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SECRETS OF THE DIGITAL DARKROOM

studentsin my classes have ever been in a traditional, chemi-

cal-based photographic darkroom. Granted, | haven t mixed
developer since graduating with an undergraduate degree in
photography from the Rochester Institute of Technology in 1991
But I'vividly remember hours bent over a long metal sink cluttered
with trays, beakers, thermometers, and tongs, listening to the
tick, tick, tick of the GraLab darkroom timer as | gently agitated
rolls of Im or watched images come up in the developer tray. The
moments before | opened the Im-developing tank or let the last
drops of xerdripo a printwere always full of apprehension,
anxiety, doubt, and hope. Did | get the shot or will the photo look
as good later as it does in the dim light of the darkroom?

T he longer | teach digital imaging, the more | nd that fewer
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Please don t think that | want to be back in the wet darkroom
for one split second. | certainly don t miss the fumes, the stained
clothing, or the cleanup at the end of the day. | appreciate and
rely on what all that time standing on the cold tile oors taught
me about the craft of photography, the value of imagination,
and how to nurture a photograph as it evolves from a circle on
acontact sheet to the nal print.

listening t0 IMages
The most important aspect of working in the digital dark-
room is before you even lift the mouse, as you study, listen
to, and learn from your own images. Carefully consider your
image before starting. What is the image telling you? What
are you trying to express with it? What does it mean?
What is this photograph about? Is it just a pretty
picture (whichis ne)or isthere more than meets the
eyeat rstsuper cial glance? What ideas or feelings
are you trying to explore and express?

Take alook at these rst six images that | ve taken
over the course of many years. | photograph to honor
the past, to hear voices still audible within the walls, and
record the traces we leave on the environment. If | were to

photograph the National Parks, | d be behind the dump-
sters, nding beauty in the discarded and overlooked. Of
course, | appreciate classical landscape photography, but
by studying my photography, | recognize what motivates
me and that | value the marks left by the passage of time as
they connect our short life spans with the many generations that
have come before and that will follow all of us.
If listening to an inherently silent collection of pixels makes
‘ you uncomfortable or if you think I m treading on New Age Silly
Puttyfi remember why you composed the photograph in the
rst place. What caught your eye: Was it the light, texture,
gesture, color, or an emation? Learn to read the image, to
comprehend it, to express what you think about it before
starting to work on it. This exercise of reading the image
of identifying what s essential init isthe rststepto
making the most of your time in the digital darkroom.
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