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ESCORTED BY MARTYN GUESS
14th Sept 2021 £3595 excluding flightsBest of Manado

Holiday highlights... Martyn Guess’ Manado workshop will enable you hone and advance your key 
photographic skills at Lembeh resort and Murex Bangka. The workshop package includes an action packed 
26 guided boat dives (includes 2 dives on the way during transfer between resorts) and 12 Self Guided 
House Reef Dives and free nitrox! Local taxes are prepaid.
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ESCORTED BY MARIO VITALINI
5th Sept 2021 now £1195 excluding flights Photo Finish Malapascua

Holiday highlights... Join photo pro Mario Vitalini on this Philippines workshop to hone your images of the 
biggest sharks to the smallest critters. The workshop includes 20 nitrox boat dives plus daily presentations 

covering all aspects of underwater photography. Your holiday package includes 7 nights in a deluxe 
room on an full board basis – optional room grades available. Airport transfers are included.

Following his last article on photographing seals, Martyn Guess 
provides some insight into, and also tips on, black and 

white photography underwater

PHOTOGRAPHS BY MARTYN GUESS

A
s I haven’t been able to dive and take pictures as 
much as I would normally have been doing, due 
to the lockdown and pandemic, I have spent a 
lot of my spare time looking at my catalogue of 

images trying to find new images to process. As part of this 
exercise, I have looked at re-processing quite a few older 
images and also converting many to black and white, a 
genre I really like. As a result of spending hours converting 
images, I thought I would try and enthuse the readers of 
my articles to think more about black and white for their 
underwater images.

With all the beautiful colours we see underwater, you 
might think why he is going to talk about black and white 
photography. The simple reason is that while we see things 
in colour, black and white can often produce a far more 
impactful image (See Image 1). Textures and compositional 
lines, contrast and shapes can all look much better without 
colour. You can still use techniques for composition like rule 
of thirds, as well as looking for good contrast and light and 
shadows. There is something really appealing about black and 
white images, they can be very moody, engaging and also very 
striking (image 2). There is simply something magical about 
this genre. Remember that when photography first came 
about, all the images produced were in monochrome and so 
the genre has been around much longer than colour!

Colour can sometimes be a distraction, it can be lifeless, 
particularly for example insipid background water columns 
underwater. Render the same image in black and white and it 
can take on another dimension (image 3).

We are often lucky underwater with the quality of the light 
and shadows, particularly at dusk and dawn. At these times 
it can be difficult to take powerful colourful images, because 

of the strong contrast between light and dark, but these are 
excellent tools to use in black and white images. Also, on 
grey overcast days, when we lose so much light underwater, 
consider shooting in black and white and you will be surprised 
how different your images look. Maybe change your normal 
settings and purposely look to overexpose or underexpose, 
changing settings gradually to see what turns out best for you. 
The dark shades can never really be too dark as they make the 
lighter and white shades stand out and this will really help 
your images to pop. So, don’t be afraid in post processing to 
push the sliders to check out the effect on your images.

Experienced black and white photographers see their 
potential images without colour.  They look for deep shadows 
and contrast and the grey grades between black and white, 
light and dark. This is something you have to train yourself to 
see and it is certainly worthwhile looking for a suitable scene 
underwater to try out and practice. I know a lot of underwater 
photographers, me included, who often come across a great 
scene or a great moment of action but their normal colour 
shot does not work. It could be an odd colour cast or perhaps 
the camera settings were not quite right, or the direction 
with the sun was wrong and the fantastic opportunity just 
doesn’t produce an image with the wow factor they wanted. 
If you are savvy you will try a black and white conversion 
in post processing and chances are that the picture takes 
on a different perspective and the impact of the moment is 
restored (image 4).

There are quite a few things which contribute to black and 

BIOGRAPHY: 
MARTYN GUESS
Martyn has been diving for over 
30 years and taking underwater 
images for nearly as long. He 
is a well-known and successful 
underwater photographer with many 
successes in National and International competitions 
and regularly makes presentations to Camera and 
Photography clubs and Dive shows as well as The 
British Society of Underwater Photographers (BSOUP)
and other underwater photography groups. Today he 
shares his passion and knowledge - As well as teaching 
personalized underwater photography courses he leads 
overseas workshop trips for Scuba Travel and his articles 
regularly appear in Scuba Diver Magazine.

Diver and Stanier 8F Locomotive 
Thistlegorm wreck Red Sea.
This image is much more 
impactful in B&W

Diver in the sunbeams under 
Missool Pier – a colour image 

would have had a strange 
colour cast

white images. There has to be a reason for the image not to 
be in colour. Think about the shot and if you can’t come up 
with a reason for it not to be in colour then maybe simply its 
not meant to be anything other than in colour.

Black and white pictures can look great, but they don’t 
always so don’t change just for the hell of it. You can get used 
to the types of images that will work simply by clicking on the 
black and white tab in post processing to see what they look 
like as you scroll through your collection of images. Another 
way is to use your cameras menu to switch to monochrome 
or black and white and when you shoot, all the pictures will 
appear without any colour.

Moody image of diver in 
Southern Red Sea caves

Moray being cleaned by shrimp 
works well in B&W creating a 
spooky look which grabs the 

viewers’ attention
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You then don’t have to visualize the black and white image it 
is there for you to see. If your camera is also set to take Raw 
files (which I seriously recommend you do) you will taking 
images with as much information as your camera can provide 
so when you process the images they will appear as colour so 
you haven’t lost any of the information in the photo file. You 
then have to convert back to black and white to see what you 
saw in the cameras LCD when you were taking the shot. If you 
subsequently prefer the colour image, then you have all the 
file information and you are not losing any flexibility. In film 
days we simply wouldn’t be able to do this as when shooting 
in black and white, specific film was used which would not 
render any colour at all.

The famous photographer Ansel Adams reportedly said that 
he got so used to black and white that ‘I can get a far greater 
sense of colour through a well planned and executed black 
and white image than I ever achieved with color photography’.

There are various elements which make a good black and 
white image. Contrast – an image with high contrast provides 
impact. Which is what you want if your images are to stand 
out. Shadows can become part of the subject itself and also a 
major part of the composition leading the eye into the frame. 
Shadows often have a significant part to play in a black and 
white image – be careful and look at the image carefully as 
you might need to adjust the composition. Texture can really 
be shown off well with black and white. If I come across a 
potential subject that has course texture such as a shark 
(see image 5), then high contrast and good lighting with 
black and white can transform how the texture is viewed. 
Composition - think carefully about composition. There can be 
a big difference between an image with colour that needs to 
be composed so that the colours work together. In black and 
white there is not this complication, but darker almost black 
parts of the image will appear much stronger and effect the 
way the image is composed.

POST-
PROCESSING
There are a 
number of ways 
that you can 
make black and 
white images. 
I use a piece 
of software 
called Silver 
EFEX pro2 by 
NIK Collection. 
It is relatively 
inexpensive. It 
is easy to set up 
your Lightroom 
so that you can 
move in the 
development 
module from LR 
to Silver EFEX 
and back. There 
are loads of 
presets to flick 
through, easy tutorials and the software can be bought cost 
effectively with a suite of other NIK software processing tools 
such as noise reduction and sharpening.

In Lightroom the easiest way to convert images to black 
and white is to toggle B&W at the top of the basic panel or 
just press V on your keyboard. You can also convert to B&W by 
reducing saturation or depending on camera by changing the 
profile under camera calibration to monochrome. The best way 
to convert however is to use the HSL panel and click on B&W 
and adjust individual colours in the black and white mix. Be 
careful though as big adjustments can add noise to the image.

Think about increasing contrast and reducing brightness 
to enhance the difference between the light and dark tones 
in your image. You can also look at reducing contrast and 
lightening shadows to provide a more underexposed look.

Remember that black and white photography removes any 
distraction potentially created by colour. This can help the 
viewer to focus on other key elements of the image such as 
the subject itself, as well as shapes and patterns. Black and 
white can be excellent for abstract images. Find a suitable 
patterned subject underwater and maybe just use one strobe 
to the side of the camera to cast shadows across the frame 
which will help to add to the impact of the image (image 6).

I really recommend that you search out black and white 
images from other photographers and check out what you 
particularly like and then try to emulate that particular style 
next time you are underwater or converting library images. n

Black and white 
shows off the texture 

of the shark’s skin

Black and white can work well for abstract high 
contrast images – skin of a puffer fish


