
Focus Bracketing & Stacking

Ian Tulloch

16th November 2021



Focus Bracketing / Stacking

What is focus bracketing?

➢ Taking sequence of images, each captured at a different 

focal depth, eg insect/ flower

➢ Increasingly used in close-up / macro photography where 

depth of field (DOF) is usually very limited, eg when using 

macro or telephoto lenses 

➢ But also useful in landscape photography to achieve front-

to-back focus, particularly with close foreground subjects eg

rocks, grasses  



Focus Stacking

• Image blending technique to extend depth of field (DOF)

• Capture bracketed images at different focal planes then merge them  

using software
• Photoshop / Helicon Focus / Zerene Stacker

Final stacked image - Photoshop   29 focus bracketed images 

Front Back



Exposure Triangle

Key variable for macro work



Focus Stacking: Close-Up and Macro Photography 

Orb-Weaver Spider
Final stacked image from 48 bracketed images

Panasonic FZ2000 + Raynox 150 macro filter: in-camera 

focus bracketing



Methods for Focus Bracketing

1. Manual focus 2. Single point AF (one-shot)

3. Focus rail (use manual focus) 4. In-camera focus bracketing (eg Canon R6)



Focus-Bracketing Hand-held…it’s possible!

Final stacked image comprising 10 focus-bracketed 
images

Canon 6R + Sigma 105mm macro:  f.3.8, 1/180s, ISO 200

Important to keep camera as still as possible, preferably 
using monopod or bean bag 



Apps to Calculate Focal Distance and DOF



Practical Session

Exercise 1

Take series of close-up images of an object using different apertures (f2.8 – 22) and a constant focus 
point.  Use a tripod.

Settings: Aperture Priority (AP) or Manual (M) mode, aperture f4      22), single point AF or manual focus.                      
Keep focus point constant on nearest part of subject.

Exercise 2

Using a wide aperture, capture a series of focus-bracketed images to cover subject’s full depth of field. 
Progressively move focus point from front to back of subject (10 shots).  

Settings:  AP or M mode, aperture (ca f 5.6), single-point AF or manual focus.

Aim: Save 1 bracketed set (up to 10 jpeg images) on memory card for stacking in PS.



Stacking focus-bracketed images in LR & PS

Macro images – 29 bracketed

Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 Step 4

Final stacked image

Step 1: In LR select bracketed images     Right click & Edit in      Open in PS as layers

Steps 2 &3: Select all layers      Edit      Auto-Align layers     Choose Auto

Step 4: Select all layers       Edit      Auto-Blend layers      



Stacking focus-bracketed images in LR & PS

Landscape images – 3 bracketed images (auto method)

Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 Step 4

Final stacked image

Step 1: In LR select bracketed images     Right click & Edit in      Open in PS as layers

Steps 2 &3: Select all layers      Edit      Auto Align layers     Choose Auto

Step 4: Select all layers       Edit      Auto-Blend layers

Note: Technique to use when no moving elements in the scene    



Stacking focus-bracketed images in LR & PS

Landscape images – 3 bracketed images (manual method)

Step 1 Step 2 Steps 3 & 4

Step 1: In LR select bracketed images     Right click & Edit in      Open in PS as layers & align using Edit     Auto-Align 

Step 2:       Arrange layers       Background (top), Mid-ground (middle), Foreground (bottom)       Add black layer masks to top and    

middle layers (Press Alt & add layer mask). 

Step 3 & 4: Use a soft white brush to reveal the sky and sea stacks/cliff in top mask; then reveal mid-region of middle mask.   

May need to tweak top/middle masks to reveal optimal stacked image (sharp focus front to back)

Create a stamped layer on top (short-cut Shift - Control - Alt - E) for the final stacked image   

Note: Technique to use when fast-moving elements in the scene eg flowing water, waves, clouds    


