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Color or Black and  White? 
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There are now three realm s of photog raphy: 
b la ck and  white; color; and  “this isn’t working  in 
color; let’s try converting  it to b la ck and  white”. I 
say this rather tong ue-in-che ek, but it’s b e com e a 
m ore prevalent tactic with tod ay’s photog raphers 
(especially if one is attune d  to som e of the online 
photog rapher’s forum s). 

This isn’t som ething  that occurred  very often 
b a c k in the “d ays of film ”, b e c ause film  costs 
m oney and  d eveloping  it costs even m ore money 
and  tim e. W ith som e exceptions (Polaroid s were 
useful for this purpose), the film  photog rapher 
d e cid e d  then and  there whether they were using  
color or b la ck and  white. Tod ay’s d ig ital tools 
and  software have m a d e it exceptionally easy 
now to “experim ent” by using  the built-in and  

rem arka b ly excellent conversion tools. But has this m a d e us b etter or just lazier 
photog raphers?  

Let m e first g et this off m y chest: if your photog raph is not very strong  when viewed  in 
all its colorful RGB g lory, then converting  it to b lack and  white will d o nothing  to 
im prove it. A m e d iocre color photog raph converted  to b la ck and  white only b e com es a 
m e d iocre bla ck and  white photog raph. I’ve said  this m any tim es to fellow 
photog raphers, friend s, and  stud ents: strong  b la ck and  white photog raphy arises from  
forethoug ht, rarely from  a fterthoug ht. W hen Ansel talke d  a b out visualization, he was 
talking a b out a process that took pla c e b e fore the shutter was fired , not a fter. In other 
word s, a strong  b la ck and  white photog raph is conceive d  in the m ind  (or m ind ’s eye, as 
som e would  have it) while in the field , not d uring  post-processing . W hat I especially 
ob ject to is the notion that b lack and  white is id e al when the lig ht sucks or when the 
im a g e  isn’t working  in color. These are two lousy notions.  

As a photog rapher who practices b oth color and  b la ck and  white photog raphy, what 
approach d o I take? W hen I’m  in the field , I look for and  see either in color or in b la ck 
and  white, but rarely can I d o b oth successfully at the sa m e tim e. Depend ing  upon 
where I a m  – let’s say in this colorful southwest Utah setting  seen in the photog raph at 
le ft – I’ve d eterm ine d  that the color of this loc ation is what is d rawing  m y attention, so I 
b e g in seeing  only in color. And  therein lies m y Photog raphic Rule #1,456: if the COLOR  
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of som ething  d raws m e in, then photog raphing /printing  in color is the ob vious choice. If 
the LIGHT, TO NE, or CO N TRAST of som ething  d raws m e in, then b la ck and  white is 
m y m ore ob vious choice. The color m ig ht d o nothing  other than a d d  d istraction. 
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