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Night-time HDR Challenge
In this lesson, we’re going to look at a challenging night-time High Dynamic Range 
(HDR) image and learn how to tackle the different problems that can arise, the 
main one being different types of light sources. In this scene, there were different 
types and colors of lights on the motel and we had a neon sign as well. 

 

Shooting for HDR 

When shooting for HDR, you’ll want to take multiple shots of the scene at dif-
ferent exposures. It’s usually useful to be on a tripod when doing this, and an 
average HDR image is made up of three to five images, shot at one stop apart. 
Scenes with really extreme ranges in brightness may require more images. Make 

In this lesson, we’re going to cover some different challenges of making an image like this 
and how to overcome them.
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sure that the darkest, underexposed, shot has detail in the highlights (unless it’s 
something that would hurt your eyes to look at, such as the noon-day sun) and 
that the brightest, overexposed, shot has detail in the shadows. With the images 
selected in Lightroom, you would go to the main menu and choose Photo > Pho-
to Merge > HDR.

Camera RAW Adjustments

After the merging my HDR image, I started mak-
ing adjustments in Camera Raw. The first prob-
lem I noticed was the distortion in the building 
(It looked like it was leaning backwards, which 
was caused by tilting the camera up when 
shooting the image.). To correct for distortion 
like this, use the Transform Tool, which can be 
found in the Tool Bar above the image window. 
When you activate the tool, you’ll get a series of 
adjustments on the right side of the interface, 
one of which is the Guided Upright Tool. With 
this active, you can draw out lines on your im-
age over surfaces that should be perfectly hor-
izontal or perfectly vertical. You need at least 

The image at left is the brightest image in the HDR set used to create the final image shown 
on the previous page. The image on the right is the darkest image in the HDR set. 

The Transform Tool

The Guided Upright Tool can be  
accessed when the Transform Tool  
is active.  
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two lines in order for the transformation to occur and you can have a maximum 
of four lines. If you don’t want to use the Guided Upright Tool, you can use the 
sliders below it to correct for any distortion. 

After correcting for distortion in this image, I made all of the standard Camera 
Raw adjustments that I usually apply to HDR images and you can see those in the 
screen shot below. 

Color Correction in Photoshop/Camera Raw

This image has lots of color challenges, and in order to work with them, I needed 
to use Photoshop. I moved the image from Camera Raw into a Photoshop as a 
Smart Object and the first thing I wanted to tackle was the greenish light falling 
on the roof of the motel building. To do this, I duplicated the background layer, 
went to the main menu and chose Layer > Smart Objects > New Smart Object 
via Copy. Copying a Smart Object this way allows me to make changes to it in-
dependently of the other instances of the Smart Object in the document. Then 
I double-clicked on the thumbnail for this layer copy to open the image back 
in Camera Raw. Here, I used the Temperature and Tint sliders to remove some 

After merging the HDR image, I applied the Camera Raw adjustments you can see above.
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of the greenish tint, just focusing on the roof area. 
I clicked OK to bring the image back into Photo-
shop. Next, I added a black layer mask, which hid 
the effect across the entire image. To create a black 
layer mask, hold down the Option key (Alt on Win) 
while clicking the Layer Mask icon at the bottom 
of the Layers Panel. Then, I painted with white on 
the layer mask only in the areas where I wanted the 
color correction to occur. 

Retouching in Photoshop

I used several different retouching techniques in this image and we’ll look at them 
one by one.

Weeds-b-Gone I usually name my first retouching layer Weeds-b-Gone and use 
this layer to deal with any overly obvious problems. In this case, I filled in the emp-
ty corners created by the distortion correction and I also got rid of the black thing 
protruding from the top of the neon sign. 

Creating content to simplify the scene There 
was a motorhome in the far left corner of the 
image that I felt looked too busy and distract-
ed from the interesting sign in front of it. I fixed 
this by creating a selection around a more sim-
ple area of the motorhome, jumping that selec-
tion onto its own layer (Command+J on Mac, 
Ctrl+J on Win) and positioning that on top of 
the busy area. I had to slightly transform the 
copied content to make it look like it matched 
and then I had to correct the color by creating a 
Curves Adjustment Layer and applying the col-
or matching technique from a previous lesson. This adjustment layer then had to 
be clipped to the layer I wanted to change so that it didn’t affect the rest of the 
image as well. 

I copied the image layer, did 
color correction in Camera Raw 
and then masked the layer to 
reveal only the areas where the 
correction was needed.

I simplified the left side of the  
motorhome so that it didn’t distract 
attention away from the sign.
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Removing an object behind plants This scene had a trash can hiding behind 
some of the cacti and other plants. I wanted to remove the trash can but keep the 
plants. Here’s how I went about it. First, I created a new empty layer to perform 
the retouching on. Then, I used the Clone Stamp Tool to retouch the entire area 
where the trash can is. Because this included the plants, I needed to create a layer 
mask that hid the retouching work just in the area where the plants are. 

Correcting HDR Artifacts Sometimes, the way we process an HDR image creates 
an undesirable artifact on top of really bright light sources (see screen shot). I 
use a separate, empty retouching layer to correct this. To fill in that dark ”hole,” I 
would either paint with white, using a soft brush, or I would clone from another 
similar light source in the scene. 

The trash can on the left was removed by retouching the entire area on a separate layer and 
then masking the area where the plants are.

The HDR arti-
fact shown at 
left can be fixed 
by painting with 
white or by clon-
ing from another 
light source.
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Color Correction in Photoshop

This image has lots of mixed lighting, which caused different areas to get differ-
ent color casts. I corrected these areas one-by-one using a series of adjustment 
layers and layer masks. Let’s look at some of them (As some of the adjustments 
are very similar, we’re not listing every single one in this guide.):

1. There was a greenish-yellow cast on this concrete wall and I used a Hue/Sat-
uration Adjustment Layer, moving the Saturation slider to the left, in order to 
make the image less colorful. Then, I used the layer mask attached to the ad-
justment layer to hide this effect in the rest of the image.

2. The neon sign cast a very strong red glow on the ground and I wanted to lessen 
that. I did so by creating a Curves Adjustment Layer, setting the RGB dropdown 
menu to red and dragging the curve down, making the image less red. Then 
I switched to the menu to Greens and dragged the curve up slightly, adding 
some green and removing some magenta. Finally, the adjustment layer was 
masked so that it only affected the area with too much red light on the ground. 
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3. Another area of the ground looked a bit too yellow, likely from the light source 
shining on it. To correct for this, I created another Curves adjustment layer. I set 
the color dropdown menu to Blue and then dragged the curve up a bit. I chose 
the blue curve because blue is the opposite of yellow. When I drag this curve 
up to make an image more blue, it becomes less yellow as a result. 

4. The front porch of the building looked too yellow as well, and I corrected this 
in the same way that I corrected the yellow cast on the ground (in the previous 
step). I created a Curves adjustment layer, set the color menu to Blue and then 
dragged the blue curve up a bit. This toned down the yellow by introducing 
more blue. The layer mask was then used to ensure that the effect was only 
visible on the porch area.

5. The large tree in the center of the frame appeared much too red. I fixed this 
with yet another Curves adjustment layer. In this case, the color menu was set 
to Red and the curve was dragged downward. This removed reds from the im-
age. As always, the layer mask was implemented so that the adjustment was 
only applied in the problem area.

6. The tree on the left side of the frame looked too yellow and not green enough. 
I used another Curves adjustment layer to introduce more greens (by drag-
ging the Green curve up) and tone down the yellows (by dragging the Blue 
curve up). The layer mask was used so the color shift only affected the tree. 
This corrected the tone, but I still felt that the area was too colorful. To fix this, 
I created a Hue/Saturation adjustment layer and dragged the Saturation slider 
to the left a bit. To ensure that this Hue/Saturation adjustment layer only af-
fected the tree area, I “clipped” the layer to the underlying Curves adjustment 
layer by going to the Layer menu and choosing “Create Clipping Mask.” 

7. At this point, I noticed that some areas of the image looked too bright overall 
and these areas included the building and the tree on the left. I used a Curves 
adjustment layer, with the color menu set to RGB, to darken those areas. 
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8. Looking at the two neon signs in the 
image, I liked the way the “vacan-
cy” sign looked, but the “motel” sign 
looked a bit dull in comparison. I want-
ed to make these two signs match so 
I used the color-matching technique 
that has been covered in other lessons. 
With this technique, you write down 
the RGB numbers for the area with the 
color you want. (You can find these 
within the Info panel when you hover 
your mouse over the area.) Then, you 
use the same RGB numbers as your 
Output numbers within the Curves ad-
justment layer Properties panel and 
use the layer mask to ensure the ad-
justment is only applied in the area you 
want to apply the color change.

9. I’m not always happy with the way 
that light sources are rendered with 
HDR processing. In this image, I want-
ed to see what the motel sign would 
look like had I not used HDR. I went 
back to the raw image and re-pro-
cessed it, focusing only on the mo-
tel sign and ignoring everything else. 
Then, I brought that image into my 
document as a separate layer and 
masked the layer so that only the mo-
tel sign area of the layer was visible. I 
then fine-tuned this image layer with a 
Curves adjustment layer.

A color-matching technique was used to 
create a more desirable look in the neon 
sign. 

I re-processed the raw image, focusing only 
on the neon sign. This version was then 
moved into my document as a separate lay-
er and masked to reveal only the sign. 
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After I created all of my adjustments, I decided that I wanted to make sure that 
none of them affected the sky area in this image. I first placed all of the adjust-
ment layers into a group by selecting all of them and clicking the Group icon at 
the bottom of the Layers panel (it looks like a folder). 

In order to protect the sky from all of the adjustments inside the group, I had to 
create a mask for the group that hid the sky area. Here’s how that was achieved:

First, I activated the bottom layer and used the keyboard shortcut Shift+Op-
tion+Command+E. This created a duplicate of the entire document, all baked into 

one layer. I then hid all layers except for 
this one. I activated the Background 
Eraser (which is hidden behind the reg-
ular Eraser in the Tool Bar), clicked the 
center icon in the Options Bar and set 
the Limits dropdown menu to Discon-
tiguous (see screen shot at left). Then, 
I used a large brush, positioning the 
crosshair over the sky, to click and drag 
over the sky. This erased all areas of the 
layer that matched the color that was 
originally under that crosshair. In this 
case, I had to repeat this a couple of 
times in order to erase all of the sky. 

I wanted to create a selection of everything that was left in this layer so I held 
down the Command key and clicked on the layer thumbnail. This created a selec-
tion of everything in the layer. Now, the entire purpose of creating this selection 
was so that I could apply it as a mask to the Adjustments group. Once I had the 
selection, I dragged that layer to the trash, clicked on the adjustments group and 
then added a layer mask. Because there was a selection active, it was automati-
cally applied to the mask.

The Background Eraser Tool is being used, 
with the above settings, to remove the sky.


