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WHY ANOTHER CONVERSION METHOD?
In a previous tutorial I explained numerous ways in which a colour image could
be converted to a monochrome image. Most of these methods had some
advantages and all had some limitations. The method described here is one way
of overcoming the limitations of some of the other methods.
One of the most convenient ways of making a monochrome conversion is to use a
Black and White adjustment layer in Photoshop (or its equivalent in Lightroom
of Adobe Camera Raw). The main limitation of this method is that it allows you to
control only the luminosity of the colours you are adjusting, not the hue or
saturation of this colours. This limits the control you have over the tones in the
monochrome image. Another convenient method in Photoshop is to use a Blackto-White Gradient Map. Again you are using the luminosity of the colours but not
their hue or saturation.
The key to producing strong monochrome images is to control the three aspects
of colour - hue, saturation and lightness (luminosity). This cannot be done in a
single adjustment layer in Photoshop. It requires at least two layers, one to
control the colours (perhaps a HSL adjustment layer) and one to make the
monochrome conversion (which can be done quite well with a Black-White
Gradient Map). It would also be convenient if the colours could be ‘ ine
tuned’ (adjusted more precisely that can be achieved with a HSL layer) and if the
overall tonality could be adjusted easily. That is the basic aim of the process
described here. This process is based on the monochrome conversion method
developed by Blake Rudis of the f.64 Academy https://f64academy.com

THE STARTING POINT
Before attempting to make a monochrome conversion by any method you should
edit the colour image to produce the best possible result. A simple approach to
this is:
• Capture a RAW ile.
• Open the RAW ile in Adobe Camera RAW or Lightroom.
• Apply an “auto” adjustment and then re ine until you are satis ied with
the colour image.
• Transfer the ile to Photoshop.
• Make whatever additional adjustments are necessary (using
adjustment layers where possible) until you are happy with the colour
image.
• Save the layered PSD ile (in case you want to change it later).
• Flatten the ile and save it (with a different name) so that you can use
it as the starting point for your monochrome conversion. (This is not
essential but it will minimise the number of layers in the ile you have
when producing the monochrome version - life will be a little
simpler!) From this point on I will refer to this ile as the ‘colour
image’.
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THE 6 STEP PROCESS
The six steps in this process are:
Step 1
• Open the colour image and apply a Black-to-White Gradient Map. This
gives the basic monochrome conversion. It sets the darkest pixels in
the image to black and the lightest pixels in the image to white.
• Add a HSL adjustment layer below the Gradient Map layer.
• Add a Selective Colour adjustment layer below the HSL layer.
• Add a Colour Balance adjustment layer below the Selective Colour
Layer.
• Rename the layers to make it easy to keep track of them and the layers
palette will now look similar to this:

Step 2
• Select the Gradient Map layer.
• Double click on the gradient icon to open the Gradient Properties
window:
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• Double click on the gradient to open the Gradient Editor:

• Select the Black-to-White gradient if it is not already selected.
• Double click on the small black square underneath the lefthand end of
the gradient. This will open the Colour Picker.

• Set the R, G and B values to something between 5 and 10. This will
stop the Gradient Map from making the darkest pixels in your image
absolute black (R=G=B=0) as this may block out some of the details
you want to retain in shadow areas.
• Click OK to closed the Colour Picker.
• Double click on the small white square underneath the righthand end
of the gradient. This will open the Colour Picker again.
• Set the R, G and B values to something between 245 and 250. This will
stop the Gradient Map from making the lightest pixels in your image
absolute white (R=G=B=255) as this may blow out some of the details
you want to retain in highlight areas. Click OK.
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Step 3
• Select the HSL adjustment layer and click on the icon to open the
adjustment panel:

• Select the colour picker and move your cursor over the
image. The cursor will change to an eyedropper - click
on the area of the image where you want to adjust the
underlying colour.
• Click and drag the H, S and L sliders to modify the colour you have
selected. While doing this, observe the changes in tone in the
monochrome image. This is not an exact science - you have to make
subjective judgements about how much to move the HSL sliders.
• If you want to make ine adjustments to H, S or L, click on the number
at the end of the relevant slider and use the arrow keys on your
keyboard to increase or decrease the number in increments of “1”.
(Holding down the Shift key while you do this changes the numbers in
increments of 10.)
• Continue selecting areas of the image and making HSL adjustments
until you are satis ied with the monochrome image.
If you watch the Blake Rudis video you will see that he refers to this
process as “shifting” the colours. If you temporarily turn off the Gradient
Map you might see that some of the colours in your image have changed
quite dramatically. You should not be concerned about that because your
aim is to produce the best possible monochrome image.
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Step 4
• Select the Selective Colour layer and click on the icon to open the
adjustment panel:

• Select the colour you want to adjust (cyan in the above screen shot).
The options you have are red, yellow, green, cyan, blue, magenta,
whites, neutrals, blacks.
• Adjust the Cyan, Magenta, Yellow and Black sliders for each colour you
select. The changes you will see in the monochrome image may be
quite subtle as essentially you are just “re ining” colours that you have
already adjusted with the HSL layer.
Step 5
• Select the Colour Balance layer and click on the icon to open the
adjustment panel:
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• Select the tonal range you want to adjust - Highlights, Mid-tones or
Shadows.
• Adjust the balance between Cyan/Red, Magenta/Green and Yellow/
Blue to achieve the tonal values you want in the monochrome image.
Make these changes slowly as they can dramatically change the tones
in the monochrome image.
Step 6
• Select the Gradient Map layer again and open the Gradient Editor.
• Click on the black square below the gradient and this will place a midpoint slider below the gradient:

• Dragging the mid-point slider to the right will darken the image.
Dragging it far enough will produce a low-key image.
• Dragging the mid-point slider to the left will lighten the image.
Dragging it far enough will produce a high-key image.
• Above the gradient there is a “Smoothness” setting - by reducing the
value in this setting you can make the transitions from dark to light
tones in the image smoother. (This will usually be a subtle change.)

The above process might seem a little daunting at irst but after you have tried it
on a few images you should ind that it is relatively quick to use and it gives you
great control over the monochrome conversion. You can speed up the process
considerably by performing Step 1 (setting up the layers) with a Photoshop
“action”. You can make your own action or download a free action for this
purpose from the Blake Rudis website https://f64academy.com/much-betterblack-white-photos/
Suggestions for improving these notes are welcome.
Roy Killen
roykillen@mac.com
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