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INTRODUCTION

In this assignment my plan has been to simply try and capture emotions. Emotions related to 
rather unique and different relations. I have done research on other photo essays to get inspiration 
and to come up with ideas of my own - both for thematic inspiration as well as compositions and 
ways to portray a person.

I have tried keeping the photos simple and interesting to look at in terms of elements, compositions 
and variety in between the shots. By trying to consider each image as an individual I think all my 
images stand strong alone, and also together as a unity.

Interpretation of Task
The way I interpreted this assignment was that I had to portray a person (show who the person 
is, and give a sense of their personality or character) through a series of photographs. In addition 
to a cover photo, I needed six more photos that would somehow communicate a story related to 
this person.

Concept
A girl receiving, reading, philosophizing, and writing letters with prisoners in the United States. 
Because of the dark topic, I have focused on non-coloured images with quite a lot of contrast, 
and details.

Message/Achieved Action
I didn’t want this photo essay to use colours or give any sense of a “happy” mood, since the 
stories of the people behind the letters aren’t always exactly cheerful.

Story - Very simply put, the concept of the photo essay is to portray a girl who writes letters 
with prisoners in the US. Since a lot of people might have prejudice in regards to this topic, 
I wanted to make it quite dark and emotional. Although living a completely normal day 
to day life, this girl is also in contact with people who have been, and are going through a 
reality quite different from hers.

Photos - I have tried choosing photos with detail, where I have gone closer than what one 
may normally do, and also photos of my subject where she is not smiling. Since photos that 
don’t necessary capture happiness may be more appealing, and more descriptive, I wanted 
to keep it more natural. This is probably extra important for this topic, since hearing stories 
from the inside can really move you.

Title - Between the Lines. I decided to have a title quite open for interpretation; one people 
can read what they want in. Whether they think of what is written between the lines in a 
letter, between the lines of the cell door of an inmate, or the lines in a person’s face - it lets 
more in the essay be up to the individual viewers.
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RESEARCH AND WORK PRO CESS

Whilst thinking of who I might portray, I did some research on photo essays, portraits, etc.  I put 
some of this research up on my blog here, and have also included more throughout this report. 
I then got in touch with a friend whom I know has quite a few interesting things about her, 
and when setting up a table of what might be cool to shoot, I thought her writing letters with 
prisoners is a pretty unique story. 

Research and Analysis

Photo Essays - Photo essays are sets or series of photographs related to a specific story. Each 
photo contributes to the overall story, but should also be strong enough to stand alone (such 
as being visually interesting to look at, technically good, and tell some kind of a story). A 
photo essay will allow the photograph to tell more than what can be told with only one 
image. As with written essays, the elements of photo essays should be structured in a way 
that easily conveys a story to the viewer.

Mind Map - Instead of making an actual mind map, I made a table with different topics I 
might use. This table included four different topics (writing letters was one of them), and 
also ideas for each photo. Getting the plot, theme, image characteristics, context and conflict 
written down on, helped me see that this would make for the most interesting essay.

Plot Receiving, reading, writing, sending letters
Theme A girl writing prisoners
Image Characteristics Black and white, pretty depressed mood, emotional photos
Context At home, in contact with someone far, far away
Conflict Complicated letters, complicated relations

Moodboard - I made two moodboards for this assignment, the first about photo essays in 
general to see what other people have done, and the different angles, details etc. they include. 
The second moodboard is more focused towards prison, prisoners, and letter writing, and 
gave me a lot of inspiration for my own shots.

https://monikarhdesign.wordpress.com/category/mandatory-assignment-06-photo-essay/
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Coming Up With Ideas

Equipment - For this assignment I used a Nikon D7000, and an external flash when  
necessary. As for lenses, I used a Nikon AS-S Nikkor 18-105 mm 1:3.5-5.6G, and a Nikon 
AF-S Nikkor 50 mm 1:1 4G.

Photos - I wrote down different scenes that could tell the story, both to make sure I would 
get unique photos, and also so they would be able to tell the story. For the cover photo I 
quickly knew I wanted to use the letter opener. And for other photos I had things such as 
portrait, mail box, writing letter, reading letter, hands, sitting in a window...

Sketches - Before I went to do the shoot, I also did some very quick sketches.
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Other Photos - Below are only a few of the photos that didn’t eventually make it on the 
photo essay, but having many to choose between helped a lot in creating an interesting essay 
with different angles, elements and compositions.
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Photoshop/Camera RAW
To edit my photos I used Camera RAW and Photoshop CS6. In Camera RAW I converted 
the photos to black and white, and adjusted the brightness and contrasts. Then opening the 
photos in Photoshop, I did some very simple retouching and cropping on certain images, 
and also used Levels and Curves to further pump up the contrasts a little.

DESIGN CHOICES

Photos

Photo 1 - Cover Photo
f7.1 - 1/200 - ISO 100 - Focal Length 50 
Studio Lighting (External Flash + LED)
Idea: Since the letter opener is what she uses every time she 
opens one of her letters, I thought this would suit well as an 
object closely linked to the person.
Composition: Rule of Thirds

Photo 2 - Philosophizing
f4.8 - 1/125 - ISO 200 - Focal Length 45
Natural Lighting
Idea: Inspired by the way prisoners are often portrayed 
standing, looking out from their cell, I wanted to do a similar 
detail photo of my subject.
Composition: Rule of Thirds

Photo 3 - Mail Call
f4.5 - 1/125 - ISO 200 - Focal Length 25
Natural Lighting
Idea: I simply wanted to have a photo of my subject actually 
reading a letter. We did this outside to contrast the prisoners 
being inside, and because of good light conditions.
Composition: Rule of Thirds

Photo 4 - Not Just Ink On Paper
f43.5- 1/100 - ISO 100 - Focal Length 18
Artificial Lighting (External Flash)
Idea: Creating a nice atmospheric photo while she puts 
some words down for a penpal. Shows of some of the objects 
related to her writing.
Composition: Rule of Thirds

Photo 5 - From the Iron Curtains
f5 - 1/125 - ISO 200 - Focal Length 50
Natural Lighting (Light through window)
Idea: The light coming through the window at this time 
was absolutely beautiful and perfectly captured the mood I 
wanted for this photo showing of some of her letters.
Composition: Works with lines going in different directions
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Photo 6 - Dear John
f5 - 1/125 - ISO 200 - Focal Length 50
Natural Lighting (Light through window)
Idea: A shot showing of one of her letters, almost ready to be sent. 
This is yet another atmospheric image that I think emphasizes 
the topic very well.
Composition: Rule of Thirds

Photo 7 - Mugshot
f4.5 - 1/200 - ISO 100 - Focal Length 24
Artificial Lighting (External Flash)
Idea: Even though my model hasn’t been incarcerated, I thought 
this would be a fun way of pointing out that her penpals are in 
prison. This is thus inspired by mugshots.
Composition: Formal Balance

Style/Genre
For this photo essay I wanted a pretty dark mood. Looking at photos from prison, that’s usually 
the mood they express, as it’s not exactly a happy place. Even though the girl portrayed in my 
photo essay isn’t in prison herself, and by no means is in a relationship with any of her penpals, 
these emotions are often reflected through the letters. At the same time, I wished to create a 
contrast by also placing her outside on a few of the photos, as this is a freedom she has, whilst 
her penpals don’t.

Colours
There are a few reasons why I wanted my photo essay to be black and white. The first reason is 
that, since we had to have our cover photo without colours, I wished to keep the rest the same to 
tie the photos together. Visual coherence is important to give the impression of the images as a 
whole, rather than individual images thrown together.

A second reason is that I by removing the colours make it easier to focus on the actual elements 
in the image, and the composition etc. Finally, I also think black and white images focus more 
on the mood that I wanted for this essay: a bit depressed and emotional. 

Elements and Composition
I have tried keeping the amount of elements in each photo to a minimum, to avoid them being 
too busy, and rather keep the focus on what is important in the frame. The elements range from 
a letter opener, to my subject, to letters, pens, envelopes... Generally things that play part in the 
actual story.

The composition of each image obviously depends on what is portrayed. But for the most part  
I have considered the rule of thirds - a nine frame grid “used as a guide for placing the key 
elements in the shot” (Ultimate Photo Tips). For the final photo, the “mugshot” photo, I used 
formal, or symmetrical balance, meaning that “each side of the vertical center of the photograph 
has equal weight or exactly the same elements and principles” (Andrew Nourse).

Photo number five, “From the Iron Curtains,” plays around with diagonal lines. As PictureCorrect 
explains, “Diagonal lines can convey a sense of action or make an image more dynamic. (...) 
Their power resides in their ability to grab the attention of the viewer. The viewer’s eyes tend 
to travel back and forth along diagonals.” I therefore believe that this is a quite dramatic image 
because there is a lot going on.

http://www.ultimate-photo-tips.com/photography-rule-of-thirds.html
http://www.andrewnourse.com/CS/informalformalbalance.html
http://www.picturecorrect.com/tips/how-to-use-lines-in-photography-compositions/
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UPDATES

In my feedback I was recommended to either edit, or change three of my photos (to the left 
below). For the cover photo I was encouraged to try and flip it to see if this could increase the 
viewer’s attention - since we in this part of the world read from left to right and thus look at 
artwork the same way, the breathing space we first see creates an interesting effect. I did this, and 
found out I actually liked it a lot better than I first thought I would, and decided to go with this.

 

Since so much of the composition of this photo was taken up by the wall, I decided to change this 
one. In one way I do like the wall taking up so much space as it makes her seem more trapped, 
but I changed it to a photo where she looks in the camera to create a more personal look.

 

This photo came across as a little impersonal as well, so I changed it to one where we could see 
the model’s face while communicating with her penpals. This is another way to make this photo 
essay be more personal. I like how clean this photo is, as there aren’t many disturbing elements 
neither around the model, nor on the table.
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SELF EVALUATION

Reflection Around Finished Product
I believe I managed to choose both a model and a part of her personality that is interesting and 
makes for a good photo essay. Having penpals in prison isn’t something a lot of people are aware 
of being possible, and many of those who do know are sceptical. So all in all the story is quite 
unique and one I think can make people curious, and possibly trigger emotions.

The photos I have chosen have balanced compositions, and are tied together because of strong 
contrasts, the lack of colour, and the elements used. I’m happy with the way each and every 
photo turned out as single images, and also in unity as an essay.

All photos have obviously been taken with the manual settings of my camera, and I have thus 
experimented with different shutter speeds, aperture, ISO, and focal lengths. In doing so I have 
achieved the look and feel I have wanted for each photo, and made sure my main element is 
always what is in focus. All in all I would say I’m very happy with what I have come up with.

Development and Process
I normally don’t do any sketches before I go out and shoot, but since I was taking photos of 
someone, and had to use also their time for this assignment, I figured it would be smart to have a 
rather clear idea of what kind of photos I’d want. Then, as we were shooting the different scenes, 
I moved around and tried out angles and compositions to see which would suit the individual 
scenes and frames best.

Although I tried getting the exposure, compositions and framing as close to how I actually 
wanted them while taking photos, some photoshopping also helped me in achieving the mood 
I was aiming for. I needed the photos to be a little contrasty because I think they really set the 
atmospheric mood that I wanted. Since I have been using Photoshop regularly for several years 
now, this wasn’t very hard for me to get done, as I know where to find and adjust most things.

The project only run over two weeks, and I ended up spending the first week on research and 
planning the shoot, but since I got the photos taken in a day, and another day was spent on 
editing, I never saw time as an issue. However, what I do realise now when looking back at it, is 
just how much it actually helped having some sketches beforehand. Had I not had those I’m sure 
the whole shoot would have taken a lot more time because I would have had to think a lot more 
about which scenes to actually set, rather than experimenting with angles and compositions.

As a lesson learnt from this assignment, I believe I will start putting more time into planning my 
shoots for the future, particularly when dealing with a model or a story. Of course, sometimes 
the best images come when you are standing in front of the actual scene, but having at least a few 
ideas never is a bad thing.
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