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DIGITAL PHOTO WORKFLOW MADE EASY


Discover How to Effortlessly Organise & Process All Your Pictures


John Beardsworth
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Photography doesn’t stop once you fire the shutter, and the straightforward techniques in this book will make your editing workflow quick, simple, and fun!


→ Learn to tailor these methods to your own personal style, and carry them out effortlessly and reliably


→ Move confidently from one workflow step to the next


→ Make use of the latest software, and become conversant with advanced time-saving tools
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Introduction


I must confess, right at the very outset, that I’ve never really cared for the word “workflow.” Doesn’t it remind you of mechanical processes like assembly lines, burger flipping, sewage systems, where the word “quality” is debased to signify output to a measured standard? It seems alien to such a dignified, creative endeavor as photography.


It’s also a word that is so hard to define. Where do you draw the line—if any—between workflow and the photographic art? Does “workflow” really embrace camera skills or Photoshop techniques that make the picture look its best? One might argue the case, no doubt alluding to a “holistic” approach or invoking other buzzwords, yet such a sprawling definition is surely too vague to be helpful.


However, it does point to how we can define digital photography workflow—and that is by exclusion. So this book is not about digital photography’s artistic aspects such as composition, or how you might apply a certain look and feel in Photoshop, Lightroom or other creative programs. It’s about those other tasks that carry your pictures through to a day perhaps years later when they haven’t gone missing but can be appreciated on the wall, or some kind of screen, in a book or album. Being well-organized and having a good workflow is not the enemy of artistic spirit—it’s about making more time for the creative elements.


Another difficulty of workflow is that it is neither universally applicable nor unchanging over time. What works for one photographer may not work for another. Event photographers may have little need to revisit closed jobs and simply file the pictures by date, while others meticulously keyword their work in anticipation of needing to track down images—and do so quickly—based on unpredictable and often complex criteria. Alternatively one week you may work on a few prints to fine-art standards, but then have periods of shooting and processing hundreds (or more) new pictures a week. Different needs drive distinct workflows.


Yet while workflows come in many varieties, we shouldn’t be misled into blindly accepting that there are “different strokes for different folks” or that “your mileage may vary.” As often as not, those phrases are offered as excuses or to close down a discussion that is proceeding in an uncomfortable direction. You can certainly make a bad system work, but that doesn’t make it good general advice.


So this book is essentially about identifying where there are truths about workflow and showing how, when and why they should be applied—and adapted. It is going to focus on organizational aspects that are neglected by most other books on digital photography. We now face ever-growing mountains of pixels, and tools like Lightroom and Aperture exist not because they produce better image quality than Photoshop, but because they let you manage your work and work efficiently. So this book will talk about pictures in the plural, and will not dispense tips on dragging Lightroom or Photoshop sliders that are found in a thousand other books. Instead its aim is to clarify what such programs are designed to do, highlight the tools they provide, and equip you to decide which is the right one for the job in hand. It will even talk of “efficiency,” a rare word in books on digital photography. In a book on workflow, it’s an essential consideration. Inevitably, in such a concise book, one is unable to investigate every conceivable requirement and some statements will seem high-handed and arbitrary, too lacking in nuances. But I do hope that at those times you will step back, reflect, understand what really doesn’t apply in your case, and that another workflow is the way forward.




1 Workflow basics
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1.01 Pictures as files: JPEG, Raw, or Raw + JPEG


Every digital camera initially records the scene by capturing Raw data about color and brightness. What happens next, how it processes and saves that data as a file, is your choice. Basic cameras give you few options, perhaps just the size of a JPEG file, but more advanced compact cameras and digital SLRs offer a range of choices and can save your pictures as JPEGs or as Raw files, or both.


The choice of shooting JPEG, Raw, or Raw+JPEG has a big effect on your subsequent workflow, and like any decision there are trade-offs, pluses, and minuses. However, it is not a difficult decision—you just have to be clear about what you feel you need, and what you are prepared to do.


Raw & JPEG


“Raw” is, more or less, what it implies—the Raw data captured by the camera’s sensor. The file format is usually proprietary to the camera maker, with a file extension of NEF, CR2, ARW etc., and the Raw file would need to be processed on your computer before you can do anything with it. A JPEG file, however, is ready to be used. The camera has processed the Raw data, saved it in the industry-standard JPEG format, and discarded any Raw data that it didn’t need.


For example, imagine you set your camera to shoot JPEG and picked the “Sepia” and Small options. After the camera has processed the Raw data and boiled it down to a small sepia JPEG, it has no need to retain the full resolution, full-color detail. The JPEG has, in a sense, been “baked.”


By contrast, if you shoot Raw, all the original Raw data is retained and not surprisingly the resulting Raw file is much bigger. In fact this Raw file would also contain a number of JPEGs that the camera uses to display the picture on its LCD screen, so if you had again chosen sepia, you might imagine you had a sepia Raw file. It’s important to remember that is not so. All the original color and brightness ingredients are in the Raw file, and on computer you can use them to make a color image, a sepia one, and so on.


Essentially your decision is a trade off between effort and quality. JPEG means you have less to do before you can print or email the pictures, and the file sizes are smaller. But if you want to adjust them on computer—making the sky bluer or cropping it—the image quality will eventually degrade. Raw files are much bigger, and can’t be used without special software. However, if you are willing to put in the effort, all the original ingredients remain available and you can squeeze better image quality out of them.


sRaw & other compressed Raw formats


Camera makers recognize that Raw files are big and have introduced many variations on the Raw file concept. Canon’s sRAW is one of the most common, with a catchy name, while others are merely described as “compressed.” Before using these, you really need to check precisely what your camera manual says about each option, and remember the saying about the devil in the detail.


With all compressed Raw formats, you pay a price somewhere. It might be that the camera spends longer writing to the flash card, which is fine if you’re shooting a quiet landscape but not too wonderful when you miss some fast-moving action. Alternatively, the payback may be a loss in image data and therefore potential print quality, so phrases like “virtually lossless” should ring alarm bells. sRaw, for example, makes the camera produce 6 megapixel Raw images. They take up less disc space, which may be helpful the day you run short of flash card space, and may be fine as a 5×7 inch print, but can be a false economy. If you are at all concerned about quality, you really shouldn’t be skimping on disc space.
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Raw + JPEG


Another common camera option is Raw + JPEG. This can be ideal if you need to email or print pictures immediately, such as a press photographer facing a deadline or a wedding photographer showing pictures on a laptop during the event. In each case the unadjusted JPEGs can be used, while keeping the Raw files for later, high-quality work.


Another possible reason is to have JPEGs for later reference. A Raw file will often look different in a program like Photoshop, Lightroom or Aperture because, as with the example of sepia, in-camera settings such as picture styles are stored as proprietary tags that only the camera maker’s software can read. Each Raw converter will therefore interpret the Raw data in its own way.


So some photographers keep the JPEG so they can compare their post processing with what they saw on the camera’s LCD and perhaps match it. Others might shake their heads at the very idea of using a 2–3˝ or 7–10cm screen as your benchmark.


One big downside of Raw + JPEG is that you have double the number of files to manage. Apart from the extra disc space, software isn’t yet very good at managing pairs of files. There are methods that some find helpful, such as “stacking” or hiding the JPEG, but you soon run up against their limitations. We’ll look in more detail at this management problem later, but if you don’t need Raw + JPEG, you’re probably making a lot of work for yourself.





1.02 Caring for your flash cards


Even before you insert a flash card into the camera, you can start making your workflow smoother and more reliable by caring for your flash cards. Apart from keeping them physically safe and not misplacing them, there are other less obvious concerns also.


When you’re out taking pictures, you need to know which cards are ready to be used. Things happen quickly and it’s easy to be distracted and overwrite the contents of a card that hasn’t yet been backed up onto your computer or hard drive.


Some of the best measures are very simple steps that take no time, and they soon become second nature. For example, one way to help safeguard your pictures is to take a quick snap of your business card each time you put a new flash card in your camera. Other routines can be made more elaborate if your pictures have financial or other value, but they’re equally handy if you just like to be well-organized or need just rules and procedures.


1. Set out with empty flash cards


Before setting out with the camera, always make sure your flash cards are ready to be used. While it may sound obvious, this has a number of benefits. Imagine missing a great shot because the flash card is full and you’re fiddling around, deleting yesterday’s pictures. Those pictures might not be stored elsewhere, and it’s horribly easy to delete them in your haste, or even lose the card. So transfer pictures off your flash cards and onto your computer and/or hard drive as soon as it’s possible. Once you are sure their contents have been stored securely, then empty or format the cards.


2. Use a card wallet


While flash cards are amazingly robust, a card wallet is an essential accessory. Even a cheap one protects cards from damage, while some are watertight and may float. And why not mark it with your name, email address, and phone number?


But as well as physically safeguarding your pictures, the wallet is a valuable tool for your workflow. You should never be unclear which cards you can freely use, and which contain pictures awaiting transfer to computer. So a common practice is to place available cards face up, showing the manufacturer and capacity. When you remove a full card from the camera, don’t slip it into your pocket—place it face down in the wallet. At a glance, you’ll then know the status of every card.


3. Mark up your flash cards


If there is space, mark the flash cards with your cellphone number, email address, and name. That order makes it easy for anyone who finds your card to track you down, hopefully before you have moved far from where it was mislaid.


4. Numbering & checklists


Another idea is to number your flash cards. If you routinely carry a few cards, this makes it easy to check all your pictures have been transferred to computer—vital for every wedding or event photographers, for example. As well as ensuring you account for all the cards, numbering can be of much more value. A checklist such as the basic one here, which I created in Excel, can be printed and carried in the camera bag and then used when you are transferring the day’s pictures onto the computer or external hard drive. For some, this is overkill, but for others it helps ensure every picture is fed through the system. Equally importantly, it can help identify faulty cards or pinpoint other card reading problems.
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This card wallet is tough and battered, but has protected my cards and pictures.
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One way to help safeguard your pictures is to include on each card a quick snap of your business card.
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Put flash cards face down in the card wallet when they contain images.
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A flash card checklist can give you an extra level of certainty.





1.03 Getting your pictures off the cards


While pictures are on the flash cards, they are pretty vulnerable. You only have a single copy of each photo and it’s located on a small card that, as well as being easy to mislay, is designed to be re-used. The sooner you can get pictures onto your computer the sooner you can make at least one back-up, so as soon as you can make sure you attach your camera or a card reader to your computer and copy them from the card.


Some import windows like Lightroom’s let you review images at full size while they are still on the card. This means that before you actually copy the pictures onto your computer you can choose to import individual pictures and leave others on the card.


Why might you be tempted to do that? Well, one reason is a lack of hard drive space on the computer. That may occasionally be excusable, for example if you are travelling and plan to keep photos on the small flash cards rather than carry a portable hard drive as well as a laptop. But even then it’s a sure sign that your computer’s hard drive needs upgrading, which is usually cheap.


Another motive is to circumvent how these import windows generally copy all the imported pictures to a single hard drive folder. By choosing which pictures to import, people can then import from the card again, this time sending photos to another folder. It’s surprising how much effort people put into working this way, not least when you have to take care not to overlook some photos and mistakenly leave them on the card. It’s easier, and less risky, to import all the pictures in a single go, and then move them into separate folders—if you really must.


A third key reason is to avoid importing pictures which you don’t want. While it’s hard to argue against deselecting obvious duds, don’t be tempted to spend too long comparing images and making up your mind. If in doubt, import the pictures, get them backed up. Apart from physically safeguarding your pictures, you are in a better position to make keep/discard decisions once the photos are on your computer. For instance, in the import windows you are only looking at the unadjusted image. A few quick color and tonal adjustment in a program like Lightroom or Aperture can often change your evaluation of the picture. Import windows are meant for importing, not evaluating.


These import windows are often an opportunity to add metadata such as keywords or your copyright information. Again, don’t put too much time into this. A standard copyright template can usually be applied, and you can often apply some keywords that are common to all the pictures. But if you want to apply keywords more individually, the import window isn’t the right tool. Import the pictures and use the more extensive and nuanced keywording tools in Lightroom.


Hopefully a clear message comes through here. Import is about the physical safe custody of your pictures, copying them from the flash cards, and getting them backed up. It is an opportunity to evaluate and tag pictures, but that’s not its main function by any means.
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While it makes sense to leave obvious reject frames on the card, the import phase is not primarily about evaluating images. Focus on the physical safekeeping of your pictures, moving them to your computer and getting them backed up.





1.04 Image Rescue


We all make mistakes, and typically always when we’re already short of time. Simple precautions like always storing used cards face-down can reduce the risk of overwriting pictures, but people can be very ingenious. You might review a frame on the camera’s LCD and deliberately delete it—and change your mind a moment later. One obvious safeguard is to avoid deleting pictures until you’ve had a chance to look at them properly on a bigger screen, but what happens when things do go wrong?


All is not lost, because deleting a file doesn’t usually wipe the space devoted to it on the card. So it usually remains on the drive and can often be rescued. Only if you were to continue using the card might the camera re-use some of the disc space. So as soon as you realize you have mistakenly deleted pictures put the card to one side until you have tried to rescue the lost images.


As an aside, your chances of rescuing pictures are much better if you have not formatted the card. For that reason it can be prudent to format cards only on the day you actually need to use them again. In fact, there are dozens of utilities designed for recovering lost files and probably the best-known one, Lexar‘s Image Rescue, works with other manufacturers’ flash cards.


These recovery programs usually follow a similar workflow. Put the card in a card reader attached to your Mac or PC and the program should automatically detect it. You then instruct it to scan the card, and with luck the missing files will be listed, usually with the image thumbnail. You can then select the missing pictures, and tell the program to save the pictures to your computer. Once you know this is possible the rest is easy.
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