A Question of Balance
by Barry Beckham

Barry Beckham has been involved in Photography for over
35 years and was one of the first to readily accept Digital
Photography and Photoshop some 15 years ago.
He has written and recorded tutorials for many of the UK's
Digital Magazines and also wrote a book for the
original version of Photoshop Elements.

The Photographers Guide to Photoshop Elements
Barry now produces high quality video tutorials on disk and
via download, covering a multitude of photographic skills
with software like Photoshop, Photoshop Elements,
Lightroom, PicturesToExe and other related software.
You only have to look at the extensive galleries at the
www.beckhamdigital.com.au web site to quickly see that
Barry has mastered not only the technicalities of what makes
a good photographer, but also the editing skills which takes
his photography to a different level.
He says that this is still not enough though and photographers
need to know what makes a great photograph. Unless you know
where you're heading, how will you know how to get there?
He says that successful photography is the result of a balance
between photographic skills and manipulation skills. He says it's
rather like a recipe. You have the ingredients (our digital negative)
and you have the method (our image editing skills)
This balance can be wide and varied where sometimes we need
80% photographic skills and 20% editing skill. Other times, often
through no fault of the photographer, we can only capture 50%
at the taking stage.
This is when we need to contribute 50% editing skills and
not all photographers have those skills.

Stop for a moment, close your eyes and list in your mind the ingredients that make a
great picture. What would we generally see in our list if we asked a group of
photographers.
I am going to suggest that the list would be largely made up of photographic technical
issues. Exposure, good tonal range, no highlight burn out, no blocked up shadows and
those things are important of course.
Yes, we would have composition in there, lens quality, good lighting, but is that enough.
It's not always easy to define some things in life is it? How would we describe style for
example, but we instantly recognise it when we see it and more importantly we also
recognize when its lacking.
In photographic circles the emphasis is on the technical size of creating images and that
has got a little easier and more complex at the same time with the coming of the digital
age. Easier in so much as we can now balance exposure so much better than we ever
could with film in the darkroom. We all expect a better standard these days, the bar
has been raised.

The more difficult part is that we have to learn image editing to a reasonably good
standard if we ever hope to reach the new level of that photographic bar.
In every photographic cub, anywhere in the world you will find a core of enthusiastic
amateurs who will always feature in the top places at the end of the club year. In every
club competition they always do well. They manage to do this year on year and
consistently produce images that are well above average. It's the consistency thing I
would like to draw attention to. How do they do that and often manage to do it without
spending a fortune on equipment.
Many people have a tremendous technical knowledge of their camera and the
photographic process. They can talk for an hour on reciprocity failure or the zone of
focus, but they are too technical. They are rarely the photographers who consistently
create images that stand out from the crowd. So what is it they are missing, but some
members are not.
There is something else we need to learn, but it's not covered directly in magazines and
tutorials. It's learning what makes a great picture and getting the balance right between
the original image we shoot and image editing. Unless we know what makes a great
picture, how can we set out with our camera to capture the basic ingredients for it.

If we don't recognise or know what we are looking for, we will fall at the first hurdle and
the photos we take, will be average. There are two parts to achieving consistently good
images. There is the taking part, the gathering of the ingredients. Then there is the
editing part, the method, how we put the ingredients together.
If we don't know what makes a good picture, how do we recognise that when we are out
with our camera, or sitting at our PC looking at a strip of thumbnails. We can have all
the right ingredients in those thumbnails and still not know what we need to do to take
the image from OK to good, or even great if we can manage it. The image before and
after below demonstrates what we mean.

I always say it's rather like being out in the car trying to find our way to somewhere.
Until we know where we are going we can't set the Sat Nav to get there. It's the same
with our photography both at the taking stage and the editing stage. If we don't know
where we are heading, how can we set a course to get there?
The truth is we can't, and many amateur photographers trust to luck. Take enough
pictures and sooner or later you will have a sprinkling of really great images in your
collection. It's the law of averages, but can you repeat them when you need to because
you know what ingredients you need?
Photography is easy and anyone can do it. You don't need any training, just buy a camera
set it to auto and there you are, you're a photographer. Set the auto tone settings in
Lightroom and that will even make up for any technical mistakes you make. Where's the
problem?
Of course I am talking nonsense now. If this were to be the case, then in Photographic
Clubs across the world all members would equally share the honours every year, but they
don't. There will always be those individuals who stand out from the crowd. So, there
has to be something that we need to get to grips with. Spend 35 years in photography
and it's a good chance that it will make itself known to you, but most of us don't want to
wait that long.
So we have to study what makes a great picture along with other aspects of
Photography. One of the issues we also need to accept is that what we are looking for in
great images is spread in unequal and variable proportions between the original taking
of the picture and also the image editing. In every recipe we see a list of ingredients and
a method to put them all together, it's very much the same here.

Let's say our great image represents 100% so that is what we will aim for every single
time. We can capture a percentage of that 100% as we press the shutter button, but
rarely all of it. We achieve the balance in our image editor. (particularly now we all
shoot Raw) For the sake of this explanation lets assume we capture 60% of our picture at
the taking stage. To make it great and If we have very good image editing skills we can
possibly make up the remaining 40% in Photoshop/Elements/Lightroom

Suppose your image editing skills are not quite developed enough to bridge that final
40%. Well, that's when the photo falls short. It doesn't have what it takes to make a
great picture. I am not suggesting that capturing the original 60% was some sort of error
on the part of the Photographer. It could have been, but equally it could have been the
best that any photographer could have hoped to capture from the conditions available.
The percentage we capture when taking our picture is variable depending on conditions
and the photographers skill level. Our aim of course should be to get the taking
percentage as high as possible. If we manage 80% at the taking stage then we only have
to contribute 20% in our image editor and that is far easier to do. It's likely to be well
within the capabilities of most photographers and it will show less editing faults too.
If you're taking portraits in a studio under controlled conditions, reaching 80% as you
press the shutter button is not difficult. However, many photographers who may be
shooting a different subject in less than controlled conditions may struggle to reach 80%
and then image editing skills become a little more necessary. With good skills in both
camps, you will consistently turn out above average images and your percentage of
successful images will also be higher.
On the other hand if you capture only 30% of your great image at the taking stage,
(exposure errors perhaps) you're going to need a minor miracle to make up the final 70%
in your image editor, but many amateur enthusiasts try this and end up frustrated and
none the wiser for the considerable time they have spent working on an image.
Of course we will not reach our 100% goal all the time, but the most successful
photographers will be way up there in the 80-90% range most of the time, with the rest
of the club members around 50-60%. On the odd occasion (law of averages) a
photographer will bag a winner and when they do, they should study that picture to
determine why it got so high in our percentage chart.
The route to a great image is a balance of image capture and image manipulation, the
proportions of which will be variable in all circumstances and for a variety of reasons.

Some within the photographers control, some not.
Yes, photography is an art and if you think photography is only there to faithfully record
images that are perfect in every way to the scene in front of the lens, then you're
missing most of what photography can offer you.
We still haven't pinned down what ingredients we do need for our digital cake, So lets
take a stab at that.
Image Content
I don't think content is that important. Well, it is and then again it isn't. What I mean is
that if we stumble onto a majestic landscape scene, so breathtaking and beautifully lit
by mother nature, then of course that content is important. It's going to push your image
way up that percentage scale, but that could have been luck that we arrived at the right
place at the right time. We all have that bit of luck from time to time.
However, we also see images of subjects that we may consider ordinary and mundane,
yet they are great images, with impact and appeal. In the words of one learned person I
listened to. One image has been taken, (the stunning landscape) but the other has been
created. Take or Create?

Composition
When we talk about composition, all too often we get bogged down with the rule of
thirds. Don't get me wrong, ignore this basic rule at your peril, but images can also have
visual balance that amounts to the same thing. Even a great image dead centre in a
square frame has composition, maybe not classic composition as in the rule of thirds,
but it's still composition.
I believe we can add balance using the content of an image sometimes. Take a seascape
with the horizon dead centre, but with dark rocks in the foreground. The image can
have a good visual balance even though it fails the classic composition test.
In camera club circles of course this lack of classic composition would be jumped upon
as a negative thing, but perhaps we need to take a step back sometimes and ask
ourselves if we are following our eyes or just photographic tradition and accepted
practices.

The way into the image
There is no doubt that if we can capture an image that leads us through the scene, that
can only benefit our image. The picture on our cover is an example of that. See how the
foreground water takes us into the picture and that all helps to not only lead us in, but
also to create a feeling of depth in the image.
The image below left has good composition and we have a great lead in. The canal
obviously takes us in, but that solid concrete bank on the left keeps us from wandering
out of the picture to the left. The red colours also draw us in and we get taken right
down to the bridge and then back into the open shed.
What then keeps us in the image is the solid barrier which is the end of the shed on the
right. It doesn't allow us to slip out of the image like the other example on the right
could.

In Australia a popular subject is the Rainforest, but it's far more difficult to capture a
great image than you may imagine. When we go into a Rainforest we have all the usual
visual triggers that inspire us, but we also have emotion, the feel of the place and the
smells too. We can't capture emotion or that special feel of a place on our cameras
sensor, so composition and image content/interest is a must have at the taking stage.
Take the image below left, better viewed large of course, but there is no way into this
forest. Its impenetrable so as nice as it was to be there, it's not a great image because
we need composition and a lead in. The image below right does have the lead in with
the path and even that small addition adds something to our shot.

If we think of the balance in these images, the highest percentage of that balance must
come from the content and the viewpoint. Simply because no amount of editing skills
can replace an absence of those vital parts of our image interest. So, perhaps we could
say that in a situation like this we need to come away with 80% of our great shot
captured on that sensor.

Exposure balance
Now we are really into the heart of what makes a great picture because we need great
exposure balance to produce a great shot. Nature rarely offers that perfect exposure
balance to us, even in that so called Golden Hour. Of course on rare occasions it can, but
it's rarer than hens teeth and I want a better success rate than that.
By the way, if you have developed good image editing skills, you have a much greater
latitude in the balance of those scales. You can afford to capture a less than perfect
exposure, because you can make up the lost percentage later on the computer. There
are always limitations though as our rainforest pictures above suggest.
Our monochrome surfers walking on the beach above on page 4 is a good example of
where the taking percentage was probably around the 50% and we had to add 50% in our
image editor to make the image stand out from the crowd.
The image below is probably 75% - 25% because most of the appeal was there at the
taking stage, but the subject is fairly ordinary, meaning it's a bird we see quite often.

However, we don't often see the Crow lit quite so well and so sharp that we can see
every feather. What we normally see with black plumage birds is just that, a large area

of black. In our before image above we have exposed for the bird and used our editing
skills to deal with the background exposure balance. However, when seen on the big
screen via a projector or on a large flat screen monitor the image is powerful, yet the
subject is quite ordinary.
We have created a quality image, but we also have the balance right between the
button press and the editing. The essentials here, given the subject was absolute
sharpness, not sharp enough, about right. It had to be spot on.
Exposure on the bird had to be such that the detail was captured without any blocking
up of the shadows. The background had to be neutral, with no distractions whatsoever
and when we get that right, along with our percentage balance, we have a great image.
This image was put in front of a judge and scored very highly with a 9
However, I knew it was a great picture when I entered it. Does that sound smug, sorry, I
don't mean it to be, but I know what makes a good picture and it's that which gives me
an edge and it's what I am trying to share here.
Let's take a look at the balance in the image below which is very different. Here the
balance was probably 30% taking and 70% making. Yes, it contains other images, but the
core image was taken in the knowledge that the image below right was possible. It has
impact and appeal as well as composition and balance. It would be a high scoring image
in any competition.

Visual Distractions
Many images we shoot will have distractions within them, unless we are shooting in a
studio or in controlled conditions. Landscape and wildlife photographers will be very
familiar with the issues we show below.
It's not until we can see a before and after comparison that we can really appreciate
how damaging these distractions are, but here it's all a question of balance. Yes, the
original image contributes a fairly low percentage, but not due to lack of sharpness or
due to exposure errors, simply that there are so many distractions.
Would we agree on a 40% - 60% split here perhaps. Quite a bit of image editing has been
done, but it was only cut and paste that allowed us to just use one part of the
background to cover up another part.

The integrity of the bird has not been changed and it's location has not been changed at
all, in fact it's the one part in this picture that has hardly varied at all from the original.
We could not capture more than 40% of our much needed 100%. So, image editing had to
make up the rest. Now we have a much stronger image and at full size it has impact and
appeal.
It's understanding what makes a good image that allows us to decide what needs to be
done and then carry that work out. The image above left presented in a typical club
photo competition would attract the obvious comments.
Nice shot, but its a shame that leaf comes down and touches the birds head. The out of
focus tree on the right is also unfortunate as it detracts from an otherwise good image
of the bird. Highlights in the background also overpower the main subject reducing it's
impact and appeal still further.
There is not a great deal a judge could say about the image above right, because we
have used our editing skills to balance those scales. I am not claiming this is a great
picture, but it does illustrate the point.
Distracting Highlights
In some respects perhaps excessive highlights in a picture are worse than other
distractions and they can be a problem to see at the taking stage and to eradicate
afterwards. The reason we miss seeing the highlights is simply because they are not
always visible to us, only our camera.
We can see a much greater contrast range with our eyes than our camera can capture.
So, what is visible to our cameras sensor may not be quite so visible to us. The highlights
will certainly not appear anywhere near as bad when we take the shot, as they do when
we see them on the computer.
Let's estimate that the percentage we captured with our shot of the Dingo below was
once again only 50% and we had to make up another 50% in our image editor. There was
no alternative to this, we either take the shot as it was or walk away and don't take it at
all.
Most amateurs would take the shot, but then present the image as our example bottom
left. It would be considered a competent image. It's sharp, but certainly not a high
scoring image, maybe 60% along our scale?

If you could view our image below right on a large flat screen monitor, you would see
that it has impact and appeal and would be far higher on that percentage scale.

Simple Solutions
There is little doubt that we must start off the quest to reach our 100% target by
capturing the best digital negative we can. I do have to smile when I hear established
photographers say they like to get things right in the camera. Like the rest of us mere
mortals don't? Of course we do and this statement is rather stating the bloody obvious.
In the words of some photographic judges, the image must be sharp where it is meant to
be sharp. There is no coming back from an unsharp image, despite Adobe's claims that
they have a filter to combat movement in pictures.
Exposure still remains the holy grail and we wrote an article recently called Exposure in
the Digital Age that explains how we make sure we push our percentage as high as we
possible can when our finger is on the shutter button.
Shutter speeds
Watch those shutter speeds and use the old guidance if you need to. Try and keep your
shutter speed at least as high as the focal length of your lens you're using. If your
shooting wildlife and there is movement in your subject, raise that ISO as high as you
need it.
Yes, you may introduce some noise into the image, but there is something you can do
about noise, but there's precious little you're going to do with a blurred image. A tip
when your using high ISO settings is expose for the shadows and let the highlights take
care of themselves. (up to a point of course) See our Exposure in the Digital Age.
The reason is simple when you think about it. We always have a problem raising detail
from heavy shadows and if we have added a high ISO setting too, it can be far worse. So,
in a shot taken with a high ISO, any underexposure is a recipe for disaster. We can
darken lighter areas with no problem at all, but not lighten them, so make sure you
don't have to.
Yes of course there has to be a limit to how much light we squeeze onto our sensor, or
the highlights may give you just as much trouble as the shadows. Generally speaking
though, in high ISO situations we would rather have the highlights to deal with than the

shadows. Out of the two, we feel our best chances are with the highlights.
The images below were shot so late in the evening that we were in almost complete
darkness. I recall that pretty well, because when I turned to walk back to the car park, I
recall needing a torch to see my way.
1600 iso was used to enable hand held shots to be taken. The image on the left was shot
at 100th of a second @ f7. To combat the noise at the taking stage we exposed for the
shadows and used the tools in our image editor to defeat what remained of that noise.
The images below would print to 30 inches if necessary, the quality is there to be able to
do so, even from 1600 iso images.

These two images are another example where our balance is about a 70% - 30% split.
Capturing the right exposure under the circumstances, getting the images sharp, with a
good depth of field and then taking the images the last 30% in our image editor.
So......
It's pretty obvious that this first percentage we are aiming for must meet certain
photographic standards at the time we take the shot. These are things we cannot
balance later with editing skills. These include viewpoint, lens choice, sharp where the
picture should be sharp and the best exposure possible. Note that I don't say the right
exposure or the perfect exposure, because the majority of them are a compromise
anyway.
We will need to balance exposure in our image editor even in those situations when the
lighting contrast levels are in our favour. So it follows that if we make matters any
worse with exposure mistakes. We can give ourselves an uphill struggle at best and an
impossible task at worst.
In the words of some photographers, “That picture didn't come out” as if some
unidentifiable problem not connected in any way with them was the cause. I don't think
so....
Having good image editing skills generally doesn't allow us to take a bad digital negative
and make a great picture. What good image editing skills does is to allow you to have a
much greater success rate. Good editing skills mean that you can capture a great image
in conditions where others will fail, because you can make up the last 40% of our
balance in your image editor if you need to.

I emphasise here that I am not talking about image editing to put right mistakes. Of
course it can at times, but I am really aiming higher than that. I am pushing that
photographic bar as high as I possibly can.
In our case this has meant that we can produce more great images today, than ever
before in the past. By adopting this balance and knowing where we are heading to make
a great picture, our success rate average is now far higher. In other words we have
eliminated chance as a way of capturing great images.
It follows that if you add just a little planning to the above regarding where and at what
time we take our images, well then the average can go even higher.
Ultimately we must do some study on what makes a good picture, because without
knowing where we are heading, we are going nowhere. My last thought is on Camera
Club competitions, not too much of a surprise if you know me.
The images the judges should be pulling apart and explaining in minute detail are not
the weak images, but the winners. Why has the image been given top billing, what has
that image got that makes it stand out so well. This is the sort of shot what we want to
be able to repeat, again and again.

