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The essence of a scene

"It's up to you what you do with contrasts, light, shapes 
and lines to emphasize the essence, or what you see as 
the essence - no colours that will seduce the eye, only 
emotion that will capture the heart." 

Joel Tjintjelaar, award winning Dutch fine-art black and white 
photographer.



Why B&W?

The theory behind B&W photography

What works well in B&W

Some examples for discussion



Why B&W?

It’s where a lot of us started in photography!

It can better communicate mood and feel.

Colour can be distracting – no harmony.

What if a scene isn’t very colourful or the light is 
poor?

In removing colour it provides a minimalist aesthetic.

Tones of grey can provide atmosphere and drama.

But one isn’t ‘better’ than the other.

Always test by asking why B&W in any one case.



Some characteristics

Conveys a timeless quality.

Overtly old fashioned – sepia.

Patterns and textures stand out and become the 
dominant quality.

Light and shade – contrast – become more important.

A subject can be made to stand out from an otherwise 
distractingly colourful background.

Look for these things when taking the photograph.

Good composition is particularly important.



Ansel Adams and the concept of visualisation

Be aware of light and tonal values (not colours)
Scan the view for the darkest values be aware that blacks 
can actually be shades of dark grey.

Scan the view for the lightest significant part – again at 
first sight what you think is white may be light grey.

Then visualise the colours as a range of greys – a range of 
brightness or luminance values, e.g. green is often mid grey.

It’s how you visualise the final image not what you see.

This takes much practice and of course Ansel Adams 
did not have an EVF to help.



Camera settings and visualisation

Cameras vary but all will have at least one B&W 
setting so you can see how the scene might appear. 

Sometimes you can choose a film type, a coloured 
filter, or change contrast settings, add a grainy effect 
or dramatic tone.

One option is to choose a simple B&W setting and 
leave the rest to post production.

Set RAW+JPEG – then you see B&W in the EVF but 
post process the RAW, but use JPEG if it is OK.

This solves the ‘visualisation’ issue but only in part …



Why only in part?

If Ansel Adams visualised the scene with a dark sky he 
would add a yellow, orange or red filter to darken the 
blue of the sky, or a green filter to lighten foliage.

You might be able to do that from the camera menu but 
post processing is the easier answer.

Prior ‘visualisation’ is an ideal but at least recognise 
that the grey tone of colours comes from their 
luminance value – brightness, reflecting/absorbing light.

In PP you can change the luminance of individual colours 
to reflect your visualisation.



Ansel Adams and the zone system

The zone 
system relates 
the various 
luminance 
values to a 
scale of 0-X 
which it is 
intended should 
be represented 
in the final 
image.

Pure black via mid grey to pure white



Histogram and the Zone System

Ansel Adams was working in the pre-digital age 
and did not have the benefit of a histogram. He 
trained himself to see that way.

His pre-exposure visualisation enabled him to 
expose the image in the way he wanted.

In some cameras you can see a histogram in 
the EVF before you take the image and in all 
cameras after you have taken it.

In all cases you should use exposure 
compensation to get a full spread of tonal values 
without clipping blacks or whites. Using only the 
mid tones creates a flat image.

We will see this in use in Silver Efex Pro.

A combined RGB histogram



High key – low key images

This is all about the tonal values that 
predominate

High key: mid grey to white are predominant 
tones – the histogram is skewed to the right.

Low key: mid grey to black tones predominate –
the histogram is skewed to the left.

In both cases there will be a full or near 
full range of tones in the image.



High key images. Note that while the overall tonal 
balance is light there is a range of tones to dark grey 
and black.



Low key images. Note that while the overall tonal 
balance is dark there is a range of tones through to 
light grey and white.



Subjects suited to B&W

Architecture

Urban / townscapes

Industry / machinery

Landscape

Portraits

Flowers – where shape, texture and form are more 
significant than colour



Classical use of monochrome



Townscape and architecture – remove distractions of 
colour to focus on the structures and materials.













Landscape.
To convert
or not to
convert,
that is the
question

















Sometimes 
colour brings 
clarity and 
impact





… and 
sometimes 
lack of colour 
gives greater 
impact.



Flowers 
sometimes need 
colour but white 
flowers can have 
real impact in 
monochrome















It is YOUR visualisation, your creation – you are the 
artist.

B&W has certain qualities which can transform an 
image way beyond its colour original.

Camera settings and/or PP are important parts of the 
creative process.

Try and visualise tonal values.

Set exposure to capture a full tonal range.

Make a reasoned choice as to whether B&W is the 
best way to convey your vision.



The final word from Ansel Adams

“Dodging and burning are steps to take care of 
mistakes God made in establishing tonal relationships.”

“The negative is the equivalent of the composer’s 
score, and the print the performance.”

“You don’t take a photograph, you make it.”

“The single most important component of a 
camera is the twelve inches behind it.”

“Photography is more than a medium for factual 
communication of ideas. It is a creative art.”

“There’s nothing worse than a sharp image of a fuzzy concept.”

“There are no rules for good photographs, 
there are only good photographs.”


