Balancing Tonal Deterioration

Clive R. Haynes FRPS
This project in the Restoration & Repair series describes how to swiftly compensate for an area of faded tonality.

Open the Image ‘Family Group’.

Notice that the top section of the picture fades out becoming lighter in tone.  In practical terms one would probably make the decision to crop this section of the photo.  However, for this exercise we’ll suppose that it’s a valuable area of the picture and that we wish to balance it tonally.

Before beginning, the contrast range of the image needs improving.

Open ‘Levels’ and try these settings for the input Levels:  24   1.07   187

This should have improved the dynamic range of the picture.

The top of the photo noticeably fades away.  There are two quick methods of correcting this.

The first method involves the use of a simple ‘Gradient’ – and quite frequently speedily does the trick, the second is a more elegant solution using ‘Curves’.

Method 1 Using the Gradient Tool

Create a new, empty layer

Set Black as the foreground colour

Click on the Gradient Tool in the Tool Bar

Set the Options for this tool to:

In the ‘Gradient Editor’ drop-down box choose the second gradient thumbnail in from the top left (Foreground to Transparent – it should appear as black fading out to a chequer board pattern).

From the five Gradient icons choose the one at the left-hand side – the ‘Linear Gradient’.

Mode > Normal

Opacity > 30%

Reverse > Tick

Dither > Tick

Transparency > Tick

With the newly created (empty) layer active:

Hold down the Shift Key and click and drag the Gradient from above the heads to the top of the frame.  This applies a 30% gradient, gradually darkening towards the top.  Repeat the procedure this time starting a little higher in the frame.  The area becomes smoothly darker.  Repeat from a location around two-thirds above the heads and this should make the area that was fades more homogeneous.  The procedure is dependent upon making the gradient ‘stretch’ over the appropriate area.  You’ll soon get the idea.  If the overall effect is too strong, try reducing the Layer Opacity.

Holding down the Shift key whilst ‘click-dragging’ ensures a straight line.  

NB: Remember to release the mouse / graphic pen before releasing the Shift key.

Method 2 Using ‘Curves’

This method suits images where textural detail needs to be preserved.

The method is very image dependent.  The information that follows should be treated as ‘general advice’.  You will need to exercise control for best results.

We can use the ‘Family Group’ picture to experiment with the technique.

Open the ‘Family Group’ image.

With the Rectangular Marquee Tool, select an area above the heads of the subjects – full width, extending to the top of the frame.

From the Adjustment Layer list, choose ‘Curves’ and darken the image.  Do this by clicking on the centre of the diagonal line and dragging downwards.  You should see the selected area darken.  

NB: If the area lightens, you need to push the line upwards.  

NB: If you do not see any change, make certain that the ‘preview’ box is ticked.

Adjust the setting of the ‘curve’ to darken an area of the selection to match as near as possible the darkest tone you wish to match.

Click OK.

At this stage the ‘correction’ looks pretty awful.

The next stage will suppress the adjustment and reintroduce it as a ‘gradient’

Deselect (Ctrl + D)

Fill the ‘mask’ section of the ‘Curves’ Adjustment layer with Black (Edit > Fill > Use > Black > OK)

With the Foreground colour set to White, choose the gradient Tool and as described above use repeated applications of the ‘Gradient’ to introduce the correction as preset on the Adjustment layer.

Remember, the Adjustment Layer can be tweaked and edited to refine the correction.

If you wish to extend practice with this image, try toning and hand-tinting, see:

‘Toning’ using ‘Colorize’ http://www.crhfoto.co.uk/crh/toningduo.htm
‘Hand-tinting’ http://www.crhfoto.co.uk/crh/handtintingv6.htm
Note: to work in colour you will need to change the mode of this image from ‘Grayscale’ to ‘RGB Color’, do this via Image > Mode > RGB Color

