
Beyond the Happy Snap

How to make photos tell a story  
(in any genre)

Julie Bria  - TTG Photo Club



Opening Image: Your Lions

ADD YOUR LIONS PHOTO HERE

Tip: Right-click placeholder → Change Picture (or Insert → 
)



A photo can be perfect… and still say nothing.

A happy snap shows

o
what something looks like
A documentary photo

A story photo shows
owhat it has been through
owhat it means
o or what’s about to happen

Story = emotional connection + curiosity

o



Story is ANY genre
• Street photography can tell stories… but it’s not the only genre  ….. 

Wildlife, landscape, macro, architecture, still life - all can tell stories

• If the viewer feels something and wonders something …. it's a story



The Story Question
•What happened here?
•What’s about to happen?
•What did it survive?
•What am I meant to feel?



Tools to Build Story in One Frame

• 1) Character (s)
•

3) Evidence (details that show history)•
2) Mood (light/colour/weather)

• 4) Composition (direct the viewer)
• 5) Moment (timing/change)



Tool 1: Character

Tip: Right-click placeholder → Change Picture (or Insert → 

presence

story mood

attitude

personality

Identity

energy

mischief

grit

voice

expression



Tool 2: Evidence 
(Weathered = Backstory)

Tip: Right-click placeholder → Change Picture (or Insert → 
Pictures)

•    Fish in mid-air -  evidence of hunting
•    Droplets flying -  evidence of movement / struggle
•    Water doplets  - evidence of location (water)
•    Body + eye focus -  evidence of intent / action

•    Storm sky -  evidence of harsh conditions
•    Dark cloud mass -  evidence of incoming weather
•    Restless sea / movement  - evidence of wind + energy
•    Spray / texture on water - →   evidence of strength of elements



Tool 3: Mood (Light is the Voice)

Pictures)

•    Golden light -  creates warmth / nostalgia
•    Backlighting -  creates silhouette + drama
•   Light on wave tops  -  creates energy / atmosphere
•    Dark vs bright contrast -   creates intensity / tension

•    Deep shadows -  create mystery / tension
•    Light ahead -  creates hope / direction
•    Silhouette -  creates suspense / mystery / unknown
•    Strong contrast -  creates cinematic drama



Tool 4: Composition as Storytelling

Tip: Right-click placeholder → Change Picture (or Insert → 

• Square crop → removes distractions and strengthens focus
• Window frame → creates a scene within a scene
• Subject placement → directs attention instantly
• Simplified background → increases visual impact
• Gesture and body language → creates curiosity 

• Juxtaposition (real 
subject + artwork) → 
builds narrative tension

• Birds in motion → add 
energy and a sense of 
escape

• Light and shadow → 
create mood and 
atmosphere

• Open-ended story → 
invites the viewer to 
imagine what happens 
next 



Tool 5: Moment 
(The Split Second that Matters)

• Perfect wing position → peak action frozen in time

• Eye sharpness and head angle → creates connection and intent

• Feet tucked beneath body → adds a sense of acceleration

• Clean background → keeps attention on the subject

• Light on the bird → increases impact and separation

• Everything aligned in one instant → defines the decisive moment 

• Eye contact → instantly creates emotional connection

• Expressions and body language → reveal personality and mood

• Interaction between the dogs → builds relationship and story

• Selective focus → draws attention to the main subjects

• Warm lighting → creates comfort and atmosphere

• Captured moment → feels natural rather than staged

• Viewer curiosity → invites people to imagine what happens next

• Texture and detail → add realism and depth 



Quick Story Checklist 
(before you press the shutter)

•What’s the character?

•What’s the mood?

•What evidence shows the 
backstory?

•What do I want the viewer 
to feel?

•What question does 
this image ask?



Common Reasons Photos Become 
Happy Snaps

• No clear subject / too many distractions
• Flat light
• No clue / no question
• Photographed “because it was there”



The Hidden Power of Titles 

•
• A title can guide emotion and interpretation

• It can change how viewers read an image

• It creates atmosphere before the image is 
even analysed

• Good titles add meaning… not description

• A title should whisper… not explain everything 

•
•
•

•



Club Challenge: 
Tell a Story in ONE Frame 

•

•
•
•

•

For example:  It can be weathered / abandoned / survival / loneliness / journey / 
tension/happiness/sadness/humour/peaceful/nostalgic/tense, etc.

Your image must:

• Include a visual clue – eg. an empty chair that suggests someone missing, torn clothing that implies struggle 
or hardship

• Create curiosity or questions – what happened? What is going to happen? What is the subject feeling?

• Have a clear hero or subject – if you have several subjects you can enhance the main subject.. darken the 
distractions or second subject… it does not have to be an image of one thing.. supporting elements can create 
the story.. sometimes you need the added extras to tell the story.

• Use a creative title that adds meaning to the story – not ‘bird on a branch’.. instead ‘Perched in Thought’ 
perhaps.

• Tell a story beyond what is immediately visible – depth, emotion, mystery, connection, narrative, mood, 
atmosphere, visual tension

Share your image and briefly explain:  What story were you trying to tell?

Visit Pixeroo for the challenge and upload your entry. 



Wrap Up
• Story = feeling + question
• Any genre can tell stories
• You don’t capture stories… you design them
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