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Introduction

I’ve been taking photographs for nearly my entire life. My passion began when my mother handed me my first Kodak Instamatic in 1977. What started out as a way to keep a young boy out of mischief blossomed into a lifelong pursuit of personal expression. I have taken tens of thousands of photos since then and have come to love black-and-white photography for its honest feel and the potential for a simple frame to become a piece of art. The medium has changed a lot over the years, and while I have clocked my share of hours in the darkroom, I’ve always been intrigued by new technology. Film will continue to hold a special place in my heart, but I’ll never regret the day I picked up a digital camera.

The quality of today’s digital cameras has granted me the freedom to create the black-and-white images I always intended without spending hours in the darkroom. It’s a brave new world. Black-and-white photography is no longer reserved for those of us with darkrooms, but instead embraces anyone with a love of the monochrome world. And for those of you who have a portfolio chock-full of film images, this is a great time to convert them to digital and explore the multitude of techniques available with today’s digital darkroom.

Keep It Simple

My number one goal for this book has been to simplify a complicated subject matter to the best of my ability. Photography can be confusing at times, but it doesn’t need to be—it should make sense. While we’ll be discussing nitty-gritty technical details some of the time, the true learning will come from an overall better understanding of the process of black-and-white photography. I hope you’ll draw on my experience and combine it with your new knowledge to create your own style. There are many ways to create a black-and-white image: My goal isn’t to overwhelm you with a laundry list of techniques but instead to provide you with a handful of tools that I’ve used successfully throughout the years. Simplicity leads to creativity!

What Will We Accomplish?

We’ll start off by discussing my basic camera kit, settings, composition, and exposure. My equipment is near and dear to my heart, but this book is not meant to focus only on what I use. You can apply the techniques regardless of what digital single-lens reflex camera (dSLR) and lens kit that you have.

We’ll discuss what to look for when scouting out a black-and-white image. We will cover my mental checklist of characteristics for shooting in black and white: tonal quality, contrast, strong lines, and so on. Once we have our image, we are going to go over how to manage images in Lightroom and convert them to black and white using postprocessing techniques.

Finally, we’ll spend a lot of time in Adobe Lightroom and delve even further into Silver Efex Pro 2 to harness its amazing black-and-white processing capabilities. I’ll outline why I use these two programs, when I decide to use one over the other, and the detailed steps taken in editing an image from start to finish. We will cover mood, selective color, texture, how digital filters are used by today’s black-and-white photographer, and other aspects that help you create your unique style.

How Much Experience Do You Need?

This book has been written with the beginning to intermediate photographer in mind. Regardless of your level, my hope is that you’ll find the book to be a resource loaded with useful information, personal experiences, valuable assignments, and helpful shortcuts. Black-and-white photography can be fun and beautiful, so I encourage you to share your images on our Flickr site as you work your way through the book. This book is intended to be an open conversation, so please feel free to drop me a note to share your feedback. Learning is a two-way street; I enjoy learning from you as much as I hope you enjoy learning from me.

If you aren’t enjoying the process, you won’t be happy with the outcome, so let’s relax and have some fun.

Share your results with the book’s Flickr group!

Join the group here: www.flickr.com/groups/blackandwhitefromsnapshotstogreatshots


1. Equipment and Settings
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Starting with a Strong Foundation

You have probably heard that it’s the photographer that takes a great photo, not the camera. I could not agree with this statement more, but with that said, most of the photographers I’ve come to know and admire seem to own what I like to call their “essential kit.” The kit may vary by photographer or setting, but we all have our favorite tools to help us with our craft.

For me, a recovering gear addict, the trick is to avoid spending too much money on gear I don’t really need. The key to building a strong foundation for my photography, while at the same time avoiding the temptation to purchase the newest, shiniest piece of gear that comes along, has been to ask myself two questions: “How is this going to improve my photography?” and “Have I really mastered my current setup?” I know it sounds simple, but trust me, if you answer these questions honestly, you will be that much closer to distinguishing a want from a need.

Poring Over the Picture

I was enjoying a beautiful sunset in Africa when I noticed this interesting tree overlooking the Masai Mara National Park. The light was amazing, and the sky was filled with rich, active clouds reaching far off into the distance. I quickly set up, and what was originally intended to be a colorful shot ended up being one of my favorite black-and-whites from the trip.
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Poring Over the Equipment

Here are some essential things you should look for when you’re building your own kit.

First, I’m a firm believer in owning a camera you’re going to enjoy using. To get better at photography you are going to need to take a lot of photographs, so working with a camera that feels right to you is essential. I don’t care if it’s Nikon, Canon, Sony, or one of the many others on the market. What does matter is whether you’re going to use it.

What’s in My Bag

Lens Selection

If there is one thing that really improves the quality of an image, it’s a decent lens. Invest in a solid lens. People always think it’s their camera that needs to be upgraded, but in many cases they would get better results by upgrading their glass first. I always recommend trying to build an essential kit of quality lenses (Figure 1.1) that will fit any future generations of camera upgrades.

Figure 1.1 Building your essential kit doesn’t need to happen overnight. I have built my kit over many years of trial and error, with a few upgrades along the path of discovering who I am as a photographer.
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I shoot in a lot of low-light conditions, so I like fast lenses (Figure 1.2) that are a minimum f/2.8 aperture. Fast lenses tend be heavier due to the better quality glass and construction, and all that costs more, too. My essential kit includes a 16–35mm (f/2.8), a 24–70mm (f/2.8), and a 70–200mm (f/2.8) lens. In situations where I need a little extra reach I’ll use a teleconverter (Figure 1.3).

Figure 1.2 The maximum aperture of your lens is what determines how fast it is. One of the benefits of a larger aperture is that it allows you to shoot in low-light conditions using faster speeds than would be possible at a smaller aperture. A fast lens is usually considered to have a maximum aperture of f/4. Your lens aperture rating is usually located on the front of the lens. The smaller the number (f/1.2, f/4, or f/5.6, for instance), the larger the aperture.
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Figure 1.3 Teleconverters are an inexpensive way to get a longer focal distance out of a high-quality lens while keeping your camera kit light and flexible. I use 1.4x on my 70–200mm on a regular basis with very little loss in quality. Remember that extenders don’t work on all lenses, so check with your camera’s manufacturer first.
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Flash Cards

It is very important to read your manual and buy a flash card that is rated for your camera (Figure 1.4). My mom always said, “You get what you pay for,” and this is one situation where that is true. Here is another suggestion: Own more than one card. It is like having a second camera battery—you will use it!

Figure 1.4 Notice the speed and UDMA rating. Make sure you get a card that meets the basic requirements of your camera.
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Tripod Kit

Photography is not an inexpensive hobby, and it can suck your wallet dry. Make sure you invest in things that make sense—get a tripod kit you are going to use. That means a model that is sturdy and rated for the weight of your camera and lens. Having a solid tripod head with a quick-release plate is must for those of us who want the flexibility of quickly removing the camera from the tripod. A good tripod will set you back, but like good luggage, it should last the rest of your life, and you’ll use it. I love my carbon-fiber Gitzo GT-1550 Traveler. Carbon fiber is strong enough to hold even the heaviest of lenses but light enough to put on my backpack for long backcountry excursions.

Cable Release or Remote Trigger

These are incredibly helpful for reducing camera shake during long exposures. I have owned both types of release, but I prefer the cable release (Figure 1.5). I’ve been in too many places way off the beaten path and had a dead remote because of used-up batteries.

Figure 1.5 A cable release is indispensable for avoiding camera shake during long exposures.
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Filters

I know everyone thinks they can do all of their effects in Photoshop, but take it from me—they’re wrong. A graduated neutral density (ND) filter (Figure 1.6) is a wonderful tool to have available when you need to correctly expose a landscape or darken a sky. I often use a yellow, green, red, or orange filter to assist in visualizing a black-and-white image while in the field. I’m a huge fan of the Lee Filters’ 100mm system. We will discuss filters further in Chapter 3.

Figure 1.6 Lee has an easy-to-use design that allows me to use one filter on several lenses with a simple adapter.
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Bubble Level

Even with a tripod, setting up on uneven ground is all too common. Nothing is worse than shooting a beautiful landscape image only to find that the horizon is sloping to one side. The best part is that bubble levels (Figure 1.7) are inexpensive and will save you a lot of time in postprocessing.

Figure 1.7 This double-axis level mounts to the hot shoe and keeps me centered in portrait or landscape orientation.
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Lens Cleaning Solutions

These are small microfiber rags for cleaning your lens (Figure 1.8). They are easy to use and store. Hot tip: Keep one out and handy whenever you’re shooting. If it’s tucked away in the camera bag, chances are you’re going to grab whatever is available to wipe off your lens, which is probably your T-shirt, and that’s not such a good idea. Clip your Spudz rag somewhere that you will actually use it, and you could save your lens. LensPen is another convenient cleaning solution, with a nonliquid cleaning element, designed to never dry out (Figure 1.9).

Figure 1.8 Microfiber is great for cleaning your lens, and this clips right onto your camera strap for accessibility.
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Figure 1.9 I always have one of these tucked away in my pocket when I’m out shooting. The LensPen is great for clearing your lens of fine dust and smudges.
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Postprocessing Software

Lightroom (Figure 1.10), Silver Efex Pro 2 (Figure 1.11), and Photoshop (in that order) are as essential to my black-and-white photography kit as my camera is. I like to keep things simple, and reducing steps in my workflow allows me to focus on my creative process. This might come as a shock to you, but I rarely use Photoshop. Don’t get me wrong, I think Photoshop is a wonderful and incredibly powerful program, but it can be a bit overwhelming. I typically only use it when I have to. What might take me three or four steps in Photoshop can be handled with the click of a button in Lightroom. Coupled with plug-ins like Silver Efex Pro 2, Lightroom lets me focus more on creating images and less on being a technician.

Figure 1.10 Adobe’s incredible, powerful post-editing software works seamlessly with Macintosh and Windows operating systems.
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Figure 1.11 Ninety five percent of my black-and-white photography is processed in Silver Efex Pro 2 after it’s been imported into Lightroom.
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Monitor Calibration

Creating a strong foundation starts with being able to trust your equipment. Tell me if this sounds familiar: You’ve just spent hours editing one of your favorite images, and as it rolls off your printer or arrives from a print house, you realize it doesn’t even remotely look like what you edited on the screen. Monitor calibration helps us reduce such problems by creating a baseline that we can match throughout the editing and printing process.

Calibrating your monitor is not just about matching your color, but making sure contrast is accurately displayed as well. Many excellent, easy-to-use calibration systems are available. The thing to remember is that a good system will take into consideration ambient light. Even if your monitor and printer are calibrated, if your ambient light changes significantly, you increase the likelihood of postprocessing error. I do most of my editing in a room where I can control the ambient light by using shades or a dimmer switch. Remember, calibrating your system is not a one-time deal; it needs to be done on a regular schedule. Since it only takes about five minutes, I like to calibrate my monitor every two weeks with my Datacolor Spyder system (Figure 1.12).

Figure 1.12 Monitor calibration is an essential part of my workflow. Having a calibrated monitor helps me know what a print will look like before it gets produced.
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Camera Settings

ISO

The ISO is your camera sensor’s sensitivity to light. Most photographers know that in order to get a great-looking image, it’s best to use as low as an ISO as possible. Generally speaking, the lower the ISO the better quality of the image and the more light that is needed to expose it. I try to shoot most of my images in the 100 to 250 ISO range. But here’s the thing: Today’s digital camera manufacturers are making huge advances in sensor technology and really pushing the standard on what is an acceptable ISO. I’ve taken photographs in low-light conditions at 800–3200 ISO that I never would have considered taking years ago because the quality would have been so poor. Keeping your ISO low is one part of the equation, but use technology to your advantage and don’t let a high ISO stop you from getting the shot.

Shooting in Monochrome

This is a good tip even for seasoned photographers: One of the best ways to learn to see your environment in black and white is to use the monochrome setting on your camera (Figure 1.13). This feature will generate a black-and-white preview on the LCD. As long as you are shooting in Raw mode, you do not need to worry because your color information is still being saved and will be available in postprocessing. However, JPEG shooters should note that all their color information is being discarded when they use the monochrome setting, so unless you are 100 percent committed to an image in black and white, you might consider photographing it in both color and black and white, or switching to Raw.

Figure 1.13 Setting your camera to shoot in monochrome is an effective way to see your environment in black and white. Please consult your manual to turn this feature on and remember to shoot in Raw mode.
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Highlight Warning

Setting your camera up to display highlight warnings is an excellent way to help obtain the proper exposure. Areas that are too bright and lack any detail will flash black and white on your LCD—this indicator simply flags a potential problem with your exposure. The areas that are blinking are those where you have potentially lost all detail. It’s up to you to decide whether or not an exposure adjustment is needed. If you have a highlight warning in an area where you definitely need detail, you will want to adjust. However, remember that sometimes if you are shooting with a backlit sky, you will lose some detail, and that may be OK. A great book to refer to on the topic of exposure is Jeff Revell’s Exposure: From Snapshots to Great Shots (Peachpit Press, 2010).

White Balance

I am a big fan of setting your white balance before shooting. Even though I shoot in Raw mode and have the ability to change my white balance during the postprocessing stage, I still find it beneficial to set the white balance according the conditions. The best part is you do not need any special training to know what setting to use. Most cameras today use simple symbols, like clouds, suns, and lightbulbs, to represent the different temperatures of light presented by various light sources. It is relatively easy to choose which white balance you need; the trick is remembering to change your selection as conditions change.

Another important thing to remember is that getting the correct white balance isn’t only for color photography. If your white balance is off, it could affect the tonal range of the objects you are shooting (this is a larger issue for JPEG shooters). In turn, this can change the way the image looks when you convert to black and white. So take the time to adjust your white balance in the camera before taking the shot. It will save you a lot of time in postprocessing.

File Format

I have been shooting in Raw for nearly eight years now and I have never regretted it. Whenever I’m doing a workshop, the first thing I try to convince people to consider is switching to the Raw file format. For those of you who already shoot in Raw, you know the benefits of this powerful format. But for those of you who are new to it, here are some thoughts to consider.

1. Raw has more potential I know some people will take offense at this analogy, but think of it this way: JPEG is like a Polaroid, easy and quick to print and nice to look at, but not as high quality as a print made from a negative. Raw is just that, a digital negative.

2. Raw contains more data JPEGs typically record only 8 bits of information, whereas a raw file records 12 to 14 bits of color data, depending upon the camera manufacturer. This means a raw file contains more information, which means more detail, more color information, and a better dynamic range. A larger dynamic range means you can get more details in the highlights and shadows (highly important in black-and-white photography). New 14-bit raw files have even more information than their 12-bit counterparts, with literally trillions of graduated colors creating even smoother tonal transitions.

3. Raw gives you more control You simply have better control of important elements, like white balance, tint, and exposure, to name a few, in a raw file versus a JPEG.

Highlight recovery is another benefit of shooting in Raw, and it’s important enough to merit a special note. Even with the highlight warning feature on, you still may make mistakes with exposure. A raw file has enough data to let you recover lost highlights in postprocessing, where a JPEG file may not.

A raw file requires more space and a little extra time in postprocessing, but it is worth it for the benefit of nondestructive editing. Instead of having the camera make the decisions on saturation, color, and so on for you, as it does with a JPEG file, working with a raw file requires you to process the image and make all of these decisions yourself using postprocessing software, like Lightroom, Photoshop, or Aperture.

How much time this takes depends on how familiar you are with the software, but it becomes more fluid with practice.

Using these software programs to process your images is very powerful because it allows you to make nondestructive adjustments to white balance, color grading, contrast, and saturation, as well as many other things. This means you can work the same image over and over again without ever compromising the quality of the original file.

Shooting in JPEG

Can you shoot in JPEG and convert images to black and white using Lightroom or Photoshop? Sure you can, but I don’t recommend it. This book is about taking your photography to the next level, and for many people that means taking control of the editing process. In order to take more control you need the best file possible to work with, and JPEG just does not cut it for the long run. Each time you open, edit, and save a JPEG file it degrades the file, which means you are losing quality. However, you can feel much more comfortable editing a raw file multiple times without losing quality.

Here’s what I recommend for those of you who are new to raw files and may be hesitant to make the leap: Enjoy the best of both worlds. Most cameras today allow you to shoot files in Raw+JPEG mode (Figure 1.14). This means whenever you take a photo the image is recorded to your memory card in both formats. This gives you a chance to experiment with the raw file while still having the JPEG file on hand, too. Of course the downside to this technique is that it takes up more memory card space as well as hard drive space. My guess is in time you’ll love the power of Raw mode and convert to shooting in it exclusively.

Figure 1.14 Most post popular SLRs today have a RAW+JPEG mode. Refer to your camera manual to locate the proper setting.
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Metering Modes

Most of my photographs are taken using Matrix (Nikon) or Evaluative (Canon) metering modes because they take into consideration the entire frame when metering an image. They do this by metering segments of the frame, then computing an overall exposure for the entire frame. I find this form of metering to be incredibly accurate for most of my work. For my landscape images I use this mode almost exclusively.

Center Weighted Metering

While I spend most of my time in Evaluative mode, I have found Center Weighted to be very useful when my subject is in the center of the frame and I have less concern about exposing correctly near the border of the frame. Portraits are an excellent example of when I would use this mode.

Spot Metering

Spot metering is very accurate at metering a specific point within your frame. I don’t use spot metering often, but when I do it is typically when I have a subject that is backlit or when I’m concerned with exposing a particular part of a frame accurately. The area you are metering is the same area on which you are focusing.
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Shooting Modes

Aperture Priority
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This is my primary shooting mode. The reason I love Aperture Priority is that it allows me to focus on my creativity. If I want a shallow depth of field (meaning things close to me in focus and the background blurry), then I use a large aperture (f/2.8). If I want a deeper depth of field (meaning more in-focus details throughout the image), then I use a small aperture (f/8). The camera handles the rest. As you work the aperture, the camera adjusts the shutter speed accordingly.

A general rule I follow: Do not hand-hold your camera at speeds below the focal length of the lens—for example, using a 200mm lens on a full-frame camera would mean not going slower than 1/200 of a second (Figure 1.15). If your camera has a crop factor, like many do, keep that in mind when you are calculating your handholding speed. For example, the Canon 7D has a crop factor of x1.6, so you would want a minimum speed of 1/320 second for the same 200mm lens. Also, try to never hand-hold at lower than 1/60 of a second unless you want a blurry image.

Figure 1.15 This table shows the bare-minimum suggested shutter speed to avoid camera shake while handholding a camera. Make sure to check your manual to correctly identify your sensor’s crop ratio. All full-frame sensors will have a one-to-one ratio, as indicated in the table. Results will vary, so if your nickname is Butterfingers, then you might be better off doubling the values in this chart.
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Shutter Priority
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When it comes to motion, this is the setting I seek out. By controlling the shutter speed you can determine how fast the shutter opens and closes, thus enabling you to creatively control how motion is shown. If you want to freeze a subject and provide maximum clarity, then you’ll want to use a fast shutter speed (1/250, for instance). If you want to convey motion with the use of blur you’ll want to use a slower shutter speed (1/30).

Manual Mode

[image: image]

Some people call this the purist mode. I like to think of it as the control freak mode. There are moments when I want to control all aspects of my exposure. Manual mode will meter the scene and allow me to adjust both the aperture (f-stop) and speed accordingly. I use manual exposure almost exclusively in the studio and during very low-light conditions.

When to Choose Black and White

The question for me isn’t when do I shoot in black and white, but when do I process an image as color, because I mostly look for images in black and white. There is something timeless about a good black and white, and in my mind there is less to get wrong. I shoot plenty of color images, too, but getting color right and not dating your work in the process can be difficult. For me, black and white just feels natural, and hopefully by the end of this book it will for you, too. While many images can work well in both color and black and white, without a doubt some shots are better suited to monochrome.

Good black-and-white images have strong tonal contrast. Lots of texture, strong lines, shapes, or patterns also make for interesting black-and-white images. I know what you’re thinking: Don’t we look for these things in color photography, too? Yes, we do, and guess what, they’re even more important in black-and-white photography. In Chapter 2 we’ll be discussing them further.

Understanding Color

Although it may seem counterintuitive to discuss color in a black-and-white book, the reality is that we see in color, and in order to improve your photography, you should have a minimal understanding of its principles. We need to understand the relationship color plays in creating tonal contrast. The principles of color theory date back to as early as the 14th century—even Leonardo da Vinci’s notebooks cite some of the early principles of color. I could devote this entire book to the study of color and its relationship to creating black-and-white images, but I still wouldn’t come close to covering it entirely. Here, then, are some quick hints about color.

Hue, Saturation, and Tone

Colors have three main elements: hue, saturation, and lightness. Hue is the name of the color, such as red, yellow, or green. Saturation is the intensity of the color, while lightness is the amount of white or black mixed into the color (these may sound the same, but they are in fact different).

In the most basic terms, hue is what you are taking away from the photograph when you convert it to black and white. Saturation and lightness, or contrast, are what remain in the gray scale to create tonal contrast. Think of contrast as nothing more than light versus dark, or white versus black, and everything in between is shades of gray. So it is those two elements that become important when working in black and white. Hue doesn’t matter as much, because it has been removed. The saturation of the colors, their lightness or darkness, and their relative quantities within the frame are what will make your image pop once you convert to black and white.

Color Wheel

So how do we manipulate these elements of color? Looking at the color wheel (Figure 1.16), notice that we can increase contrast by increasing or decreasing saturation, thus affecting the color’s overall brightness when converted to black and white. The hues are represented in the slices of the pie chart, with the lighter, less saturated colors toward the center of the circle and the darker, more saturated colors to the outside of the circle. You can see that there is more tonal contrast between the colors at the outside versus the inside than there is between the different hues. Of course, some hues are lighter than others; for example, yellow will typically be lighter than blue. But a dark, saturated yellow compared with a light, unsaturated blue may provide a bit of contrast.

Figure 1.16 Notice how saturation or brightness affects the tonal contrast of colors.

[image: image]

Here is a real-life example. Do you ever have those moments when color is what draws you into a photograph? While wandering the streets of Cusco, Peru, I came across red and blue Volkswagen bugs parked back to back. The colors of the Volkswagens and their orientation to one another were what initially drew my eyes into the scene. But you’ll notice that although the hues are different—one is red and one is blue—their saturation and lightness are almost identical (Figure 1.17). So once I convert the image to black and white (Figure 1.18) the image loses much of its power. However, if I decrease the saturation of one of the bugs (the blue one) while increasing the saturation of the red one, you can see the distinction that arises between the two cars. One is still blue and the other red, but there is a big difference in tonal contrast (Figure 1.19).

Figure 1.17 This is the processed color that originally drew me into the image.

[image: image]

Figure 1.18 Notice how the bugs appear almost identical in shade.

[image: image]

Figure 1.19 Simply by manipulating the saturation we’re able to create tonal contrast.

[image: image]

This point is made even clearer when we convert the exact same color wheel to black and white (Figure 1.20). Notice that you cannot tell which hues are which, but you can see how the amounts of saturation and darkness provide contrast. You can also see that the warmer colors, or those with yellow, contrast well with those on the cooler side, or the hues with mostly blues.

Figure 1.20 You want to train your eyes to look for contrast more than color. Look for light versus dark, and for saturated colors with unsaturated colors. This is also something to remember if you have a great impromptu portrait and the colors of your subjects’ clothing clash. Try a black-and-white conversion, and depending on the tonal contrast, or the lightness and saturation, you may prefer the image without color.

[image: image]




Terms to Remember

• Dynamic range The luminance range between white and black within an image.

• Postprocessing The steps a photographer uses to manipulate an image into its final printed form.

• Raw A camera’s raw image file contains minimally processed data from the image sensor. Like a photographic negative, a raw digital image may have a wider dynamic range or color gamut than the eventual final image, and it preserves most of the information of the captured image.





Chapter 1 Assignments

Seeing in Black and White

Consult your camera manual and set your camera to shoot in monochrome. Now don’t worry too much about processing your images and think more about practicing seeing the world in black and white. Take photos that interest you and observe the LCD and how different subjects look without color. This is a great primer for chapters ahead.

New to Raw?

Consult your manual and set your camera to shoot in Raw+JPEG mode (most new dSLRs have this feature). Make sure you have plenty of room on your memory card because you’re going to have two files (one raw and one JPEG) for each frame you shoot. Now that you’re all set up, go out and have some fun shooting. When you have finished capturing some frames, import them into your favorite post-editing software, like Lightroom, Photoshop, or Aperture. Now it’s time for you to take control with your raw file—play with the temperature, tint, exposure, and vibrance sliders to see how they affect the image. Remember, this is all nondestructive editing, so your file is 100 percent safe, and you still have your JPEG file that you imported to use as a reference point. You can always hit the Reset button!

Share your results with the book’s Flickr group!

Join the group here: www.flickr.com/groups/blackandwhitefromsnapshotstogreatshots
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