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My Photo Editing Workflow Software

As a pragmatic photographer specializing in the timeless art of
black-and-white photography, | rely on three powerful, no-cost tools
to create stunning monochrome images: XnView MP, Darktable, and
GIMP. These programs—XnView MP for efficientimage organization,
Darktable for advanced RAW processing, and GIMP for photo
retouching—form a versatile suite that delivers professional-quality
results without a subscription price tag. In this publication, I'll provide
a quick overview of how each tool contributes to my black-and-white
editing process, highlighting their key features for creating
high-contrast monochrome photos. Whether you’re a beginner or a
seasoned photographer, discover how these tools together rival
professional software like Photoshop and Lightroom for stunning
black-and-white photography.

XnView MP: Streamlined Image Viewing and Organization

XnView MP, a free image viewer and organizer for non-commercial
use, serves as the starting point for my black-and-white
photography workflow. Available on Windows, macOS, and Linux, it
supports a wide range of formats, including RAW, JPEG, and TIFF,
making it ideal for managing large photo collections. Its intuitive
interface allows me to quickly browse, sort, and select images for
editing, ensuring | stay organized when working with multiple
shoots. For black-and-white photography, XnView MP offers a basic
but effective grayscale conversion option under "Image > Change
color depth...," perfect for previewing monochrome versions to
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decide which photos to keep for further editing in Darktable and
GIMP. XnView MP’s batch processing feature also lets me convert
multiple images to grayscale simultaneously, saving time when
preparing files for further editing in Darktable and GIMP. Though
limited in advanced monochrome controls, XnView MP’s speed and
simplicity make it a practical first step for organizing and initiating
black-and-white projects.

Darktable: Powerful RAW Processing for Monochrome Output
Darktable, an open-source RAW developer available for Windows,
macOS, and Linux, is my go-to tool for transforming RAW files into
stunning black-and-white images. Designed for non-destructive
editing, Darktable operates in a "lighttable" mode for importing and
cataloging photos and a "darkroom" mode for detailed adjustments,
offering a workflow similar to Adobe Lightroom but at no cost. Its
strength in black-and-white photography lies in its robust
module-based editing system, particularly the "monochrome" and
"color zones" modules, which allow precise control over tonal
mapping and contrast. The monochrome module desaturatesimages
while preserving dynamic range, enabling me to emphasize textures
and shadows for dramatic effect. The color zones module lets me
adjust luminance based on original colors (e.g., boosting blues to
darken skies), mimicking the effect of traditional black-and-white film
filters. Darktable’s tone curve and levels tools further refine contrast
and brightness, critical for achieving deep blacks and bright highlights
in monochrome images. With GPU-accelerated processing via
OpenCL, edits are fast, even with complex adjustments. For
black-and-white enthusiasts, Darktable’s non-destructive workflow
and advanced color management make it a powerful, free
alternative for creating monochrome photos.
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GIMP: Precision Retouching for Polished Black-and-White Images
GIMP (GNU Image Manipulation Program), an open-source image
editor for Windows, macOS, and Linux, is my choice for fine-tuning
black-and-white photos with pixel-level precision. Often compared
to Adobe Photoshop, GIMP excels at advanced editing tasks like
layer-based adjustments, masking, and retouching, making it ideal
for polishing monochrome images after initial processing in
Darktable. For black-and-white photography, GIMP’s "Desaturate"
tool offers multiple modes (e.g., luminosity, average, lightness),
allowing me to experiment with different grayscale conversions to
optimize tonal balance. The "Channel Mixer" (under Colors >
Components) is particularly valuable, enabling me to adjust red,
green, and blue channel contributions to mimic the look of
black-and-white film with specific filters, such as enhancing red for
landscapes. GIMP’s dodge and burn tools let me selectively lighten
or darken areas to enhance contrast and draw attention to key
elements, while layer masks provide non-destructive control over
localized adjustments. Though GIMP has a steeper learning curve
and lacks native RAW support (requiring integration with Darktable
for RAW files), its extensive plugin ecosystem and community
support make it a versatile tool for achieving professional-grade
black-and-white results.

Why These Tools Shine for Black-and-White Photography

Together, XnView MP, Darktable, and GIMP form a complementary
suite that covers every stage of my black-and-white photography
process, from organization to final polish. XnView MP’s efficient file
management and quick grayscale previews streamline the initial
selection, while Darktable’s advanced RAW processing and
monochrome-specific modules unlock the full dynamic range of my
images. GIMP’s precision editing tools add the final touches, ensuring
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every detail aligns with my creative vision. All three tools are free to
download and use—XnView MP (for non-commercial use),
Darktable, and GIMP—making them accessible to photographers of
all levels. Their cross-platform compatibility ensures flexibility,
whether editing on Windows, MacOS, or Linux. For black-and-white
photography, their combined ability to manage files, process RAW
data, and refine tonal details rivals paid software, delivering stunning
monochrome images without compromise.

How to Get Started Editing Black-and-White Photos

Getting started with these powerful tools is easy, simply download
XnView MP from xnview.com, Darktable from darktable.org, and
GIMP from gimp.org. In this publication, I've provided just a quick
overview of their capabilities, but experimenting with these tools will
reveal their full potential. XnView MP, Darktable, and GIMP offer a
pragmatic, no-cost path to creating stunning black-and-white photos.
As time allows, I'll develop and publish a step-by-step guide for
processing and exporting monochrome images with these tools.=

Jim Fuhrmann

The Pragmatic Photographer

Email: jim@jimfuhrmann.com

Portfolio: JimFuhrmann.com

Publications: ThePragmaticPhotographer.com
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