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FOREWORD


About This Series
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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


 


Guido Jeurissen
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Born on the 19th of August, 1992, in Rotterdam, Holland, Guido Jeurissen is a young and learning photographer, filmmaker and musician. Even though Guido Jeurissen’s work is a combination of a very wide range of styles, his personal style is often defined as “raw” and “documentary.”


When Guido was admitted in 2010 to the Dutch art school Willem de Kooning Academie in Rotterdam, he started a study on filmmaking called Audio Visual Design. Even though his study is primarily based on filmmaking, he also learned a lot about photography.


Recently, Guido has been focusing much more on photography. He went back to the basics, and started working in dark rooms with black-and-white film. It’s here where he noticed that the essence of photography is in the subject and not the picture itself. Black and white was the ultimate tool to do this. He loves the way analog black-and -white photography concentrates on the subject so much more, and how the background of an image is so much less distracting.


Black and white, however, is not the only thing for him. Guido has never forgotten about how color can make an image very powerful. The saturation of some colors can strengthen the image a lot—which he has been exploring with software like Adobe Photoshop and Adobe Lightroom.


Guido’s creative mind is best shown in his videos, which can sometimes be absurd and surrealistic. His work has been exhibited at the International Film Festival Rotterdam (IFFR), Stukfest Festival Rotterdam, ASVOFF fashion Film Festival in Barcelona, and has been published on various websites.


For more about Guido’s work, please visit www.bolsoverphotos.com You can contact Guido at www.guidojeurissen.com






Faith Kashefska-Lefever
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On top of being a mother and a wife, Faith is a freelance photographer and photo restorer, and very passionate about both. Her restoration work includes repairing and coloring old photographs. “It is my way of helping old memories stay alive, and preserving pieces of family history,” she says. “I love to use my photography as a way to show a different point of view, as well as to show the beauty in everything and everyone. I am always asking, ‘If a photo is worth a thousand words, what would you like yours to say?’”


Faith’s education comes from two places: NYIP (New York Institute of Photography) and herself. If she is not snapping pictures or working on a restoration, she usually has her face in a book learning something new. All of her post-processing and digital manipulation is self taught.


To see more of Faith’s work, check out www.fklgz.com






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






Johnny Chang
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Johnny’s love of photography was born out of his penchant for observation: from watching busy executives scurrying about the office or ants raiding a fallen popsicle, to light shining through a dusty room. A camera in his hand, circa 2009, was a natural extension. It’s brought him the joy of discovering new places and the hidden beauty of everything.


Never limited to a genre, Johnny’s style is constantly evolving. He strives to see many different perspectives, from high to low, without fear of being stepped on in the process. One constant is his fascination with light: from its role in perceptions to its duality in physics. Johnny takes advantage of light and how it can reveal, yet at the same time deceive and mystify. To him, it is a valuable tool in crafting a visual journey. His inquisitive nature enables an intricate relationship with the inner workings of the camera, the lens, and the light. When his interest is piqued, he won’t stop until he finds the right path—through a multitude of exposures, lighting manipulations, or processing directions.


When Johnny is not looking through a viewfinder, he is practicing electrical engineering near his hometown of Scaggsville, Maryland.


You can view more of his work at: http://eruditass-photography.blogspot.com





Introduction


 


Editing and post-production work is often a polarizing part of digital photography. Everyone has an opinion: Some say that any departure from a completely faithful and untouched reproduction of the original subject is fraudulent; others say the sky is the limit, and you can do whatever you like to any image. As usual, the truth lies somewhere in the middle.


For one, there is no such thing as a completely faithful reproduction—the process of capturing photons, converting them into digital information, and displaying that information in a two-dimensional format requires various levels of creative interpretation at several steps along the way. And on the other hand, the more digital enhancement that goes into an image—particularly as you begin introducing special effects and adding elements that weren’t in the original scene at all, such as with composites—the closer you get to crossing a line between a photograph and a work of digital art.


This book will cover the space in between these extreme interpretations Starting with an overview of the image-editing programs available to today’s photographer, we will spend two chapters thoroughly covering your various options for image optimization—and that word is used quite intentionally. Even in more creative and subjective techniques like black-and-white conversion, the methods covered concern themselves primarily with making the most out of the latent potential within each image. The final chapter, on the other hand, covers the more open-ended topics of digital editing, in which you’ll be combining separate images into one composite, removing unwanted objects from the image, stitching together panoramas, and other techniques that delve deeper into the creative tools available in pixel-level editors.


Some of these techniques will resonate with your personal photographic style and workflow, other will likely not. However, for all the techniques discussed herein, whether or not you use them in your own photography is not nearly as important as the fact that you will be able to if needed or desired—that you recognize and are familiar with the various tools and options available, so that you can make the right decisions for each image that crosses your desktop. That is also the idea behind the Challenges scattered throughout the book: They are not meant to necessarily convince you that, say, Curves is the best tool for adjusting your shadows and highlights, or that HDR is the only technique for dealing with high-contrast situations. Rather, they are meant to get you familiar with possible courses of action, and prepare you for the wide range of photographic possibilities that you will encounter.
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Hide your work


This relatively straightforward landscape has, in fact, had the sky desaturated, the greens and yellows saturated individually, and the contrast reduced by a curves adjustment. And yet, the resulting image is more faithful to the original scene.
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Clean representation


Even completely “faithful” photographs like those used in art catalogs often require some degree of optimization in post-production.





Image Editors
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Image editors have evolved greatly in recent times. In fact, you could argue that their development has in many respects overshadowed the advances made in digital camera technology over the same period. Certainly camera processing, design, and sensor technology have improved, but their evolution doesn’t match the revolution that we’ve witnessed with imaging software in the last four or five years. In the past, Raw processors were simply a way of extracting and optimizing the unprocessed “raw” data from the camera, and preparing it for post-production work and output using software such as Photoshop or PaintShop Pro. Applications like Lightroom and Aperture, however—although they are as much about digital asset management and efficient workflow as they are Raw processing—have evolved their editing capabilities over time into the powerful editing tools we have today.


By the same token, the “traditional” post-production tools, such as Photoshop, Photoshop Elements, and PaintShop Pro have also evolved new skill sets. Raw processing is now much more integrated within such software, and most are also able to maintain libraries of images and prepare them for print or web output.


As with so many aspects of digital photography, there are no right or wrong tools for image editing, just many to choose from. This opening chapter will help you to select the right ones for you.






The Digital Workflow


 


Before we begin to look in detail at the tools and practices of digital photo editing, it’s worth spending just a brief moment or two discussing the concept of the digital photography workflow, as this will help you see where image editing fits within the broad scheme of creating a digital image.


In the context of digital photography, “workflow” essentially describes the entire process of producing a digital image—from capture and importing, organizing and reviewing, through Raw processing and post-production, to distribution and backup. If you’re unfamiliar with any of these terms: Capture essentially means the action of taking the photograph; importing is simply transferring the image files to the computer; organizing and reviewing involve creating appropriate folders, ranking, and making a selection of your images; Raw processing and post-production (often grouped together) are concerned with optimizing the image so that it looks as good as it possibly can; distribution is primarily about preparing the image for either print or viewing on-screen; and finally, backup refers to the process of safely archiving and storing your images. Although there’s no single specific workflow for all photographs, there are definite considerations that must be taken before an image is ready for display.


Out of the workflow just described, the two areas that are of specific relevance to photo editing are Raw processing and post-production. For the purposes of this book we’ll use the term Raw processing to describe all aspects of optimizing the Raw image file once it has been downloaded to the computer; post-production, on the other hand, we’ll use to describe any aspect of optimization once the Raw file has been saved as a TIFF or JPEG. As you’ll see later, this does have a bearing on the type of software you’ll use for certain tasks.


The Raw Format


 


To understand Raw processing, you first need to be familiar with the Raw format. “Raw” is the generic term for the unprocessed file format available on all digital SLRs and many advanced compacts—whether Nikon’s NEF, Sony’s SR2, or Canon’s CR2 format, to name just three. The benefits of shooting Raw are well documented, but are essentially concerned with capturing the most amount of image data possible. This data, rather than being processed automatically and indiscriminately by the camera as a JPEG, can instead be downloaded onto the computer, where you can manually process it using more powerful processors and software than are available in-camera. The end result, particularly with images shot under challenging lighting conditions, is improved tonal quality, sharper detail, and more accurate colors. Of course, you can process JPEGs instead, and much of the time JPEGs will provide perfectly good results. But when things get tough, you want as much data as possible in order to get the optimum result.


The dramatic improvement in Raw-processing software in recent years has allowed more optimization to take place at this initial stage than at the post-production end of the workflow. The benefits of optimizing at the Raw stage are: You have the greatest amount of leeway when correcting aspects such as exposure or color; and Raw processing is nondestructive—i.e., although on the surface you’re altering how the image looks, the alterations are being relayed by a series of instructions (or “parameters“) that simply overlay the original image data, which itself is left untouched and can be accessed again whenever you want. Post-production software, on the other hand, such as Photoshop or PaintShop Pro, alters the tonal and color values of the image’s pixels themselves (hence the term “pixel editing,” which you may have come across), and while up to a point you can track back and undo changes, saving the files is permanent.


Increasingly, therefore, it’s good practice to perform as much optimization as possible in Raw processors. However, as we shall go on to discover, there are certain things that Raw-processing software can’t achieve, and that’s when you have to turn to post-production software.


Bearing in mind the distinction between these two optimization processes, the first sections of the book deal with Raw processing, the tools and techniques, while later sections cover post-production, paying particular attention to what can be achieved only with post-production software.






A Digital Photography Workflow
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Raw-Processing Software


 


Along with the development of more efficient image sensors and the ability to shoot video on DSLRs, another of the more significant advances in digital photography—certainly for those photographers who enjoy the editing process—is the development of Raw-processing software.


Early examples of Raw processors, such as the first releases of Adobe Camera Raw (ACR)—a plug-in that became available in 2002 with Photoshop 7.0.1—did not offer a great deal of freedom when it came to the adjustments that could be made to Raw files. Exposure, white balance, and color adjustments were well catered for; but other features, such as sharpening, noise reduction, and fixing chromatic aberration were in their infancy, while yet more features such as lens correction, adjustment brushes, and spot removal didn’t even exist.


As the true value of Raw processing became increasingly apparent in terms of the image quality it provided, software developers, such as Adobe, Apple, and Phase One to name just three, worked hard at developing Raw-processing software that was capable of an ever-broader range of adjustment. Camera manufacturers, such as Nikon and Canon, also developed their own Raw processors that were designed specifically to work with their proprietary Raw formats. This was often bundled on CD-Rom with the purchase of the manufacturers’ cameras.


Today’s Raw-processing software has come a long way since these early examples. As the software has evolved it’s become possible to undertake more and more image-editing tasks at the Raw-processing stage of the editing process. Processes such as sharpening, noise reduction, and fixing lens distortion and chromatic aberration are now performed by powerful algorithms that are capable of producing excellent results. These developments, together with the advent of localized adjustment in the form of spot removal, editable adjustment brushes, and control points have almost rendered post-production software obsolete for certain types of photography. Many professionals today who shoot and edit large numbers of images, such as wedding or sports photographers, will often use only Raw-processing software to optimize their images. However, as we shall discover later, for other types of photography or for certain specific image-editing tasks, using post-production software such as Photoshop or PaintShop Pro is the only option.


Along with increasing the functionality of Raw processors, software developers have also taken the opportunity to develop programs that mirror the digital workflow. Taking the example of wedding or sports photographers again: Everything they need for their images, from importing and selecting, to optimizing and distributing, can all be achieved within the same program.


Adobe’s Lightroom illustrates this perfectly. The program features five discrete modules or sections—Library, Develop, Slideshow, Print, and Web. Images are imported into the Library, where it’s possible to select or create a new folder for the images, and add keywords and ratings. Optimization takes place in the Develop module. The Slideshow mode allows you to create presentations, incorporating watermarking and music to share as JPEG, PDF, or video slideshows. In the Print and Web sections you can prepare your images for both delivery methods. This structure is not unique to Lightroom; other Raw processors have similar modes, and are often referred to as “workflow software.”
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