
HDR Tutorial 
For the latest tutorial, be sure to visit www.stuckincustoms.com/hdr-tutorial . 

This HDR Tutorial has helped tens of thousands of people, so I am sure it can help you too. 

Remember, YOU can do this stuff too. Yes, YOU!  

I am constantly evolving my techniques. HDR is still a young art form. Iôve been lucky enough 

to travel around the world and meet some of the greatest HDR Photographers in the world. I 

share techniques, we shoot together, post process together, and we all work together to drive the 

art form forward. I am happy to share my techniques here with you guys and gals. 

Now, I know a great many of you come just to nab my Photomatix Coupon Code - it is 

ñSTUCKINCUSTOMSñ, which gives you 15% off. If youôd like to order it or give it a free 

trial, just go to the Photomatix webpage (http://www.hdrsoft.com/). The nice people there were 

swell enough to give my fans the best discount code, so I am happy to share it since I believe in 

their product. Iôve tried all the othersé I still keep coming back to sweet Photomatix! 

HDR Tutorial and the Texture Tutorial  

This tutorial below on HDR is free. Free as a birdé I love hearing your feedback, and I can use 

it when I improve the HDR Tutorial in a few monthsé I try to keep it fresh with little and big 

updates to show the latest tricks and tips with the process. 

I have a second tutorial on textures that is over a gigabyte with a video and included textures. 

You can get to that textures tutorial (http://www.stuckincustoms.com/a-world-of-textures/)right 

here. 

What is HDR? 

HDR is short for High Dynamic Range. It is a post-processing of taking either one image or a 

series of images, combining them, and adjusting the contrast ratios to do things that are virtually 

impossible with a single aperture and shutter speed. I would say that about 75% of my images 

use the technique, and if you are new to it, then you may notice a slightly different ñlook and 

feelò to my photographs. You should also probably note that HDR is a very broad categorization, 

and I really hate categorization. My process starts with using basic HDR techniques, but then 

there are many more steps to help the photos look moreé letôs sayé evocative. 

I can talk a little bit more about the philosophy behind the photography style here for a quick 

moment. You might consider that the way the human brain keeps track of imagery is not the 

same way your computer keeps track of picture files. There is not one aperture, shutter speed, 

etc. In fact, sometimes when you are in a beautiful place or with special people and you take 

photos ð have you ever noticed when you get back and show them to people you have to say, 

ñWell, you really had to be there.ò Even great photographers with amazing cameras can only 

very rarely grab the scene exactly as they saw it. Cameras, by their basic-machine-nature, are 

very good at capturing ñimagesò, lines, shadows, shapes ð but they are not good at capturing a 

scene the way the mind remembers and maps it. When you are actually there on the scene, your 
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eye travels back and forth, letting in more light in some areas, less light in others, and you create 

a ñpatchwork-quiltò of the scene. Furthermore, you will tie in many emotions and feelings into 

the imagery as well, and those get associated right there beside the scene. Now, you will find that 

as you explore the HDR process, that photos can start to evoke those deep memories and 

emotions in a more tangible way. Itôs really a wonderful way of ñtrickingò your brain into 

experiencing much more than a normal photograph. 

I will post a few interesting HDR photographs that I have taken that people seem to like. This 

first image below is the first HDR photograph ever to hang in the Smithsonian Institution in D.C. 

and many of the others are represented by Getty. I think this goes to show how mainstream and 

accepted HDR can be, if the technique is properly applied. 

 

 



Step 1: Get your Apple on (but it also works if you refuse to 

wear a black turtleneck and use a PC instead) 

So here is a picture of my desktop before I launch all of these apps. Speaking of which, Macs are 

great, and my Macôs CPU does not melt - it handles all this stuff with reckless aplomb. I used to 

hate Macs and hate Mac people, but Iôm a changed man. These things are great! Okay, I 

digressed way too early in this tutorial. 

 

 

What apps do you need? You can see down there that I have the essentials: Photomatix and 

Photoshop. I also recommend LucisArt, Noiseware, and Lightroom/Aperture. All of these are 

available for both the Mac and PC - and for the remainder of this tutorial, the PC and Mac 

processes are the exact same. I will not talk about Lightroom/Aperture much, other than to 

suggest that you should really do something to organize all those photos. I mean, sure, your real 

life might be a mess, but there is no reason your photos have to be. I will of course talk more 

about these apps below. 

Softwar e I use (in order of importance):  

Please note that you really only need Photomatix below. The others help give your final product 

a more polished and professional look. Also, I didnôt mention Photoshop because that is an 

absolute necessity. If you JUST use Photomatix, chances are that your final result will look like 

everyone elseôs ham-fisted HDRs. Please do not take offense to that - most of my first HDRs 

were as ham-fisted as possibleé 



¶ Photomatix - If you click on the following link to buy the HDR software Photomatix (which is 
quite reasonably priced, for the power it provides), be sure to use the Photomatix coupon code 
ά{¢¦/YLb/¦{¢ha{έΣ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ ōŜ ǎŜǘ ǳǇΦ LŦ ȅƻǳΩŘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ǘǊƛŀƭ ƻǊ ǘƻ ƻǊŘŜǊΣ Ƨǳǎǘ Ǝƻ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Photomatix 
website (http://www.hdrsoft.com/) and ŎƘŜŎƪ ƛǘ ƻǳǘΦ IŜȅΣ ƛǘΩǎ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ ǎƘŀǊǇ ǎǘƛŎƪ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
eye. This is the same thing the priest said at my wedding. I wrote a short Photomatix Review 
(http://www.stuckincustoms.com/photomatix-review/ , but most of that info and more is 
included right here in this tutorial.  

¶ Noiseware - L ƘŀǾŜ ǘǊƛŜŘ ŀ ƳǳƭǘƛǘǳŘŜ ƻŦ άƴƻƛǎŜ ǊŜŘǳŎǘƛƻƴέ ǎƻŦǘǿŀǊŜ ǇŀŎƪŀƎŜǎΦ ¸ƻǳΩƭƭ ƴƻǘƛŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ 
the HDR process can create a bit of noise, to say the least. I use Noiseware Professional, and one 
of the nice guys over there gave the not-so-surprising Noiseware Coupon Code of 
ά{¢¦/YLb/¦{¢ha{έ ǘƻ Ƴȅ ǊŜŀŘŜǊǎΦ ¸ƻǳ Ŏŀƴ order it from the Imagenomic website 
(http://www.imagenomic.com/nwpg.aspx) or you can read my Noiseware Review 
(http://www.stuckincustoms.com/noiseware-review/), but it is also mentioned below.  

¶ LucisArt - As regular readers know, I have been using LucisArt for a long time. And since I send 
so many people over those parts too, the very nice Barbara provided the LucisArt Coupon Code 
ƻŦΣ ƎǳŜǎǎΣ ƴƻ ǿǊƻƴƎΣ ƛǘΩǎ ά¢w9¸w!¢/[LCCέ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƛƭl give you $50 off at checkout. You can get a 
trial or order it on the LucisArt website (http://www.lucisart.com/).  

¶ Lucis Pro - LΩǾŜ ŀƭǎƻ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ǳǎƛƴƎ [ǳŎƛǎ tǊƻ ƳƻǊŜ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǊŜΦ LǘΩǎ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƭƛƪŜ [ǳŎƛǎ!Ǌǘ ŀōƻǾŜΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ 
ŜǾŜƴ ōŜǘǘŜǊΦ LΩǾŜ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ŀ Lucis Pro Review (http://www.stuckincustoms.com/lucis-pro-
review/)and a Lucis Pro Tutorial (http://www.stuckincustoms.com/lucis-pro-tutorial/ ) here on 
the site, which maybe you can save for later.  

Step 2: Get some equipment on the sly so your spouse does 

not ask too many questions 

I have a full My Equipment page (http://www.stuckincustoms.com/my-equipment/)  here on the 

site, which is much more organized than the following Hawthornesque ramble. That equipment 

page lists out all kinds of nice recommendations if you are just getting started, or even looking 

for a little upgrade action from the low-end to the high-end solution. 

What kind of equipment do you need? All you really need is a camera that has autobracketing. 

Autobracketing is the ability for your camera to take at least 3 pictures right after one another, 

each at different shutter speeds. If you are hunting around the menus on your camera now, just 

look for the words Autobracketing and perhaps some numbers like -2, 0, +2. If you have a DSLR 

camera, then you probably have this ability. I notice that some of the high-end consumer 

compact cameras have these as well 

What equipment do I have? People always ask me this, assuming, ñWow you must have a nice 

camera!ò Well, I do have a nice camera (Nikon D3X), but many of my best pictures were taken 

earlier with a lesser Nikons. Iôm also not what I would consider a hardcore hardware guy - I use 

equipment to bend nature to my will, and I can do the same sort of work with just about any 

equipment. Iôve now got much higher-end equipment because I can now see the subtleties in the 

shotsé somehow I can justify spending a lot of money for minor improvements in the shots. I 

justify many sketchy things in my life, but so do you, so why not add camera equipment to the 

heap of latent guilt? 
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I started with a Nikon D70 (now the equiv of the D80). I then went on to the D2X before getting 

the D3 that now fills my life like a sweet song. For lenses, I have 4 main lenses: 

¶ Nikon 14-24mm f/2.8 Review - (http://www.stuckincustoms.com/nikon-14-24mm-f28-review/) 
 A great wide-angle lens that I use for 80% of my landscapes  

¶ Nikon 24-70mm f/2.8 Review ς (http://www.stuckincustoms.com/nikon-24-70mm-f28-review/) 
Perfect for mid-range stuff like birthdays, families, close-up sports, events, holiday cheer, 
swinger parties  

¶ Nikon 50mm f/1.4 Review- (http://www.stuckincustoms.com/nikon-50mm-f14-review/) 
Ideal for cute children, close-up objects where you like a blurry background, friends, 
interventions  

¶ Nikon 70-200mm f/2.8 VR (Review coming soon, probably) - A great lens for things that are 
kinda far away, like animals or sports or that girl you are stalking  

As for tripods, I have a giant one with a silky smooth rotating fat head. I used to have a tiny 

tripod, but it was too shaky. You gotta have a solid tripod. What? You donôt want to carry 

around a tripod? Comoné if you are going out to shoot beautiful pictures, you better get serious. 

Also, if you have it over your shoulder or carry it in an aggressive way, it makes an effective 

weapon. As you can see, I go all over the world, often into sketchy areas, and a big tripod is 

often an effective deterrent. I carry it so much, I am very good at flipping it around and whipping 

it around my body like ninja nunchaku. 

Step 3 - Look at the world in HDR 

It is key to choose good HDR candidates. What I look for are extreme levels in light in a given 

scene. 

Seeing the World Afresh  

Consider those situations where there is extreme light and extreme dark, and how you are able to 

see it when you are there in real life, but you just know if you take a photo of it that it wonôt 

come out right. Also, you normally would not dare to take a photo looking directly into the sun, 

right? Well with HDR you cané It will open up a new world to youé and the more HDR 

photography you shoot and process, the more you will learn to appreciate light and the world we 

live in. 

In the last several years, I have taken note of how I see the world versus the way others see the 

world. Itôs one of those age-old questions: ñIs green to me the same as green to you? Maybe you 

just use the word green, but you actually see what I call yellow!ò Well, this question also applies 

to HDR. Personally, I see the world in HDR, and that is how I record my memories. I find these 

photos entirely pleasing to admire. Now, I notice that about 80% of other people also feel the 

same way. This seems very consistent across audiences when I speak at universities, photo clubs, 

seminars, and the like. And, if you have read this far, then surely you see the world like me, and 

you are excited that you have finally found a window into the truth and future of recording 

imagery for the rest of your life. 
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Of course, this means 20% of people do not see the world like us. In fact, they absolutely despise 

HDR photography. Occasionally, you will get some old-school people that think post-processing 

is the work of the devil, but, most often, I am convinced they simply donôt see the world like 

this. They see the world exactly how the camera spits out normal images. Thatôs okayé there is 

no convincing themé Hey, we canôt make everyone happy, can we? 

A Good Example of Extreme Light Levels 

Letôs work on a photo I did in New York City in Times Square that is now represented by Getty. 

Weôll go through this son-of-a-gun step by step. 

Now, this is a pretty good example of having to re-train your brain about light levels. Remember, 

when you are there, on the scene, your brain can handle it. You fill in the dark areas with light 

and there is nothing so bright that you canôt read it. But getting a good shot of Times Square 

without HDR is next to impossible. Keep this in mind as you are around your house, in your 

neighborhood, driving around your city ð you really are taking for granted how your brain is 

able to filter the light levels that your camera cannot. 

And here is another photographic-philosophical moment. Everyone shoots Times Square in New 

York. Everyone. Professionals, tourists, teenagers with grainy cell phone cameras, etc. Think 

about it and name your worldwide location: Paris, New York, Shanghai - these places are filled 

with thousands of photographers, many of them very very good, with incredible equipment and 

great training. YET, it is still quite difficult to get an ñoriginalò shot. You end up with just about 

the same shot that everyone or anyone else can get. So this New York picture is a good example. 

If you look at this one below, you will see it is a ñdecentò and ñserviceableò shot. However, look 

at the final version right below that, and you can see how much more interesting and engaging it 

is. 

The BEFORE shot, selected in Lightroom 

 
The "Before" Shot of New York's Times Square, as it appears in Trey's overcrowded Lightroom. 



 
The "After Shot", once we have been through the whole process. 

Step 4 - Take your autobracketed pictures and prepare for 

the HDR 

Set up your camera in Aperture Priority mode. This is important because you donôt want the 

multiple photos to have that horror-movie lens-flex effect 

Turn on Autobracketing. If you have 3 pics in the autobracket, set it up at -2, 0, +2. On my 

Nikon D3x, I usually take 5 pics at -2, -1, 0, 1, +2. I think you will find this +2 to -2 range 

satisfactory for 98% of situations. The only other one would be if shooting the interior of a house 

that is extremely dark and there are windows where the outside is extremely bright. 

Other best practices: 

¶ I usually do 5 pictures (+2, +1, 0, -1, -2) in extreme light or extreme dark. Remember, 

your camera may do just 3 exposures at -2, 0, and +2.  

¶ Shoot in RAW, if you can. JPG is okay, but RAW gives your more flexibility later in the 

processing. RAW photos contain a lot more light information than a JPEG. Please note 

that when processing in Photomatix later, the RAWs are no better than JPEGs.  

¶ Use a tripod, unless you have the steady arms of a late-model Terminator robot.  

Below, you can see that I have selected 5 pictures from Times Square. You can also easily see 

that they are all taken at different shutter speeds. By the way, you can click on any picture to go 

its Flickr page, where you can then click on ALL SIZES then ORIGINAL at the top if you want 

to zoom in all the way. 


