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The Pursuit of the Perfect HDR Panorama

Use my check list as inspiration, not as a
rulebook.

| wished | had this myself when | started to
find my passion for HDR panoramas.

It can be a helpful starting point—whether
you're a focused photographer or a bit more
absent-minded like me.

Good luck!

Tomas Hansson Photography

To see more of my images, visit to
tomashanssonphoto.com/drone-images-1
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General Preparations

| always make sure everything is in order well ahead of time before heading out into the field.
If ’'m going out in the morning, everything needs to be prepared the night before.

Here are a few things | always do:

Check the weather, check the weather and check the
weather

| always check the weather before heading out, especially around sunrise and sunset. |
prefer partly cloudy skies—not completely clear or overcast—as they often create the most
dramatic lighting. | avoid strong winds and rain, but | do enjoy photographing just as the rain
is ending. That moment, when the clouds begin to move and the sun breaks through, can
create an extraordinary sky. It's especially striking over a pine crest, where the light and
atmosphere combine to form a powerful and memorable image. Personally, | stick to regular
weather apps.

Decide on your destination

It may sound obvious, but too often | haven’t decided where to go until I'm already in the car.
Don’t do that. If you choose your location in advance, you can focus your thoughts on what
kind of images you want to capture. Like where will the sun rise or set?

Plan parking

If you're driving to your destination, find out in advance where you can park and how to get
to the actual photo spot from there.

Charge your batteries

Bring at least one extra battery. | usually carry 3 spares.

Check your memory cards

Make sure they work and are empty. Bring at least one extra card.

Clean your lenses and filters
Wipe off any dirt or smudges.

Inspect your gear

Make sure nothing is broken. | always pay extra attention to my drone wings.
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Essential Aerial Photography Gear - Packing

Think carefully about what gear you'll need. A good starting point is what clothes you’ll wear
and pack—nothing ruins a trip like being cold out in the field.

| always start with the checklist below and go through what | need for the specific outing.
Then | check that everything is packed. And then | double-check.

To avoid losing anything, | always place each item in the same spot in my backpack. When |
take something out, | put it back in the same place. Eventually, it becomes muscle
memory—and the gear practically keeps track of itself.

Here is my basic list of gear that | almost always bring:

Drone

Start and landing pad

Extra batteries (charged)

Extra memory cards (empty)
Polarizing or CPL filter

ND filter

Microfiber cleaning cloths

Paper tissues (for lens splashes)
Camera cleaning kit

Raincoat/pants

Rain cover for backpack

Headlamp (with fresh batteries)

An extra warm layer, e.g. fleece jacket
Hat

Gloves especially for extra cold winter
Phone

Wallet

Food or snack

Hot drink

Seat pad

Reading glasses

Pen and paper

Mosquito spray

Phone (listed twice — good to double-check!)
Wallet (also listed twice — maybe intentional?)
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Drone Settings for HDR Panorama

Quick Setup Guide:

Step 1: Position Your Drone

Place the drone at your planned take-off spot.

Step 2: Camera Settings

Switch to manual mode. Start with:

e [SO 100
e Aperture /2.8 (or use your drone’s fixed aperture)

Step 3: Focus Point

Set focus to the center or just below the center of the frame. Manual White Balance to
5500K

Step 4: Enable HDR Bracketing

Turn on exposure bracketing (AEB on DJI)

Set it to take 5 shots per bracket

Use RAW format for better dynamic range

Note: DJI limits bracketing to 0.7 stops between exposures

Step 5: Set Exposure

Find the best middle exposure (e.g., 1/500s shutter speed)

Tip: Use auto mode to find a good exposure, then switch back to manual
Make sure the brightest areas (like the sky) aren’t overexposed

You may need an ND16 or ND64 filter to control light

Step 6: Panorama Settings

Choose 180° panorama
Use 5 columns and 50° height
This results in 20 HDR sets
Use 30% overlap between shots
o Ifusing a wide lens (e.g., 24mm), increase the overlap
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Pre-Flight Checklist for Drone Operation

e Make sure the drone and remote control software are updated to the latest version
provided by the manufacturer

Calibrate the drone’s sensors if needed

Check battery status and ensure it has enough capacity for the planned flight.
Update the geo-awareness system (if available)

Set altitude limits in the control system if required

Consider any potential risks that could affect the planned flight

Be aware of obstacles, terrain, other aircraft, and people in the area throughout the
flight

Contact air traffic control if necessary

Monitor the drone’s status in real time, including remaining battery capacity (if a
battery monitoring system is installed)

e Coordinate with a spotter if one is being used

HDR Panorama Exposure Flow During Flight

Step-by-Step Exposure Flow:

1. Image ldea — Know what you want to capture

a. Light — What direction is it coming from? Is it direct or reflected? How harsh
or diffused is it? What color tone does the light have?

b. Image Elements — Are there clear focal points, lines, or patterns in the
landscape? Are there relationships between different objects, reflections, or
separation between the subject and the background?

2. Compose — Frame your shot

a. Framing — This is where | decide which elements to include in the image and
where to place them within the frame. Beyond creative choices, | focus on
separating elements clearly so the image doesn’'t become cluttered or hard to
read. | also try to keep the edges of the frame clean, guiding the viewer’s eye
into the image.

b. Drone Height and Camera Angle — Adjusting the height of the camera
affects the available shooting angles, including whether or not the sky is
included in the frame. | sometimes exclude the sky from my images.

c. Polarizing Filter — Using a polarizing filter might not strictly be part of image
composition, but in my workflow, deciding whether to use one is the final step
in composing a shot. A polarizer reduces reflections—such as on water
surfaces or wet leaves—and enhances color saturation.

3. Stabilize — Ensure the drone is steady in the wind
4. Focus — Set focus point back to center if its moved away
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5. Set Exposure — Adjust for correct lighting. Exposure Priorities

a. First: Adjust the shutter speed. If nothing in the scene is moving, | don’t
need to worry about motion blur. That means | can control the exposure
entirely with shutter speed. | set it as slow as possible to get the brightest
image without overexposing highlights (this is known as “exposing to the
right”).

b. Second: Increase ISO. If the light is low, | may need longer shutter speeds to
get proper exposure. But if there’s some movement—Ilike wind in the
scene—it can cause blur. To avoid that, | raise the ISO so | can use a faster
shutter speed while keeping the same exposure. Modern cameras handle
high ISO well, but I try to stay below ISO 800 to avoid noise.

c. Third: Open the aperture. If | still need more light and ISO goes above 800, |
consider using a wider aperture (lower f-number) if possible. A wider aperture
also allows for shorter shutter speeds.

d. IfIt’s Too Bright — Use an ND Filter. Bright light isn’t a problem as long as |
can use a short enough shutter speed. But if | want a longer exposure to
capture motion—Ilike creating a soft effect in flowing water during daylight—I
use an ND filter (also called a neutral density filter).

6. Enable HDR — Turn on bracketing
7. Capture — Start shooting the HDR panorama
8. Verify — Make sure that all HDR sets of shoots for your panorama was completed

To see more of Tomas Hansson images, visit to tomashanssonphoto.com/drone-im
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