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Light Metering
The Inbuilt Light Meter

Most SLR cameras use TTL light metering – TTL means through-the-lens. The camera
takes a meter reading by evaluating a scene via the lens and comes up with a
recommendation for accurate image exposure.

TTL works by evaluating the light that is coming directly into the camera via the lens.

The light meter reading is presented via the digital display panel on your camera, as
well as in the viewfinder. When your camera meter indicator is pointing at the centre
of the scale, it is telling you that it believes that everything is setup up correctly to take
a perfectly exposed image. It bases this on the assumption that you're pointing the
camera at a standard lighting scenario and therefore it averages the suggested
exposure reading.
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If the indicator is pointing above that centre point, it is suggesting that your image will
be overexposed. If the indicator is pointing below the centre point, it is suggesting
that it believes that the image will be underexposed.

The problem is that it’s not always right.
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The camera then makes an automatic exposure suggestion based on this assumption
of tone. This averaging will work well in a large proportion of situations. However, it
gets tricky whenever you're photographing a scene that is actually significantly
brighter or darker than the camera assumes. So for example, if you are photographing
a scene with a full bright white background, and you shoot on auto mode, the
assumptions made by the meter will likely be incorrect and your shot will end up
poorly exposed.

Conversely, if you're in a situation that has a larger percentage of darker tones than in
an average scenario, the meter will also run into problems. For example, if you've got
a lot of props or backgrounds that are very dark tones and you're using mood lighting,
the cameras auto sensor will again be confused.

Quite often, because the reading is based on averages, the image might look less
exposed than you would ideally like because your scene might be darker than it is
assuming. This scenario is one of the reasons that you would want to be able to use
manual mode. With manual mode, you can actually choose the exact exposure level
and achieve the brightness and exact result that you're after.

Remember, when you were a child and you were experimenting with paint and you
inevitably ended up mixing all the colours together, and no matter what colours you
mixed, it almost always ended up with the same muddy brown colour.

Well, the way the light meter in your camera works is very similar. Essentially when
your camera is pointing at a scene the meter is evaluating the colours and light. It
assumes that when you mix the colour and light altogether, it's going to average out
into a mid-grey tone, which would be very similar in tonality to the mud brown colour
that you would have made with your paints.
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A cameras built-in light meter isn't currently intelligent enough to be able to recognise
these more challenging scenarios. No matter what scene that you're looking at, the
camera assumes that it's got an average lighting and tonality. That average has a
quantifiable value of 40 per cent grey.

You can actually buy a photographers grey card, which is literally a piece of card at
exactly the tone the camera is assuming, (that is 40% grey). You can pop the card it
into your scene, and point your camera at that card to allow the camera to evaluate
the correct metering using auto mode. If you’d like to try this, it will be necessary to
choose ‘spot’ metering in your camera. Check your manual to find out how to set spot
metering for your camera. Spot metering instructs the camera to take its light reading
from one location in your scene as opposed to averaging the entire scene. If that one
location is your grey card, it will usually offer quite an accurate reading.

While a grey card can be very useful for getting an accurate meter reading, auto mode
does come with other limitations, so learning manual mode so that you can have full
control over all the exposure settings, is the ideal.


