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JUDGING: OBSERVATIONS - BY DAVE PHILLIPS 
Once upon a time, when I first took my early tentative steps in entering photographic 

competitions, I was witness to what could only be described as an egotistical moment.  The 
Judge for the evening had already made a few disparaging comments, but gave no clues as to 
what was to follow.  As he placed a beginner's print on the easel, he then remarked. "I don't 
like this one bit.  How someone has had the audacity to enter this for a competition is totally 
beyond me.  Absolute Rubbish.  When I first saw this print, my first reaction was to give it 
one point (out of 30), but having seen it again in this different light I've changed my mind - 
NIL, Next".  Although my initial words indicate otherwise, this is certainly no fairy story. 

So, has judging changed in twenty-five years? - Definitely.  For the Better? - 
Certainly! 

In the NCPF we have some wonderful judges who are almost beyond improvement (if 
this happens to be you, Congratulations! - There's no need to finish the article).  However, for 
the rest of us mere mortals, I'd love to retain your interest just a little longer. 

Overall, I feel that there is currently room for improvement, but how can we, 
collectively as judges continue to move forward, aiming towards the ideal? 

A few points to ponder: 
Demeanor  

First and foremost, it is always appreciated by the audience when a judge appears to 
be enjoying the task of reviewing the evening's images.  From offering a sprinkling of 
enthusiastic praise where it's due, to more importantly, giving helpful constructive comments 
and advice aimed at encouraging the author to improve their photography. 

Fumbling around with prints, not knowing titles and appearing unfamiliar with the 
image does not send a positive message to your captive audience.  Familiarisation with images 
is essential. 

Taking a little time to find out just what part of South America the image's title relates 
to, or just what are the main characteristics of the Sally Lightfoot Crab (easily found on the 
Web), although certainly not compulsory, does tend to endear oneself to the assembled lynch 
mob, err I mean audience. 

Consistency 
Particularly where marking is involved, it can be so infuriating to the author to hear 

the guest speaker impart wonderful superlatives about their image, concluding that the "early 
dawn light and exquisite rising mist combine to add some tremendous mood to this image 
(blah, blah, blah)", followed by the comment, Nineteen!.  Alternatively, when pictures have 
undoubtedly fallen at the first hurdle (ie. Poor Technique, Unsharp, Lacking in Composition, 
or just poor Post Processing / Printing etc.), the words "There's just something about it - 
Highly Commended - Twenty seven" just doesn't make any sense. 

Consistency levels have certainly risen over the years, but judges old and new need to 
be aware of the disappointment and frustration felt by the clubs and societies when this 
inevitably occurs. 

Prejudice 
Gordon's (name changed to protect the guilty!) heart sank as he picked up the next print from 
the box.  He took a deep breath, placed the print on the stand and said "Although it seems like 
a nice picture, I don't like Landscapes in the vertical format, so therefore it only gets a low 
mark". 

When you agree to become a judge, I feel you must at all times show impartiality in the 
varying degrees of subject matter. Landscapes, People, Close-ups, Documentary, Nature & 
Patterns etc. all deserve an equal amount of attention - Irrespective of their orientation.  I 
wouldn't mind so much, but that Landscape was a cracker!!! 



Minor Irritations 

1. Although Christmas time tends to fill our hearts with joy and love to all mankind, it is still 
annoying when the judge proceeds to play "Jingle Bells" with the loose change in his pocket 
whilst mumbling his comments.  Strangely, this doesn't seem to happen with the fairer sex. 

2. Be Prepared.  Once the image hits the screen / stand, you should already know what your 
key points and comments are going to be.  Fumbling around in the dark, trying to read notes 
without the use of a small torch is literally embarrassing to you and amusing to the audience. 
3. It can also be embarrassing for a judge who constantly "talks to the print" with their back to 
the audience to occasionally turn round, only to find that half the crowd has gone home. 
 Admiring a picture's qualities, composing oneself, then addressing the audience is much 
better for all concerned. 

Involve the audience - after all, you are part of that evening's entertainment. 

Over the years, I've been involved in some superb displays of judging (Although 
admittedly I was sat in the audience at the time!).  Even though the above Observations are 
light hearted, they are still relevant and are raised with a genuine affection that I feel for 
judging images. 

Who knows where the next generation of judging will lead us.  Digital Images have 
taken hold and the transparency is on its deathbed.  Images on CD, (bypassing Prints) has 
become the norm.  How long will it be before the CD is posted between judge and 
Competition Secretary, without the need for a personnel appearance by the judge at the club 
involved? 

I'm too young (honestly) too be put out to grass.  The vast majority of Judges I know, 
all enjoy the task of commenting on images, and the vast majority of clubs tend to enjoy their 
judges performances. 

Are we really that far apart from the ideal? 

Possibly not, but there's always room for improvement. 

Dave Phillips (for and on behalf of the Judges' Sub-Committee) 


