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HDR PANORAMAS
YOUR GUIDE TO BREATHTAKING LANDSCAPE PHOTOS

WELCOME TO THE REALM OF DIGITAL PHOTOGRAPHY
Digital photography has opened up opportunities never before possible for photographers.  In this 
guide, you will learn how to shoot, composite, and edit HDR panoramas, one of the newest and most 
stunning techniques in photography.

All About HDR
HDR, or ‘High Dynamic Range’ 

compositing is the process of layering 

photos of the same subject at different 

exposures to achieve the best lighting 

conditions for each part of your image.

A photo panorama consists of 

multiple photos stitched together 

using a computer program, allowing 

super-wide angles of view for the 

viewer to take in more of the 

environment.  Combining these 

techniques create photos that are not 

only beautiful, but packed with 

information for both the photo editor 

and the final viewer.

About This Guide
This guide is geared towards 

photographers who are looking to 

expand their technical skill in the 

digital realm.  Moderate photography 

skill and general knowledge of Adobe 

Photoshop will help you get the most 

out of this guide.

What You’ll Need
• Camera with manual exposure 

settings.  Ability to shoot RAW 

recommended.

• Tripod

• Adobe Photoshop CS3 with Bridge

• Computer with at least 20GB of free 

disk space

About the Author
Wesley Cronk is a travel and nature 
photographer from Colorado. Photo 
by Carolyn Cronk.
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1. Set Exposure Bracketing
Exposure bracketing on a camera will take several shots in rapid succession, 

automatically changing the exposure for each one.  Refer to your camera’s manual for 

further directions, though this is usually accomplished within a setup menu (Figure 1).  

2. Set Drive Mode to Burst
Burst drive mode on a camera will continue to capture images for as long as the 

shutter is depressed.  This will allow you to obtain your three exposures in rapid 

succession, minimizing movement of elements within the frame such as clouds.

3. Set Camera on a Tripod
Images will need to be aligned once in the editing room, and a tripod saves most of 

this work.  Handheld HDRs can work, but may cause issues when aligning the images.

4. Capture First Set of Photos
Hold the shutter button down until the camera has taken your entire exposure 

bracket (depending on your camera’s settings, 3-5 photos).

5. Pan the Camera
Pan the camera to frame the next part of your panorama.  Ensure that your frame 

overlaps around 50% with the previous frame.  This ensures success in the panorama 

alignment process (Figure 2).

6. Repeat Steps 4-5
Repeat these steps for as wide as you want your panorama to be.  Multiple-level 

panoramas (panning the camera vertically and then taking another horizontal set) are 

also possible.

Next, you will import your photos and composite them.  This guide will use the 

following image as a sample.  The next page lists the component photos that were used 

to composite this panorama.

PART 1: CAPTURE IMAGES

Figure 1: Exposure bracketing on a Canon 
Rebel XT.  Image from dpreview.com.

Figure 2: Overlap about half of each frame to 
ensure accurate alignment.
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COMPONENT PHOTOS
Below are the component photos for the panorama we will be building.  When shooting, pay 
particular attention to the elements listed at the bottom of this page.

Exposure
• The range of exposures properly exposes the range 

from the lightest portions of the subject (the sky) to the 

darkest (the grass).

• The change in exposures between each portion of the 

panorama is identical.

Alignment
• The framing at each position is identical.

• Each angle of the panorama is overlapping at least 50% 

with the previous angle.
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1. Capture Photos
Any photo program will work, but Adobe Bridge will provide you with the most 

direct route to Photoshop, where you will be doing your compositing.  Refer to your 

software’s manual on how to download images from your digital camera.

2. Develop Your RAWs
If you shoot your photos in RAW, it’s time to develop them.  If you shoot a format 

such as JPEG, skip to step 4.  Choose a RAW and develop it by pressing Command-

R (Ctrl-R in Windows) in Bridge.  Set color, sharpening, and noise reduction, but don’t 

worry about framing or exposure – we’ll set that later.  Select “Done” when you’re 

finished (Figure 3).

3. Synchronize RAW Settings
Back in Bridge, select all of your component photos and choose Edit->Develop 

Settings->Previous Conversion (Figure 4).

4. Merge to HDR
Select the set of exposures for your first angle and choose Tools->Photoshop-> 

Merge to HDR.  Allow the computer to composite the photos.  Depending on your 

system, this could take several minutes.

5. Set White-Point Preview
Because your monitor cannot display the full range of exposures in the resulting 

image, a dialogue will appear asking you to set the white-point preview – the 

approximate exposure displayed on the screen.  This setting isn’t permanent, but it’s 

important.  Choose a setting that looks good and remember the slider’s approximate 

position (Figure 5).  Click “OK” when you are done.  The result will look very washed-

out and desaturated.  This is only temporary.

Note: If the program crops a significant portion of the image on import, cancel 

the dialogue and instead choose File->Automate->Merge to HDR.  Then deselect the 

box “Attempt to automatically align source images.”  Press “OK” and repeat step 5.  

This will need to be set only once.

6. Save Image
Save the image as a Photoshop Document (.psd).  This is a 32-bit image which is 

the first portion of our panorama.

7. Repeat Steps 4-6
Repeat steps 4-6 for each angle of your panorama, setting identical white-point 

previews for each.  You will want to end up with one 32-bit image for each angle of 

your panorama.  Close each image after it is saved to free up RAM space.

PART 2: COMPOSITING HDRS

Figure 3: Developing RAWs in Adobe Bridge.

Figure 4: Synchronizing RAW settings.

Figure 5: Setting White-Point preview.
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1. Photomerge
In Bridge, select all the resulting 32-bit images and choose Tools->Photoshop-> 

Photomerge.

2. Set Layout
In the Photomerge dialogue, choose “Cylindrical” (Figure 6).

3. Set Blending
Under the photo list, ensure “Blend images together” is checked (Figure 6).

4. Click OK
Select “OK” and wait.  Compositing 32-bit high-resolution photos is a very 

memory-intensive process.  The resulting composite can take over an hour on some 

systems and consume up to 15 gigabytes of memory.  Be patient.

5. Match Brightnesses
If the white-point preview differed while compositing the HDRs, the brightness of 

some of your angles will differ.  Use Adjustments->Exposure to match the brightness 

levels of each angle.

6. Merge Layers
Choose Layer->Merge Visible.  The result is your 32-bit panorama.  It won’t be 

very pretty, but we’re about to solve that (Figure 7).

7. Straighten Horizons
After compositing apanorama, the horizon may need to be straightened.  Press 

‘m,’ then right-click the image and choose “Free Transform.”  Rotate the image until 

the horizon is straight. 

8. Select Right Edge
Use the marquee tool (‘m’) to select the right portion of the image where the edges 

start to curve. Right click and choose “Free Transform.”  Right click again and choose 

“Warp” (Figure 8).

9. Expand Edges
Using the warp handles at the corner of the image, pull out the edges so the 

image is a more square shape (Figure 9).  Press “Enter” when finished.

PART 3: COMPOSITING A PANORAMA

Figure 6: Photomerge dialogue.

Figure 7: Initial panorama.

Figure 8: Select right portion of image.

Figure 9: Warping the edges of the image.
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10. Expand Other Edge
Repeat steps 8-9 for the left side of the image.

11. Crop Image
Crop the image so that no edges are visible (Figure 10).

12. Flatten Image
Choose Layer->Flatten Image.

13. Prepare for HDR
The image is a 32-bit image, containing a range of exposures beyond what the 

monitor is able to display.  In the next bit, we’ll compress this range so the entire range 

of exposures can be seen.  Choose Image->Mode->8 Bits/Channel.  Under “Method,” 

choose “Local Adaptation.”

14. Adjust Toning Curves
HDR Photography is an art form, and like any other art takes practice and 

creativity.  This is one such outlet of creativity.  By adjusting curve points, you have 

complete control over how your image will be displayed.  Create a curve that best 

fits your image (Figure 11).

15. Set Radius and Threshold
The settings of Radius and Threshold control how precisely the program 

adapts to exposure changes.  Their settings in the HDR window will vary 

depending on your image, so experiment to see what looks the best (Figure 11).  

Press “OK” when you are finished.  Wait several minutes for the conversion process, 

and behold your HDR panorama (Figure 12).

16. Adjust Levels
Depending on the curves you created, the image will most likely require a bit of 

contrast changes in the blacks and whites.  Press Command-L to bring up the Levels 

dialogue, and drag the Input Levels sliders inward to achieve your desired level of 

contrast (Figure 13). 

17. Adjust Saturation
Many people prefer the hyper-real look of saturated images.  If this is what you  

want, press Command-U to bring up the Hue and Saturation dialogue.  Adjust the 

saturation to your needs, then press “OK”.

18. Save Your Image
Do any more adjustments if needed, 

and save your image.  You’ve just 

composited your first HDR panorama!

Figure 10: The cropped panorama.

Figure 11: The HDR Conversion dialogue.

Figure 12: The HDR panorama.

Figure 13: Adjusting levels.


