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Introduction_

1

Great B&W, whatever post-production program you use

Not so long ago, you didn’t make a photograph black and white—you made a black-and-white photograph. That’s more than a play on words. With film, you had decided early on that the picture was going to be black and white, and it was a decision process that began when you bought that roll of B&W film and loaded it into the camera. Other creative choices, like screwing an orange or yellow-colored glass filter onto the lens, were also made before you ever released the shutter. With digital B&W it’s largely the opposite way round. You already have the photographs in their full color glory, and it’s afterward that you make them black and white.

I mention this distinction because with digital B&W—as with many other things in life—it is rather too easy to be deterred by imagining everything you must do before you can get started. Hopefully this comes as a pleasant surprise, but put such doubts to one side. You probably already have what you need to get started with B&W.

Let’s assume you do already have a digital camera. There are of course better cameras out there, some with features which may help you to capture new subjects or with more pixels and better color. Some advertise black-and-white modes too. You don’t need them, and in fact you’re better off not using them.

Equally, you will already have a computer. But you don’t have to go and buy a Mac for photography, whether it’s B&W or color. Do so if you want a good new computer, but good new PC will be fine too. It’s more important that your computer, whatever it may be, is moderately powerful. You can always spend more, but nothing exotic is required.

What this is leading to is that this book will show you how to do B&W using Adobe’s Lightroom, and a section will also be devoted to Silver Efex Pro (SFX), Nik’s excellent dedicated B&W software. But that’s because there’s a good chance the kind of photographer who is likely to read this book will already use Lightroom or have friends using it. What we are really doing is using these popular apps to demonstrate the underlying principles of B&W. You may already work with Photoshop, Photoshop Elements, CaptureOne, Aperture, to mention a few good image-editing programs. Whichever program is your tool of choice, you should be able to apply the concepts we’re going to show.



1–2 Don’t let anything hold you back. You probably already have what you need to get started with digital black and white.
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2

Appreciate the heritage of B&W

Admiring black-and-white photographs is often what first starts people out on their own road to becoming keen photographers. But even if B&W is new to you and you approached from another direction, learning to appreciate the art form’s rich past and present is an excellent way to develop your own sensibilities.

There are many styles of B&W, from the luminous landscapes of Ansel Adams to the more nocturnal styles of a Jeff Kenna. If you’re more of a people photographer, you might look at the gritty photojournalists or at high key studio portraiture, and of course there are many other categories of photography which B&W. It might seem trite to call this empowering, but if you don’t know the possibilities how do you expect to reach them?

In the days before the internet one might have recommended an excursion to a museum or art gallery, and it remains a great way to progress. Standing close to a well-exhibited print is a richer experience much richer than seeing the same picture on a screen or in a book. Major national institutions may open your eyes to the dizzying heights, yet local collections and the subjects may be to which you can aspire.



1–2 Photography is a great excuse to appreciate our natural heritage.
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3

Why black & white?

It’s always worth reflecting on why you are doing B&W. After all, making pictures black and white is a deliberate choice and there’s usually a bit more to it than a whim.

One idea is to write down what you aim to achieve, and some photographers like to do this in an “artist’s statement” which describes their creative goals. Sometimes they try to cover their photography as a whole, but others will write statements explaining a single project or series of pictures. Part of the attraction is that putting your thoughts in writing makes you think them through, and helps crystallize what were once vague ideas into specific steps and renewed motivation.

On the other hand, the artist’s statement is often so pretentious that it opens the artist to ridicule, or is so badly written that it exposes why its author has chosen a visual art form. So you’ve got to be careful with your language!

But an artist’s statement is just one idea—it’s never a bad idea to question and define our own objectives.
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1 Public events are great places for pictures of people. Just ask permission—what’s the worst they can say?

[image: image]

2 Many photographers feel no need for an artist’s statement, but still have an underlying mission. My reenactment pictures come directly from a lifelong passion for history and a love of reportage photography.

4

More than turning down the color

Some black-and-white photographers prefer their medium because they find color distracts from the picture’s subject. The eye is drawn to reds and yellows, nature’s warning colors, and before we examine what exactly is depicted, we are inclined to notice a rich blue sky or sense that the white balance is off. More than simply diverting us from what is actually depicted, a hardcore B&W enthusiast might even ask what colors actually add?

While the absence of color may contribute to our appreciation, at the same time it is important to assert that black and white is not photography minus color. Not at all. It’s much more subtle than turning down the color saturation on your television.

To understand this key point, we have to think about the digital color photograph. It begins its life when the digital camera captures a scene as a grid of brightness readings. Usually laid out in patterns of four, two readings record values for only green light, one red, and one blue. This Raw data is then “demosaiced” in the camera or on the computer so that each pixel now contains three brightness values—red, green, and blue. We’ve effectively got three monochrome pictures, each slightly different.

Rather than simply removing the color, black and white is about carefully mixing these red, green, and blue “channel” values to make the final picture. Here is where we apply our skill and exercise creative control.

For example, this picture’s three channels are very different. In the blue channel image, the sky is very light because there’s lots of blue light there, while the landscape is dark because the dried grasses are in the yellow-orange range. Conversely, in the red channel, the sky is rendered a darker gray due that part of the scene containing little red light. As a result, the clouds stand out more too.

This is where the B&W worker introduces creativity. We wouldn’t hit a “remove color” button, but we would think about our photograph and what we want its black-and-white version to express. Here we would make the most of the sky, and we might want to convey that it was a lovely spring day. So we’d seek to use more of the red-channel look in our final picture. To put it another way—every color picture contains a number of black-and- white interpretations.
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1 Just because a picture is colorful doesn’t mean it won’t work equally well in black and white.
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2 A color image is built from three distinct black-and-white versions.
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3 The final picture uses the channels to express what you saw in the scene.

5

Do you really need to “see” in B&W?

I’ve leafed through many books about digital black and white and have seen countless articles in magazines or online, and almost without exception they advise you to “learn to see in black and white.” Sometimes this is described as the “key” to successful B&W—even “the secret,” no less.

While it is an obvious topic for any book on the subject, I wonder if “seeing in black and white” has become a bit of a cliché—a sort of painting-by-numbers approach to teaching B&W. It’s taken for granted that you should practice this peculiar skill.

The trouble is, the more I reflect on it the more I am convinced that people can do great black and white without “seeing in grayscale.” What’s worse is that far from it being “the secret” to great B&W, it’s always a bit vague and impractical that I suspect it holds back their black-and-white photography.

One common suggestion is to find an orange or yellow colored filter, the type black-and-white film users would put on their lens. Look through the filter and see how it changes the relative brightness of different parts of the scene. I’m just not sure this is of great practical use though!

I wouldn’t normally recommend using cameras’ mono picture styles or modes. But one beauty of digital photography is the instant feedback, and some say it’s helpful to see a B&W version on the camera’s rear screen immediately after shooting the scene. I’m not sure it’s useful however—alternative B&W treatments on your computer are more informative than a small LCD panel—but there’s no harm. Just remember to set your camera to capture Raw files.

Where you may gain some insight is by trying to ignore the colors and examining the scene for shapes and forms, textures, and compositional structures like leading lines. Look particularly for contrast between important neighboring details in what you’re photographing, and in two distinct ways—brightness contrast and color contrast.



1–2 A good color picture is usually a good black and white too.
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3–4 It’s an obvious opportunity for black and white when a scene contains little color but lots of texture.
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6

A colorful picture is perfect for B&W

When people first think about black and white, there’s usually a tendency to look at a scene and think of contrasts in brightness. Composing a picture, you notice some elements are brighter than others, and if you think ahead to how the composition will look in black and white you would naturally expect that such brightness variations would translate directly into distinct shades of gray. Turning that thought around, where there’s no difference in brightness between the various elements of your composition, you would expect them to be nearly indistinguishable from each other when you convert the picture to black and white. We can easily appreciate the value of variations in brightness.

But color contrast is at least as important for black and white. Counterintuitive though it may seem, a very colorful scene can be perfect for a black-and-white picture.

We’ve already seen that a color picture consists of a grid of pixels that each have red, green, and blue brightness values. When combined, these three monochromatic channels make a color picture; but we can also use them separately. Essentially, lurking inside every color picture are three—or more—black-and-white versions.

This sphinx might seem the kind of picture that belongs in color. The sky’s rich blue is echoed in the headdress’s stripes where there’s a complimentary golden color. But it is exactly this color contrast that makes this picture an ideal opportunity for B&W.

In black and white we gleefully exploit these color contrasts. We wouldn’t waste our time with the green channel version here. While it’s OK overall, what’s missing is obvious when you look at how the blue and red channels render the stripes. They are much more obvious in the black and white, adding some drama to the picture, and secondly the different grayscale shades now convey to the viewer that the stripes alternate and may not be the same color or material. So a color contrast allows us both to fine tune the black-and-white version’s composition and choose a creative interpretation of the scene.
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1 Great color contrasts are great material for black and white.





2–3 In the red and blue channels, the contrast in color between the stripes is obvious.
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4 In the green channel, the stripes all look the same because they were roughly the same brightness.



7

There’s no such thing as bad weather

Color contrasts offer ideal raw material for black and white, and provide opportunities to create a range of interpretations. We can certainly appreciate a beautiful day as much as any photographer. But we obviously don’t depend on color to the same extent as the dyed-in-the-wool color enthusiast who might take one look at the weather and dismiss it as a good day for black and white. Of course, as a friend of mine says, there’s no such thing as bad weather for photography, just a bad attitude.

So if we’re composing a picture and trying to think in black-and-white terms, we need not be deterred by a lack of color contrast. In fact, on a horrible gray day, it’s probably easier to imagine the final black and white. We just have to go looking for contrast in the brightness of elements in the composition.

Take this lakeside scene for example. I’ve seen many similar versions of the tree and almost all the best are in black and white—usually in mist or the rain. On a clear day, the tree tends to match the hills at the other end of the lake and no longer seems to stand in isolation. You can see that in the view taken through other branches. The tree’s trunk is fighting the dark bit of lake shore directly behind it. But on a similarly gloomy day, mist or rain softens the background and provides tonal separation. You can see this in the drab color version, and easily imagine how a black-and-white picture may appear.
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1 There’s no such thing as bad weather for photography—just a bad attitude.
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2 When things get in your way, put them to work and make them part of the composition.
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3 Use bad weather to your advantage—it often makes the foreground stand out.
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Shoot Raw, not JPEG

If your camera can capture images in a Raw format and you’re serious about your photography, you probably know already that you should switch on that option. It’s good advice for any serious photographer, but there are particular reasons why it’s important for black and white.

When any digital camera captures an image, it first records Raw data in its own proprietary data format. When set to a JPEG mode, the camera then processes this data and saves a JPEG file to its flash card. Since JPEG is a well-established type of file, this picture can then be read by any computer, smartphone, or tablet and printed, emailed, or shared online. It also takes a lot less disk space than the Raw data.

So what is there not to like? Well, the camera’s built-in software creates the JPEG to specified quality settings and dimensions. It has a lot more Raw image data than it needs, so even if you choose a maximum size and high-quality JPEG setting, a lot of the Raw data is simply discarded and is gone forever. The JPEG is optimized, compressed, or “lossy.”

Because the image data contained in a JPEG is so much less, you have less latitude in post-production. The more you try to adjust it, the higher the chances are that image quality is going to suffer. With a Raw file, you can squeeze out that last bit of quality.

[image: image]

1 JPEGs can be great directly from the camera.
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2 However, JPEGs can also let you down when you work on them. I adjusted the picture’s contrast too much and the tonal gradation in the sky has begun to break up or “posterize.”
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3 After making the same adjustments to a Raw file, there’s now smooth gradation across the sky.



9

Camera monochrome modes

Nowadays, cameras are packed with features, and B&W or monochrome modes are very common. They allow you to set the camera so it creates a black-and-white picture and then review it on the LCD panel immediately after taking it. While this can be informative, there are one or two downsides.

If you decide to shoot JPEG, you’re better off shooting in color. Your camera’s B&W modes can certainly create a decent quality black-and-white jpeg and also provide some creative control—usually choices like “red filter” or “yellow filter.” So you’re not entirely surrendering your creativity to a software engineer’s assumptions. Nevertheless, a B&W JPEG does significantly limit your creative flexibility down the line. The camera throws away all the color data when it bakes the B&W JPEG, so you can never print a color version of the photo or use the red, green, and blue channels to fine tune a black and white. If you do prefer JPEG, take the picture in color.

Monochrome modes are much less limiting if your camera is set to Raw format. The camera will save a Raw file which consists















10

You’ve shot Raw with a monochrome JPEG—what next?


























11

Advantages of picture styles





















12

Shoot first and make the creative technical decisions later












13

Review exposure with the histogram
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Protect the highlights


























15

Set your camera’s highlights alert

















16

The shadows





















17

Are lens filters still important?




















18

Learn to use grad filters
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Other filters
























20

Consider HDR techniques
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