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INTRODUCTION


In the same way that the first book in this series, …On Composition, was a development from The Photographer’s Eye, this title is intended to take off from where Perfect Exposure, which I wrote in 2008, ended. The basic reasons are the same: a lot has happened in photography in the intervening years, and I’ve had more time myself to think and adapt to these changes.


On the face of it, exposure might seem to be simpler, more technical and offer fewer possibilities for creative exploration than, say, composition. It certainly hinges on the camera’s controls rather than the frame, and traditionally there’s a very straightforward three-way choice as you operate any camera: the combination of shutter speed, aperture and the sensitivity of either the film or sensor. Often taught as the exposure triangle, there’s a clean inevitability about it – just three controls to adjust to deliver a single dose of light – and it very quickly becomes second nature to any photographer who shoots regularly.


If you shot colour transparency film, which is what all the magazines wanted in the days of film and is what I used for the first half of my career, exposure was a once-and-forever decision. There was no revisiting the record that you’d just made, no second step of printing in the darkroom. You could bracket exposures if you were uncertain and had several seconds more to stay with the subject, but each frame would be a finished piece of film. Kodachrome, the preferred 35mm film choice for many professional photographers, was valued for its sharpness and richness, and was even less tolerant. Its contrast was quite high, overexposure was ugly and there wasn’t even the possibility that other films offered of pushing or pulling in the lab (that is, less or more development to compensate for over- or underexposure).


Film is still around (although Kodachrome unfortunately not), so all of this still applies, but digital photography has taken things much further, both technically and – what interests me more – creatively. This is because modern sensors can now capture more information than film could, and computational photography can do a lot with this extra data. Don’t get me wrong, I love film, because it has certain unique qualities, and these are a good part of the reason for its resurgence in popularity, which although niche is notable. The current state of digital, however, has expanded the exposure choices enormously. These include, incidentally, being able to mimic something of the look of film, which we will explore later.





CHAPTER 1



THE LOOK


I’ll get straight to the point. Exposure is mainly responsible for the look of a photograph, and by ‘creative exposure’ I really mean how you can give a particular picture the appearance that you want it to have. You might want it to be luminous, rich, bright, airy, dark, flat, stark, punchy – or have one of many other appearances. These all have to do with light, tone, and a choice between colour and black and white, but the key control is exposure.


The way that digital photography now works – especially computationally – means that exposure choices are spread more widely than before. To start with, they’re spread across time because of processing software. The choice may begin with capture, but it extends into the processing, which can be revisited at any time. Exposure choices are also spread across the frame because of differential exposure, which allows you to choose which areas and which subjects receive more or less exposure.


What I’d like to do with this book is to not let all this choice go to waste. Instead, I have some suggestions for creating looks based on exposure, and that means not just how, but why. It’s good to have a reason for using the techniques, rather than just playing around with them. Every seriously taken photograph deserves to look its best and to make its point as effectively as possible.


It’s also time to consider one of the really basic questions in photography: do I want to show this scene as I see it now, or do I want to turn it into something else? If it’s the latter, you’ve entered the world of style, personality, expression and, if you like, creativity. That’s why exposure can be both a pleasure and an experiment. It marks the point at which a photographer goes beyond the default idea of simply getting the brightness and contrast ‘right’ and starts to impose their personal taste on the image.
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TWO VIEWS OF EXPOSURE


Exposure has two faces. One is the means of making it and controlling it, which is largely technique and skill, while the other is from the opposite side – how it looks in the final picture. No full exploration can do without both together, but what we can do is to make one the priority, the starting point. Throughout this book, the priority is the look, which is personal.


One of the large assumptions in my earlier book, Perfect Exposure, was the underlying task of ‘getting it right’. The word ‘perfect’ in the title was, of course, provocative, as there is no universal perfection in anything to do with photography. There is the possibility of perfection for each photographer at each moment of shooting, though, and that’s what the book set out to address. Here, however, let’s look for creative expression in the way we set the exposure.


Two major movements in photography have changed the way many of us think about exposure; one technical, the other aesthetic. The technical one is the steady improvement in the range of tones that can be delivered in a photograph, and I say ‘delivered’ because it’s due not only to better sensors, but also to processing, both in the camera and in software. There are several things at play. Sensor dynamic range is now above 14 stops in advanced cameras, and shooting Raw takes full advantage of this if you go on to use software such as Adobe Camera Raw.


Most of the time in this book I’ll be using examples from Adobe’s Photoshop and ACR simply because that’s what I use. ACR’s Highlights and Shadows algorithms do an excellent job of what looks like, to the user, recovery, while local adjustment is still the premier way to craft an image, as it always has been in wet darkrooms with negative film.


Modern sensors capture a significant exposure headroom – sometimes up to four stops more than the screen display can handle. From the point of view of exposure, this is more like shooting black-and-white negative film than colour transparency, which makes it a two-step process from the very start: you expose knowing what you can do with the image later, as black-and-white photographers have done for more than a century. In this way, exposure slides into processing, or another way of thinking about it is that processing becomes a part of exposure. That’s the view I take, and done efficiently it’s not about correcting mistakes. It’s knowing what you want the image to look like and making the best exposure that will serve your purpose.
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In this scene, the active subjects are in shade, but the sunlit surfaces in the background need to remain colourful, without any hint of overexposure. This requires a camera sensor with a high dynamic range, an exposure that just avoids clipping the bright flecks on the wall and careful processing.
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Choosing to shoot and process for a black-and-white image opens up more exposure possibilities. The absence of colour focuses attention on the final values, and areas of brightness and darkness can be enhanced or even reversed. In this rural landscape, the green fields where the sheep are grazing could just as easily have been made bright.





There is also computational exposure, which appeared first in smartphone cameras and is now extending rather slowly into dedicated cameras. This aims to do everything you could achieve with Raw files and skilled processing, but instantly, in-camera and automatically. Computational photography can handle large and difficult dynamic ranges in a scene by taking and combining a range of exposures. This approximates what you would do manually by shooting an HDR sequence, but the entire process becomes almost immediate.


Then there’s semantic masking, which is an even more powerful technique. This involves recognizing and outlining subjects so they can be made brighter or darker (or almost anything). All of this continues to improve, and the new reality is that in principle you can shoot and expose to capture every tone in a scene. That’s already an impressive achievement, but it raises a question that was rarely asked in the film-only era: do you actually want all that visual information?
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Polished metal surfaces – in this case, silver on a sideboard – are notoriously difficult to handle well because of their specular reflections, but here’s an example of computational photography keeping everything in range: this is an ‘as is’ image from an iPhone.
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In this scene in Saint Peter’s Basilica, Rome, lowering the exposure during processing (above right) makes the shafts of sunlight more prominent than in the original Raw file (above left).
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This interior in natural daylight was stitched from three overlapping frames shot on an iPhone. The view through the windows was several stops brighter than the bedroom, but the phone camera’s computational algorithms have brought the two much closer in tone.





The bedroom interior is a case in point. It’s stitched together from overlapping frames that were shot handheld on an iPhone. I took the precaution to shoot Raw, so as to preserve more data in the DNG file, but apart from that, there is no other processing. Any interior or architectural photographer would be familiar with the problems of shooting an entirely day-lit room like this, looking directly towards the only sources of light – the windows. By calculating the distribution of light, and recognizing windows and their implications, the algorithms deliver an impressively balanced range of tones that tread the line between realistic and atmospheric. There’s an important unspoken principle involved, which is delivering information; with the exception of a few shadows, there’s detail visible everywhere. Compare this with the very different, more old-fashioned film treatment of the interior on page 119, where the windows glow and what lies beyond them is not a part of the image. That’s a more distinctive look, while this one is more informational. That’s a choice.
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The dynamic range of this view towards a cathedral in an Italian town is certainly very high, but the bit-depth of a Raw file (here from a Nikon D850) allows the full richness of colour and tone to be recovered.





This is where the aesthetics of photography come in, and I’ll make no excuses for using a word that many people react to as sounding precious, if not pretentious. Although it’s often identified with beauty, it’s more wide-ranging, and is about evaluating why and how we respond to certain image qualities. You can call it the ‘look’ if you like, but regardless of the name, it’s now more important than ever. There’s a general, basic way that photography is ‘supposed’ to look, and it won’t come as any surprise that this has changed over the decades, and continues to evolve. It has a great deal to do with exposure, both for the overall brightness or darkness of the picture and for local areas inside the scene. For example, according to my reading, there’s been a general drift towards darker and more contrasty imagery in recent years, to the point where the ‘standard normal’ of most photography has shifted.
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A night view of the lane leading to my old college in Oxford. Shot on an iPhone, and with no later adjustment, this computational shot would have been impossible on film.





That’s very much a personal view, and I see it most in black-and-white shooting, but it shouldn’t be a surprise that general public tastes change. Perhaps more significant is that there’s now more variety of exposure than ever before, meaning more personal expression. The reason for this, I believe, lies in a shift away from traditional documentary shooting. Yes, that’s a sweeping statement and needs defending, so let’s start with that.






HOW LOOK TOOK OVER


For a long time, photography was driven primarily by people and media doing it professionally. What the various professional forms – magazine reportage, news coverage, advertising and fashion – have in common is a clear and recognizable view of things.


That, in turn, meant that clients, readers and viewers were for the most part accustomed to an expected exposure, along with sharp focus, appropriate depth of field and so on. Of course, there was always room for unexpected images, but the main thrust of shooting to show things to an audience included a normal, commonly accepted brightness and contrast. The subject and the way the photographer handled it through composition and lighting were more responsible for catching and holding attention. Longer-length assignments for mainstream magazines (of which I shot many from the 1970s onwards) were mainly about the story – the subject matter, the events, the physical presence of things and people – and a lot less about quirky treatments.


I need to qualify this a little, because I don’t want it to sound as if picture editors wanted predictability. Far from it, they generally took great care to assign particular photographers to specific stories, recognizing that many professionals have that hard-to-define quality of a ‘style’. Although many things can go into a style, with exposure there was almost always a demand for normality, or at least appropriateness. By way of an example, I once got pulled up for starting to deliver dark Kodachromes, because it made life more difficult for the repro house that did the scans and colour separations for printing. However, I was doing that because Kodachrome looked good on the lightbox when a little ‘underexposed’, and I knew that the repro house could pull up the darks, so it was my way of using the later stages of the image process to help my exposure choices. But my argument failed to persuade.


In other words, for a long time there was a kind of ‘anchor’ to the look of photography, so when Roy DeCarava decided to challenge convention and make overall dark images that stretched from black to a mid-grey at most, they really stood out. At the other end of the scale was Henry Wessel, whose roadscapes of the American West were so light that many would consider them overexposed – they were overexposed, but intentionally so, as his Continental Divide project used brightness and emptiness to try and convey the sheer vastness of the geography. Yet while these examples of creative exposure from the past show that it’s not a new phenomenon, such experiments didn’t fit the standard magazine needs of storytelling and documenting. That far from the mainstream, they were part of the slowly growing world of fine-art photography.
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Shooting towards the light and deliberately underexposing is one of my preferred methods, as shown here. It was important to get the viewpoint and timing right so the silhouettes would read clearly against the background.


At the time, print magazines were the mainstay of photography. They carried advertising, fashion and feature stories – most of the photography of significance – and they supported professional photographers with assignments. It’s hard to overstate how much photography depended on magazines around the world, and hard to overstate how they controlled photography, including setting the standards of how pictures should look. That assignment world has now all but disappeared, and with it the formal stories that were offered to photographers.
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This image is from the same assignment as the picture on the previous page, and was also shot on Kodachrome. This view of girls carrying bundles of thatching is a ‘straight’ version that has all the information.





Instead, billions of us now take photographs, and maybe millions of people do it with proper attention and the aim to express something that’s important to them individually. That’s a lot of individuals for any media to handle and, like it or not, the vast output of personally motivated shooting that is shared on social media is redefining how photography in general looks. Successful professionals still command attention and have influence, but probably less so as time goes by. Today, story- and subject-driven shooting is on the decline, and that widens the choice of the ‘look’, be it bright, dark, contrasty, blurred, whatever. For a traditionalist, this sounds pretty bleak, but there are also many positives to it. Overall, success in photography now depends less and less on other professionals, such as picture editors, and I can already see an explosion of ‘looks’ that feature more exposure choices than ever before.
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Here, just a few minutes later, the dark silhouettes of the same two figures conceal information, but have strangeness and mystery. This is my favourite image of the two, but the publisher, Time Life, preferred the other version because it explained more.






AWAY FROM AVERAGE


If the subject or the story comes first then it’s usually more important to have it ‘properly’ exposed. That’s a rather weak term, but a lot of people use it to mean the way in which most viewers would expect it to appear, and for it to be reasonably faithful to the scene as it looked.


This has always been the default in photography, with everything centred on mid-tones, a full range from black to white, reasonable contrast that’s neither too high nor flat, and colours that are believable, but rich where they need to be. The subject or scene also stays recognizable.




[image: illustration]


A deliberately extreme underexposure of an aerial view of the Orinoco River, Venezuela. Just a small stretch of the water glints golden in the sunlight, which also appears as a shaft of light reflecting from the window.





However, if that’s not a top priority and we’re just trying to make interesting imagery and experiment a little, then how dark or light, how contrasty and how colourful is up to us. Creative exposure is when we allow ourselves the freedom to be expressive rather than objective, and not always looking over our shoulder (metaphorically) to make sure we’re pleasing the audience. If you’re trained to be accurate, it takes some effort to break away from the average, but it can be worth it; average is, after all, expected.


While a workmanlike approach to exposure is certainly professional, moving away from this by even one stop, or adding more or less contrast or saturation can make certain pictures more striking and even more effective. With my background in assignment work, I still insist to myself on having a reason for doing this, as being different for its own sake doesn’t cut much ice. But once you start to think about what the effect might be, it’s interesting and even exciting to explore the possibilities of going darker or lighter, or more gentle with the tonal range (s0fter, flatter), or tougher, stronger (more contrast).


This may sound rather vague, but throughout this book I’ll be looking at the specifics of individual scenes and subjects that might benefit from being different. Just that constant possibility hanging around in the background of being able to alter the effect that an image is going to have on the person looking at it is liberating. In its way, this is quite a radical idea when photographing and processing: instead of aiming to get it ‘right’ and as expected, it means doing more thinking and imagining to see how a picture might work better.
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The white plumage of this parrot reflected the light very strongly. This suggested exposing down, not only to show the texture well, but also to reduce the attention that might otherwise be drawn to its owner’s face.
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Sunrise in Monument Valley, over Bear and Rabbit rocks. Before sunrise, the colour of the sky was quite rich, but as the sun emerged from the rocks, it spread a glowing flare of light.
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