Photo Processing
or

The Camera Never Lies - Or Does It?

There are many bits of software out there that can process photos to one extent or another, see the list of programmes and websites at the end of these notes.  I will use just one to illustrate the principles of a basic approach to photo processing.  For most of us there is no one best package, the best software to use is that which you feel happy to use.  Uninstall software you are not going to use or better still don’t install it in the first place.  Uninstall unwanted software using the control panel, do not just delete the files.
You will usually get some basic photo processing software with your camera, your printer and sometimes with your PC.  These will usually allow you to make some basic changes to your photos.  They assume that you have taken a decent picture but say the lighting may be wrong or the photo may have a colour cast, or you may want to try a couple of simple basic effects.  Nothing really serious.

Most of you will want to rescue a scan of an old print/negative/slide of interest, say some creased or marked old family photo.  I shall assume that you have an electronic copy of the photo you want to play with on your PC.  I am assuming that you know how to scan images into your PC, I hope that this assumption is valid.
Before you start, make a backup copy of your photo, so when it all goes wrong you can start again from scratch.  Get into the habit of creating these backups, so if you are about to start work on auntie_mabel.jpg, make a backup copy auntie_mabel_bkp.jpg  Put the backup copy or the original (the choice is yours) to one side just in case, because you are bound to need it at least once.

There are always some basic steps you can/should do to make your life easier when starting work on a photo.

1. If you are scanning in a photo, do it at the highest resolution you can, this will capture as much detail as your system allows, it will also create a big file but storage is cheap and you can always reduce the file size at the end when you have finished all the manipulations.

2. Get it straight – if you are scanning in a photo get it straight on the scanner, or as straight as you can.  Sometimes you will be given a file to play with that needs straightening.  So rotate the image to get it square.

3. Crop the image so you don’t waste time effort and energy working on an area of the photo you don’t really want or need.  Now you know why you should scan at the highest resolution – you are about to throw information away but you still want the best image possible.
4. Adjust the overall colour balance – this is where you can convert the photo into a black and white one, a sepia toned print or just tweak the colour.  Remember that it is at this stage you are likely to get caught out especially when using a laptop.  The colour that you see on the screen changes with the angle of view.  So if you are going to get them printed be prepared to do a test print or expect some odd looking ones.

Having gotten to this stage the most likely things you will want to do fall in to a couple of groups:

1. Remove blemishes, objects sticking out of peoples heads and wires in the sky.

2. Reduce shadows and bring peoples faces more to the fore.

1.
The general term used for this is cloning, copying a piece of the photo that is OK and pasting it over the portion that is not OK.  Sometimes it is called a healing brush.  This is the same as a cloning brush but it makes a better guess of what happens at the edge of the cloned bit when it is pasted, the idea being not to have an obvious sharp edge.  The shape and size of the brush can be altered to suit but the key strokes needed to do this vary from programme to programme.

2.
Similarly when reducing shadows you do not want a halo effect around the person’s head making it obvious that you have done something.  To Avoid sharp edges during this type of  “tweak”, you need to feather the selection you have made.  This spreads the change over a larger area than just the selection, so it blurs or smoothes the change you have made.

There are many things you can do to photos, you can add text to make titles, you can convert them to paintings, cartoons pencil sketches, you can add all sort of effects form small changes to the whacky and weird.  Just explore and play.  Get a book form the library, read the help files, go on a course, whatever it takes.
paint.net is a free programme but you also have to install microsoft.net  www.paint.net which will lead you to www.getpaint.net the download should take you through installing microsft.net
GIMP is another free programme http://www.gimp.org 

FX Foto is also free at http://www.fxfoto.com 

One you will have to pay for but is worthwhile is Adobe Photoshop Elements.  Version 8 is the current one I think.  This is a cut down version of Adobe Photo Shop, this is over £800 worth of software.  You can download earlier and the current versions for free but only as a 30 day free trial.  Do a Google search on Adobe Photoshop Elements free download.  Be very careful what you pay for, Adobe Premier Elements is for processing videos not photos.
