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    “Color management? Nobody wants to read a book about that!”

  




   




  

    “But I wanted to write it.”
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  1. Preface




  Even if a book on a topic as exotic as color management will never be a bestseller, of all the books I’ve written, I like this one best. This book manages to take a very difficult topic and present in a catchy and understandable way and has enthused both readers and critics.




  1.1. Introduction




  Photography is a terrific hobby and a lot of fun. Perfecting your photos with a photo editor is enjoyable, too. But when it comes time to print, frustration often sets in, especially in regard to the colors. The deep blue sky turns to a faded blue, the turquoise water looks gray and the fine veins of the red flower have disappeared entirely. The picture is simply too dark, the colors aren’t as vivid as they were on the screen, and it’s even got a bit of a green tinge.




  With a little practice, I worked out how to edit a picture on the screen so that a print looked good. But when I printed my first poster, I had to start all over again: The colors were different from the print. When I later sent photos to an offset printer for the first time, everything looked muddy and blurry, and again completely different from what I was used to in fine art prints. Some of the problems may have been partly to blame on the cheap print services I had chosen, but with a little knowledge of color management, I could have recognized and avoided most of the problems.




  1.2. Color management helps




  Color management serves two purposes: On the one hand, it is there to make sure that colors appear in print the way we intended and, on the other hand, so that we can do the best possible job exchanging colors across different devices. And color management isn’t even all that complicated – it’s just that the explanations are often too theoretical. In this book, I’ll explain the practical side. If you’re looking for the mathematical-theoretical background, you’re in the wrong place.




  The basis, and also the biggest pitfall, of color management are color spaces, which is why I explain the most common color spaces and, in particular, how to convert between them right away in Chapter 2. What is especially important is to use the right profile for each particular situation. Chapter 4.6 explains how to do so.




  The computer performs color management even if we don’t – but it doesn’t necessarily do a good job of it. That’s why I explain all the necessary procedures and interactions from capturing the photo to printing it.




  1.3. Be wary of good advice




  Concerning color management, you’ll find a lot of different “good” advice, abbreviations and tricks out there that do more harm than good. Here are a few bad recommendations and myths that are widespread:




  

    	One very bad recommendation is: “Before you print, you always have to convert the images to CMYK.” This recommendation is sometimes still taught! Why it is wrong nevertheless is explained in Chapter 3.3.




    	The following recommendation is also wrong, but for other reasons: “Before printing, you have to convert the image to the printer profile.” The right profiles for each purpose are found in Chapter 4.6.




    	The following recommendation is very popular among photo enthusiasts: “Whatever you do, you definitely need to calibrate your monitor.” Why that advice on its own is not a good idea is explained in Chapter 5.4.




    	The opposite recommendation is also nonsense: “Stay away from color management – it just makes things worse.” Why that can’t work is explained in Chapter 5.4.




    	Not quite so bad is: “Keep working for as long as you can in the largest color space possible and then convert it right at the end.” More about this myth in Chapter 5.1.3.




    	One rather a popular myth is: “If I use color management, then anyone who doesn’t use it will see my photos inaccurately on the Internet.” More about this in Chapter 5.5.




    	And then there’s the wish: “I want my visitors to see the photos I publish on the Internet exactly the same way I see them on my computer.” Why it doesn’t work that way is explained in Chapter 5.5.


  




  I’ll explain all of this plus the basics of color management in a clear way and illustrate it with real-life examples from photographic practice. Wherever possible, I’ll avoid using unnecessary technical jargon.




  Now, let’s start with the most important of the color management basics: color spaces.
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  2. What are color spaces?




  When I bought my first digital SLR in 2004, I paged through all the camera menus out of curiosity. A lot of the options were clear, some of them didn’t mean anything to me, but there was one option that piqued my curiosity: it was called “color space” and I could choose between sRGB and Adobe RGB. Reading the camera manual didn’t really help. It said you should use sRGB if you want to print the photos directly, but that Adobe RGB has a wider color range and you should be use it if you plan to edit the photos first. The rest was technical mumbo jumbo.




  Searching the Internet and asking questions in forums failed to produce clear results. Many recommended sticking with sRGB for goodness’ sake because I’d just get myself into trouble with anything else. Others wrote that I should definitely use Adobe RGB or, better yet, ProPhoto RGB if I wanted decent results. Still others said that it made no difference at all which color space I set the camera to.




  In the meantime, I have learned: All of them were partly right. Without a basic understanding of color spaces, you’ll run into problems when you change the color space. Under certain circumstances, using Adobe RGB or ProPhoto RGB can indeed lead to visibly better results. And if you are doing fine art prints, you should use completely different camera settings anyway. I’ll explain all of this over the course of this book.




  What is definitely worthwhile is gaining a basic understanding of color spaces and color profiles. These aren’t really all that complicated or mysterious. My goal with this book is to help you understand what the term “color space” really means. That you have a better idea as to what difference color can make to a photo, that you know when to use which color space, and when you should forget about them entirely. Giving technical explanations of background information isn’t my main goal. There’s more than enough technical documentation available on this topic – my focus is on the practical aspects. My explanations are geared toward amateurs unfamiliar with the subject. Nevertheless, even experienced photographers can benefit from these explanations.
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