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Software Review – Topaz Photography Collection, Part 2

By Mark Mattson, Computer Users of Erie
www.cuerie.com
cuerie01 (at) roadrunner dot com

Welcome to part two of a four part review examining the Topaz Labs Photography Collection.  Last month in part one we looked at Adjust, B&W Effects, Clarity and Clean. This month Topaz DeJPEG, DeNoise, Detail and Glow will be highlighted. 

In the first part, I gave you some information common to all the products, such as system requirements and the host programs they work with (these are plug-ins that require a host image editor to work. The only exceptions are Glow, Impression and PhotoFXlab, which can be used as stand-alone applications). Be sure to refer to that information (or view it on the Topaz website) to make installation and operation of the products smoother and easier. If you need a copy of the first part of this review, see page 4 of this issue for my contact information.

On to the product reviews!

Topaz DeJPEG
Modern digital cameras capture images in several formats, those being RAW and JPEG. There may be a few others, but those are the ones used most often. RAW files are larger, and contain a high amount of information about the photo. It is the best quality file format, especially for professional use.

JPEG files, on the other hand, are smaller and more compact, allowing you to store a lot of images on a memory card or your hard drive. The reason for this is that the image data is compressed to save storage space. A single RAW file may take up (depending on the resolutions in use) the same amount of space that a dozen or more JPEG files would take. For a hobbyist user or amateur, JPEG may be the best choice if your hardware is limited.

Unfortunately, this space savings comes with some drawbacks: the JPEG files can show artifacts from the compression process, image detail can be lowered and lost, colors can shift… all this and more.
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In the photo to the left, you can see JPEG artifacts in the petals of the flower (if you have the PDF of the newsletter, you may need to zoom to 200% to see them good) which appears as random blocks in the color. You may also notice some grayish patches near the edges of the petals near them on the outside; these too are instances of artifacts.

Eliminating these artifacts is as simple as bringing the image into Topaz DeJPEG. Once there, adjust the sliders on the right side to diminish or even eliminate the artifacts. You can do some color smoothing and sharpening as well.  Luminance and color noise reduction are also possible in the plug-in; adding some grain can also help eliminate the artifacts. Just be careful with some of the adjustments - a little bit goes a long way. Too much, and the image can look fake.
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The photo on the right shows the image after processing in DeJPEG. The blockiness in the petals is gone. Some luminance noise was eliminated in the image overall, and sharpening helped define the petals. A touch of grain was added to help smooth out the grayish artifacts near the petals (again, you may need to zoom to 200% in the PDF).
Overall, a much better version of this image. Just remember, even though you can do a lot with the plug-in, sometimes an image might be too highly compressed with a lot of artifacts for the plug-in to remove them completely. You may need to do more editing with other tools…but DeJPEG will get you started in the right direction.

Topaz DeNoise
All images, either analog (film), or digital, suffer from noise. In the film days, this was the film grain, the appearance of the silver grains in the black and white negatives and slides, or the dye clouds in the color films. In the digital era, the noise is produced by the electrical processing noise inherent in the camera circuitry. The sensor produces most of the noise, especially when the sensitivity is increased, when you increase the ISO for low light shooting. In either case, the film grain or the sensor noise is a fact of life in photography, so one must deal with it with tools in post-processing.
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In this image, you can best see the noise in the darker areas of the petals on the right side. It is the grain that is present not only there, but throughout the image. (As with the samples for DeJPEG, you may need to zoom in to see the detail).

When you run the image through DeNoise, it removes the grain effect seen in the image. Depending on the photo, it may also clean up the colors in the image, as sometimes the noise will affect the color in certain areas. A good example of this is on the product page for DeNoise on the Topaz website. The image I refer to is at the very top of the DeNoise page:

http://www.topazlabs.com/denoise
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After running the filter on this image, the noise is gone. You can then add some sharpening to the image as well as detail recovery, to bring back detail that is lost in the noise removal. Be aware of how much you use these adjustments, as they can re-introduce noise in the image if they are used too aggressively. Use just enough to get the details back. 

Noise removal is an important part of post-processing images taken in low light conditions, especially is you need to use a higher ISO. DeNoise can help make your images look more natural by eliminating unwanted grain in the photo. Check the images in your library. Probably the vast majority will need some amount of noise reduction to make them a better shot.

Topaz Detail
When you take a photograph, either by film or by digital capture, there is an inherent softness to the image caused either by the film dye clouds in color photos, or by the ways that the sensors are constructed in a digital camera, as well as the effects image processing in the camera contribute to it. Black and white film photos are much sharper, as they are based on the film grain of the silver particles.

Color film photos are somewhat limited in how sharp you can get them when they are printed. Digital images, however, have the advantage of being able to have sharpness added to them in post-processing in the computer.

Topaz Detail is the plug-in here that allows you to bring out detail in a photo with more control than just a generic slider or tool allows. You can adjust detail amounts for small, medium and large areas of your image objects individually, and also give them a boost for even more definition of those areas.
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As an example, the image to the right is one from my archives, a digital RAW original. If you look closely, you can see that the details are soft overall, but not bad for the photo as a whole. But there should be a way to improve the details without introducing noise or other artifacts into it. Detail to the rescue.

I opened the image into Photoshop, and then ran the Topaz Detail filter on it. This filter, like the ones reviewed last month, comes with presets built-in to give you a starting point to work from. Or, you can go it alone and work with the tools on the right panel exclusively, making adjustments as you go.

As mentioned earlier, you can adjust areas of small, medium or large detail individually, as well as giving them a boost for finer control. You can also adjust exposure, contrast, color temperature, and many other elements of the image. There is also a masking tool built-in that allows you to control the areas of the image that the effects are applied to, and also a de-blur function.

You need to use some restraint when adjusting the detail strength. If you are too aggressive, it can cause a lot of issues with noise being introduced into the photo, like a noise pattern being overlain on the image. If you then do a noise reduction to smooth it out, you’ll lose the detail enhancements. As with other plug-ins and tools, a little here goes a long way. But, do not be afraid to experiment with the controls and tools in this or any of the other plug-Ins. That is the best way to learn how they work, and what you can achieve with them. Just be sure to work on a COPY of your images and NOT the originals. That way you always have the original files, like an original negative from the film days.
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After making the adjustments in Detail, I came up with the following image. Notice that there is an overall increase in sharpness of the overall image, especially along the edges of the petals. Brightness and contrast are also improved, and some color adjustments were made to enhance the photo. 

If you need to turn an OK photo into a WOW image, this is the plug-in to use. It can enhance details to the point where you feel like you’re looking into a window on the scene, instead of a two-dimensional print or a projected image on a screen. 

From my experimentation on various images in my library, floral photos and landscapes seem to benefit most from the effects of the tools in the filter. It can be used for other genres as well; I would imagine architectural images and portraits (with some restraint in how the effects are applied) would also benefit from Topaz Detail. Why not download a trial and see how it works on your own photos.

Topaz Glow
Glow is, without a doubt, one of the more unique plug-ins I’ve come across in a long time. It definitely has the ability to make a plain, ordinary photo pop in ways you really need to see to believe.

I just spent the last few hours (about four, actually), running different images from my archives through Glow, just to see what I could come up with.  Some were OK, others were not so good, but then there were quite a high number of jewels in the mix, ones that I would be proud to hang in a gallery for an exhibit.

What Glow does is analyze your photos, and seeks out deeply embedded contours and details that your eye may not be able to see, and brings them out using highly colored lines and effects, some of which can appear like neon.

Glow is one of the two stand-alone applications that are part of the Collection. You can use it as a plug-in inside your image editor, or as a program you launch separate from others to work in it exclusively. In either case, it operates exactly the same, with no differences between the two modes.

It presents you with a very simple user interface. The bulk of the screen is used for the preview window, which shows you how your image will appear when the effects are applied to it. There are buttons available to allow you to view split-screen views, or to revert back to the original file if needed. 

Along the right side of the workspace is a preset selector. There are 72 presets built-in, which can be used as either the final effect for your photo or as a starting point to work from. You can tweak the presets provided, and save them as your own custom ones, or you can work from scratch and build a custom preset from the ground up for your own use.
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The image to the right is my original file. It’s a RAW file, so it contains a lot of detail for Glow to work with.

The image to the left is the result of processing the original file in Glow. I applied the Brilliant Fibers I preset. For those of you reading the printed newsletter, you really need to see the PDF version to get the true look of the image. As noted, you could leave the photo as is at this point, or go further and tweak the settings for the preset to create a new look. There are tons of adjustments and looks you can achieve, and even more once you go back into your image editor. 

If you’re not sure which plug-in to try for yourself, I’d put Topaz Glow at the top of the list. It will hook you quite rapidly, as it has done to me.

This wraps up Part 2 of the Topaz Photography Collection review. Next month we’ll look at Impression, InFocus, Lens Effects and PhotoFXlab.  
