
 

 
 
 
Photography and Filters 

The mystery unravelled 
 

By Andy Dines Photography in association with Cameracal and 
Breakthrough Filters 

Many people, and photographic ‘beginners’, often assume that filters 
are the ‘domain’ of landscape and professional photographers only, 
this is not necessarily the case. Filters can be used by numerous 
‘genres’, be it portrait, macro and of course landscape photographers. 



For those photographers that have never delved into shooting using filters, or believe they are used by 
professionals so are not for them, this guide is intended to give you a brief overview of why and when you 
would use them, and the pros and cons of the range available. Whilst filters are used by many genres of 
photography, this guide focusses on landscape photography as an example. 
 
Do I really need filters? 
Photographers often dismiss the use of filters when capturing landscapes, especially when images can be 
corrected in post processing, combined with the versatility of shooting RAW.  
 
The modern ‘tools’ found in Lightroom and Photoshop* do indeed allow for targeted adjustments to be 
made. Most landscape scenes can often differ in as much as 10 -15 stops in terms of brightness, this is far 
beyond the recovery of modern RAW files. 
 
In addition, it is possible to create properly exposed images by taking multiple exposures of the same 
subject, known as bracketing, with a range of exposure settings to capture the varied dynamic range. 
These images are then merged in post processing. 
Whilst this method of combining High Dynamic Range images, or HDR for short, can often be successful, at 
times you can end up with a bright ‘ghosting’ around objects in the final image. 
 
By using filters when taking images to reduce the bright areas, balancing the exposure across the image, 
you naturally do not end up with this phenomenon. 
 
In addition, by using filters when taking your shots, you can see there and then if you have got the desired 
look you are going for, rather than waiting to see if you achieve it in post-processing. 
 
Graduated Neutral Density filters (GND’s) 
The use of graduated filters, or GND’s, are essential in these 
circumstances as their use prevents over exposure of bright 
areas such as skies in an image and allows the photographer to 
gain balanced exposures in camera, and thus better quality. 
 
As any experienced landscape photographer will tell you, it is 
always better to ensure the best possible exposure is captured 
in camera as this will ultimately yield the best results. The likes 
of Photoshop / Lightroom etc can always be used to ‘tweak’ 
images at a later stage, if desired. 
 

GND’s are often required in landscape photography because a typical 
composition will include a beautiful scene in the lower portion of the 
image, and sky to balance it, as shown in figure 2. 
 
Often, the line where the elements meet is not a clean, straight one. 
Therefore, you would use what is known as a soft grad. A soft graduated 
ND filter is exactly as it sounds, a gradual fade from dark to clear. An 
example of such a composition that would need a soft grad is shown in 
figure 2. 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2: A properly exposed shot using a 
graduated filter plus a polarizer (CPL) 

Figure 1 Breakthrough's X4 graduated filters. 

 *Photoshop and Lightroom are merely used 
as examples of post-production image editing 
software. Other brands are available. 



Conversely, if you have a clear distinction between dark and light, such as a horizon, you can use a hard 
graduated filter. This has a more defined transition from dark to light. 
 
In figure 3, you can see that this view at 
Kimmeridge Bay has a clearly defined 
horizon. If you were to expose for the sky, 
the rest of the image would tend to be too 
dark. Expose for the sea and land, and you 
risk blowing the highlights in the sky, 
basically too bright. 
So, to balance this composition we would 
use a hard grad filter, aligning the transition 
with the horizon. 
As the headland in the image crosses this 
transition line, it will likely be a little dark 
and may require a little lightening in post-
production. 
 
There is one more type of graduated neutral density filter that has a somewhat limited application, yet is 
invaluable for some aspects of landscape photography. This is known as a reverse graduated neutral 
density filter, or Reverse Grad. This is a specialised filter where it goes from clear at the top, graduating to 
dark in the middle, where it has a hard transition to clear again. 
As most photographers know, the best light for landscape photography is around sunrise and sunset. The 
drawback here is the brightest part of the sky will be at the horizon. A normal graduated filter isn’t suitable 
here as they aren’t dark enough near the transition. Therefore, the reverse grad is the solution. The filter is 
darkest just above the transition, right where the sky is at its brightest. 
 

You can see here in figure 4, the sun is 
just setting so the brightest part of 
the sky is just above the horizon. To 
achieve a balanced exposure a 3 stop 
hard reverse grad was used. In 
addition, to give the sea the calm, 
silky feel, this was combined with a 10 
stop neutral density filter, or ND. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3: Kimmeridge Bay, Dorset 

Figure 4: Sunset at Duntulm, Isle of Skye 



ND (Neutral Density) filters 
These range of filters are often used to reduce exposure in a scene, even though modern cameras are now 
equipped with the wide dynamic ranges, this is often not enough, especially where flowing  water is then 
main element in the scene. 
Unlike graduated neutral density filters, ND’s are the same tinting across the whole area. Using an ND 
filters effectively makes the scene appear darker to the camera sensor. This in turn, means you can slow 
the shutter down, letting light in for longer. By slowing the shutter speed right down, you can use this 
method to blur moving objects in your image. This could be water, people or even vehicles. The amount of 
blur achieved will depend on the shutter speed used. 
 
In the following example you will see a shot of the beautiful Brides Veil Falls on the Isle of Skye. 
 
In figure 4, the water has been ‘frozen’ by shooting at 1/250 second. To create the silky-smooth effect that 
many people like, figure 5 shows the same shot but taken at a slower shutter speed of 4/5 second. 
Whilst on a dull enough day this can sometimes be achieved by stopping down the aperture allowing for a 
slow shutter speed, quite often an ND filter will be required to darken the scene. 
Another benefit of using filters rather than a smaller aperture is that all lenses have what is known as a 
‘sweet spot’. This sweet spot, which on average is around an aperture of f8, is when the image produced is 
at it’s sharpest. Stopping down the aperture to achieve a longer exposure can soften the resulting image. 
Using neutral density filters means you can have your aperture at a more ideal f8, and still have the desired 
slower shutter. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Figure 4: Brides Veil Falls, Isle of Skye. 1/250 sec Figure 5: Brides Veil Falls, Isle of Skye. 4/5 sec 



Another example of normal vs slow shutter achieved through filters is shown below. These are taken at 
Neist Point on the Isle of Skye. 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ND filters are available in a variety of strengths from 3 to 15 stops.  
The ‘stops’ refer to how dark the filter is. The darker the filter, the longer the exposure needed to achieve 
proper exposure. 
To calculate the correct exposure time when using ND filters, follow the example below. 
 
Take a shot without filters to see what the ‘normal’ shutter speed will be for proper exposure.  
For example, a ½ second exposure using a 3 stop ND filter will need a 4 second exposure. 
This is ½ sec *2^3. So ½ x 2 x 2 x 2 = 4. 
 
Whilst it is reasonably straightforward to work it out, there are many apps available nowadays that 
perform the calculations for you. You simply enter your ‘normal’ settings, add the preferred strength of 
filter, and the new exposure time is displayed. 

Figure 6: Neist Point, Isle of Skye. 1/10 sec 

Figure 7: Neist Point, Isle of Skye. 420 sec 



Polarizer filters  
Another essential filter used by landscape photographers, the polarizing filter, or circular polarizing filter 
(CPL) can be used to give better contrast and definition in clouds, or reduce, and in some cases eliminate 
reflection from the water surface. 
 
Sometimes it is preferable to have a beautiful reflection in water of the land above. A stunning mountain, 
old bridge, or beautiful architecture. However, at times a reflection can detract from the scene before you. 
If you are faced with a beautiful landscape, cascading waterfall, but you notice amazing colours in the rocks 
below the water. Without a polarizer, it is likely you won’t see the rocks in the final shot due to the 
reflection of the sky. Adding a polarizer to the equation can eliminate this reflection, allowing the beauty of 
the coloured rocks to enhance your composition. 

Figure 8: Fairy Pools, Isle of Skye 

 
Polariser filters are often used in conjunction with Graduated and or Neutral Density filters for maximum 
effect. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Filter availability 
There are many ranges of filters available at a vast array of prices. To a certain degree the underlying rule 
of ‘you get what you pay for’ applies here too. 
Whilst it may seem an easy option to buy cheap and hope you can correct anything required in post-
production, for filters it is not generally advisable. Image quality (IQ) can suffer with cheap filters due to 
some being made of plastic or cheap glass. Although the IQ degradation may not be noticeable, what is 
often obvious is a characteristic particularly associated with ND filters, colour cast. Often when using 
cheaper filters, and some more expensive ones too, you will find the resulting image has a particularly 
strong colour hue over the whole area. This can be a variety of colours depending on the filter, and can be 
corrected to a degree in post-production. Obviously, the best way is to not have the cast there to remove 
in the first place. With cheaper, entry level filters this colour cast tends to be much stronger. 
Below are three images. The first with no filter as a control, second was shot using one of the major brands 
of filters, and finally the last image was taken with Breakthrough Filter’s X4 range. 

 
  Top left: No filter 
 
  Top right: One of the leading filter manufacturers 10 stop ND 
 
  Bottom left: Breakthrough’s X4 10 stop ND 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
As you can see from the examples, the second image has a blue tinge to it. Although it isn’t strong and can 
likely be corrected in post-production, you can clearly see the third image with the 10 stop X4 filter from 
Breakthrough is very close to the colour of the original, unfiltered shot. 
 
Unlike some other manufactures of filters, Breakthrough’s range of Graduated and ND filters are made of 
glass, and not any old glass, Breakthrough use only German Schott glass, considered the best in class. The 
use of German Schott glass ensues maximum light transmission and image quality. 
 
All their Grads and ND filters are also made of tempered glass, so in the event of being dropped they do 
not shatter (how many times have we heard that landscape photographers have dropped competitors 
filters only for them to shatter.) In addition, Breakthrough are so confident in their filters being fade free, 
they back them up with a 25 year warranty. 
 



 
Contact Information 

 
 
 

Cameracal are the UK’s leading lens calibration specialist for Canon, Nikon, 
Sigma and Tamron. They also offer market leading sensor cleaning, best on the 
market products and expert training. 
Cameracal are also the UK’s only authorised distributor of Breakthrough Filters 
and Colorado Tripods. 

 
Visits by appointment – Unit 2, The Studio, Southlands Lane, West Chiltington, 
RH20 2JU.  
www.cameracal.co.uk                      https://www.facebook.com/CameracalLtd/ 
Tel: 01798 306599 
 

 
 

 
Andy Dines is a landscape photographer based in Maidstone, Kent. Having 
rediscovered his passion for photography 10 years ago, Andy has since been 
featured in a number of publications and was shortlisted for the National 
Geographic Travel Photographer of the Year 2016. Andy is now a brand 
ambassador for Cameracal, Breakthrough Filters & Colorado Tripods. 
 
www.andydines.com     https://www.facebook.com/AndyDinesPhotography/ 
Tel: 07977 270650 
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