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Introduction
This is the second in a series of articles on the 

topic of High Dynamic Range (HDR) photography. 
It provides information about the use of multiple 
bracketed digital files to capture a high dynamic 
range in a scene. If you want more complete 
information on the topic, refer to the article which 
appeared in the March 2015 PSA Journal.

High Dynamic Range, or HDR, is sometimes 
associated with over saturated images and prints. 
Certainly HDR software can be used to create 
surrealistic images, but the same software can 
also be used to enhance traditional photos. HDR 
processing provides us with significant benefits 
to deal with scenes that contain both very bright 
and very dark areas, e.g., reflected sunlight and 
deep dark shadows. At your option, you can create 
a surrealistic image or a natural looking image. 
When the latter is the desire, the viewer usually 
can’t tell if HDR processing was used.

Sometimes HDR processing of one RAW digital 
file will be enough but when extreme lighting 
conditions exist multiple bracketed shots of the 
same scene are required. Think of it this way - HDR 
software is used to capture the best parts of the 
exposure in each of the individual files and create 
one file which contains the best parts of the scene. 
The resulting output file can then be post processed 

using your favorite editing software, e.g., Lightroom, 
PhotoShop, Elements, OnOne, Capture NX2, etc.

If, after reading the two articles on HDR 
processing you still have questions, please consider 
signing up for PSA HDR Mentor’s Services. The 
services are available for a number of photographic 
topics and it is free of charge to PSA members. 
Private tutoring can’t be beat and it is just another 
great benefit of being a PSA member.

Shooting Situations That Benefit From 
HDR Processing

Some beautiful scenes contain extremes in 
lighting, e.g., very bright sun, bright reflections 
and very dark shadow areas.  We all can relate 
to times when we attempted to take pictures of 
scenes which involved all of these elements and 
were later disappointed with over exposed areas 
(blown highlights) or shadows without detail. It’s a 
given that the best time to take landscape pictures 
is during the golden hour. Unfortunately, human 
nature gets in the way as I am sure you can relate. 
I pay big bucks to travel to a famous place to take 
iconic pictures. Once there, getting up at the crack 
of dawn for the benefits of the golden hour doesn’t 
seem as appealing as when I planned the trip. For 
a variety of reasons, we end up taking the majority 
of our pictures during the middle of the day.  Even 
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if we get up early to capture our dream sunrise 
shot, we still have the rest of the day to fill. Don’t 
fret! Shooting multiple bracketed shots for HDR 
processing after the shoot can fill the entire day 
with beautiful scenic images.

Sometimes we find ourselves indoors shooting 
a beautiful scene but the daylight coming through 
windows causes problems. This situation is 
particularly true with real estate promotion 
photos.  The bright daylight coming through the 
windows distracts the attention of the viewer from 
the interior features of the home.  It is interesting 
that Photomatix Pro HDR software recently 
added a “Real Estate” feature to help deal with 
these lighting situations, and other HDR software 
products can be used to do the same thing.

Indoor Image Capture Using 5 
Bracketed RAW Files

Regarding high dynamic range problems 
associated with shooting inside buildings, please 
consider the edited photograph of the beautiful 
Roman Pool at the Hearst Castle in San Simeon, 
California,

Because of the bright sunlight coming through 
the windows and skylight, this exposure would 
have been all but  impossible to capture with 
just one shot. As explained in the March 2015 
article, current photographic technology is not 
capable of recording the entire dynamic range 
of a scene like this. However, it’s a piece of cake 
for our eyes and brain to process and interpret 

For those who are 
interested, all of these 
shots were handheld 
with ISO set at 1000, 
an aperture setting 
of F2.9 and a focal 
length of 29mm.  
The shutter speeds 
ranged from 1/500 to 
1/15th of a second.  
The five RAW image 
files were merged 
using Photomatix 
Pro software and 
the resulting 16 bit 
TIFF output file 
was post processed 
using OnOne Perfect 
PhotoSuite in 
standalone mode.

the beauty of this scene. Our eyes are marvels of 
nature and they automatically deal with a dynamic 
range of light that approximates twenty F-stops. 
Unfortunately, current digital camera technology 
is limited to a dynamic range of approximately 6 
to 8 F-stops. The lighting elements in this scene 
cover a dynamic range of approximately ten 
F-stops, and the photographic challenge for me 
was complicated by the fact that tripods weren’t 
allowed in the Hearst Castle buildings on the day 
of my visit. Thank goodness for a steady hand, 
RAW files and HDR software, because I was able 
to create this image from five RAW digital files 
captured with my Nikon D800 camera and a Nikor 
28-70mm F2.8 lens. I am getting older and am not 
as steady as I used to be without a tripod, but the 
HDR software was my friend and it automatically 
aligned the five images during the HDR merger 
of the five separate digital images. The resulting 
16 bit TIFF output file was over 200 megabytes in 
size. If you do a lot of HDR processing, plan on 
getting a larger hard drive.

Outdoor Image Capture Using 3 
Bracketed RAW Files 

Many of my extreme lighting encounters occur 
when I am shooting travel or landscape shots 
during the middle of the day, or when a beautiful 
sunset is involved. Please consider this landscape 
scene, which was captured at Bryce Canyon 
National Park in 2012.

It would have been all but impossible to capture 
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this exposure without the use of multiple bracketed 
shots and HDR software. The image was captured 
at high noon and the dynamic range of the scene 
was extreme because of the bright sun, baked clay 
soil, light tree roots, and very dark shadows under 
the roots and in the canyon walls. Back then, I 
wasn’t experienced enough to use my in-camera 
histogram to determine the number of shots needed 
to cover the dynamic range of the scene. So I 
crossed my fingers and guessed that three bracketed 
shots might be enough. I was wrong.  If I had it to 
do over again, I would have captured five bracketed 
shots because I had to spend many hours in post 
processing cloning in pieces of bark to cover blown 
highlights in the roots. Live and learn. I am hopeful 
that this article will spare you from the situation 
and you will know the number of shots needed.

How Many Bracketed Shots Are Needed 
for HDR Processing?

The actual operation of the HDR software is 
quite simple, as there are numerous presets that 
are pre-packaged with HDR software programs.  
Basically, it is a “What you see is what you get” 
approach. For that reason, I won’t spend time on 
settings in this article. They are covered a bit in the 
prior article. Knowing how many bracketed images 
to use is another matter and it is important. Our 
goal when shooting for HDR processing is to end 
up with enough bracketed exposures of the same 
scene to cover the entire dynamic range of light. 
However, we don’t want to use too many images in 
the actual HDR processing.

When our images are viewed by others, their 
eyes are drawn to the brightest areas and we don’t 
want the brightest areas of a photograph to contain 
blown highlights containing no data.  Fortunately, 
HDR processing can resolve that issue so long as 
we shoot enough shots to cover the dynamic range 
of the scene. The viewer’s eyes are also attracted 
to areas of the image that are out of focus. If we 
use too many images, edge sharpness in the image 
will suffer. To avoid soft edge detail, keep the 
number of shots to the bare minimum needed to 
cover the dynamic range of the scene. All too often 
photographers think if two or three bracketed files 
are good then more must be better. Unfortunately, 
that isn’t the case. If you can get away with using 
just a single RAW image in your HDR processing, 
you will get the best results.

When more than one image is required, use your 
histogram to help calculate how many bracketed 
shots will be needed.  In the field, depending 
on the size of your memory cards, you might 
want to capture as many bracketed images as 
possible.  Keep in mind though that you may end 
up using only a few of the image files, e.g., the 
best one or maybe three out of the sequence of 
shots.  Remember, the goal is to capture all of 

the dynamic range in the scene but with as few 
images as possible.

For purposes of illustration, let’s look at the 
primary RAW image of the Roman Pool image at 
the Hearst Castle:

The image above was the first shot in the five 
shot series. It is unedited and right out of the 
camera. For me, the image was unacceptable 
because the light coming through the windows 
is too bright and the detail in the dark areas isn’t 
well defined. I first tried HDR processing this 
RAW image file as a single file. The detail in the 
shadows did improve but the windows were still 
too bright for my liking. The histogram in the 
upper right corner confirmed my observation. I 
could have easily reviewed this histogram in the 
field to determine if other shots would have been 
necessary and how many. In this case, I did my 
computations back home on my computer.

The settings for this single shot were ISO 
1000, F2.8 aperture, 29mm focal length and it 
was shot at 1/125th of a second. I always shoot 
my HDR bracketed sequences using Aperture 
Priority Mode to avoid changes in the depth of 
field and that topic is covered in more depth in 
the first article.

Based on my visual examination and the 
histogram results, I determined that another 
image was needed to capture the detail in the 
overexposed windows.

This image was underexposed by 2 

Roman Pool, Hearst Castle—unedited
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F-stops shot in the five shot sequence. Visual 
examination shows the outdoor lighting coming 
through the windows is much better but still not 
ideal. The histogram confirms this at the point 
where the curve slightly touches the right side of 
the graph. Ideally I could have set the exposure 
compensation in my camera to underexpose 
the five shot sequence by one F-stop, but the 
issue was easily dealt with in post processing. 
I darkened the windows a bit and erased the 
people on the sidewalk using a content aware 
erasure tool. These post processing edits were 
not performed using HDR software. That is  
done using any of the popular photo editing 
programs.

The settings for this single shot were ISO 
1000, F2.8 aperture, 29mm focal length, and it 
was shot at 1/500th of a second.

This was the last shot in the five shot 
sequence. Because I was capturing RAW files, 
I wanted to take advantage of the inherent two 
F-stop range in each of the RAW files. As a 
result, I was able to discard two of the shots in 
the sequence. My Nikon D800 only provides 
one F-Stop auto bracketing capability, so I was 
forced to shoot the extra shots. OK, you Canon 
folks can stop grinning...Canon, Sony and some 
other models of Nikon cameras feature two or 
more F-stop auto bracketing. It will depend on 
the options available in your particular camera.  
Had I been shooting my Sony A6000 camera on 

this trip, only three shots would have been needed 
and at eleven frames per second camera shake 
would have been less of a concern.

You will note from your visual examination of 
the image and the histogram, that all of the detail 
in the shadow areas have been captured in this 
image.  That is exactly what we want to see with 
the most over exposed image in the sequence of 
shots, i.e., the curve line of the histogram doesn’t 
touch the left side at all.

Once you select the images you want to use, it 
is relatively easy to load them into your favorite 
HDR software program and select the settings that 
create the feeling you want to convey when the 
image is viewed. I typically save my HDR output 
files as 16bit TIFF image files because I want as 
much detail as possible for large gallery prints.  
However, if your intention for the image is to enter 
it in digital competitions, you might want to save 
storage space and output your files in JPG format.  
From that point on, you simply process the output 
file as you would with any other digital photo 
image file.

I sincerely hope that this information helps 
you in your photographic ventures. If you have 
questions, I am always willing to help PSA 
members. n
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