresses mystery, gloom, evil and emptiness. The control of light in a 

photograph can also describe space, define forms and convey feelings, drama, aesthetics and 

dynamism.  

Photographers use light to create a three dimensional illusion in the two dimensional 

photograph. One of the ways they do this is by choosing a direction and balance of light that 

creates shadows as it falls on solid forms. If a single light source is used objects close to the 

light will be brightly lit while other objects further from the light will diminish in intensity. 

This will give the illusion of space. 

Placing objects so that some are blocked from the light causes the shadow of objects close to 

the light to fall on objects further from the light again creating depth in the flat surface of 

the photograph. 

The effects of light direction and intensity are important for our understanding and 

appreciation of how three dimensional forms are successfully rendered in two dimensional 

photographs. Light and shadow are used to define these forms. 

Another aspect of light that defines forms is the control of highlights. Highlights in the 

photograph give it life and contrast and help define the subject matter in the photographic 

space. 

ART COMPOSITION 
Composition is the process of selecting and arranging subject matter elements within the 

photographic space to effectively communicate the subject of the photographer’s ideas and 

feelings to the viewer. Composition is the major factor involving aesthetics in an image; it 

can create a strong and interesting photograph, or a weak and confused photograph. 

Composition can make the photograph readable or unreadable. 

The main objective of composition is to combine and arrange forms in the photographic space 

to produce a harmonious whole that is a meaningful statement that conveys the idea behind 

the image. 

Composition doesn’t just happen, when you see a really great photograph it was not the 

result of some accident or the throwing together forms and a background. It is the result of 

the photographer’s skill, knowledge and careful planning. A well composed photograph 

causes the viewer to stop and look and it effectively communicates the photographer’s idea. 

There will almost surely be a number of possible compositions for any scene or subject that 

will be effective. In composing a photograph the photographer decides what the main point of 

focus will be; different photographers may see the same subject, but each is likely to choose a 

different composition. Decisions that photographers make in regard to the composition 

include the placement, orientation and size of the point of interest; should it be moved or 

made larger, clearer, stronger or brighter. 
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Composition allows the photographer to control which part of the image the viewer will 

linger over. This is achieved by choosing and placing a definite focal point and then leading 

the viewer by the use of visual language either directly or indirectly through the photograph.  

An important compositional tool is the use of tone – it is well established that light tones 

attract and dark tones recede. Effective use of light and dark tones will emphasise the focal 

point of the subject matter and hold the viewer’s interest within the frame. 

Before pressing the shutter, the photographer needs to have an idea; without an idea it is 

difficult for the resulting photograph to have real purpose or message. Before even pointing 

the camera the photographer needs to determine the subject matter needed to illustrate the 

subject and the composition needed to effectively arrange the subject matter. Other decisions 

to be made about the final image include:   

1. What mood is going to best convey the message?  

2. What emotions need to be evoked?  

3. What is the most effective viewpoint?  

4. Have all of the possible distractions been removed?  

5. Is the composition completely resolved or are there areas of incompleteness 

apparent? 

Only after attending to these issues it is time for the photographer to press the shutter and 

capture the image.  

In photographic terms there is a large number of compositional guidelines – Rule of Thirds, 

Golden Mean, Leading Lines, Balance and so on. Most of these were derived from painting 

art and are well known to most photographers.  At a higher more artistic level there are 

other compositional tools available the main ones are: 

Image Area. The image area is the surface within the four borders of the photograph that 

are used to contain subject matter. The image area defines the placement of the objects that 

make the subject matter, how they are arranged and how big they should be relative to each 

other. An important aspect of the image area is its shape. As well as width and height, 

consideration of the relationship of these dimensions to each other is important. This ratio 

should match the shape of the subject – a tall subject decrees a tall thin image area while a 

wide subject requires a wide or panoramic image area. 

Depth. Because photographs are generally two dimensional the illusion of depth or distance 

(third dimension) is required. Illusionary depth creates a three dimensional effect in the two 

dimensional photograph, making objects feel closer or further away. When the creation of the 

feeling of depth is carried out effectively the finished result will not appear flat in the 

photograph. 

Line. In photographic composition line plays two important roles. Line can be used direct the 

viewer through the photograph to the point of interest. Line can also be used to create depth 

in the image. 
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Lines can be imaginary created by the placement of objects or forms within the photograph, 

so that the viewer is lead to the focal point by moving from one object to the next or they can 

be actual lines created by objects – a fence or a road.  In a well structured composition the 

lines lead the viewer but will not allow the viewer to keep going all the way out of the 

photograph. 

Value. Value in a composition relates to the lightness or darkness of an area or shape 

contained in the composition. The value given to an object, shape or form in the composition 

will have a bearing on its importance or weight. Light objects will generally attract the 

viewer to a greater extent than dark objects, although this attraction is also influenced by 

the placement and area given to the objects. To gain equal attention from the viewer a dark 

object would have to be considerably larger and more dominantly placed than a light object. 

Value also relates to the overall feel or tone of the image – is it low key or high key? The key 

of the image has a profound effect on the mood. High key suggests feelings like happiness, 

hope, enchantment, success, inspiration and rapture while low key suggests feelings like 

doom and gloom, despair, fear, disaster and failure. 

 


