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“Untitled,” circa 1983-86, by William Eggleston

Critiquing Photographs - A Panel Discussion on Methods and Outcomes
by Stephen Gilligan
We will be holding a special gathering of the Toronto Focal Forum. The purpose is to lay a path that may
elevate our ability to provide insightful and constructive commentary when discussing the images presented
at our meetings. This will not be a list of rigid rules on how to critique a photograph. It will be a thought
provoking exchange amongst our panel, addressing the challenges we sometime encounter when we are called
upon to comment on an image. Whether it be a lack of understanding of the work, the lack of vocabulary to
express our thoughts or the fear of oﬀending the maker, the panel will touch upon ways to by-pass the
barriers to rich commentary. In addition, I am sure the panel will provide us with conflict, revelation, and
laughter. All the ingredients for an entertaining evening.
Marie Algieri-Goldgrub, Micheal Anderson and Mort Shapiro will make up our expert panel. The audience
is welcome to bring in an image for presentation with the understanding that we may not have time to review
all the images provided. Friends and family are very welcome to join in on the session.
I am personally looking forward to this event. I hope you can all be there!
Wednesday November 28, dinner as usual at 6:30pm, with the panel commanding our attention by 7:30pm.
We will be finished no later than 9:30pm.

At the Toronto Focal Forum we share a passion for the printed photograph: it’s our chosen means of creative expression, so
we strive for artistic and technical excellence. Our candid print reviews are times for diverse work and diﬀerent ideas, creating
an invigorating, ongoing conversation about our experiences in art and in life. These evenings are times of inspiration, honing
our craft of clear vision and communication, enriching our photographic pursuits. This is the measure of our success.
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Is Photography Art? Is a Manipulated Photo Photography?
by Marie Algieri-Goldgrub
Almost from the first images produced, photographers have wanted to be recognized as artists. I think most
of us agree that photography is indeed an art form. It has contributed greatly to the advancement of human
artistic expression. Photography in the past was mostly used to be a recording of history, telling the story
through an image which was usually on some aspect of real life. Some images had a more artistic component
because the maker used multiple exposures or altered them in the dark room with dodging and burning.
We now have a situation where photographers start with a photo and with skill, artistic vision, and a variety
of photo editing tools, can now create highly imaginative and surreal stories. These photographers blur the
line between fantasy and reality.
Photography has evolved and so too are we evolving as photographers and printers. Thus, we must now learn
and accept new ways of viewing and commenting on such images. I will touch upon photographic art and
ways we can contribute comments even when we do not understand or like an image.

What Could be Done to Make This a Better Image?
by Michael Anderson
One thing that I think is special to the Forum: that we are a group of peers who discuss each other’s work in order
to help each other grow.
Most art critiquing is done in a diﬀerent context: that of teaching, professional reviewers, judges in competitions,
curators, art consumers… in all those cases, there’s a power imbalance between the artist and critiquer. For art
consumers, power is based on possession of a wallet. For all the others, it’s position and presumed (assumed?)
knowledge.
The closest analog to what we do is a writing group, where a small group of peer writers discuss each other’s work.
Like a writing group, we have no hierarchy, no experts whose opinion carries more weight than other people’s, no
teachers, no judges. We rely on each other as equals.
In our case, the learning should come from [1] hearing comments about our own work and from [2] hearing
comments about other people’s work. In both cases, the quality of discussion is critical to the success of the group.
Without informed, insightful and honest discussion of the work we see, members of the Forum cannot learn.
So the overarching conclusion from all this is that – regardless of the framework one chooses to structure
comments – those comments should always be expressed in a way that is supportive, constructive, and promotes
learning. Empty, vacuous compliments don’t promote learning, and neither do destructive tear-downs. That does
not mean we can’t point out flaws in an image. Nor does it mean we cannot use robust or even colourful language
to do so. But it does mean that all comments are made and taken in a spirit of collaboration and mutual learning.
The basic question behind every comment should be: what could be done to make this a better image?
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Comments in Anticipation of a Special Focal Forum Meeting
to Discuss the Art of Photographic Critique
by Mort Shapiro
It has been written that “the basic question behind every comment should be: what could be done to make
this a better image?” I have an issue with this proposal. If the focus is how to make a better image then we are
still left not knowing what level of technical or artistic merit the image as presented portrays. I am prepared to
assume that every image that has ever been created in any artistic medium could be better. Of course I’m not
sure we would agree on what “better” would mean.
It has also been written that “…these photographers blur the line between fantasy and reality.” Ah! The reality
card. We often hear comments about “the context”. We also hear comments such as “I’m trying to figure out
what it is/was.” Even the most precise capture cannot be presented as “reality.” The photographer (or artist in
another medium) has always arbitrarily excluded the entire context and/or reality of their captured image.
So what am I left with? For me, the process of critiquing images in the Forum is an ill-defined partnership
between the maker and the viewer. What does the maker want from the viewer? What is the viewer prepared
to give? This may reflect a reluctance to be too harsh; simply not having a response; or a lack of language to
use to address the maker’s desires.
I believe there are some universal wishes held by Forum members:
➢ By belonging to the Forum we want to know how our peers regard the technical and artistic merit of
the image as presented (loosely based on our Constitution);
➢ By providing a title, makers implicitly want to know if the image as presented communicates their
intention as presented via the title;
➢ By not providing a title other than a generic “image xx/xx/xxxx” we are implicitly wanting to know
how the viewer sees / reacts to the image without context or direction.
Considering the level of technical expertise that we assume is possessed by our members, “how to do it better
is oﬀ target”. More appropriate would be “how to do it diﬀerently” or “how I would do it” which in reality is
defining a diﬀerent image that the viewer would prefer. Which unfortunately diminishes the maker’s centre
stage time. In any event, is it fair to critique a painted portrait of a person against the Mona Lisa?
Of course the viewers’ reconstruction (or deconstruction?) of an image is appropriate if it satisfies the wishes
of the maker.
Maybe we should consider asking the maker to make some “I” statements before the discussion begins. For
example: “I’m not happy with the graphic balance in my image and would like some suggestions for
improvement.” “I’d like to hear if and how this image makes members feel.” “Do members feel that the image
reflects the title (or visa versa).” “I’d welcome feedback about the technical aspects of this image.”
Where do these ruminations leave me?
Fortunately we have a special Panel Meeting which might provide some clarity – or not!!
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Additional Thoughts
by Marie Algieri-Goldgrub, Michael Anderson, and Mort Shapiro
Know your audience
•

TFF members strive for artistic and technical excellence, so when critiquing images, there are
underlying assumptions, such as the maker had total technical control and so what we get is what
he/she wanted (i.e. colour cast was intentional and not an error).

•

Sometimes we get it wrong and the colour cast could have been an error. Determine ways to ask/
question/comment on this.

•

Topical comments: feelings; emotional impact; technical excellence or shortcomings (remember it is
assumed they’re intentional) so they either work or they don’t for the viewer.

•

We should feel free to express a personal preference, as long as it is clear that it is a preference and
not a critique.

•

Critique is not about how the viewer would have done it, but rather on the image’s own merits.

•

If there is a title, it is part of the presentation and defines the message: either it worked for the
viewer or it did not!

•

Language to avoid: “should have” as distinct from “could have”; “like it” doesn’t convey anything
meaningful to the maker – add “because…”
Be honest with the intention to help

•

“Brutal” can be more about honesty than a judgment about the photographer.

•

Commenting on one another’s images can be diﬃcult. A properly given critique can assist artistic
and technical growth. An improper critique can hurt feelings and cause divisiveness.

•

“No Comment” is a comment. It usually means the person does not like the image and refuses to say
so. There are better ways to deal with this, such as commenting on the technical or artistic values.

•

Photography, as all other art forms, has both subjective and objective opinions. It is best to focus on
and give objective thoughts.

•

Avoid personal bias.

•

Negative criticism should include an explanation and suggestions for improvement.

Join us for a very special meeting on this coming Wednesday, November 28. All are welcome.
Have thoughts on critiquing, or thoughts on thoughts on critiquing?
Send them in! tﬀsnapshots@gmail.com
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