
Histograms

Why learn about histograms?

What is a histogram?

How do you use a histogram generated by a camera or scanner?

What is the appearance of the ideal histogram?

How do you use a histogram generated by Photoshop?

Ask me questions (and possibly receive answers)



Why learn about histograms?

You can use a histogram to determine if you used the correct 

exposure with your camera or scanner
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When performing post-processing in your digital 

darkroom you can use a histogram to:

* Achieve a desired brightness and contrast range
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Why learn about histograms?

When performing post-processing in your digital 

darkroom you can use a histogram to :

* Achieve a desired brightness and contrast range

* Determine if highlights or shadows have lost detail

* Identify possible posterization

* Identify and correct color shifts



What is a histogram?

A histogram is a ñbar chartò.

This bar chart has 3 bars



What is a histogram?

This bar chart has 12 bars



What is a histogram?

This bar chart has 30 bars



What is a histogram?

This bar chart has 256 bars, moved together so there is no space 

between the bars.



What is a histogram?

This bar chart is a histogram! 



What is a histogram?

The histogram charts the tonal values of pixels in an image.

What does that mean? 



What is a histogram?

Images consist of pixels



What is a histogram?

Each pixel has a red value, a blue value, and a green value. The 

ñcompositeò value is the average of red, green and blue.



What is a histogram?

The pixel values are plotted on the histogram. A value for every 

pixel in the image is plotted.  



What is a histogram?

The horizontal axis represents tonal values from 0 to 255. 

Eight-bit files have 256 tonal values. 12-bit, 4096. 16-bit, 65536.



What is a histogram?

The vertical axis represents the number of pixels in each tonal 

value. The higher the bar, the more pixels with that value.



How to use an in -camera histogram

(The same principles apply if you are using a scanner).



How to use an in -camera histogram

How do you display histograms in your camera?

Look for the option in the in-camera Setup menu (may be 

named something other than Setup).



How to use an in -camera histogram

General Approach

Goal: When creating an image, capture maximum detail with the 

least amount of noise.



How to use an in -camera histogram

General Approach

Goal: When creating an image, capture maximum detail with the 

least amount of noise.

Procedure: Use the brightest exposure possible without clipping 

the highlights.

What is ñclippingò?



How to use an in -camera histogram

Highlight detail lost



How to use an in -camera histogram

Highlight detail lost Highlight detail retained



How to use an in -camera histogram

General Approach

Shadow detail can also be clipped, but losing detail in the 

shadows is less important than losing detail in the highlights.



How to use an in -camera histogram

More Advanced Approach

1) Visualize your desired exposure and contrast range.

Ask yourself:

Do I want a dark image, a light image, or a range of 

light to dark? 

Do I want high contrast, low contrast, or average 

contrast?

2) Set your exposure. Press the shutter release.

3) Make sure the histogram matches your expectations.



Examples of Histograms

Letôs look at several images and their histograms.



Examples of Histograms

Even distribution of tonal values. 

Smooth gradation between lights, 

darks and midtones. No detail lost 

in highlights or shadows.



Examples of Histograms

Low contrast. Many midtones. 

Few (if any) dark or light tones.



Examples of Histograms

Higher contrast. Many dark tones, 

many light tones, fewer midtones.



Examples of Histograms

Sharply defined areas of varying 

brightness. Some detail lost in 

highlights.



Examples of Histograms

Higher contrast. Few midtones. 

No detail lost.


