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Fine Art 
Photography What is

Fine Art Photography?

A 90-Minute Journey from Intent to 
Inspiration

"What can photography do?"

Mike Lawrence for OPS

T H E  C E N T R A L  Q U E S T I O N  

"What Can Photography Do?"

From "Is photography art?" (defensive) 

to 

"What can photography do?" (expansive)

Ansel Adams: Moonrise, Hernandez, New Mexico

Fine Art 
Photography
Is about intent

It explores 
concepts

It challenges
what people 
think or expect

A  W O R K I N G  
D E F I N I T I O N

Ansel Adams: Peak in Le Conte Canyon 1930

The Camera 
as an 
Artist’s Brush
The photographer 
shapes meaning 
through 
composition, light, 
and concept

Ansel Adams. Mount Huxley, 
near Evolution Lake. 1930

C O N S I D E R

P E R M I S S I O N  T O  B E G I N

“What is this image doing?”

Instead of

“What is this a picture of?"

Ansel Adams. Monolith, the Face of Half 
Dome, Yosemite Valley. 1927

Ask the Question

P E R S P E C T I V E

Photography
Art 

Photography
Fine Art 

Photography
Taking an image 

because it's there
The only intent is to 

please without 
challenging the viewer

Deliberately created to 
challenge, provoke and 

engage the viewer

The 
Invention 
and the 
Paradox
1839:

Daguerreotype
announced 
followed by Fox 
Talbot’s paper-
negative process 

The Oriel Window, South Gallery, Lacock Abbey
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Question:

Can a machine-
made image be a 
work of art?

The Open Door - William Henry Fox Talbot 

Mon cher Morel, si j'avais le temps de vous égayer, j'y réussirais facilement en feuilletant le catalogue et en faisant un extrait de s les titres 
ridicules et de tous les sujets cocasses qui ont l'ambition d'attirer les yeux. C'est là l'esprit
français. Chercher à étonner par des moyens d'étonnement étrangers à l'art en question est la grande 
ressource des gens qui ne sont pas naturellement peintres. Quelquefois même, mais toujours
France, ce vice entre dans des hommes qui ne sont pas dénués de talent et qui le déshonorent
par un mélange adultère. Je pourrais faire défiler sous vos yeux le titre comique à la manière des 
vaudevillistes, le titre sentimental auquel il ne manque que le point d'exclamation, le titre 
calembour, le titre profond et philosophique, le titre trompeur, ou titre à piège, dans le genre 

Brutus, lâche César! "Ô race incrédule et dépravée! dit Notre Seigneur, jusques à 
serai-je avec vous? jusques à quand souffrirai-je?" Cette race, en effet, artiste et public, a tant de 

dans la peinture, qu'elle cherche sans cesse à la déguiser et à l'envelopper comme une médecine
désagréable dans des capsules de sucre; et quel sucre, grand Dieu! Je vous signalerai seulement
deux titres de tableaux que d'ailleurs je n'ai pas vus: Amour et gibelotte! Comme la curiosité

"The Very Humble Servant"
Charles Baudelaire, reviewing the 1859 Salon, dismissed 

photography as servant to art and science

Warned that if photography encroached upon imagination, art 
itself would be destroyed

The machine vs. the artist's hand: a debate that would last 
decades

B A U D E L A I R E ' S  W A R N I N G  
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Imitate Painting
Julia Margaret Cameron: soft-focus 
portraits emulating painting's 
emotional depth

T H E  F I R S T  A N S W E R

Julia Margaret Cameron: Head of St John

O S C A R  R E J L A N D E R

Composite allegories assembled from multiple negatives

Oscar Gustave Rejlander: Two Ways of Life

H E N R Y  P E A C H  
R O B I N S O N

Staged 
tableaux with 
narrative 
ambition

Henry Peach Robinson:
When the Day’s Work is Done

Imitate Painting

Thomas Carlyle by 
Julia Margaret 

Cameron  

T H E  F I R S T  A N S W E R  

P I C T O R I A L I S M

Photography as 
Fine Art
1892

Alfred Stieglitz and the 

Photo-Secession in 

America 

and

The Linked Ring 

Brotherhood in London

Stieglitz - The Net Mender 1894

P I C T O R I A L I S M

Photography as Fine Art
Soft focus, manipulated prints, and painterly ambition as core strategies

T H E  B R E A K

Paul Strand 
and "Camera 
Work"(1917)
Stieglitz grew restless 
with Pictorialism 

Paul Strand starts the 
Modernism era

Photography finds its 
own voice

Paul Strand. Twin Lakes 1916

T H E  Q U E S T I O N  
E V O L V E S

No more: "Can 

photography be art?" 

Now: "What kind of 

art can photography 

become?"

Wall Street, Paul Strand (1917)

Modernism stops 
justifying and starts 
experimenting.

Arts Continued 
Influence

This dialogue between Art 

and Photography was 

continuous and productive, 

not a betrayal of purity

Strand Connecticut Abstraction 1916

C R O S S  D I S C I P L I N A R Y  T H R E A D  
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S E C T I O N  2  S U M M A R Y

From Servant to 
Sovereign
Photography's journey:

1839 – Started with Anxiety

1880 – Introduced Pictorialism

1917 – moved onto Modernism

Paul Strand: Fence (1917)

G R O U P  F / 6 4

The Declaration of 
"Pure" Photography

Founded 1932 after the smallest 

aperture on a large-format camera.

Members: Ansel Adams, Edward 

Weston, Imogen Cunningham

Commitment to sharp focus, full 

tonal range

Edward Weston at Carmel Highlands by Ansel AdamsFrida Kahlo Rivera, 1931 by Imogen Cunningham

T H E  B A U H A U S  E X P A N S I O N

Photography Beyond 
the Frame

Moholy-Nagy - Self Portrait 1926

László Moholy-Nagy and 

the term "typophoto"

-Photograms

-Photomontage

László Moholy-Nagy. Notre Dame de Paris. 1925

T H E  B A U H A U S  E X P A N S I O N

Photography Beyond 
the Frame

László Moholy-Nagy and 

the term "typophoto"

-Photograms

-Photomontage

-Extreme angles

C O N C E P T U A L  A R T

The Idea Takes 
Priority
1960s shift: the camera used 

for ideas, not beauty

Ed Ruscha's Twentysix Gasoline 

Stations (1963):

the photobook as Conceptual Art

The Bechers

Bernd and Hilla Becher: systematic 

typologies of industrial architecture

Impassive objectivity, serial comparison, 

and the grid as aesthetic structure

A N O N Y M O U S  S C U L P T U R E

T H E  D Ü S S E L D O R F  S C H O O L

A Generation of 
Inquiry
Founded 1976 when Bernd 

Becher was appointed professor 

at the Kunstakademie

Students: 

Andreas Gursky, 

Thomas Struth, 

Thomas Ruff, 

Candida Höfer

Struth: Shinjuku (Skyscrapers), Tokyo 
1986

T H E  P I C T U R E S  
G E N E R A T I O N

Photography 
as Critical 
Analysis
1970s–1980s: 

photography as 

representation

Cindy Sherman's 

deconstructing 

gender and 

identity

Cindy Sherman, Untitled Film Still #21, 1978

The Digital 
Revolution

Digital tools expand creative 

control

Editing becomes a creative 

language

Colour, texture, compositing are 

now accessible

Mike Lawrence: Homage to Vermeer 2024
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C O N T E M P O R A R Y  
P L U R A L I S M

The 
Question 

Today
Not

"Is photography 

art?"

but

"What can 

photography do?"

Zanele Muholi, ID Crisis, 2003

T H E  C R A F T  O F  S E E I N G

Ansel Adams & 
Edward Weston

Permission to pursue 
technical perfection to 
make emotional 
memories tangible.

Edward Weston. Pepper No. 30. 1930

A  B R I T I S H  
M O D E R N I S T

Bill Brandt

Let technique 

evolve; revisit 

the same 

subjects 

across 

decades

Bill Brandt. Cricket in the Park. c. 1934

B I L L  B R A N D T

East End Morning. 1937

East Durham 
Coal-Miner Just 
Home from the 

Pit 1937

Bombed Regency Staircase, Mayfair 1942

B I L L  B R A N D T

Londoners 
sheltering in a 
draper's shop 

basement 

Hampstead, London 1956

B I L L  B R A N D T

Brandt said:

“I believe this power of 

seeing the world as fresh 

and strange lies hidden 

in every human being.”

T H E  
C O N S T R U C T I O N  
O F  I D E N T I T Y

Cindy 
Sherman
Never 
appears as 
"herself“

Cindy Sherman. Untitled Film Still #11. 1978

Cindy Sherman. Untitled Film Still #35. 1978

T H E  C O N S T R U C T I O N  O F  I D E N T I T Y

Diane Arbus
Direct, frontal, flash-lit portraits of individuals on society's margins

Unsettling intimacy without exploitation

Fat man at Carnival

Identical Twins, 
Roselle, N.J. 
(1966): 

T H E  C O N S T R U C T I O N  O F  I D E N T I T Y

Richard Avedon
Stark white backgrounds and unflinching 

lighting

Psychological truth revealed through the 

stripping away of context

In the American West

June Leaf, sculptress, Mabou Mines, 

Nova Scotia, 1975

28 29 30

31 32 33

34 35 36



05/08/2026

5

T H E  D O C U M E N T  A S  W I T N E S S

Dorothea Lange & 
Gordon Parks
Beauty and 

witness are 

not opposed

Dorothea Lange: 
Migrant Mother (1936)

Gordon Parks: 
American Gothic 

(1942)

T H E  D O C U M E N T  A S  W I T N E S S

Sebastião Salgado
Permission to believe that beauty and 

witness are not opposed.

Sebastião Salgado: Brooks Range, Alaska Sebastião Salgado: In the Upper Xingu region

T H E  S Y S T E M  A N D  T H E  I D E A

Bernd & Hilla Becher
Permission to let the idea precede the image

Merging documentary, Minimalism, and Conceptual Art

T H E  S Y S T E M  A N D  T H E  I D E A

Jeff Wall

Large-scale backlit colour 

transparencies in lightboxes

Cinematographic tableaux dissolving 

the boundary between captured and 

constructed

Jeff Wall: A Sudden Gust of Wind (after Hokusai) 1993

T H E  S P I R I T U A L  A N D  T H E  
A B S T R A C T

Minor White & Aaron 
Siskind

Minor White: Sound of One Hand (1957)

Aaron Siskind: 
Gloucester 1 1944

T I M E  A N D  
P E R C E P T I O N

Hiroshi 
Sugimoto
Photography 
investigating time, 
perception, and belief

Sugimoto - Tasman See 1990 Bay of Sagami, 2022

V I S U A L  A C T I V I S M

Zanele Muholi
Self-identified "visual activist" 
documenting Black LGBTQIA+ communities

Muholi : Bester-I-Mayotte

Muholi: Xana Nyilenda 2011Muholi: Vile, Gothenburg, Sweden. 2016

Martin Parr & 
David Hockney

David Hockney Pearblossom 

Highway 1986

B R I T I S H  
C O N T E M P O R A R Y  
V O I C E S  

Martin Parr: The Last Resort 1986

If Julia Margaret Cameron could make masterpieces in a converted chicken 
coop on the Isle of Wight...

...and Bill Brandt could transform a London bomb site into surreal sculpture...

...and Martin Parr could turn a seaside tea room into biting social 
commentary...

...what's stopping you?

A Question to Take to the BarI N T E R M I S S I O N

Martin Parr: Lido Cafe, New Brighton, Merseyside, England. 1984
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Armed with the permissions of the 
past, we must dismantle the 

assumptions that limit creativity

T H E  R E A L I T Y  C H E C K

Andreas Gursky. Rhine II. 1999

M I S C O N C E P T I O N S

Myths of Rules
Subject matter does not determine 
status; intent and context do

Jeff Wall. After "Invisible Man"Cindy Sherman’s “Untitled Film Still #14”

M I S C O N C E P T I O N S

Myths of 
Status & 
Subject

Addressing 

pretention

Robert Frank. 
Coney Island. 

1948

Daido Moriyama

Genre is the vehicle you use the show the idea

G E N R E

L A N D S C A P E

From Wild 
Landscapes 
to Quiet 
Townscapes

Bill Brandt. A Snicket 
in Halifax. 1937The Tetons and the Snake River by Ansel Adams 1942

The Subject Is 
Never Merely 
Present
There is a 
triangle between 
photographer, 
subject, and 
viewer. 

P O R T R A I T U R E

Deana Lawson: Ring Bearer
staged domestic tableau 
centring Black familial 
experience

D O C U M E N T A R Y  &  S O C I A L

Witness and Elegy

A photograph of suffering can be both 

call to action and extraordinary 

composition

Social Question is a legitimate fine art 

strategy

Gordon Parks. Gloria Vanderbilt, New York. 1954

C O N C E P T U A L

The Camera as 
Systematic Inquiry

Value shifts from individual 

aesthetic brilliance to 

conceptual rigour

The idea precedes the image; 

the series reveals what the 

single image cannot

Freedom from 
Representation
Photography freed 

from the obligation to 

depict recognisable 

subjects

A B S T R A C T  &  
E X P E R I M E N T A L

Barbara Kasten. Construct NYC 17 
1984
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T H E  C O N S T E L L A T I O N  M O D E L

Nine Factors

No single criterion is 
decisive; the 

constellation matters, 
not the individual star

F A C T O R  1  &  F A C T O R  2   

Intent & Concept

Intent: 

an artistic purpose 

beyond documentation, 

decoration, or 

communication

Concept: 

the image carries a 

proposition that invites 

interpretation — formal, 

narrative, or critical

These initiate the work into fine art

F A C T O R  3  &  F A C T O R  4  

Aesthetic Strategy & Audience

Aesthetic strategy: 

conscious choices about 
framing, light, colour, 

scale, and seriality that 

serve the concept

Audience: 

the work anticipates a 
viewer who looks slowly, 

brings knowledge, and 

tolerates ambiguity

F A C T O R  5  &  F A C T O R  6   

Context & Art Historical Lineage

Context: 

museum, gallery, 

photobook, 

installation or 

competition that 

supports sustained 

question

Art history: 

the work enters into

conversation with 

what has come 

before, whether 

quoting, rebelling, or 

ignoring

F A C T O R  7 ,  F A C T O R  8  &  F A C T O R  9

Critical Reception, Craft & Impact

Critical reception: 

the work sustains 

interpretation and 

debate by curators, 

critics, and audiences

Craft: 

technique serves the 

concept, whether 

flawless or deliberately 

raw

Impact: 

the work changes how the viewer sees, 

thinks, or feels

Apply the constellation to a 

single image 

The framework is diagnostic, 

not prescriptive

Use it to evaluate your own 

work and the work you 

encounter

The Definition in Practice

Gursky – 99 cent 1999

The Definition in Practice

Apply the constellation to a single image: does it 

have intent, concept, strategy, context, lineage, 

reception, craft, and impact?

The framework is diagnostic, not prescriptive

Use it to evaluate your own work and the work 

you encounter

Gursky 
99 cent 

1999

Start with a 
Question, Not 
a Subject

I N  P R A C T I C E

Start with a 
Question, Not 
a Subject

I N  P R A C T I C E

Mood Swings by Mike Lawrence

Adams asked about 

light 

Sherman asked about 

identity

The Bechers asked 

about form

Your question might be 

personal or formal; 

55 56 57
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Embrace Constraint and 
Study History

Limits spark creativity.

Look at great work.

Alfred Stieglitz's The Steerage (1907)

T W O  S I M P L E  S T R A T E G I E S

Consider Context

Before pressing the shutter: What am I including? Excluding? 

What does this frame assume about the viewer?

Where will this image live? 

D E V E L O P  C R I T I C A L  L O O K I N G  

Accept Imperfection and 
Build a Body of Work
A series reveals what a single 

image cannot

Aaron Siskind. Chicago 53 . 1952 Aaron Siskind. Chicago 1. 1948

Engage with Community
Share work with peers, 

attend exhibitions, 

read criticism, Y O U R  F I R S T  P R O J E C T

A Practical Blueprint

Week 1: Choose one question and one constraint (one lens, one location, one hour)

Week 2: Make 20 images; do not delete any until the end of the week

Week 3: Select 5 images that best answer your question; print or display them

Week 4: Show them to one person and ask: "What is this photograph doing?"

F R O M  H O B B Y  T O  P R A C T I C E

Mindset Shifts

Stop asking "Is this good?" and start asking "What is this doing?"

Treat your camera as a research tool, not a capture device

When to Break Your Own Rules

Every rule in this talk is a permission, not a prison

Know the history so you can break it with intention

R U L E S

Empty Perfection vs Emotion

 Straight horizons

 Sharp eyes

 Perfect exposure 

 Feeling

 Meaning

T I C K  T H E  B O X What Judges Look For vs What Fine Art Values

Club judges: 
impact, 

technical 
competence, 
composition, 

subject handling, 
originality

Fine art values: 
intention, 
concept, 

ambiguity, 
critical Question, 
emotional truth

T H E  E L E P H A N T I N  T H E  R O O M
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T H E  B L I N K  T E S T

The Human Algorithm

Catch the eye

then

Give it a reason to stay.

Impact and Depth

Hook is your 

"wow" factor

T H E  H O O K  A N D  T H E  H O L D

Hold is the 

fine art bit

The sweet spot

Rules are a Floor, Not a Ceiling

Every artist works within some kind of limit

C O N S T R A I N T S

Projects vs. One-Off Shots

Building a body of work

C A M E R A  A S  R E S E A R C H  T O O L  

The Three Questions Test

Before entering any image, ask :

What am I trying to say?

Will others engage with it? 

Do I still believe in it, whatever the score?

S E L E C T I N G  Y O U R  C O M P E T I T I O N  I M A G E

Enter your technically ‘best’ or most communicative

A technically perfect  image that doesn't communicate will usually score 

lower than a simpler image that does

A History of Permissions

Contemporary:

permission to 

address the 

important 

questions

Pictorialism:

permission to 

emulate and 

aspire

Modernism:

permission to 

pursue precision 

and presence

Conceptualism:

permission to 

prioritise ideas 

over beauty

Postmodernism:

permission to 

question the 

image itself

The 2026 Rebellion: 

Permission to be intentionally imperfect 

C O N C L U S I O N

The transition from being a spectator to being a creator

Stop taking "pretty pictures", 

and start making art

The Next Chapter Is Yours

Fine art photography is not a destination; it 

is a conversation that began in 1839 and 

continues in every frame you choose to 

make with intention

73 74 75
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T H E  N E X T  L E V E L

1. Find artists you connect with
2. Research their motivation, style, techniques…
3. Extract the aspects you admire
4. Emulate those aspects without directly copying
5. Practice and refine, and practice again
6. Explore artistic expressions by upending photographic norms like focus, 

proportion, perspective, colour, distortion…
7. Conceptualise and pre-visualise before you start
8. Seek feedback – from other artists
9. Stay open minded to constructive criticism
10. This is a continuous journey, give it time and have patience
11. Push the boundaries

T H E  N E X T  L E V E L

Fine Art Photography can be making art with 

photography as only part of the process

A n d y  W a r h o l

“Don’t think about making art, just get it done. 
Let everyone else decide if it’s good or bad, 

whether they love it or hate it.
While they are deciding, make even more art.”

for inspiration
Galleries

Gallery Oldham

Open Eye Gallery (Liverpool)

Impressions Gallery (York)

Tate (London, Liverpool, St Ives)

Victoria and Albert Museum (London)

National Portrait Gallery (London)

The Photographers' Gallery (London)

Online

The Metropolitan Museum of Art 

(metmuseum.org 

MoMA (moma.org) 

The Getty Museum (getty.edu )

Europeana (europeana.eu) 

W H E R E  T O  L O O K  Books and Critical Writing
Paul Hill, Approaching Photography

Phillip Prodger, Victorian Giants
Terry Barrett, Criticizing Photographs

Charlotte Cotton, the photograph as contemporary art
Susan Sontag, On Photography (1977)

Walter Benjamin, "The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction" 
(1935)

Naomi Rosenblum, A World History of Photography
David Campany, How Photography Became Contemporary Art (2020)

Gerry Badger, The Genius of Photography (accompanies the BBC series)

R E A D I N G Backgrounds with intent and constraint

Backgrounds with intent and constraint
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Thank You

118


