Really Simple HDR Technique

Dennis Saunders – ACES member

In a nutshell

1. Take two pictures of the scene: One picture 1-stop over and one picture 1-stop under what the camera meters.

2. Open both pictures in Photoshop*.  Drag the darker image over the lighter image. Press and hold the Shift key before dropping it so the images will align.  This puts a copy of the darker image in a layer.

3. Add a layer mask to the new layer.  Select the mask by clicking on it.  Go to the Image menu and select Apply Image.  In the dialog box set Blending to Normal and set Layer to Merged. That’s it unless you want to get fancy.

Details

Step 1. Cameras measure an average reading of the scene taking into account both the dark and light areas.  In scenes with a wide range of brightness, the brightest areas may be over-exposed and the darkest areas may be under-exposed.  The aim of this technique is to blend two pictures; one exposed for the lighter areas and one exposed for the darker areas.  Most cameras have a manual control that allows you to over-ride the camera exposure by an adjustable amount.  Often this control is designated with a (+/-) icon.  Alternatively, set the camera to auto-bracket mode.  I usually set my camera to take three exposures: one with the camera meter setting, one 1-stop over and another 1-stop under.  Different scenes may require different settings. Use a tripod and don’t change anything except the shutter speed (i.e. use shutter priority) so both images are identical in all ways except exposure.

Step 2.  Load the two pictures into Photoshop.  If you shoot raw, use the same settings to process both images.  Adobe Camera Raw has a Synchronize… button that makes this easy. In Photoshop, you may need to press the F key a few times to see both pictures at once.  Use the Move Tool (first tool in the Toolbox, shaped like a triangle) and drag the darker image on top of the lighter one.  Press and hold the Shift key before you drop the darker image.  The shift key aligns the two images.  Open the Layers window; you will notice the darker image is now a layer above the lighter one.  The darker image (not the layer) is no longer needed.

Step 3. Click the darker image (layer 1) and add a layer mask.  This can be done by clicking the Add Layer Mask icon (white circle in gray box icon in the layers window) or selecting Layer Mask from the Layer menu. In the later case either hide all or reveal all can be used.  Now click the layer mask (the box to the right of the image in layer 1) and select Apply Image from the Image menu.  Set the following in the dialog box that appears. 

Layer: 

Merged, Layer 1 or Background.  Use the one that looks best.

Channel: 
RGB

Blending: 
Normal

Opacity: 
100%

Mask… 
Unchecked

Preview:
Checked

Additional processing.  The blended image produced by this process consists of parts of the two original images.  You need to be aware of this when doing further processing.  For example, if you sharpen, you need to sharpen both layers, otherwise only parts of the final picture will be sharpened.  If you flatten the image before further processing (Image menu, Flatten Image) this problem is avoided.

Getting fancy

Painting.  The procedure described above produces a mask on the dark image layer that is simply a monochrome of the image itself. Alt-click on the mask to view it.  Dark areas of the mask let the lighter (background) image show through while light areas of the mask display the darker image.   You can paint on this to alter the blending.  Thus, you can lighten areas by painting on the mask with black and darken areas by painting with white. Note, no amount of painting with white will make an area darker than it is in the original dark image.  I use a soft brush set to about 20% opacity.  

Mask Adjustments.  If you have the mask selected, you can apply some of the adjustments found in the Image menu.  For example: Levels can be used to adjust the mask, and therefore, the way the images are blended. You can even use Shadows and Highlights on the mask!  It gets a little mind-boggling. Other possibilities are alternate blending modes in the Apply Image dialog (step 3).  And if that isn’t enough, you can sharpen, blur or apply filters to the mask!  

Image Adjustments.  It is not an absolute requirement to process both images identically in Camera Raw.  The images can also be processed individually in Photoshop before they are blended.  If such adjustments are carried out, it is wise to keep in mind how the image will be blended before making radical changes. 

*The above descriptions refer to Photoshop CS3.  Other versions may differ.

