Exposure: part two
Notes by Tony Smith

Introduction
There were a couple of topics I did not cover in my previous notes on exposure. One was ‘spot metering’ and the other was ‘bracketing’.

Spot metering
Most cameras these days offer a spot metering facility. Spot metering takes a reading from a very small area of the frame – less than 3%. This is often at a point at the centre of the frame, although with some cameras this can be moved to the active focus point.  Remember, that your camera’s metering system sees all colours as mid-tone grey. If we were to take a spot reading of an area that it not mid-tone, and subsequently base our exposure on that reading, what effect would this have on our photograph?

Readings taken from a darker area than mid grey will result in over exposure. For instance, if we metered off a black tone then it would be rendered mid grey in the photo and not black. On the other hand, readings taken off of a lightly toned area will result in under exposure. That is, if we metered off of a white area, it would also be rendered mid grey.  

Consequently, if we use spot metering we must be aware of the tonal value from which our reading is taken. We could choose to take our spot reading from a mid-tone area within the scene. If we did adopt this approach then we can be fairly sure that the exposure will be satisfactory.  Another approach that ensures that the highlights in our scene are not ‘burnt out’, or ‘blown out’, is to take the spot reading from a white area within the scene and then increase the given exposure by about 2 stops. 

If we use the fully manual mode of our camera then we can increase or decrease the exposure suggested by the metering system by changing the aperture or shutter speed. However, if we are using one of the semi-automatic modes, such as aperture priority of shutter speed priority, then we can’t just take a spot reading off of a chosen area and then move the camera to take in the scene we wish to capture. If we did this, the metering system would adjust to take into account the new tonal area that falls within the spot zone. In this case, we have to use the exposure lock (AE-L) facility on our camera. Please refer to your camera’s manual; to learn how to do this. 

Bracketing your photographs
In the days of film it was common practice to bracket the exposure. That is, we would take say three exposures of the same scene. One would be the exposure suggested by the camera; another would be at, say, -1 stop; and finally, one would be at +1 stop. Nowadays, some cameras have an auto bracketing facility. Of course, we end up with three photos at different exposures but one of these may have the ideal exposure.

Diagram showing how the camera’s metering system sees everything as a mid-grey tone.
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