
Dark 
Textured
Threshold

Signifi cant 
Textured 
Shadow.

Areas of dark-
est detail in 
original sub-
ject.

Conventionally 
what to expose 
for.

Lights
Average Cauca-
sian skin value 
in sunlight or 
artifi cial light, 
average side-
walk.

What in 
camera meters 
are calibrated 
for instead of 
middle grey..

Shadows on 
snow in sunlit 
landscapes.

Clear photo-
graphic  north 
sky.

Off White

Insignifi cant 
Textured 
Highlight

Last sign of 
negligible  
Highlight 
detail in the 
print.

Untex-
tured
Black
“Insignifi cantly 
Textured 
Shadow”

Inconsiderable 
shadow detail

A fi rst change 
from  Zone 0 
on many 
papers. 

Older Zone 
systems had 
this having 
some real tex-
ture and called 
it the thresh-
old.

Black
The blackest 
black the paper 
can produce, 
No detail what-
soever.

Complete lack 
of density in 
the negative 
other that base 
fog.

MIDDLE 
GREY
What your 
meter always 
thinks it’s look-
ing at.

18% Grey Card

Shadows
Average dark 
foliage.

Dark stone or 
landscape 
shadow.

Shadow for 
portraits in Sun-
light

Light 
Textured 
Threshold 
Textured 
Highlight.

Signifi cant tex-
tured highlight.

Light textured 
new concrete.

Average snow 
with acute side 
lighting.

What I develop 
for.

White
The whitest 
white the paper 
can produce, 
Absolutely no 
tone or texture 
of any kind.
Very small spec-
ular areas.

Specular 
highlights.
The next zone 
in the negative.
I call it the 
“print down 
able” white. 
Glint. Silver.

Whiter than 
White.

Zone densities 
continue to 
build in the 
negative and 
can be printed 
by sacrifi cing 
the lower zones 
(darkening 
what would 
have been 
white).

Off-Black
The least per-
ceptible change 
from zone 
Zero.
Nearly full 
black and no 
detail.

The darkest 
zone that isn’t 
black. 

Textural range fi ve zones...
Two steps in either direction of Middle Grey

120 35MM

0.10 0.30

120 35MM

0.15 0.33

120 35MM

0.30 0.37

120 35MM

0.45 0.45

120 35MM

0.60 0.60

120 35MM

0.75 0.75

120 35MM

0.95 0.90

120 35MM

1.10 1.05

120 35MM

1.30 1.20

120 35MM

1.50 1.30

120 35MM

1.65 1.40
DENSITIES

Modern black and white fi lm has a 5 zone textural range from III to VII.
The textural range in older and other zone peoples systems has 7 zones 
from II to VIII.
In my opinion there may be 7 textural zones in sheet fi lms in some 
extended range developers. But it is rare. 
Thinking in terms of a 5 zone range will more useful in just about any 
photographic application.

A Usable Zone system for B&W negative fi lm.

May 30,2001

I II VIII IX X0 VI VIIVIII IV

Compiled by Mark Rabiner This is a modern compilation based on my personal study of the 
many zone systems out there and their practical use in the fi eld.


