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Close up on Lightroom
While Photoshop might be the software of choice for so many professionals, 
Lightroom can be a viable alternative for many. Duncan Grove takes a closer look 
to see exactly what it has to off er  WORDS: Duncan Grove

Iknow what you’re thinking. You’ve just paid 
Adobe £614 for Photoshop CS4. Those beach 
bums in San José, California have probably 

gone out and blown your hard-earned cash on yet 
another new surfb oard and now you are being 
told that you should fork-out a further £215 for 
Lightroom. Those Adobe guys might want your 
money so they can buy sunscreen to protect them 
from their blazing Californian sun but you need 
your cash to buy cream for lips that are chapped 
by our freezing UK weather. Forget it!

Besides, whilst Photoshop most certainly 
has its good points, it is undeniably complicated 
and six hundred quid for a bit of software that 
requires you to use the ellipse tool in order to 
select a circle is pushing it a bit! Photoshop is 
promoted as being shipped with Adobe Bridge, 
which lets you browse your images, and with 
Adobe Camera Raw, which enables you to adjust 
and open Raw fi les. Why on earth would you 
want to spend even more to buy Lightroom?

If the above expresses your sentiments, 
I empathise but have to tell you that, in my 
experience, the applications go hand-in-hand. 
Photographically (let’s keep this in perspective!), 
I could not exist without Photoshop, yet life 
without Lightroom is also too grim to contemplate. 
I should also qualify my perceptions from the 
UK – I am told that the Lightroom development 
team has sadly been depleted of late and that the 
remaining members are all good people who are 
working horrifi c hours in order to get Lightroom 3 
ready for us – thanks guys!

I contend that the only Photoshop users who 
do not use Lightroom are those who:-

1) Use Aperture or another equivalent.
2) Shoot less than 500 images a year.
3)  Do not yet properly understand what 

Lightroom is all about.

This article is aimed squarely at the members 
of group 3.  I suspect that there are few owners 

Test Drive II
 Part 1 

“Lightroom is the tool to use to manage your 
image collection and to review and process your 
work when you return from a multi-image shoot”

of both applications who would want to go back 
to using just one of them.  However, I am amazed 
at how many photographers, professional and 
amateur alike, tell me that they have no need for 
Lightroom. When I probe deeper, it becomes clear 
that they do not fully understand what it does 
and how it works.  

I can sympathise with this – when I fi rst 
tried the beta version of Lightroom I thought 
it irrelevant to me and even when I attended 
an Adobe seminar, they could not convince me 
that I needed it. Thankfully, I persevered. There 
are many websites and books that explain in 
detail how to use Lightroom, so you should 
refer to these for instruction. This article 
attempts to simply provide an overview of the 
Lightroom/Photoshop workfl ow. The good news 
is that whilst mastering Photoshop represents 
an incredibly steep learning curve, relatively 
speaking Lightroom is dead simple to master!

Whilst Photoshop remains the supreme 
application for working on individual images, 
Lightroom is the tool to use to manage your image 
collection and to review and process your images 
when you return from a multiple-image shoot. 
Lightroom is all about effi  ciency. It allows you 
to quickly and effi  ciently process to client-ready 
stage a batch of hundreds of Raw or .JPEG images 
from a shoot.  You thus have time left over to open 
in Photoshop the couple that are real winners and 

perfect them for that Vogue cover where they 
really belong!

It is vital to fi rst understand the fundamental 
diff erence between Photoshop/Bridge (as well as 
most other imaging applications) and Lightroom. 
Photoshop acts as Word, Excel and all those other 
programmes too. It opens a fi le stored on the hard 
drive, allows editing, and then either saves the fi le 
back in its newly edited state or saves it as a new 
fi le. Bridge browses fi les on a hard drive in just the 
way that Windows Explorer or Mac Finder does, 
only with a few more bells and whistles used 
for ranking and creating collections etc.  (Both 
Photoshop and Lightroom use the same Adobe 
Camera Raw engine for processing Raw fi les.)

Lightroom works in a totally diff erent way 
from most applications, and once you understand 
this basic diff erence, everything else falls into 
place. Lightroom references images on your hard 
drives in its own database, called a ‘Catalog.’ (Yes, 
I agree, those Adobe guys need to learn how 
to spell!) This means that for every image you 
import into Lightroom’s catalogue, it creates a high 
quality preview and this is what you see when 
you look at an image in Lightroom. If you make 
cropping or tonal adjustments in Lightroom, the 
original image (Raw, .psd, .tiff , .JPEG etc) remains 
unchanged.  Instead, the edits are recorded as 
adjustment instructions that sit on top of the 
original image and are visible in the preview.  If 
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RIGHT & 
ABOVE:
Files and 
folders shown 
in Lightroom’s 
catalogue 
mirror the 
structure and 
hierarchy 
already on your 
hard drive.
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example. My clients were two families. Since the 
mothers were sisters, my brief was to capture 
images of both families together, plus shots of 
each family separately.  I returned home with over 
1,000 images (all shot in Raw of course) with only 
two weeks in which to present ‘possibles’ to the 
clients and then have their selections printed in 
time for them to give as gifts for Christmas.

I had shot about half of the images tethered: 
the images went straight from my camera to my 
hard drive, where they were auto-imported into 
Lightroom. This is another little added bonus of 
Lightroom – using it in conjunction with Nikon 
Camera Control I was able to see nice big images 
as I was shooting.  The other 500 images I 
imported ‘from device’ into Lightroom, then gave 
the application time to render large, high quality 
previews.

I was then able to quickly trawl through the 
1,000 images using Lightroom’s library module, 
hitting ‘P’ to mark them as picks or ‘X’ to mark 
them for deletion.  Hitting ‘Z’ allowed me to 
instantly zoom to a 1:1 view so I could check focus 
etc.  After this exercise I ended up with about 
500 keepers and, of these, some 50 or so were 
strangely dark.  Please don’t tell the client but I 
was shooting manually and had inadvertently 
reduced the aperture by a stop.  No problem 
though, I was able to select the batch of 50 and, 
using the Auto Sync feature, with one click 
increase their exposure by a stop, effectively 

making the whole batch usable.
I then filtered the images so I only saw the 

picks and went through them again, this time 
allocating star ratings.  I ended up with 265 
images ranked with two or more stars.  I then 
started to look at these in more detail and 
switched to Lightroom’s Develop module.

Here, I tried out various crops (Lightroom’s crop 
tool is especially easy to play with until you find 
the optimum dimensions, and it even shows you 
grids so you can position subjects on the thirds 
etc).  I then looked carefully at the exposure.  I was 
shooting against a pure white background and 
sometimes had not got the lighting quite right, 
causing the background to look a little grey.  I was 
able to whiten it using Lightroom’s curves – easy, 
just click and hold on the grey background, move 
the mouse up a little and job done. Once I got it 
right on one image, I was able to very quickly copy 
the setting to all other images that needed the 
same treatment.  Using Lightroom is an enormous 
time saver.  Whilst you can achieve much the 
same in Adobe Camera Raw that ships with 
Photoshop (indeed ACR and Lightroom share the 
same engine), Lightroom is more intuitive, has an 
easier to use interface and provides the user with 
a detailed adjustment history.  

Another big plus is Lightroom’s ‘virtual copy’ 
facility. I thought that several of the studio shots 
lent themselves well to mono conversion but 
was not sure if the clients would like this. I was 
able to prepare a colour image and then right 
click it to create a virtual copy, which displayed in 
Lightroom alongside the original. I then added a 
mono conversion to the copy and was thus able 
to give the clients a choice of mono or colour, 
without having to save a new image. This is an 
important factor for me since I shoot on a 24Mp 
Nikon D3x. Each image is around 28,000 Kb in 
size, so takes up a lot of disk space as well as time 
spent waiting for the files to open and save. None 
of this is relevant with a virtual copy: you can 

“Lightroom is more intuitive than Adobe Camera 
Raw, has an easier to use interface and provides 
the user with a detailed adjustment history”

you export or ‘render’ an image, the adjustments 
are incorporated into the new .psd, .JPEG or .tiff file 
that you create.

The good part is that when importing images 
into its catalogue Lightroom maintains your folder 
structure and hierarchy. For instance, I store my 
images on an external hard drive P:/, in a folder 
named P_Photos. You can see from the Explorer 
screen grab on the previous page that I have a 
folder for each year containing sub-folders for 
each day in that year that I shot images. You 
will also see a folder called ‘Lightroom backup.’  
If you then compare this Explorer screen grab 
with the Lightroom page pulled up on the laptop, 
you will see that the folder structure is just the 
same except that the Lightroom backup folder 
is missing because I chose not to import this 
particular folder into Lightroom.

For laptop users like me, this catalogue set-
up has a big advantage. It is impossible for me 
to store all of my 45,000 images on my laptop’s 
350Gb hard drive, which is why I use an external 
hard drive. However, my Lightroom catalogue, 
which takes up about 50Gb of space, is stored 
on my laptop. This means that whenever I am 
away from my external drive, I can still view, sort 
and categorise my images using the high quality 
previews stored in Lightroom’s catalogue.

So how does it work in practice?  When you 
first install Lightroom you need to ‘import from 
disk’ those images that you want to be included 
in your catalogue (essentially, this should be 
all of your images). These images can be stored 
either on your local hard drive, an external hard 
drive or both.  As explained above, they will show 
within Lightroom as drives, files and folders in 
just the same way as you see them in a browser. 
The difference is that Lightroom references the 
images in its database. This makes an enormous 
difference when you are trying to find, say, all the 
images of Wimbledon that you have ever shot 
that are ranked two stars and higher, labelled 
purple and have Rafael Nadal in them. If you have 
a library of 50,000 images and try doing this with 
a browser such as Adobe Bridge, you had better be 
charging by the hour! With Lightroom’s database, 
such a search is almost instantaneous.

Once your existing images are in Lightroom’s 
catalogue, thereafter, every time you come back 
from a shoot you import your new images ‘from 
device’ (your CF card). The images are still saved 
to whichever hard drive and folder you select for 
them, but they are simultaneously added to the 
Lightroom catalogue and high quality previews 
are generated: as an added bonus, you can 
simultaneously write backup copies to a second 
hard drive. Now is the time that you can really 
start to exploit all of Lightroom’s advantages.

Allow me to use a recent studio shoot as an 

ABOVE: The mono version is a ‘virtual copy’ of the colour image. You can have a limitless numbers of virtual 
copies without the need to open and save files and with no extra overhead in terms of disk space. Virtual copies 
are also easy to work with because they are quick to open and you can try out different ideas within Lightroom 
before working on the original file 
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create as many versions of an image as you like, 
try out different crops, different processing, hi-
key, low-key etc, all without any extra overhead 
in terms of disk space or time spent opening and 
saving files. You can then use Lightoom’s compare 
view to see the variations side by side so that you 
can decide which looks best.

In Lightroom, you initially make adjustments 
for exposure etc globally across the entire image, 
but the latest version also allows for localised 
adjustments. Sometimes I would jack-up the 
exposure to get the background looking right but 
the subjects’ faces became over-exposed. I was 
able to paint a mask over the faces and adjust 
these areas independently. 

I am ashamed to say that I had another lighting-
related background problem. I ended-up including 
areas of the background that I hadn’t intended to 
be in-shot and these were not properly lit. This 
resulted in the left sides of the images looking 
good but the right sides were becoming grey at 
the edges. Again, localised adjustment allowed 
me to paint a graduated mask that brightened the 
right sides. I was able to copy this adjustment to 
all similarly affected images or, for a batch of very 
similar images, I could use the Auto Sync feature 
to work on one image and have other selected 
images update at the same time. 

The majority of my images have now been 
swiftly and effectively processed post-capture 
using Lightroom without needing to open 
another editing application. This leaves me time to 
do more detailed work on a select few of them.  In 
this particular instance, on a couple I need to lose 
some marks on the studio floor and, at the clients’ 
request, clone-out one of the three models.

ABOVE: A one-click adjustment allowed me to 
brighten the badly-lit white background.  I could then 
copy this adjustment to numerous similarly-affected 
images.  Lightroom’s ‘Before/After’ view let me see 
the changes side by side

Useful links:
See the photoshoot images and client 

comments referred to in the article by clicking 
‘invite’ and then entering friends100 in the 
password box.
www.duncangrove.com 

Free 30 day trial of Lightroom 2:
www.adobe.com/uk/products/photoshopLightroom 

Free time-limited copy of Lightroom 3 beta: 
http://labs.adobe.com/technologies/lightroom3

Adobe Exchange
www.adobe.com/cfusion/exchange

This features a plethora of Lightroom (and 
other) plug-ins.  Many are simply pre-sets that 
give images particular tonal effects but others 
are almost full applications in their own right. 
The majority are freeware or donationware. 
Check out Jeffrey Friedl’s export plug-ins – there 
are versions for Zenfolio, SmugMug, Flickr, 

PicasaWeb, Facebook, Expono and Photobucket.  
According to Adobe’s data, there have been 
102,000 downloads of these alone – I hope for 
Jeffrey’s sake that every downloader made a $10 
donation!

Mathew Campagna’s Turning Gate products 
are also worth checking out.  Highslide Gallery 
Pro will enable you to use Lightroom to generate 
and publish a complete, fully-customisable e-
commerce enabled web set.

Although Jeffery Friedls plug-ins are listed on 
the Adobe site more details can be seen on his 
own site:
 http://regex.info/blog/lightroom-goodies 

London-based photographer John 
Beardsworth is also a Lightroom guru.  His site 
has lots of useful information and plug-ins:
www.beardsworth.co.uk 

Lightroom has the tools to do this but, for me, 
this is the time to switch to Photoshop because 
I find it more suitable for this type of task and I 
prefer to work on layers, which are not supported 
by Lightroom. It is very easy to switch to 
Photoshop but critical to understand just what is 
happening to your files.

I shall look at this very important aspect of 
the Lightroom workflow next month, and then 
explain how I used Lightroom to organise the 
‘keepers’ from the studio shoot into collections, 
which I uploaded to the web so that the clients 

could order their prints online.  I shall also cover 
how the application can be used for printing and 
for generating slide shows, and give an overview 
of the increasing number of plug-ins available 
that extend Lightroom’s functionality even 
further. 

DPP05_104-105 (LIGHTROOM).indd   91 19/3/10   10:25:14




