
Learning to Critique a Photograph 

 
During this class we’re going to be looking at a lot of photographs, talking about them 
and critiquing them. I want you to begin looking at the word "critique" not as a 
negative word, or as a diss, but as a vital way to advance. 
 
One of the key components of photography - especially while in school --- is frequent 
critiquing. During my time in graduate school students would meet together with 
the instructors once every three weeks in each person's studios. Walls would 
be covered with white pushpin boards, rooms would be filled and everyone would be 
expected to post their week’s work. Then the instructors (and students) would go to 
each photographer’s work and comment upon it. 
 
This was/is not always easy and fun, nor is it always constructive. But in the worst case 
it’ll teach you that you don’t have to listen to everyone’s opinion of your work. In the 
best case, you will learn something from the feedback. Feedback will hopefully allow 
you to look at your skills and help you improve. Feedback can definitely stir emotions, 
both good and bad. But, comments also help to begin a conversation. Art needs to be 
released to the world as a vital and living form of communication, which then sparks 
conversation. 
 
It’s also important in the process to learn to critique photographs of another’s work. 
Tell them what you see, as their audience. But make it clear when you are stating a fact 
like “it’s a bit out of focus,” or “my eye is taken in two different directions” versus an 
opinion– which composition and framing often are. Opinions are fine, if stated as such, 
and as you know we all have them… 
 
Having a second party evaluate your photographs is an important and constructive 
step in developing your craft. A proper critique for a photograph usually focuses on 
these main aspects of the photo: content, background, technical craftsmanship, and 
finally your general feelings on the photo. 
 
 

First look at the composition or content in the photograph. What is the center of 
interest in the picture? Where did the photographer place it in the frame? Did the 
photographer get close enough to the subject to include only what is important, or are 
there wasted parts of the picture with elements that do not add to the narrative of the 
photograph.  
 
The subject that catches your eye the most would be called the center of interest. If it 
is the same subject that the photographer intended, then the photograph was made 



correctly. Sometimes, photographers make their centre of interest hidden so that the 
viewer has to think about the picture more. Sometimes pictures do not have a center of 
interest, as a picture containing patterns. 
 
Next, observe the background in the photograph. How did the photographer 
represent the background in regards to focus and depth of field? How does the 
background add or distract from the message of the photo. 

Now take a look at the technical camera work involved in the photograph. Are the 
subjects sharp and clearly in focus? Is the photo exposed properly? A properly 
exposed photo will have some texture in the shadows. Are details missing because of 
over or under exposure? 

What type of light was used in the picture? In a studio, the lighting would be artificial. 
Outside, the lighting would be natural. Which direction is the light coming from? Is the 
lighting front lit, back lit, open shade or available light/side lit? 
 
Finally, during our critiques I want you to all offer your own personal feelings about 
the work of your peers. Be prepared to explain the reasons why you prefer something, 
over something else, what interests you about a specific photograph, and so forth. It’s 
not about being extremely positive or extremely negative – it’s about being 
constructive.  
 
Phrase of the Day: Constructive criticism 
 
Constructive criticism is the process of offering valid and well-reasoned opinions 
about the work of others, usually involving both positive and negative comments, in a 
friendly manner rather than an oppositional one. The purpose of constructive 
criticism is to improve the outcome. 
 
 

 


