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Two best things about
digital
This newsletter is more technical than my other
newsletters; however, I think it is worth mentioning to
those who want to use their digital cameras more
effectively.

Anyone can see one of the greatest
advantages the digital camera has given
the photographer whether they are
professional or amateur. We can see the
picture immediately!

Seeing what you get immediately, I would
argue, is not the best thing about digital,
but the second best. The best thing is the
histogram. It could also well be the least
understood.

This shows the photo and the histogram of the photo
that is visible on the back of the camera.

In order to understand histograms we first
need to understand the traditional camera
light meter. If we filled the frame of the
camera with an 18% gray card (supplied
at camera stores) we will come pretty
close to perfect exposure. An 18% gray
card reflects, of course, 18% of the light
that falls on it. That’s the amount of light

This shows an average scene. The grain is washed
out on the far right of histogram.

The chip inside the digital camera
captures 256 distinct brightness levels
between absolute black (0) and absolute
white (255). The 18% gray (the point that
all exposure metering measures) has a
numeric value of about 128, half way
between black and white.

The histogram gives you all the density
reading of a photograph in a graph, from
the 0 on the left and to the 255 on the far
right. This translates into a 5 f-stop range
of light or about the same as with slide
film.

Unfortunately, Nature encompasses a 10
f-stop range, not the 5 f-stop range of the
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average outdoor scene reflects as well as
the amount of light reflected by Caucasian
skin.

Before digital, photographers knew that by
“shaving” the exposure (exposing the film
a little more or less than the 18% gray
card reading given by their exposure
meter) they could create different moods.
With transparency (slide) film colors
became richer when slightly under
exposed or more pastel when slightly over
exposed.

We soon discover that relying on how the
photo looks in the screen on the camera
we may be sorely disappointed with the
print. In bright sun it is difficult to
accurately distinguish much from the
image on the back of the camera.

Since there are many dark areas in the photograph,
the histogram leans to the far left in this example.

The histogram is a very sophisticated
densitometer. A densitometer is an
instrument for measuring the darkness, or
light-stopping power, of exposed and
processed photographic material - i.e. its
density.

A densitometer gives a density reading of
a small part of the photograph. It
translates this into a number. With the
numbers from the darkest to the brightest
parts of the photograph the density can be
expresses as a graph. This is how
newspapers and magazines maintain

digital camera. While there is not a right
exposure for interpreting any given scene
there is a wrong exposure. If you are too
close in the graph to the 0 then everything
will be black and if you are too close to
255 then it will be washed out.

Since there is a great deal of white in the
photograph, the histogram shows a lot of spikes on
the right of the histogram.

As photographers we choose which of the
10 f-stops within a scene we want to show
the details of to our audience. There is a
range of correct exposures . That is one
reason we can see different styles in
different photographers work - different
interpretations of the same subject. One of
the best approaches is to capture as much
of the scene without blowing away the
highlights. So, by looking at the histogram
you want to come close to the 255 for a
scene which has whites in it like white
shirts.

With the possible exception of showing
badly blown away highlights there really is
no such thing as a bad histogram. For
example, if you photograph a black card a
good exposure will give us a spike near 0.
Conversely, if you photograph a white
card the spike in the histogram will be
near the 255 and a photo of the gray card
will spike at 128 or dead center.

Start using the histogram review feature of
your digital camera. Set your camera to
display a combined thumbnail and
histogram after every frame. Get in the
habit of glancing at it. It's the greatest
invention since the built-in light meter.



quality control of images for printing
presses.

Give Stanley a call for your next project
at 770.998.3504 or email him at
stanley@stanleyleary.com.


