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FOREWORD

About This Series

 

Photography is what I do and have done for most of my life, and like any professional, I work at it, trying to improve my skills and my ideas. I actually enjoy sharing all of this, because I love photography and want as many people as possible to do it—but do it well. This includes learning why good photographs work and where they fit in the history of the craft.

This series of books is inspired by the structure of a college course, and of the benefits of a collective learning environment. Here, we're setting out to teach the fundamentals of photography in a foundational course, before moving on to teach specialist areas—much as a student would study a set first-year course before moving on to studying elective subjects of their own choosing.

The goal of these books is not only to instruct and educate, but also to motivate and inspire. Toward that end, many of the topics will be punctuated by a challenge to get out and shoot under a specific scenario, demonstrating and practicing the skills that were covered in the preceding sections. Further, we feature the work of several real-life photography students as they respond to these challenges themselves. As they discuss and I review their work, we hope to make the material all the more approachable and achievable.

For you, the reader, this series provides, I hope, a thorough education in photography, not just allowing you to shoot better pictures, but also to gain the same in-depth knowledge that degree students and professionals do, and all achieved through exercises that are at the same time fun and educational. That is why we've also built a website for this series, to which I encourage you to post your responses to the shooting challenges for feedback from your peers. You'll find the website at www.mfphotoschool.com
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Student Profiles

 

Josh Ryken
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Josh received his first camera at age five—a little Fischer-Price children’s camera. While his gear didn’t improve for the next 13 years, he has always been in love with photography, and with the permanence of the photographic medium. Since buying a Nikon D5100 in 2011, he’s been making up for lost time. His camera goes everywhere with him. Although he dabbles in portraiture and other “intentional” photography, he primarily take pictures of things he sees and places he goes. He is motivated to preserve memories in a permanent way that others can enjoy. More than that, photography allows him to interact with the world in a deeper way; instead of being merely an observer, he becomes a narrator, providing a permanent interpretation of the world.

So far, the internet has been his only photography teacher. He voraciously reads photography blogs and forums, looking for new techniques and ideas to can incorporate into his own work. The internet also taught him Photoshop and Lightroom, and how post-processing ought to look. Hardly a day goes by when he doesn't turn to the internet for photography help.

Currently Josh is an undergraduate at Wheaton College in Wheaton, Illinois, USA. He doesn't have plans to pursue photography professionally—it’s just a fun hobby. Other hobbies include reading, filmmaking, audio engineering, and playing sports.

More of Josh’s work is available at: http://www.flickr.com/photos/jryken



Benoît Auguste
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What started as a casual hobby of documenting events has become a creative passion and a driving force in Benoît’s life. For some time he worked in an office, but it didn't take long for him to realize he’s much more cut out for roaming city streets and capturing decisive moments as they reveal themselves. So he left the office job, got a Nikon D300s, and has been working toward being a Paris-based professional photojournalist ever since.

Benoît is an autodidact, having taught himself by rigorous experimentation and exhaustive studies of great photographers. He is strongly influenced by William Klein, Robert Frank, Diane Arbus, JH Lartigue, and—of course—HCB (Henri Cartier-Bresson).

He has lived in Paris since age 18, and this magnificent city never ceases to amaze and inspire him. He chooses to photograph mostly in black and white because that is how he remembers his surroundings—the sky is gray, the walls and buildings are gray, the people don't wear bright colors, even the river Seine is more gray than blue. It also doesn't hurt that in his latest work, he photographs mostly at night, as this is when some of the most important action happens. Daylight, he feels, often reveals too much and can make it difficult to isolate the smaller, more significant dramas; whereas the night and low-light atmospheres help cut straight to what is most essential.

To explore more of Benoît’s work, visit: http://cargocollective.com/olybrius and http://www.facebook.com/olybrius.fr



Dan Goetsch
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Dan Goetsch was born and raised in Fort Collins, Colorado. He eventually ended up hitting the ground running in the IT world just after college and life has been an adventure ever since. Through his work, Dan has had the opportunity to do a good amount of travel, which led him to relocate to the west coast. He found his new home in Portland, Oregon where he spent 5 years, and picked up his first digital SLR camera along with a passion for photography. He is a self-taught photographer who has gone from Auto mode to Manual and enjoyed every minute of the journey as he continues to learn and explore the craft. His superhero mantra would be “IT nerd by day, photographer by nights and weekends.”

After living in the Pacific Northwest for a while, he eventually grew homesick and took an opportunity to relocate back to Colorado where he currently resides. He always looks for an opportunity to learn something new about the trade, and is always looking for a challenge.

Dan’s passion for photography continues to grow stronger every day, and he looks forward to sharing his love of it with the world.

You can see his work at www.danielgphotography.com



Kryštof Kalina
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From the Czech Republic and currently based in Prague, Kryštof has been a freelance photographer for about four years, and his main focuses are concert photography, reportage, portrait, and fashion.

He studied photography for two years at Miroslav Vojtěchovský and Marian Beneš’ atelier, and graduated from Prague Film School where he got acquainted with cinematography and directing. He has participated in several group exhibitions, including the Prague Biennale, Prague Quadriennale, and Designblok.

His main sources of inspiration are poetry, philosophy, movie-like aesthetics, early photography reportage, glitch culture, rock and roll, and jazz. While he still feels flexible about his style and signature, his impulses for photography are clear: follow a passion to visually communicate, capture the moment, recreate an experience, or simply “paint with light.”

To have a peak into his world visit: www.krstf.com


Introduction

 

Black-and-white photography occupies a unique place in the world of art and imaging, all the more surprising because within the world of photography it is taken so much for granted. While we are now capable of simply clicking an Auto button and converting our color images to black and white in a split second, the vast array of creative tools at our disposal that you will discover throughout this book will soon make such automation seem entirely insufficient.

More than a simple overview of the current software and techniques, however, this book is also a training course in understanding the aesthetics of black and white—recognizing the role it plays in the interpretation of a scene, its usefulness for bringing out graphic elements or evoking a particular mood, and its ability to transform not just the appearance, but also the meaning, of an image. Pairing this thematic understanding of what black-and-white photography means with a familiarity with today’s software conversion tools is key to getting started in black and white, as you will avoid wandering in the dark—pushing sliders this way and that with no clear direction or intention—and instead have a clear vision (or several visions) for your final output, and the knowledge to achieve that output efficiently and competently.

Digital photography has very clearly changed the way we can shoot in black and white, and it is perfectly obvious that by far the most important practical difference between a sensor and film is that now you can have both color and monochrome from the same shot. There is no prior choice to be made, no decision to load black-and-white film rather than color film before setting out. As a result, most of what is written and discussed about digital black and white focuses on the practicalities—how to convert, how to adjust channels in order to alter the brightness of different colors as they appear in grayscale, how to achieve the “look” and grain of a favored black-and-white emulsion, and so on. All essential and all valuable topics to study, but all skipping the one key issue: More fundamental than the “how” of shooting monochrome is why and when. There’s nothing too complicated about explaining how to achieve all the various kinds of monochrome effect from a digital image, but much more interesting is the choice to make the image in black-and-white rather than in the more obvious color.

This choice draws us into the long and rich tradition of black-and-white photography—traditionally more strongly associated with art than is color, and there are lessons to learn also from monochrome painting. The common theme running through all of this is restricting the palette. What sets black and white apart from color is that it is not the way we see the world and it does not pretend to represent reality. It is a translation of a view into a special medium with very particular characteristics. As we will see, there has been a changing perception of black and white as a medium in photography. Crudely put, it began as necessity, then became accepted as normal, and now, with the full choice of color (and any kind of color) coupled with the infinite processing possibilities of digital images, it is a creative choice.
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Reach for the graphics

By stripping out the color information from a scene, it becomes much easier to isolate the shape and form rather than the literal subject matter.


Converting from Color
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A digital camera’s sensor can only record tonal values; in other words they are monochrome devices. However, almost all cameras feature some form of color filter that sits over the sensor and which disassembles the millions of real-world colors into the three additive primary colors—red, green, and blue. And by recombining combinations of red, green, and blue light, we can reproduce the millions of colors we see around us.

This information is key to how we go about converting color images to black and white using imaging software. Having the ability to access and adjust the residual red, green, and blue channels of a newly converted monochrome image allows us to adjust the brightness values of elements of an image associated with those hues. And today’s imaging software goes even further, allowing us to target six or even eight key hues. This gives us unparalleled creative control over how we want our black-and-white images to look. We can darken skies, lighten foliage, separate tones, and emphasize dominant colors, all by manipulating color sliders.



Colors Become Tones

 

Although there are numerous ways to convert a digital color image into black and white, they all involve removing or filtering out hue or color at some stage, resulting in a grayscale image made up of black and white and the many variations of gray tones in between.

The success of grayscale conversion centers around two things—technical knowledge and a sympathetic eye. The first is relatively straightforward to master—and we’ll show
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