CREATING A PANEL OF FIVE IMAGES     10th February 2011
I believe that the panel competition in Gloucester Camera Club was begun as a mean of introducing people to the concept of panels as understood by the Royal Photographic Society (RPS) for the purpose of attaining the LRPS.  You can see examples on the RPS web-site, which also offers downloadable files.
These notes are intended as a possible starting point from which to develop something to help new club members get some idea of what is required, and will therefore need editing.  They are emphatically not at this stage suggestions as to what you should actually do, being more a set of pointers to suggest that a panel has to be far more than a set of arbitrary variations on a theme.
The panel of images comprises a set of objects that are in themselves the results of creative effort and technical skill.  The panel goes further than being the sum of those parts; it is also an object of creativity and technical skill in itself.  What does this mean?

Some of the important physical properties that emerge when images are placed together are as follows.
· Relative contrast 
· Relative brightness

· Relative average hue or colour cast – no significant variation
· Relative colour range

· Relative size

· Relative orientation – portrait / landscape
· Relative photographic quality – no significant variation
· Order of viewing the images

By definition, all the images will be different.  What concerns judges is the relationships between the images in terms of these properties.  The general idea is that the set of pictures should in some way form a harmonious whole, just as in an individual image the features should form a satisfying composition.  Whereas a single image should demonstrates that the photographer can create an image in which all elements of photography are well controlled and balanced, a panel demonstrates the ability to do this repeatedly, and in a way that demonstrates an ability to create good relationships between images.  A common method of achieving coherence is to create symmetry in the set of images, with the central image being perhaps slightly dominant.  The one quality that should not be allowed to vary in the panel is the photographic quality.  One outstanding image will not lift a panel in the eyes of a judge: it is more likely to detract.
In terns of the physical qualities listed above, some examples of symmetry are given here.
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Another consideration altogether is the content of the images and the feelings they convey, and the way these attributes work together within the group.
It is difficult to proceed much further with this without venturing into subjective areas, but it is perhaps permissible to suggest two possibilities that most judges seem to find acceptable.  These are as follows.

· The symmetrical set

· The progressive set
In a symmetrical set, a judge will almost always expect to see a central image that is somewhat static, for example, an animal looking straight at the observer, or a building seen straight on.  This is of course a generalisation.
Flanking the central image, judges expect to see a pair of images that are to some extent approximate mirror images, for example, trees leaning away from the central image, or towards it.  The outer images also are expected to form a somewhat symmetrical pair in a similar way.  There can be similarity or contrast between these three groups – centre, flanking and edge.  These symmetries obviously cannot be perfect, as the whole thing would be boring, and in practice it can be difficult to get the real world to provide images of even approximate symmetry.
One way to look at this idea is to see the images not as 1  2  3  4  5, but as follows.

A1   B1   C   B2   A2, where A1 and A2 are symmetrically related, and B1 and B2 are related in the same way.

In a progressive set, the images might describe a process or an event, for example, applying make-up for a play, assembling a model aircraft, a horse race, or a historical re-enactment.
Using the physical attributes and the photographic attributes, the aim is to produce a set of five images that form a satisfying whole.

