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content ended, there were hints of color and detail extend-

ing beyond the interior of the frame, all visually related to 

the content at the edges all the way around the frame. At 

that moment I realized the importance of this boundary 

to the image, and I began to experiment with a variety of 

border eff ects in the darkroom, and to consider as part of 

my printmaking decisions the type of border to create (if 

any) in order to best carry my message about my subject.

TRADITIONAL DARKROOM BORDER 

TECHNIQUES

In the traditional darkroom, the relationship between the 

inside edge of the negative carrier and the outside edge of 

the image area on the fi lm determines the types of  borders 

that are produced. Th e interior dimensions of standard 

negative carriers are made slightly smaller than the dimen-

sions of the image area on fi lm. Because of this, and with 

the help of easel blades, photographers making prints using 

standard negative carriers tend to produce prints with a 

“clean edge” almost by default; that is, assisted by the easel 

blades the print’s image area ends where the white space 

of the paper begins. If you don’t like that option for your 

images, some simple planning and engineering of the nega-

tive carrier can make a marked diff erence in the appearance 

of your printed image borders. See the Technical Tutorials 

Section for Chapter 1 for a detailed discussion of how to 

alter your negative carriers to produce specifi c eff ects.

In the following examples, prints made from traditional

black and white negatives demonstrate several types of 

IMAGE © JACK TEEMER, FROM HIS SERIES CHILDREN AT PLAY.

Creating a carrier-edge border, the artist suggested to the viewer that the world 

captured inside the photograph extends beyond the frame. See how to create 

carrier-edge borders in the next section.
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 border eff ects. Th ese border eff ects are some that I refer 

to as “organic”; that is, the borders are a natural outcome 

(albeit nurtured) of the interrelationship among the tonal 

values at the edge of the negative, the edge of the carrier, 

and exposure to light. I recommend making work prints 

with several diff erent types of borders in order to help you 

to determine how these eff ects refl ect on the subject and 

content of your images.

● Borderless: In this example, fi ne art photographer Todd 

Dobbs created a traditional darkroom gelatin silver print 

using a long strip (multiple Holga camera exposures

overlapped) of 120 fi lm placed in a glass negative car-

rier. Th e carrier was masked at the image edges using 

rubylith tape, and the easel blades were adjusted to be 

just inside the image area to create a clean edge. Th e 

resulting clean, pristine border between the image area 

and the paper is a somewhat default method of print-

ing standard negative sizes. Borderless prints suggest 

that the border itself is inconsequential to the meaning 

of the image.

● Fine black border: With the negative placed in a fi led 

out negative carrier, the easel blades are adjusted to a 

IMAGE © TODD DOBBS, BUILDINGS NO. 12, 2002.
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IMAGE © TODD DOBBS, ERIE TRAIN CAR, 1998.

position just outside image area to include the fi lm 

base plus fog. Th e width of the black border can be 

adjusted to anywhere inside the projected negative car-

rier edge. By creating a black border around the image 

area, the photographer tacitly points to the boundary of 

the image, and the viewer more consciously enters the 

 pictorial space.

● Vignetted borders: In addition to any of the borders that 

the carrier helps to create in the darkroom, you might 

choose to vignette the image—to darken or lighten 

gradually—toward its edges. To do this is simple in 

both the traditional and digital darkrooms, but it’s also 

easy to go overboard and create a poorly made vignette, 

so practice and technique are essential. As a supple-

ment to the print exposure, the photographer adds den-

sity to the outer edges of the image by burning them in, 

or reduces density from the outer edges of the image 

by dodging them. Th e degree of the vignette is deter-

mined by the duration of the burn or dodge as well as 

the contrast used. Whether a standard or fi led out car-

rier is used, when the edges of the print are vignetted, 

the viewer’s attention tends to remain more inside 

the frame.
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IMAGE © MELISSA MERCADO, #4 FROM 

HER SERIES AT REST, 2006.

 Most often, vignetted-edge manipulations carry with 

them connotations of memory, traveling back in time, 

or projecting forward to the future. Th ey can also allude 

to notions of ephemerality, ethereality, and other transi-

tional states. Th e edges create a smooth visual transition 

into the pictorial space, allowing the viewer to enter 

the image and regard its contents gradually. Vignetting 

applied to the wrong image content can have an overly 

sentimental or cliché feeling, but a conscious photog-

rapher will avoid such cliché. One successful example 

demonstrating the visual and communicative power of 

vignetting is in a series entitled At Rest by fi ne art and 

portrait photographer Melissa Mercado. Th e images are 

presented as diptychs, and are the product of hybrid 

(combined traditional and digital) media.

 A variation of these vignetting techniques is to vignette 

the border through burning, with the entire sheet of 

paper printed to black. To do this, an exposure set to 

maximum black is made to the area of photographic 

paper outside the image area, after the initial expo-

sure is made. Simply place an opaque board of the size 

of the image on top of the image, lift the easel blades, 

and make the exposure to the remainder of the paper 
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IMAGE © ANGELA FARIS BELT, DHARMA IN A PAISLEY FIELD, 2005.

Clockwise from upper left: plain border, fade to white border, vignetted border with paper printed to black, and vignetted border. Th e various methods used to print 

the borders of the fi nal image change the feeling and intensity of the image, and aff ect how the viewer reads the image content.

surface. Techniques such as this are often used when 

the treatment of the entire sheet of photographic 

 printing paper is considered a part of the work itself. 

Often, prints such as these are displayed “fl oating” in a 

frame using spacers (and no window mat) or are incor-

porated into a larger whole.

THE DIGITAL REALM: BORDERS WITHOUT 

FILM EDGES

With digital photographic capture, there is no physical 

media edge extending beyond the sensor, and so noth-

ing extending beyond the image area with which to con-

tinue the frame’s communicative eff ects. As a result, many 

photographers have gravitated toward borderless images 

or the use of template borders. Template borders are pre-

fabricated borders that are often supplied with online 

Photoshop tutorials and are digitally loaded into the 

image document and set in place. Template borders are 

either scanned or digitally created and often appear simi-

lar to borders such as those created through use of Polaroid 

Type-55 or Polaroid transfer images. While these borders 

are adequate for many commercial and graphic design 

applications, artists want to create and control the appear-

ance of their image even to its borders.

Th e emphasis here is on hand-made (what I call “organic”) 

borders, specifi c to the image content itself. While the 

appearance of traditional darkroom borders is dictated by 

the physical relationship among the fi lm edge, carrier edge, 

and easel blades, the appearance of digital darkroom bor-

ders is dictated in Photoshop with the primary relationship 

among the image size and canvas size, and the eff ect of 

image layers and blending modes on the tones occurring at 

the image edge. In traditional darkroom images the carrier 

edge is unique to each image; the potential for that same 

unique-to-the-image character exists for digital darkroom 

images with some understanding of the tools, practice, 

and patience.

In the Chapter 1, Technical Tutorial Section called 

Digital Darkroom Borders, I will attempt to lure you away 

from the ease of canned eff ects, and toward more organic 
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IMAGES © ANGELA FARIS BELT.

Fine Black Borders Technique

Before After

and conceptually sound approaches. Th ese are simple tech-

niques designed to help you begin experimenting with the 

borders of your digital images. Once you begin to work with 

the tools, you’ll fi nd that there are myriad ways to aff ect the 

look of your image borders without using canned borders. 

I’ll outline creating fi ne black borders, and creating “painted 

borders” using the edge tones and colors of the image itself, 

and applying blending modes to create a seamless transi-

tion. Th ese tutorials off er starting points, and unlimited 

results can be achieved if you are willing to experiment.
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IMAGES © ANGELA FARIS BELT.

Painted Borders Technique

Before After

CHAPTER EXERCISES

In the Introduction to this text, I suggested that you choose 

a specifi c subject or genre, and to work with it throughout 

the chapter exercises. You should choose a subject that will 

be engaging to you visually and intellectually throughout

the exercises; a subject that is of interest to you and that 

has the potential to be of interest to others. Th e reason 

for doing this is simple: it will enable you to approach 
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your subject in a more faceted way, guided by the gram-

matical elements of photography. Th roughout the course 

of these exercises you will learn a great deal about both 

your subject and the elements that guide photographic 

language. Th rough critique you will begin to fully under-

stand how the elements of photography can be manipu-

lated to better communicate a visual message about your 

subject. Before commencing with the fi rst exercise, clearly 

defi ne your subject or concept and commit to conducting 

research about it. Th e more you know about your chosen 

subject, the more likely you are to make informed deci-

sions about content, and the more able you are to use 

photography’s technical elements to guide your creation of 

meaningful images.

For all of these exercises you may shoot traditional or digi-

tal media, color or black and white, or you might shoot an 

alternative media with an alternative camera. Media choice 

is up to you.

Exercise No. 1: Making Conscious Framing Decisions

Th is exercise should be used to defi ne your subject both 

for yourself and for your viewers, and it should assist you 

in maintaining awareness of your in-camera framing deci-

sions. Concentrate on using the imposed frame of the 

camera’s viewfi nder to defi ne the content of your images. 

For each subject or scene, make two photographs:

1. Fill the frame with the subject matter. For this image, 

leave no area inside the frame untouched by the primary 

subject matter, and try your best not to abstract it. Th at 

is, frame the content such that the viewer still knows 

what he or she is viewing, but so that it encompasses 

the entire frame.

2. Photograph the same subject matter so that it fi lls only 

a small (perhaps 10%) portion of the frame. For this 

image, secondary image content is used to support the 

subject and lead the viewer to it.

Understand that it will likely take several images per scene 

in order to achieve the two successful images for each. 

Study your results, and edit several images to enlarge.

Exercise No. 2: Picture Planes

Conscious structuring of content within the picture plane 

allows the photographer to dictate the sense of space that the 

three-dimensional world takes within the two-dimensional

picture plane. It also dictates pace at which viewers will 

read the image, and the viewer’s sense of spatial relation-

ships among various content within the image.
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For this exercise, make three images of each scene you pho-

tograph. Remember that it will likely take several images 

per picture plane in order to achieve three successful images:

1. Structure the content using a parallel picture plane.

2. Structure the content using a diagonal picture plane.

3. Structure the content using overlapping planes.

Consider the placement of your subject matter and the 

way that the sense of depth (or lack thereof ) through the 

picture plane aff ects your viewer’s attention to it, their pace 

at reading the image, and sense of relationship between 

objects within the pictorial space. Remember to use a suf-

fi ciently small or large aperture to render the depth of fi eld 

you need.

Exercise No. 3: Darkroom Borders Experimentation

Edit and print three identical copies of your four best 

images from the previous two exercises. Th ese should be 

your best four images from the exercises, not comparison 

images from a single exercise. Using the media of your 

choice, create 2–3 diff erent border eff ects for each image. 

Critique these images and determine which border eff ects 

work best with your subject and what you were trying to 

say about it. Determine whether this border eff ect might be 

used throughout the series of images.

PORTFOLIO PAGES

Th e artists represented in the Framing and Borders portfolio 

pages engage in a wide range of photographic practices. To 

create their work they use traditional, digital, and hybrid 

media, and they consciously (visually as well as conceptu-

ally) address the framing and borders of the photographic 

image. Th e work in these pages is not about framing and 

borders; rather, it uses them as visual strategies to support 

or address the subject of their images.

Th ese images are intended to inspire creative thinking and 

critical debate about the content and subject of the work, 

as well as the use of framing and borders in relation to 

that content. Additionally, what other artists do you know 

whose work uses the frame consciously, or refers to it in the 

work literally in order to comment on their subject? How 

might a more conscious use of the imposed photographic 

frame and created borders of the print add dimension and 

meaning to your images?
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