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The Zone System has everything 
to do with the 

DENSITY OF THE NEGATIVE

You will learn some of the basics of the zone system and how to 
control density of the negative





Density of Negative

• D-max = Maximum density on negative –
the darkest part of the negative, thus, the 
whitest part of positive image of photo

• D-min = Minimum density on negative –
the lightest part of negative, thus, the 
darkest part of positive image on photo



D-max      D-min

Negative Positive



Controlling Negative Density 
During Exposure



Exposure Control

• Through-the-lens meter reads at Zone V
• Zone V is Middle Gray (18% gray)



Exposure Control

• Your camera light meter takes the entire 
scene and averages it to Middle Gray and 
often this exposure is correct (but not 
always).



These next images were shot 
in different zones

The difference between them is 
that they were bracketed by one 

stop between each exposure



Zone V – shot with light meter 
reading in the middle (green on 
many cameras – middle gray)



Zone VII – two stops overexposed 
= denser negative (thus lighter 

positive)



Zone VI – one stop overexposed



Zone V – middle gray



Zone IV – one stop underexposed 
= less dense negative (thus darker 

positive)



Zone III – two stops underexposed
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Controlling Negative Density 
During Development

Pushing and Pulling Development





Push Process



Pull Process



Push and Pull

• A Pull is under-developing the film 
(decreasing time)

• A Push is over-developing the film 
(increasing time)



Development Control

• N = normal development time
• Pull: N-1 = normal development time 

minus one stop worth of time 
• Pull: N-2 = normal development time 

minus two stops worth of time
• Push: N+1 = normal development time 

plus one stop worth of time
• Push: N+2 = normal development time 

plus two stops worth of time



Pull Process



Pull Process – Decreases 
Density thus D-max is not 

as dark on neg, thus not as 
white on positive



Push Process



Push Process - Increases 
Density thus D-max is darker on 
neg, thus whites get whiter on 

positive



Previsualization – when to use 
push or pull process



Putting it all together

• Exposure Control - You will shoot your 
entire roll of film in Zone III – two stops 
underexposed

• This will make your negatives initially less 
dense, thus making the blacks darker on 
your positive image



Putting it all together

• Development Control – You will develop 
your film at N+2 – two stops over-
developed

• This will increase the density of your 
negatives, thus making your whites whiter 
on your positive image
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