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                        The Story of a Judgement. 
 

This is the unique story of the judging of the 4 Nations Competition 2013 organised by 
the Photographic Society of New Zealand.  
 
In this article, we try to give an insight into how we considered each image and why 
some were awarded higher marks than others. We also explain the judging criterion that 
resulted in the image below receiving a Gold Medal.  
 

 
 

By 

Brian Gaylor FRPS Mphil AWPF BA(Hons) 
 

The three judges were: 
Hywel Harris FRPS BA(Hons)  Harold Grenfell FRPS & Brian Gaylor FRPS Mphil. 

Each has extensive experience judging photographic competitions from local camera clubs up to 
International Salons and Distinctions. 

 
Focal View Digital e-Publishing 

www.focalview.co.uk 
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The Story of a Judgement 
 By 

 

Brian Gaylor FRPS Mphil AWPF BA(Hons) 
 
 

 
How are your images judged in the International Photographic competitions? 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
The International Photographic Salons attract huge numbers of entrants, all of whom 
present images of very high quality. To a layman, choosing the winning pictures might 
seem a daunting task. Competition judges have a set of criteria they apply as they 
assess each image that enables them to be objective and systematic. In this way, they 
can find the very best among the excellence and recognize the hard work and creativity. 
 
This eBook you will give you a clear insight into the judging process and show how your 
photographs are recognized and celebrated as examples of your creative success. 
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The Story of a Judgement 
 
 
When we took on the task of judging the 320 photographs in the 4 Nations Competition 2013 we 
knew we would have to find a way to differentiate between many high technical quality images. It 
was important to divorce our emotions from personal likes and dislikes, also to keep 
comparisons out of our thoughts as much as possible. 
 
It was decided that we use the judging criterion displayed on Focal View Digital Publishing 
focalview.co.uk and score each image out of a possible 40. This would better allow for slight 
variations from each judge. The judging criterion effectively splits the decisions into three distinct 
sections. 
 
The first of these was Technical and scored out of a possible 10. This was the lowest scoring 
section because it is felt that technical skill is a craft that all photographer can and should obtain.  
This section covers exposure, focus/sharpness, colour and/or tonal rendition, contrast and 
lighting. This considers basic faults like burnt-out skies, camera shake, and poor light, and 
obvious background distractions. If the overall contrast suitable for the type of image? Does the 
colour balance provide harmony to the image to enhance its emotional appeal and do they 
evoke diverse feelings for effect? Do the colour and tones help set the mood of the image? Is 
the light too harsh or contrasty, or too soft and flat? Is there an unwanted colour-cast? 
 
We immediately hit a problem because the vast majority of image viewed were of high technical 
quality. However, a small number showed digital faults such as careless selections and they 
accordingly lost marks. 
 
The second section is termed Technique and scored out of a maximum of 14. This had the 
potential to score more because it is felt that there is a greater personal input. This is the 
approach used to create the image. The judge is asked to consider if the visual and aesthetic 
criterion includes design elements and principles, backgrounds, framing and viewpoint and the 
appropriate application of in or post camera manipulative techniques. Does the image have 
impact that evokes laughter, sadness, anger, pride, wonder or another intense emotion?  Are 
elements included or excluded detract or contribute to the image? Do technical aspects such as 
the direction of light, depth of field, focus, add to or detract from the image? Has the 
photographer composed and designed the image to bring all the visual elements together to best 
express the purpose of the image. Is the composition effectively pleasing or disturbing, reflecting 
the intent of the image-maker.  
 
The third and highest scoring section was Creativity and scored out of 16. This is the external 
expression of the photographer’s imagination to conveying an idea, message or thought. This 
includes choice of subject, how the photographer has seen the image and their personal input. 
Are the subject matter and the techniques appropriate for each other, or do they have a negative 
effect? Does the image pass a message or an emotional response that makes it 
memorable?  Does it make a statement that you can understand?  Is there an element of 
originality, does the image disclose something new about the subject, or show in unexpected 
ways? Is the subject matter appropriate to the story being told? Has the photographer 
succeeded in telling a story that evokes the viewer’s imagination that allows them to write their 
own message into the image? Are the visual elements unusual and intriguing and most 
important is the photo interesting? 
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Each image would then receive marks averaged into a format such as:        
                                                                                                                      
                                                                                                                      
 
 
 
The three judges Hywel Harris FRPS BA(Hons), Harold Grenville FRPS and Brian Gaylor FRPS 
Mphil studied and scored each image independently over a period of two weeks. Of course, 
there was constant tweaking as opinions changed before the three scores were collected and 
analysed. As expected, there were wide variations in the scores because judges are not 
unfeeling machines, they have personal opinions.  
 
The judges then met over a few cups of coffee to discuss their findings and reach a mutual 
agreement on the winners. This turned out to be a matter of negotiation as judges tussled to get 
their personal choices agreed by the others. 
 

 
 
One of the first images to be seen in the open section was Alaska Sky, a lovely landscape that 

would impress any viewer but it was not among the winners. The reason was despite it being 
technically excellent and a photograph that would grace the dining room wall there was not 
enough of the photographer’s personal input. What does that mean in practice? In this case it 
was about viewpoint and foreground. It appeared as if the photographer was overwhelmed by 
the wonders before them and forgot to take their own version of the scene. This could have been 
done by taking a lower viewpoint and including boulders, a boat, rushes or ripples in the 

8 - 10 - 12 = 30 

10 - 9 - 13 = 32 

10 - 14 - 15 = 39 
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foreground water. Unfortunately, it became a record of the beauty laid out before the 
photographer and not a personal vision it’s a thin line of distinction. 
 
This example was taken to show how carefully we considered each entry. Because of the high 
technical quality the decisions usually came down to technique and creativity. Over manipulated 
images often receive a lower mark than images that had subtle alterations. 
 
The image below even though the subject was quite different had the same technique problems. 
There was a very good choice subject matter but the composition resulted in Brian’s Barn being 
too far away to show the lovely textures and too close to tell the story of its environs. The 
photographer appears to have been unsure of what they were trying to achieve.  
 
Using the criterion set out above we had to ask… Does it make a statement that you can 
understand?  Is there an element of originality, does the image disclose something new about 
the subject, or show in unexpected ways? 
 
Technically, the tonal range was flat yet a simple post camera tweak of contrast brought the 
colours to life, possible an opportunity missed.  
 

 
 
Both these images were in the Open Section as was Baring all, the image of an exotic frog 
below. We came across a number of images that could have received better recognition if they 
had been in another section, in this instant probably Nature may have been a better choice.  
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Some images received a very high mark from one judge but not replicated by the others and no 
amount of persuading would change their mind. 
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An example was the ethereal sepia toned Swan Lake above. One judge placed it among the 
winners but while receiving good scores, the others did not agree it was a winner. This could be 
another example where the image would have done better in a different section perhaps in this 
case Monochrome.  
 
The judges decided that some images had unnecessary processes applied that spoilt the image. 
The first image below is an example, here a good casual portrait of a young boy in an interesting 
old building. But the judges found no reason or advantage for the photographer’s use of the fish 
eye lens effect. 
  

                    
 
The second image Strawberry Love, a beautiful rendered high key portrait, was considered as a 
potential winner by all judges. However, the bright red strawberry added nothing to the image 
except to show that the photographer had the post camera manipulation skill to do it.  
 
The reason for using three judges is that you will usually get a consensus of the attributes of 
each image. This proved to be the case in most circumstances but there are inevitable 
occasions were judges differ. It could be that they agree on the technical qualities and the 
camera techniques but disagree on the creativity aspects or vice versa.  
  
Each judge has to ask, if the photographer’s message evokes the viewer’s imagination allowing 
them to complete the story. They must consider if the visual elements are unusual and intriguing 
and is the photo interesting. 
 
Some images came close to being winners but one of the three judges gave a lower mark than 
the other two. One glaring example was the portrait below titled You can call me Al. One judge 

gave a maximum score, a second gave very high marks but the third gave low marks. The 
higher scoring judge felt that the image captured the character of the subject and the muted skin 
tones complimented the sitter. But, unfortunately two out of three did not make it a winner 
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However, the image above Bath Time’s Over was considered to fulfil the judging criterion and 
was given third place in the Open section. The judges had to put aside any emotions of cuteness 
and concentrate on the photographic values. They all agree that this demonstrated the ability to 
see an image even in the most unlikely situations warranted a high position. 
 

 
 
Just one point behind in fourth place was this lovely study titled Performers 2. We could not 

decide if that referred to a second image in a series or that there were two performers, be that as 
it may. The only thing separating this image from the third placed was the light on the foreground 
performer’s face and leg was considered to be a little too bright.  
 
We had to ask if the colour and tones helped set the mood of the image and was the light too 
harsh or too high contrast, or too soft and flat. It is on the smallest of differences that separate 
images in judgements. 
 
In second place was Surfer 61, which as they say blew the judges minds. They were all 
impressed with the photographer’s ability to capture the elusive decisive moment. All the 
elements are in just the right position, the sparkling water, the colours of blue green and yellow 
and the surfer who became almost secondary to the action around him. 
 
It is difficult to think that there could be a better image in the Open section but the judges though 
there was one. 
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Just like chalk and cheese, the winner had nothing to do with power, bright sunlight instead it 
was a softly lit, delicate image of great beauty. 
 
Studio portraits are under the full control of the photographer therefore they are at fault if things 
go wrong but they also take the credit when a wonderful image is created. 
 
For the criterion, we had to ask if the image evokes an emotion such as laughter, sadness, 
anger, pride or in this case grace and splendour. 
 
We had to ask if the elements included or excluded detract or contribute to the image, we felt the 
soft lighting and dark background greatly contributed to the overall feeling that the dancer was 
floating on air. The graceful pose, the direction of light, depth of field, focus all added to the 
emotion of the image. The photographer had composed and designed the image to bring all the 
visual elements together to best express the purpose of the story they wished to tell. It was felt 
that the composition effectively reflecting the intent of the image-maker. 
 
Floating on Air was reached our criterion in every section and was unanimously voted as the 

Gold Medal winner in the Open section. 
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The section Our Country caused the judges many problems because of its interpretation. It was 
decided that it should be the photographer’s intent to portray in a single image a recognisable 
element of a particular country.  
 

   
  
 
On that basis images in this section were subjected to the same judging as other sections but 
had the additional question if they fitted our meaning of this section. Again, we found good 
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images that did not fall into the category in fact they could be virtually any country. Out of the 
Mist was thought to be a fascinating image that would be well placed in the Open or 
Monochrome but was out of context in this section. Likewise, Caledon the right-hand image 
above while being a very good image could have been taken in Wales, where the judges lived.  
 
Sheep and Windmills won fourth place in this section, the subject could have been in many 

countries but the judges felt that it typified a particular country. The also felt it was a powerful 
image, which made a definite statement. They admired the originality of the composition and the 
juxtaposition of the elements. The photographer disclosed something new about the subject and 
showed it in unexpected way, this made the subject matter appropriate to the story being told.   
 

                              
 
Warrior Welcome below in third place tells a story about the people of a country and there is little 
doubt what that country is. The high quality of the unexpected but welcome black and white 
impressed all the judges. The dramatic lighting and excellent tonal range meant that this image 
could also have been well placed in the Monochrome section. 
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Uluru 2 above was in second place. This well-known destination could easily have produced yet 
another tourist type image. However, the photographer’s treatment provided a curious soft pastel 
impression that has lifted the image above the ordinary. There was a question about the 
possible selection between sky and rock but the benefit of the doubt was given. 
 

 
 
In first place was Brisbane Celebrates and received the unanimous vote of the judges. They felt 
that the HDR treatment produced some slight imperfections but the story of a city and country 
celebrating was superbly captured.  
 
The Nature section also caused the judges much gnashing of teeth and tearing of hair. There 
again there were images that were unlucky not to be amongst the winners. Watch Out below left 
was an image that received high marks from two judges but a low mark from the third.  
 

   
The image on the right above Last Flight, also was highly thought of by two of the three judges 
mainly for the horrific story it was telling. 
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In fourth place in the Nature section was Icicle Fungus. All the judges were impressed with the 

way the complimentary light had been used to bring out the delicate tracery of the fungus.  
 

 
 
In third place was African Skimmer, which also received high marks from two judges but 
significantly lower from the third. The low marking judge felt that while the image was received 
top marks for the first two criterion it was not so successful at being creative.  
 
This requirement was the image became an external expression of the photographer’s 
imagination and conveyed an idea, message or thought. This includes choice of subject, how the 
photographer has seen the image and their personal input. The ability to capture this fast moving 
bird had been done expertly but opportunity to see it capture its prey was missing. 
 
Nevertheless, even with one lower mark it was good enough to be placed among the winners. 
 
The second placed image in the Nature section was the lower of the images below and titled 
Hungry Chick. The judges felt this was an exceptionally good image and each judge placed it 
second. They all felt that the title was poor as it failed to tell the viewer what birds they were. 
 
They also commented on the falling rain added an extra dimension to the impression of the birds 
fighting for life in harsh conditions. 
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The winner of the Nature section was this poorly named image of a hyena with the lower leg of a 
recent kill. The title Afternoon snack added nothing to the story of the horrors of what had just 

taken place. The image itself was of very high quality and certainly told a story of nature that was 
red in tooth and claw. 
 
The final section was the Monochrome and this contained some excellent images. Our criterion 
of Technical, Technique and Creativity was increased to include the suitability of a subject for 
this manipulation, which is a radical form of minimalism.  
 
As with the other sections some images that were unlucky to be outside the winners. 
 

      
The image above left A Gent and his Dog was considered as a winner by two of the judges but 
they could not get the third to agree, it could easily have been among the winners  
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The image above right was well titled Is this the last goodbye and was a first class portrait of a 

sad looking girl through wet window glass with a good title. It was let down by the white window 
frame that lacked detail in some areas.  
 
In fourth place was the portrait of Jana, below which the judges felt was like a modern day Mona 

Lisa with her whimsical smile and inquiring eyes.  
 

                                         
 
The third placed image in this section was the strangely named Abandoned. The judges felt that 
this beautifully rendered and discreet nude would be well placed in most international 
competitions.  
 
All three judges particularly liked the feeling of softness of the skin and satin wrap, it was felt that 
the choice of sepia tone was a good one as it added warmth to the image and suited the subject.  
 
The lower of the two images Rob and Danella was placed second. The theatrical lighting and the 
imaginative pose impressed all the judges they felt it looked like a still from a futuristic film. They 
also thought that Abandoned would be a more suitable title!   
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The winner in the monochrome section was the very strangely titled Ahh… a title that added 
nothing; in fact it detracted from the drama of the story. Nevertheless, the power of the image 
allowed the judges to discount the title. 
 
This proved to be an image that the judges pondered over more than any other in the whole 
competition. It certainly fulfilled the criterion for Technical skill and the central position of the 
subject was considered the correct composition. It was the Creativity criterion that caused the 
most debate; this was because the horse and rider appeared to be floating in thin air. However, 
after much discussion the judges agreed that the image had taken on almost a supernatural feel 
and despite one judge’s misgivings it was voted the winner of the Monochrome section.   
 

 
 
As with any competition judging, there was regret that some first class images could not be 
placed among the winners. Some of these are shown below and they include images that have 
received at least one high mark from a judge or have been mentioned as having special merits.  
 
The Window Cleaner below left from the open section was one that particularly caught the 
imagination of one judge. The subject’s shaven head, pale skin and intent expression belied his 
business of cleaning windows. A more enigmatic and less descriptive title such as Hidden Secret 

would have directed the viewer into a different and more ingenious direction. 
 
The wonderfully imaginative Drip was another that received very high marks from one judge. 
Unfortunately, it became a question of how not why that resulted in it not being a winner. 
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In the Nature section, many images just failed to get a consensus of high marks but impressed 
at least one judge. 
 
Chickadee Feasting on Blackberries below was a lovely portrait of this tiny bird in its natural 

environment. There were slight focussing problems that lost it vital marks. 
 

   
    
Salmon Skinning Lesson on the right above was a high quality image with a wonderful story of 
life and death and the mothering instincts of a wild bear that could easily have been placed in 
the top four. 
 
As with the other sections Our Country had a number of images that could be considered 
unfortunate not to be included with the winners.  
 
The well-composed image below left, shows silhouetted figures of the young people in the warm 
glow of evening light was very evocative of the joys of youth and summer. It most certainly was a 
story of A Time to remember. But, it could have been taken in many different countries.  
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The bearded New Zealand bobby above right, titled On the Beat was considered an excellent 

portrait that was somewhat let down by the selection of the blurred background.   
 
We apologies to the photographers of the two excellent images below from the Monochrome 
section that each lacked contrast that resulted in lost marks. In both cases the new images are 
shown after being brightened by a simple contrast adjustment. 
 

                    
 
     Black Pearls                                                          Behind closed curtains 

The other two judges want to join me in thanking the 4 Nations organizers for asking us to score 
this prestigious competition. 
    
 

Brian Gaylor FRPS Mphil AWPF BA(Hons) 
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 I would like to draw your attention to Focal View my new Digital Publishing partnership.  
 

                                                             www.focalview.co.uk 
 
There has historically been difficulty for photographers to show their work. Once, the only 
alternative was the paper book with its huge costs and distribution problems. But, the digital age 
has not only brought us fantastic cameras and software it has brought us the e-Book. The 
popularity of this inexpensive and easily distributed digital book means that all photographers 
can publish and sell their images to a worldwide audience at a tiny fraction of a physical book.   
 
We pride ourselves at Focal View that we are the most inexpensive publisher of quality 
photographic e-Books in the world. One reason is that we only display our publications to 
selective purchasers, the people who mainly buy photographic books, that is other 
photographers. 
 
Focal View is dedicated to publishing the work of photographers whatever their experience. Be 

sure of one thing it costs less and is far easier than you may think. We even offer a free image 
critique and help with the editorial as required.  
 
Remember, your images could remain largely unseen and undervalued unless you take the 
opportunity to show them to the world. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Copyright for this  ePublication 
The Story of a Judgement eBook publication in all formats is copyright to Focal View and no part may be reproduced 

in any what whatsoever without the prior written permission of Focal View. 
Images 

All the images in The Story of a Judgement eBook publication are copyright to the contributing photographers through 
Focal View Digital ePublishing and no part of any image may be reproduced or copied in anyway whatsoever without 

the prior written permission of the author and/or the photographer. 
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