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MICHAEL FREEMAN


BLACK & WHITE PHOTOGRAPHY


In his long and distinguished career, photographer and author MICHAEL FREEMAN has concentrated principally on documentary travel reportage, and has been published in dozens of major publications worldwide, including Time-Life, GEO and Smithsonian magazine, for whom he has shot dozens of feature stories across the globe over the course of a three-decade relationship. Much of his work has focused on Asia, beginning in the early days with Thailand, and expanding throughout Southeast Asia, including Cambodia, Japan and China. His most recent book of documentary reportage is Tea Horse Road, tracing the ancient trade route that began in the 7th century between southwest China and Tibet.


His numerous books teaching the craft of photography have sold over four million copies, and been translated into 27 languages. The Photographer’s Eye is his bestselling volume, and has become the definitive work on photographic composition and design.
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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. What I will attempt in this book is to jolt black and white out of its normally complacent position, and in this I’m helped by the completely changed circumstances of digital photography.


Why complacent? Because black and white has become so established as the senior tradition of photography over the course of more than a century that its reasons for being are only rarely questioned. For many people, perhaps most, black-and-white photography just ‘is’. I just re-read a volume on the history of photography by Ian Jeffrey, titled Photography: A Concise History that appeared in Thames & Hudson’s World of Art series, where black and white is so much assumed to be centre stage that colour fills just three pages out of 240. This is by no means unusual, but it is hard to justify simply on the grounds that there were more years spent in black and white than in colour. It also won’t do for the modern world of digital photography, in which the choice of one or the other is in the face of every photographer each time he or she decides to process on the computer.


It seems that most photographers, when they are shooting or processing, inhabit a world of photography alone, and only a few see their work in the wider context of art. I have to say ‘seems’ because there is no way of quantifying this, but what is not in doubt is this: in the entire body of writing and discussion on photography, references to painting or any other graphic art are very thin on the ground. This is a little strange, not to say short-sighted, but it’s part of the reality of our photographic world. There are historical reasons for this, as there are, well, philosophical reasons.


From the other side of the fence – the unconstrained art side – there has been more acceptance of photography. A fairly recent phenomenon, which tends to set many photographers’ teeth on edge, is the appropriation of photography by artists who do not claim to be primarily photographers. In other words, contemporary artists invade photography more than photography invades art.


And it is this unmistakable sense of photography being its own world, very largely self-contained, that allows us to be complacent about black and white. It’s just something that photography grew up with. Now, however, things are on the move, which is what I want to explore in this book.
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CHAPTER 1:



THE BLACK & WHITE TRADITION


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 colour and monochrome from the same shot. There is no prior choice to be made, no decision to load black-and-white film rather than colour 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 colours as they appear in grayscale, how to achieve the ‘look’ and grain of a favored black-and-white emulsion, and so on.


All are essential and valuable topics to study, but they skip two key issues: 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 – and I hasten to add that this is all included in this book – but what is much more interesting is the choice to make the image in black and white rather than in the more obvious colour.


This choice transcends the difference between sensors and film, and it draws us into the long and rich tradition of black-and-white photography. Film and earlier processes, of course, weigh heavily on this tradition, and for this reason I make no apology for looking at the past. Black-and-white film photography, its image qualities and processes, have a great deal to teach us. Not only this, but black-and-white photography is traditionally more strongly associated with art than colour photography, and there are also lessons to learn from monochrome painting. The common theme running through all of this is restricting the palette. What sets black and white apart from colour 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 colour (and any kind of colour) coupled with the infinite processing possibilities of digital images, it is a creative choice.



THE NEW BLACK & WHITE


If by some fluke of science, photography had started with full colour, would black and white ever have evolved? Apart from needing some alternative history, I think it’s a reasonable question to ask, given the changes in fortune of monochrome over the years. There’s an irony in the fact that most photographers and publishers over decades wanted colour but had to put up with black and white, yet once it became practically available, first with Kodachrome and then with a slew of competitors like Fujichrome, the move to reject it began almost immediately. Certainly there were different players taking different positions, but by no means has the technology of film, and later sensors, controlled the fate of these two different photo media. It hasn’t all been about what the camera can and cannot do.


The first ‘fixed’ photograph – one that didn’t fade away with exposure to light – was in 1824 on lithographic stone, made by Nicéphore Niépce a couple of years before the famous one that survived, on pewter. It was monochrome because it recorded all the light falling on the surface. The first colour photograph, however, was just 37 years later, taken by Thomas Sutton. Following a scientific paper published in 1855 by the Scottish physicist James Clerk Maxwell, Sutton helped him illustrate a lecture in 1861 with a photograph of a coloured ribbon. The technique, which became known as the three-colour process and has remained the basis of all colour reproduction, was to make three plates, each filtered through a different colour – red, green, and blue. Projecting all three in register together created a colour view.


Colour photography, in other words, uses monochrome technology, and perhaps even more important is that even modern black-and-white photography is recombined from colour, which has a huge impact. It’s impossible to talk about black and white without involving colour, especially with digital photography. Like Niépce’s lithographic stone and coated pewter plate, a digital camera sensor is sensitive to all visible light (and a bit beyond), and if it were left naked wouldn’t discriminate between wavelengths. Wavelengths are what distinguish colours.


The colour component of a digital photograph comes from a transparent checkerboard filter in front of the sensor – the Colour Filter Array (CFA) – that has a pattern of pixel-sized red, green and blue filters. The image is recorded in these three channels, which are combined, as was Maxwell’s slides and colour film to create a full-colour image. The difference is that with digital, a black-and-white image can also be created from these three channels, in many different ways. Each colour in the original scene can be turned into, more or less, any shade of gray, from very dark to very light. This is a whole new process in black-and-white photography, and one that can be explored endlessly for almost any effect you want.
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SHADOW PLAY


But just as easily, one can take a shot with the original intent of immediately converting it to black and white.
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TULOU CLAN HOUSES


Naturally the original Raw file of this photograph is in full colour, but the nature of digital imaging means I can return to it and generate a complete different kind of image at any time, and even completely change the atmosphere of the shot.






THE TECHNICAL TRADITION


I make no apologies for wading right in to history. Black and white photography has a long and rich tradition. Film and earlier processes naturally weigh heavily on this tradition, and black and white film photography, its image qualities and processes, have a great deal to teach us. There were, in fact, two parallel histories of colour versus black and white. One history was of what was possible, the other was of what different photographers wanted. These technology and aesthetic histories were intertwined, of course,


Niépce’s 1826 photograph, the earliest to survive, used a type of asphalt that was already used in engraving, coated on a pewter plate, and it hardened rather than darkened as it was exposed to light in the camera, taking at least eight hours. Washed with solvent, the hard parts, which were the brighter areas in the rooftop scene, remained.


Within twelve years, Niepce’s partner, Daguerre, had discovered a more sensitive photographic plate. Copper, already coated with silver, was sensitised by exposure to iodine vapour rising from heated iodine crystals. After the picture had been taken, the image, not yet visible, was developed by mercury vapor – a dangerous process. The image was finally fixed with hyposulphite of soda, and the result was a finely detailed, delicate photograph. However, because of its mirror-like finish, it had to be viewed at a particular angle and, being a positive, could not be used to make a quantity of prints. Nevertheless, the exposure time had been reduced from eight hours to between 20 and 30 minutes, and although this was still too long for portraiture, photography had become a practical possibility.


The daguerreotype was soon challenged by an alternative process, the calotype, that used paper instead of a metal plate and was closer to modern films in that it produced a negative image that could be used to make as many positive prints as the photographer wanted. This reproduction gave the calotype an important advantage, despite being a poorer quality image than the daguerrotype. The inventor was the Englishman William Henry Fox Talbot (1800-1877) who, starting with a high quality writing paper, added coatings of silver nitrate and potassium iodide, followed by a solution of gallic acid and silver nitrate to sensitise the paper. Having made the exposure, the paper was developed in a second application of the gallic acid/silver nitrate solution. Once dry, the paper negative was ready for making contact prints.
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DAGUERROTYPE


A simple daguerrotype camera in wood, with a focusing mechanism in which the rear plate-holder is racked out backward.
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COLLODION


A collodion wet-plate kit from the nineteenth century. The entire process, from coating through exposure to processing, had to be complete before the plate dried.





The next important step in the progress of emulsion was the invention in 1851 of the collodion process by Frederick Scott Archer (1813–1857). Also known as the wet-plate process, it quickly took over because, despite the great inconvenience of preparing the plates, which had to be carried out on the spot just before taking the picture, it allowed exposures of as little as 10 seconds. To achieve this great sensitivity, the photographer had to pour collodion, a solution containing potassium iodide, onto a glass plate, tilt it in different directions until the coating was even, and then quickly dip the plate in a silver nitrate solution. Because the sensitivity was largely lost when the collodion dried, the plate had to be exposed wet, making life very difficult for the photographer on location.


By the 1870s, an emulsion made up of gelatin and silver bromide had been invented as a dry substitute for collodion, and soon plates were being mass-produced. Although glass, which is bulky and easily broken, had now been replaced by flexible film, black-and-white emulsion remains basically the same: the light-sensitive crystals, known as grains, are embedded in a layer of gelatin. Film was originally made of celluloid, but has since moved through nitro-cellulose to cellulose acetate to the immensely stable synthetic polymers of today. Whatever its composition, the use of film made it possible to roll up long strips of emulsion, the basis of motion picture film, 35mm film and rollfilm.




HOW FILM REACTS TO LIGHT


The precise sequence of events that follows the exposure of film to light is complex. First, light releases photoelectrons that combine with silver ions to produce silver atoms which form around small specks of impurity scattered throughout each silver halide crystal. At this stage, there is still no visible image on the film, and it takes a chemical developer to produce it. Development blackens the parts of the emulsion that were exposed, by reducing the grains of silver halide to metallic silver, which is dark. Each grain is either developed (blackened) or not; there are no halfway stages of gray. The final result, with a range of tones in the negative, is due to the number of developed grains in any small part of the film: if only a few have been developed, the tone will be a light grey, but if all have reacted, then the film will be black.
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AN AWKWARD ASSEMBLY


The concept of a snapshot is something that evolved much later on in photography – the time it took to set up for an exposure simply didn’t allow it.






THE STYLE TRADITION


The technical history of film forced black and white onto photographers for at least its first century. They adapted, and what were in fact limitations became qualities that could be turned into art. An early example was how to deal with the distinct limitation of orthochromatic film, which was so insensitive to red light that blue skies became solid white. Whilst a number of photographers tried to overcome this by adding in different skies that contained clouds (early Photoshop wannabes), a few, like the Timothy O’Sullivan, used the white spaces in their viewfinder as geometric forms to use in composition. John Szarkowski, Director of Photography at MoMA from 1962 to 1991, wrote of him that he ‘accepted the white sky and used it as a shape, enclosed in tension between the picture’s visual horizon and the edges of the plate’.


A later example of creatively leveraging the unavoidable was the handling of grain. At a microscopic level, the negative is made up of silver grains floating in the emulsion, and as long as negatives were several inches across, they remained invisible. However, the move to rolls of film for rapid shooting, and especially the invention of the Leica, made grain noticeable. Instead of contact printing, photography with smaller cameras launched the idea of enlarging the image in the darkroom. Clusters of grain became visible in a normal print. Generally, magazine and other publishers didn’t like this at all, but there gradually grew an aesthetic of grain ‘grittiness’ that added a texture that was a part of the process itself. One film, Kodak’s Tri-X, was particularly loved amongst many photojournalists for its tightly packed grain structure.


Until the 1930s, photography essentially meant black and white, and the various movements and counter-movements, such as Pictorialism and Straight Photography, worked within that arena, not in any kind of opposition to colour. It didn’t mean that pre-Kodachrome photographers were colour blind, and using strongly coloured filters when shooting was an important way of translating colour into tone. But it was only once that colour became easy and possible that the idea of black and white took root. Something to choose because you wanted to. You could argue that self-conscious black and white really began in 1935 with the invention of Kodachrome, the first practical colour film. It took time to spread its influence, but by the 1970s, most photography had changed entirely, and colour had become the norm.
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FORM FIRST


A washed-out sky and a blocked-up foreground matter little if the image is concentrating on shape and form.





It was from the 1960s to the end of the millennium that colour and black and white co-existed as alternatives, with colour dominant but with black and white practiced by photographers who had generally made a firm commitment to it despite colour’s popularity. Hardly anyone shot both concurrently. With film, the immediate decision was which roll to load in the camera – colour or black and white. That alone prompted some anticipation, often aesthetic but also practically to do with light levels (black-and-white film could be pushed to a higher sensitivity much more than colour). Behind this, however, reaching back into photography’s history, was the deeper, personal decision of whether or not you saw yourself as a black-and-white photographer. The whole ethos of pure-and-essential black-and-white photography, versus crass-and-commonplace colour shooting began to crystallise in the 60s and 70s.


Digital photography very clearly changed this, and by far the major difference between a sensor and film is that the sensor allows both colour and monochrome from the same shot. There is no prior choice to be made, no decision to load black-and-white film before setting out rather than colour film.


All this has meant a changing perception of black and white as a medium in photography. Crudely put, it began as necessity, became accepted as normal, and now, with the full choice of colour (and any kind of colour) coupled to the infinite processing possibilities of digital images, it is a creative choice.
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STREET SCENE


Amid the chaos of a busy urban scene, street photographers often turn to black and white to pull attention to subtle gestures that would otherwise be missed.






BLACK & WHITE CRAFTSMANSHIP


When you shoot, and shoot successfully, a number of things align: your idea, your viewpoint, composition, timing, then luck – and to be really successful, some magic. Elliot Erwitt, never short of a word on such matters, said, ‘When photography is good, it’s pretty interesting, and when it’s very good, it is irrational and even magical…nothing to do with the photographer’s conscious will or desire’.


Afterward, when processing, you don’t need much luck or magic. You shouldn’t even want it. That part of the picture-making is over. Instead, you need to be able to do it justice, and that calls for a more logical approach. This means a plan. We can do worse than look back to a time when finishing the image really needed planning – black-and-white wet-darkroom printing. All high-end printers made a plan for how they were going to print a negative, because the amount of dodging and burning was usually expensive. They still do make a plan, in fact, because traditional printing still continues for that part of the market that prefers silver prints to inkjet. One recognised darkroom master was Ansel Adams, and he also wrote extensively on the subject. His 1982 book The Print is not just a classic of photo instruction, but peculiarly relevant to contemporary black-and-white digital processing. Peculiar because it confines itself to the wet darkroom and shows none of the technology that we now all use. Relevant because it deals with the fundamentals of turning and already-taken shot into a final image fit to show. Adams was at pains to insist that this wasn’t all about technique by any means. There is, he wrote, ‘great latitude for creative variation and subjective control’, and the process involved ‘endless subtle variations which are yet all tied to the original concept’.


The reason why Adams and other serious printers made plans – actual physical plans on paper or on a work print – was that the clock was running, literally, whilst the paper was on the easel under the enlarger. Any dodging and burning had to be done in a finite and short space of time. In his book The Print Adams details the printing of one of his best-known photographs, ‘Clearing Winter Storm, Yosemite National Park’, shot in 1944. The basic exposure was 10 seconds, during which time the dodging had to happen – holding back areas that needed less exposure to make them lighter. Burning was always easier – adding exposure to darken areas – although it meant taking care not to let light leak onto any other part of the image. Burning was done in stages – a few seconds concentrating on one area, followed by another few seconds somewhere else, all of this typically done with a timer on the floor with a foot-operated pedal. No wonder that Adams, who had musical interests, likened the negative to a score and the act of printing to a performance. It really did require performing physically, a kind of dance of hand gestures, wielding small tools that could be bought or made yourself. Dodging tools were typically metal circles, ovals, and oblongs at the end of thin rods, often painted red, to which colour the silver bromide paper was insensitive. Burning tools were most commonly your hands, cupped and shaped. Otherwise you cut holes in large sheets of black paper or card. Adams made a distinction between the umbra (shadow) and penumbra (the soft surround), as the latter helped smooth the transition during dodging or burning so that this manipulation would not be noticeable in the final print. The modern digital equivalent is called feathering, as on a radial filter.


The reason why I’m going on about these arcane and for many people historic and curious activities in darkened rooms is because this was always a real craft, even when the results didn’t reach the height of art. It was difficult and uncertain, as in any real-time performance, so people paid attention to it. Now, with Lightroom, Photoshop or whatever, the clock isn’t running and you can take infinite time if you care to, and that’s why the plan – the original careful assessment of what the image needs – has for many people slipped away. It’s time to bring that sense back.
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THE PATH TO BRIDAL VEIL FALLS


Top row, from left to right: The scanned Tri-X negative, a ‘straight’ unadjusted positive version, a markup indicating local adjustments to be applied, and then a second round of local adjustment decided some months later, all finally resulting in the image above.






THE APPEAL OF BLACK & WHITE


Who would have thought, as first colour film and then digital (inevitably coloured) swept through photography and publishing, that black and white would have such a revival? Film manufacturers struggled for decades to achieve realistic, and even brilliant, colour, and it continues to get better and better. Kodachrome, much loved and sorely missed, was an early pinnacle, but the colour quality now on a large OLED 4K television or the latest tablets is so rich and crisp that it’s hard to imagine anyone not wanting to immerse themselves in it.


Yet far from a universal march towards more colourfulness, there is now a significant and growing reverse flow in photography, towards the new black and white. It’s new because it’s created from colour with processing software that makes the experience a delight, which means that you don’t even need to decide at the start that it’s a black-and-white image you’re after. You can even trawl your archives with a reconsiderate eye and look for images that might work more powerfully, or at least differently, in the single range called grayscale.


So, seriously, what is this persistent appeal of black and white? There are some semi-practical answers, and a trawl of internet opinions throws up emphasis on form, shape, line and texture, as you might expect. Basically these all have the root argument that removing the distraction of colour allows you, actually compels you, to concentrate on other things. There is also the corrective argument – when the colour is somehow spoiling your idea for the shot, just switch. However, it seems to me that there must be deeper reasons, maybe not all of them easy to pin down. In fact, the underlying appeal of black and white ought to be difficult to describe, because surely any art form that has the potential to move people must have some enigma to it. For me, then, there are four important reasons to love black and white.

OEBPS/images/f0002-01.jpg







OEBPS/images/f0006-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0012-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0014-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0016-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0010-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0012-02.jpg





OEBPS/images/tit.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents



	

		Title Page



		Contents



		How to Use This Ebook



		Introduction



		Chapter 1: The Black & White Tradition



		The new black & white



		The technical tradition



		Black & white craftsmanship



		The appeal of black & white



		Film qualities



		Black & white as normality



		The photographer’s choice



		Wavelength & sensitivity



		Subtracting colour



		Shape



		Structure



		Tonal nuance



		Form & volume



		Texture



		Interpretation











		Chapter 2: Digital Monochrome



		The monochrome sensor



		Linear capture



		The clipping problem



		Noise, bit depth, & shading



		Infrared



		Your processing workflow



		Silver Efex Pro



		Basic processing



		Colours into tones



		Learning from film filters



		Default conversions



		Hue adjustment



		Reversal of brightness



		Using hue to control contrast



		Using hue for depth & atmosphere



		Using hue for vegetation



		Skin tones



		Specific colours



		Handling opposites



		Handling adjacents



		Handling subtleties











		Chapter 3: Creative Choice



		Thinging in black & white



		The range of light: Ansel Adams



		The long range of gray: Paul Strand



		Mid-tones



		Contrast high



		Contrast low



		Shadow & darkness: Bill Brandtn



		Low key



		High key & graphic



		High key



		High-key comparisons



		Digital zone system



		HDR in black & white



		Tonemapping without HDR



		Adding tints



		Old process effects



		Developing black & white film











		Glossary



		Picture credits



		Copyright











Guide





		Cover



		Title Page



		Start













		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		192
















OEBPS/images/f0007-01.jpg






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg








OEBPS/images/f0015-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0013-01.jpg






OEBPS/images/f0017-01.jpg







OEBPS/images/f0011-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/chap1.jpg





