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CLUB NEWS DATES
Birthdays FEB
Happy Birthday to Kelly-Ann who
celebrated her birthday on 12 Photovault Open

December 2025. All of us at KCC hope
you had a wonderful day full of FEB

blessings.
Photovault Close
Annual Fees

The annual club fee for 2026 is R500. FEB

It is payable by 31 March 2026.
9 Club Night

Payment options are available on
request, kindly speak to Tilla. New
members joining fee will remain R50.
Banking details:

Account: Kowie Camera Club

Bank: Capitec
Account number: 1414125990

Branch code: 470010 JANUARY’'S ENTRIES

Reference: Your Name

January’s theme was:

Committee Changes Show me you are South African

Following L'ynton’s resignation frqm without telling me
the committee, Rob Heffer has joined

and will take charge of outings,

workshops, and mid-month @ o @ ° o
meetings. Rob Eyre and Herman will

act as points masters. Total Gold Silver  Bronze

Upcoming Events

The annual Bathurst Show is coming

up soon, and entries for the printed ] ]
photo competition close on 17 March 0

2026. Photos must be printed in A4 FEBRUARY'S THEME

size. A photo where the main subject

does not really belong with the
other elements in the image. It
can be anything that stands out
as the odd one. Colour only.
Manipulation allowed.

KCC is planning a print exhibition for
April, with more details to follow soon.
Start thinking about which images
you'd like to include in the exhibition.
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Show me you are South African
without telling me
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Tilla Groenewald - Master Silver
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Sandy Sutherland - Master Bronze
Score : 13 - Title ; Spike-heeled Lark
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Kerry Ann Tyvndall - 1 Star
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Understanding the Histogram'
in Photography

e

.j A GU‘IdE to Better Expnsures

WHAT IT IS AND WHY YOU SHOULD RELY ON
IT FOR BETTER EXPOSURE

BY HERMAN GROENEWALD

When | first encountered the histogram on my cameraq, I'll be honest—I| ignored it. It
looked like a strange little mountain range that didn't seem nearly as useful as simply
looking at the image on the LCD screen. | assumed that if the photo looked good, then it
probably was good. Like many photographers, | trusted my eyes more than a graph.

Over time, that trust cost me blown Whether youre new to photography or

highlights, muddy shadows, and images
that looked fine on the camera but fell
apart during editing. It wasn't until | truly
understood what the histogram was
telling me that my approach to exposure
changed completely. Now, | consider the
histogram one of the most important
tools on my camera, far more reliable
than the preview screen and far more
honest than my instincts alone.

In this article, | want to explain the
histogram the way | wish someone had
explained it to me. I'll walk through what

have been shooting for years but still
avoid the histogram, my goal is to make it
feel approachable, practical, and
genuinely useful.




What the Histogram Is

At its core, the histogram is simply a
graph that shows how light is distributed

in a photograph. It doesn't show
composition,  subject matter,  or
sharpness. Instead, it shows dataq,

specifically, brightness values.

The histogram has two axes. The
horizontal axis shows brightness levels,
from dark to bright. The vertical axis
shows how many pixels exist at each
brightness level.

On the far left of the graph are pure
black. On the far right are pure white.
Everything in between represents shades
of gray, which we usually refer to as
shadows, midtones, and highlights.

Every pixel in a digital photo has a
brightness value. The histogram groups
those pixels together and shows me
where most of the image data sits. When
| look at a histogram, I'm essentially
seeing a summary of how my camera
recorded light.

Once | started thinking of the histogram
as a “light distribution map” rather than
a technical chart, it became much easier
to understand.

Understanding Brightness and
Tonal Range

Digital cameras record brightness in
discrete steps. In most cases, this means
256 levels of brightness, ranging from 0
(pure black) to 255 (pure white). These
values are compressed into the width of
the histogram.

Here’s how | mentally break it down:

Left edge: pure black, no detail

Left side: shadows

Center: midtones
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Right side: highlights

Right edge: pure white, no detail

When pixels are pushed beyond the left
or right edge, they become clipped. That
means detail is lost permanently.
Shadow clipping turns areas solid black.
Highlight clipping turns areas solid white.

The histogram shows me this instantly,

which is something the LCD screen
simply cannot do reliably.

Anatomy of a Histogram

Blacks &
Shadaws

Highlights

Midtones B Whites

PURE BLACK MIDTOMES = PURE WHITE

WMIDTONES AIELIEHTS

CHADOWS  GHADOWS

Why the Histogram Exists
(and Why I Trust It)

Before digital photography, exposure was
judged using light meters, experience,
and later, darkroom prints. Digital
cameras gave us instant feedback—but
that feedback came with a problem: the
LCD screen.

| learned the hard way that LCD screens
are not all the same , some set in camera
darker and some lighter. This s
misleading at its best.

| learned the hard way that LCD screens
are not all the same , some set in camera
darker and some lighter. This is
misleading at its best.

The brightness of the screen, the lighting
around me, and even my camera’s
picture style all affect how an image
looks on the back of the camera.



The histogram exists to solve this exact
problem. It gives me an objective view of
exposure, unaffected by ambient light or
screen settings. It tells me what the
camera actually recorded—not what the
screen wants me to believe.

Why the Histogram Is So
Important to Photography

It Shows Me the Truth About Exposure

Exposure is fundamentally about light.
The histogram shows me how much light
hit the sensor and how it was distributed.
If the histogram is heavily weighted to
the left, | know the image is dark. If it's
bunched to the right, the image is bright.
If it's pressed hard against either edge, |
know I'm losing detail. | no longer have to
guess. The histogram gives me
confirmation, or a warning, every time.

It Helps Me Avoid Losing Detail

One of the biggest reasons | rely on the
histogram is to avoid clipped highlights
and shadows. Highlight clipping is
especially dangerous. Once highlights
are blown out, there’s usually no way to
recover them, even from RAW files.
Shadows are more forgiving, but
excessive shadow clipping still limits
flexibility in editing. By checking the
histogram, | can quickly adjust exposure
before moving on. That habit alone has
saved countless images.

It Helps Me Get Better Image Quality
One of the most important lessons |
learned is that digital sensors record
more information in brighter tones than
darker ones. That means images that
are slightly brighter, without clipping
highlights, often have less noise and
more usable detail. This is why |
sometimes aim to “expose to the right.” |
push the histogram as far right as |
safely can. Without the histogram, this
would be risky guesswork. With it, | can
do it deliberately and confidently.
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It Works No Matter Where | Am

The histogram doesn't care if I'm
shooting in bright sunlight, a dark room,
or a studio. It doesn’'t change based on
viewing conditions. That consistency is
invaluable. It means | can trust my
exposure decisions no matter the
environment.

The perfect Histogram

It does not exist - one mistake | made
early on was trying to create a “perfect”
histogram, something balanced neatly in
the middle. Over time, | learned that this
idea is completely wrong. The histogram
isn't about making the graph look “nice.”
It's about making intentional exposure
choices. A good histogram depends
entirely on the scene.

Bright, High-Key Scenes

When | photograph snow, white walls, or
minimalist  scenes, the histogram
naturally shifts to the right. That's not a
problem. It only becomes a problem if
highlights are clipped unintentionally.

Dark, Low-Key Scenes

Moody portraits or night scenes push the
histogram to the left. Again, that's
expected. What matters is whether the
shadows still contain the detail | want.

High-Contrast Scenes

Landscapes with bright skies and dark
foregrounds often spread the histogram
across the entire range. In these
situations, | use the histogram to decide
which areas matter most and expose
accordingly.



Why I Trust the Histogram More
Than the LCD Screen

| still look at the image preview, but | don't
trust it on its own especially if it is not my
own camera.

The LCD shows a JPEG preview, even
when | shoot RAW. Contrast, saturation,
sharpening, and picture styles all affect
how that preview looks. Brightness
settings can completely throw off my
perception.

The histogram cuts through all of that. It
gives me data. | use the image preview to
check composition and focus, but | use
the histogram to judge exposure.

Luminance vs RGB Histograms

Most of the time, | use the luminance
histogram, which shows overall
brightness. However, when I'm shooting
scenes with strong colors like sunsets,
concerts, or colorful clothing, | pay close
attention to the RGB histogram.

The RGB histogram shows red, green, and
blue channels separately. This matters
because a single color channel can clip
even when the overall exposure looks fine.

I've had images where a bright red
subject lost detail because the red
channel clipped, even though the
luminance  histogram looked  safe.
Learning to watch the RGB channels
helped me avoid that problem.

Lumanance Histogram

RGE Histogram

”

Brightness Levels Chamnals

Chwerall Light Levels Fifinidiial Cokar Thasnak
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How Camera Settings Affect the
Histogram

The histogram responds directly to my
exposure settings.

Aperture: A wider aperture lets in more
light and shifts the histogram right.
Shutter speed: Slower shutter speeds
increase exposure; faster ones decrease
it.

ISO: Higher ISO brightens the image but
increases noise.

Understanding how these settings
influence the histogram helps me make
deliberate, controlled adjustments
instead of random ones.

How | Use the Histogram in Real
Situations

Landscape Photography

When | shoot landscapes, the histogram
helps me protect highlight detail in the
sky. | often expose for the highlights and
lift shadows later in post-processing.

Portrait Photography

Skin tones live in the midtones. If the
histogram shows everything leaning too
far left, | know skin may be underexposed.
Too far right, and | risk losing highlight
detail on faces.

Events and Weddings

Fast-changing lighting makes the
histogram invaluable. | can glance at it
and know whether I'm still within safe
exposure limits.

Wildlife and Sports

When action is unpredictable, | don't have
time to second-guess exposure. The
histogram gives me quick reassurance, or
tells me to adjust immediately.



RAW, JPEG, and Histogram
Limitations

| keep in mind that the histogram is based
on a JPEG preview, even when | shoot
RAW. This means it can sometimes show
clipping that | can recover later in editing.
Still, I treat the histogram as a warning
system. If it says highlights are blown, |
take that seriously - even if RAW gives me
some flexibility.

Using the Histogram

| built the histogram into my workflow:
enabling it on playback, using live views
when available, checking it after
important shots, and learning how my
camera settings shaped the graph.
Eventually, | started predicting the
histogram before even checking it. That's
when | knew | truly understood exposure.

Common Misconceptions

There were a few misconceptions | had to
let go of - that every histogram should be
perfectly centered, that any clipping is
immediate failure, and that the tool itself
is too technical to be bothered with.
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However, once | understood what it was
actually ~measuring, the histogram
became surprisingly simple, and the more
| used it, the less | could do without it.

Final Thoughts: Why | Won't
Shoot Without the Histogram

The histogram doesn't make creative
decisions for me. It doesn't tell me how to
frame a subject or when to press the
shutter. What it does is give me clarity
and control over light.

Once | learned to read it, | stopped
guessing and started knowing. My
exposures became more consistent, my
images cleaner, and my confidence
stronger, especially in difficult lighting.

For me, the histogram is not optional. It's
one of the most honest tools my camera
provides. And once | learned to trust it, |
never went back.

Just my thoughts,

Herman
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HERMAN GROENEWALD - CHAIRMAN
Points Master, Social Media, Newspaper, Appointment of Judges

COLIN MURPHY - VICE CHAIRMAN
Technical, Virtual Meetings, Assist with Photovault

TILLA GROENEWALD - TREASURER / SECRETARY
Events Planning, Assist with Outings, Mid-Month Meetings and Workshops

ROB EYRE
Photovault, Technical, Assistant Points Master

ROB HEFFER
Outings, Mid-Month Meetings, Workshops, PSSA Liaison

ROELIEN JEFFERYS
Shutter Talk



