
HOW TO READ A PHOTOGRAPH*

Keep in mind that every photo is the product of a series of choices, and like any text-- (film, novel, etc…)-- a photograph requires careful analysis and interpretation to get a clear grasp on its meaning. Here are a few of the techniques and strategies by which a photograph conveys meaning:

Angle:  the vantage point or direction from which the artist photographs the subject. 
Framing:  By deciding where the edges of the image will be, the photograph determines what you will (and will not) see—whether the subject will fill the frame and appear “close up” or will be seen at a distance as part of a larger context. 
Light:  Light is one of the most powerful tools of the photographer.  The manipulation of light and dark , and the sharpness of contrast between light and dark, contributes to the mood a photograph conveys.

Focus:  the clarity or blurriness of the image.  The range between the nearest and farthest things that appear in clear focus defines the photograph’s depth of field.

Composition:  What is in the foreground?  Are the elements arranged in any particular pattern?  Do you see any geometric shapes?  Are the lines of the photograph straight, curving, thick or thin?  Do any visual elements repeat?  Is the visual weight of the photograph balanced: on each side? top to bottom? diagonally? 

Homework: 

1- Read this worksheet carefully and consider the possible effects of each technique. If the photographer takes the photo at an upwards angle or lower-- what does it do for the viewer and to the subject? In terms of framing, what is the photographer leaving out? Why? What does a close up shot do versus a shot from the distance? What does the contrast in lighting do? Highlight? Hide? There are many questions you can ask, please feel free to make a note of them.

2- Take a photograph considering all the techniques mentioned above as well as the questions posed in part one of this assignment. Bear in mind the story you want to tell with this photograph. If you have a photo at home that you feel answers all these questions, please feel free to substitute.

3- Bring in a copy of your photo. We will be using it in class.

* Adapted loosely from Prof. Susan Scheckel, Stony Brook University


