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Introduction

Many people will read the title of this book and think the idea of using the Zone System
for digital photography and digital printing is nothing but sheer heresy. And to those
people it probably is. Others have, over the years, tried to opine on whether Ansel Adams
would have stuck steadfastly to his wet darkroom, or if he would have embraced digital
photography and Photoshop. Many photography magazines, particularly those with an
outdoor/landscape theme, reference Adams regularly and fill many column inches dis-
cussing how Adams would have adapted in the digital photography era. I'm not going to
presume either way; I'm simply going to take some of his techniques and methods and
apply them to the editing and printing of digital photographs, both black-and-white
and color.

The digital age of photography and the digital darkroom have given photographers
access to tools and methods far beyond what existed in the traditional wet darkroom.
In addition to giving us more tools including digital techniques to achieve the effects of
old-style dodging and burning—digital photography has made life simpler in many ways.

The mantra for the Zone System was, “Expose for the shadows; develop for the high-
lights." I'll go into this more throughout the book, but what it meant for black-and-white
film was that the photographer could get more detail out of shadow areas and at the
same time retain detail in highlight areas—within the brightness range of the film—by
adjusting exposure and development and taking advantage of how each of these affects
shadows and highlights differently on the film. What it really means is control. Taking
control of the finished result rather than leaving it to chance. Taking control of your pho-
tography from camera to print. The Zone System was originally created for black-and-white
sheet film because with individual sheets you could precisely control the exposure and
development of every shot. When roll film became more popular, the idea of the Zone
System became less practical unless the photographer was willing to switch rolls. This
was easier with medium format, since the photographer could carry several camera backs
loaded with film and each roll could be exposed differently. With small-format 35 mm
film, switching rolls was more cumbersome, and thus an alternative to the Zone System
called the Modified Zone System was conceived.

Some will suggest that with techniques such as blended exposures and High Dynamic
Range (HDR) there really is no need for a Zone System approach in digital photography.
I, obviously, disagree. Blended exposures and HDR are techniques to expand the bright-
ness range of an image beyond what the sensor is natively able to capture, but those
techniques are still just starting points. Once two or more exposures have been blended,
or five or nine exposures have been merged into an HDR image, the photographer need
not stop. The blended-exposure image or the 32-bit HDR image or the tonemapped HDR
image becomes only the starting point. I'll talk later about shooting in RAW format, but



I'll put a thought in your minds now to consider as you move through the book: HDR is
the new RAW. HDR techniques will be explored in chapter 7.

Just as when the Zone System is used with black-and-white sheet film to gain control,
the Digital Zone System (DZS) is also about control. It's about taking fine control of a
digital photo to make adjustments to the brightness ranges of small areas of the image,
which, in the end, will more effectively enhance the whole.

Throughout the book, anything | provide descriptions of, anything | show illustrations
or screen captures of, and anything | provide step-by-step directions for will be done in
Adobe's Photoshop CS6 or Lightroom 4. There are certainly other editing software pack-
ages available, such as Photoshop Elements, Paint Shop Pro, and the freeware GIMP, to
name a few, but Photoshop from Adobe is the state-of-the-art. | believe it has the greatest
level of functionality and the best color-management capabilities of any of the editing
packages currently on the market. Lightroom has largely caught up in version 4 with the
addition of soft proofing for printing, but not everyone uses Lightroom and you can't use
the DZS techniques in that application. That's not to say some of the techniques in this
book can't be done with other software. Perhaps they can. It is also not to say that other
editing packages are unworthy, because that's not true. What | am suggesting, though, is
that if you're interested in advanced editing techniques, then, in my opinion, you're better
off having Photoshop for that work.

This book is not meant to be an introduction to Photoshop or Lightroom. Rather, it's
for those already familiar with these programs to learn a new approach to image editing;
using the tools you're already familiar with but in a new way. You'll learn new methods
that allow you to gain tremendous control over editing your images and you'll achieve
superior results.

The last thing | should note before you read on is that this book is not intended as
a replacement for your camera manual or as a technical treatise on photography. You
already have a camera manual and there are many other books out there on the technical
aspects of photography. This is intended to be a practical discussion of photography and
in particular an editing technique that you may find useful in your photographic work. I'm
not going to go into deep technical discussions on the concepts discussed in various parts
of the book. | want to keep it as free of the more esoteric technicalities as possible and
concentrate on practical matters. There won't be discussions of how to set your camera
in any particular mode or how to select shutter speeds or apertures. | shoot Nikon. You
may shoot Canon. Or Pentax. Or Sony. Or... The DZS is not about any particular camera
or manufacturer. It is about a process, and in that regard the camera maker you prefer
is irrelevant.

| also work with the Windows system. You may too, or you may use the Mac system.
Whichever you choose is really irrelevant to this discussion. The tools available in Photo-
shop and Lightroom are the same in both, though some of the keyboard shortcuts are dif-
ferent. Where | use the CTRL key, the Mac equivalent is the Command (or [=<]) key. Where
| reference the ALT key, the Mac equivalent is the Option or OPT key. The equivalent key
commands for Mac users will be shown in gray throughout the book.

With that, let's dive in.
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