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CHARLIE HOWSE:
WHAT MAKES A GREAT PHOTOGRAPH
5:46

Veteran photographer Charles Howse shares insights on what makes a great photograph.

This is a tribute by Jesse James Allen to his mentor who in 2007 showed him how to create an image 
before the shutter was ever pressed. Charlie’s time and teachings greatly influenced Allen’s  career.

https://vimeo.com/220393249


CHARLOTTE LOWRIE
1. Is there a clear center of interest?
2. Is the image composed well?
3. Is the focus tack sharp and is the exposure 

“appropriate”?
4. Does the photo tell a story?
5. Does the lighting enhance the subject and message?
6. Is the approach creative?



MING THEIN (PART 1 OF 2)
1. Is there a clear subject?
2. Execution and technicalities (both “secondary”)
3. Composition: how various elements are located relative 

to one another
4. Isolation / separation / focus – viewers eye goes straight 

to the primary subject
5. Perspective
6. Balance
7. Lighting – without light, there is not photo!



MING THEIN (PART 2 OF 2)
8. Context – secondary elements help create the story of the 

primary subject
9. Cultural background and history
10.Human psychology – invoking a reaction from the viewer
11.The personal connection – think about who is the audience
12.Timing
13.The X-factor: luck… being in the right place at the right time

Be prepared – that is 100% within the control of the 
photographer



WHAT MAKES A GREAT PHOTO?
4:14

A great way to learn and become inspired is to look at great photographs. Even better is listening to experts discuss 
those images as you’re looking at them. The above video shows National Geographic editors picking their favorite 
photographs from their ongoing Your Shot contest and discussing why they feel the photo is so great.

“The great pictures just stop time. They capture something that did not continue. It just was then, and that was the 
perfect moment. It wasn’t the moment before. It wasn’t the moment after. It was that moment.” (Sep 2010 or prior)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v3HDI0cUkZk


LORI ALLEN (SEPTEMBER 2014)
1. “Good” composition
2. “Good” light… not too dark, not too  light 

(like the porridge in the Goldilocks story)
3. No clutter or distractions
4. Subtle processing



JACOB MAENTZ (MARCH 2013)
1. Light – used to create mood, depth, textures
2. Color – sets the mood and can play a big role in evoking 

emotions
3. Moment – all elements in the frame coming together 

for a great storytelling effect
4. Composition – can turn an ordinary image into a 

compelling image. 



MATT FODEN (PICTURECORRECT)
1. Great use of light – understand its direction and quality
2. Great composition – form and balance that is pleasing 

to the eye
3. A sense of timing – the photographer (you, that is) 

decides when to press the shutter!
4. A clear subject – great photos generally have a very 

clear idea as to the core subject. 



JEFF MEYER: 6 QUALITIES (MARCH 2017)
1. Timelessness – appreciated regardless of when, where 

and how it was taken
2. It doesn’t need explanation – often due to multiple 

“layers” that tell the story
3. Tell a story with your photos
4. The form suits the content… the framing, focus, and 

exposure are “appropriate” 
5. Be judicious about what you allow in the frame
6. They convey emotion (anger, sympathy, humor, wonder)



ZACH WISE INTERVIEW: 
TIPS FOR GREAT PHOTOGRAPHY
11:43

from Northwestern University’s “Content Strategy for Professionals: Ensuring Your Content's 
Impact”

https://www.coursera.org/learn/effective-content-strategy/lecture/42kj9/tips-for-great-photography


Photos for discussion



Moon Over Half Dome
Ansel Adams



ANSEL ADAMS: 
THE MAKING OF “MOON AND HALF DOME” 
4:37

We get a look at the original contact sheet Ansel used to develop the iconic image. Plus we find 
out the photograph has a fun-family meaning. (published July 2016)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o0Q0lZ3sYag


TIME MAGAZINE’S
100 MOST INFLUENTIAL PHOTOGRAPHS

We began this project with what seemed like a straightforward idea: assemble a list of the 100 
most influential photographs ever taken.

There is no formula that makes a picture influential. Some images are on our list because they were 
the first of their kind, others because they shaped the way we think. And some made the cut 
because they directly changed the way we live. What all 100 share is that they are turning points 
in our human experience.

In the process of putting this list together, we noticed that one aspect of influence has largely 
remained constant throughout photography’s nearly two centuries. The photographer has to be 
there. The best photography is a form of bearing witness, a way of bringing a single vision to the 
larger world.
http://100photos.time.com/

http://100photos.time.com/


Lunch Atop a Skyscraper
Unknown (1932)



TIME MAGAZINE:
LUNCH ATOP A SKYSCRAPER - 1932
5:34

We don't know their names, nor the photographer who immortalized them, but these men 
lunching 800 feet up show the daredevil spirit behind Manhattan's vertical expansion.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7QCYDzsQ_yM


MIGRANT MOTHER
DOROTHEA LANGE (1932)

The picture that did more than any other to humanize the cost of the Great Depression almost didn’t 
happen. Driving past the crude “Pea-Pickers Camp” sign in Nipomo, north of Los Angeles, Dorothea 
Lange kept going for 20 miles. But something nagged at the photographer from the government’s 
Resettlement Administration, and she finally turned around. 
At the camp, the Hoboken, N.J.–born Lange spotted Frances Owens Thompson and knew she was in the 
right place. “I saw and approached the hungry and desperate mother in the sparse lean-to tent, as if 
drawn by a magnet,” Lange later wrote. The farm’s crop had frozen, and there was no work for the 
homeless pickers, so the 32-year-old Thompson sold the tires from her car to buy food, which was 
supplemented with birds killed by the children. 
…Lange took six photos with her 4x5 Graflex camera, later writing, “I knew I had recorded the essence 
of my assignment.” …Of the 160,000 images taken by Lange and other photographers for the 
Resettlement Administration, Migrant Mother has become the most iconic picture of the Depression. 
Through an intimate portrait of the toll being exacted across the land, Lange gave a face to a suffering 
nation.



Migrant Mother
Dorothea Lange (1936)



SAM ABELL
CANON “EXPLORER OF LIGHT”
2:04

Sam Abell discusses his career and passion for photography in Canon’s series of videos introducing 
their Explorers of Light. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=akLhf3Jx9VU


Sam Abell



Sam Abell



Death Valley
John Barclay 



The Palouse
John Barclay 



La Petite Parisien
Willy Ronis (1952)



Daffodils
Virginia Kickle



That Wanaka Tree
Terry Stoa



HOW PHOTOGRAPHY CONNECTS US
14:30

The photo director for National Geographic, David Griffin knows the power of photography to 
connect us to our world. In a talk filled with glorious images, he talks about how we all use photos 
to tell our stories. (February 2008)

https://www.ted.com/talks/david_griffin_on_how_photography_connects/transcript
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