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Blending Multiple Exposures – The Manual Way to HDR (High Dynamic Range) 
TJ Avery  7-Feb-2008 

 
The Problem 
 
Many natural landscape photographs will contain a range of light that exceeds what can be 
captured on film or digital sensor. This range, often described in stops, can be seen completely 
with our human eyes but cannot be captured completely on film or digital sensor. 
 
A typical sunrise or sunset scene can often have about 10 - 12 stops (i.e. f-stops on a camera) in 
range from dark to light. A typical film or digital sensor will only effectively record 4 to 8 stops, 
depending on type of film or sensor make. I.e. the film or sensor will not “see” the scene as our 
eyes do. 
 
Using Filters 
 
The traditional method of fixing this problem is to use split neutral density filters. These filters 
are clear on one half and darkened on the other. In use, the darkened half is positioned to cover 
up most of the sky in a scene, and the clear half allows the darker foreground of the scene to be 
seen (and photographed) without manipulation. 
 

 
 
HDR Software 
 
The most recent advancements in digital photo processing to solve this problem are HDR 
programs. HDR = High Dynamic Range. There are several packages available. These programs 
will take multiple exposures of the same scene and combine them into one scene that visibly 
spans the entire dynamic range of light in the scene. 
 
The process involves shooting a scene with varying exposures – preferably three or more shots 
spaced about 1-stop apart in exposure. The HDR software will then combine them into one scene 
that should appear on the monitor as our eyes saw the scene in real life. 
 
The Manual HDR Method 
 
There is a very simple way of combating the problem that uses tools and techniques that we 
already have. This method combines multiple exposures using Photoshop and effectively 
simulates the use of split neutral density filters. 
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I prefer this method because, 1) I don’t want to buy or handle (i.e. lug around the field) more 
equipment than I have to, so extra filters are out, and 2) HDR software never really seems to 
produce believable results (and it requires 3 or more exposures to work effectively whereas many 
scenes can be effectively captured with just two exposures using the manual method). 
 

How to Do It 
 
The manual method is fairly straightforward. The two major stages are: 
 
1. Shoot two exposures in the field to capture one scene. One exposure should have a properly 
exposed sky with a very dark foreground, and the other exposure should have a properly exposed 
foreground with a blown-out sky (i.e. the sky will be very bright and contain little detail). The 
difference between these two exposures should be about 2 or 3 stops (e.g. the sky photo at 1/60 
sec. shutter speed, and then the foreground photo at 1/15 sec. or 1/8 sec.). 
 
2.  Combine in Photoshop. The steps below outline the basic procedure: 
 
The trick is to make a gradual transition between the two exposures. This simulates the hardware 

fix to the problem – using graduated neutral density filters. 
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1.  Open your photos (the two exposures) into Photoshop: 
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2.  SELECT > ALL, copy, and paste both photos into one NEW image. The new image will have 
two layers: each layer will be one of the original photos. In this example, the lighter photo 
(foreground exposure) is stacked on top of the darker photo (sky exposure). If this is not the case, 
then you can grab and drag the layers in the layers palette to rearrange them. 
 
 

 
 
* Note that this method creates a brand new image in Photoshop and does NOT use the original 
image files. This is very good practice – never manipulate your original images, always work 
from a copy of the original.
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3.  Select the sky portion of the photo. Using the selection tool, click and drag to create your 
selection. The location where the bottom of the selection ends up is the break between exposures. 
Where you place this bottom will affect how the overall photo will look. This is where you can 
experiment. 
 
Note that the bottom of the selection (see below) is just below the horizon in the photo. 
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4.  Go to SELECT > FEATHER > 250 > enter.  Now hit DELETE. Make sure the top layer is 
selected when you hit delete (note that “Layer 2” is highlighted in the Layers pallet). 
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5.  Select the top layer and adjust the opacity to make the final image look balanced. 
 

  
 
Now you’re done making the composite image. You can go to LAYER > MERGE VISIBLE to 
merge the two into one, seamless image. You can proceed with your normal Photoshop 
workflow on this image just as you would any other (e.g. adjust levels, curves, crop, rotate, re-
size, sharpen, etc.). 
 
And, if you do not like the results, try it again. Experiment with different options: 

- Try a deeper or shallower selection in Step 3. 
- Instead of using a feathered selection, try using a layer mask (not covered in this tutorial). 
- If you shot other exposures (i.e. more than two), try using different ones. 
- Flip the order of the light and dark photos in Step 2 - see below: 
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** Alternatively, you can stack the two exposures in the opposite order at the start of this 
process. 
 
If you stacked the darker photo (sky exposure) over the lighter photo (foreground exposure), then 
just reverse the selection you make in step 3 to grab the foreground instead of the sky: 
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Now, feather and then delete your selection, and finally adjust the opacity to make the overall 
photo look right. 
 

 


