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When a picture from the camera is in need of an adjustment for the entire picture, the 
adjustment should be made by selecting a new Adjustment Layer and then choosing the 
adjustment which is appropriate.  In the picture below, it is under-exposed in its entirety, 
so Levels or Curves is the appropriate adjustment.  By moving the white point (small 
white marker under the histogram) to the left, the entire image will be lightened.  By 
making the adjustment on an Adjustment Layer rather than the picture itself, the layer 
may be removed without causing the image pixilation to be damaged.  Use of the layer 
allows the adjustment without impairing or changing the pixels in the original picture.  A 
vast number of Adjustment Layers can be used, each affecting the entire picture. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
If only a part of the original image from the camera needs to be adjusted, a new layer 
may be used; but since only a defined segment of the image is to be changed, a layer 
mask is necessary.  Once the Adjustment Layer is established and the adjustment made, a 
white mask or black mask can be created to affect that particular Adjustment Layer.  If it 
is a white mask, the entire adjustment in the new Adjustment Layer will affect the image.  
If it is a black mask, none of the adjustment on the new Adjustment Layer will affect the 
image.  If it is a combination of a white and black mask, the white part of the mask will 
allow the part of the image under the white to be affected by the adjustment, and the part 
under the black of the mask will be hidden.  Once a layer is set up, a white mask is 
created by pressing the “new mask” button at the bottom of the Layer palette, and the 
black mask is created by pressing the “new mask” button while holding the ALT key on 
the PC, or the corresponding key on the Apple. 
 
If a selection is made with one of the selection tools prior to the pressing of the “new 
mask” button on the Layer palette, the selected part of the image will become the white 
part of the layer mask and the remainder of the mask will be black.  Thereafter, any effect 
applied to the Adjustment layer will only affect the part of the image under the  white 
part of the mask and within the selection. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Using the layer mask technique to make adjustments to an image in a very selective tool, 
but it is dependent on using the selection tools in Photoshop effectively.  Various lasso 
tools are some of the most common ways to select a part of the image, but when the part 
of the picture to select is very detailed, these tools are impractical.  The Channels palette 
is a very useful way to make detailed or tedious selections.  Every image in the RGB 
mode is made up of three separate colored channels: red, green, and blue.  The three 
channels have different contrast and luminosity and the channels are usually used in the 
grayscale rather than the actual colors in order to show this contrast.  By making a 
selection under the “Edit” heading and “Preferences” subheading, the Channel palette 
will show the actual colored channels for any particular image: 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
By selecting any particular Channel with the color mode selected in the Preferences will 
show the particular Channel selected.  For example, when selecting the green Channel, 
the following image will appear: 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
When using the Channel palette to make selections in a particular image, we turn the 
Preferences so the color is turned off, and we view the individual Channels in grayscale 
so we can compare the contrast in each one of the three Channels: 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Once we select the Channel with the most contrast, we can prepare a mask directly from 
the selected Channel and turn the existing contrast into pure white and black by using 
levels, curves and the paintbrush tool with white or black selected.  Since we do not want 
to work on the actual Channel which will affect the image, we make a duplicate Channel 
by dragging the selected Channel down to the “New Channel” button at the bottom of the 
Channels palette. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



In the picture below we want to select the detailed castle (which is too dark in the image) 
without washing out the sky which has proper exposure.  We could use the lasso tool, but 
the top of the castle would make it difficult to make a clean selection, so we should use 
the Channel with the most contrast to create a layer mask instead.  In the following 
image, we selected the green channel as the one having the most contrast, and have 
applied the levels adjustment to the Channel to try to get an even more extreme contrast: 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
By now using the white point eyedropper in the levels adjustment, we can select the 
darker areas of the sky with the white point eyedropper (farthest to right), turning the 
darker area of the sky to white.  We can also take the paintbrush tool with black selected 
as the foreground color, and paint over the white or gray areas of the castle, in order to 
make the image of the castle into a black mask.  When painting the main part of the 
castle, make sure that the blending mode is set to “normal” and the opacity is set to 
100%.  When painting any of the edge detail in black, change the “normal” blending 
mode to “overlay” so that unintended white areas do not get painted with black. 
 



 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Once the Channel is converted to a black and white mask, it can be saved as a separate 
Channel for use again as part of this image, or it can be directly loaded as a selection by 
dragging the duplicate Channel (the new mask) down to the “make selection” button at 
the bottom of the Channel palette.  Since the castle is the black part of the Channel, the 
effect applied by an adjustment will affect the sky only.  Since it is desired to affect only 
the castle, and not the sky, we must select the “invert” direction under  “Selection” once 
the selection is loaded.  The selection is now inverted to affect only the castle which now 
becomes the white part of the mask and the sky becomes the black part of the mask. The 
mask will make the selection with the “dancing ants” and an adjustment layer can be 
made affecting only the selected area of the picture 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Another use of layer masks is to improve a picture where part of the picture is 
underexposed because the camera’s meter was fooled by a bright background.  The 
picture below has a bright background, but the foreground is too dark: 



 
 
This image was shot in “RAW” format and the picture can be affected by re-adjusting the 
data in Photoshop with the Raw processing plug-in.  The beauty of Raw processing over 
JPEG is that the picture can essentially be re-exposed with difference settings to allow the 
foreground in the picture above to be lightened substantially.  The problem with that 
adjustment, however, is that the bright background will get washed out.  The solution is 
to duplicate the picture and adjust one of the duplicates to lighten the foreground.  Leave 
the other duplicate as is. Save both versions of the picture in JPEG or TIFF format.  Open 
both versions of the picture in one of the formats. Then, by using the “move tool” while 
holding down the “shift” key, move the original picture over the lightened picture which 
will create two layers for the picture.  Create a black mask for this layer by selecting the 
“make mask” button at the bottom of the Layer palette while holding the “alt” key (on a 
PC).  Now, with the brush tool and a white paintbrush (at normal blending and 100% 
opacity) paint out the background so that the original (now top layer) shows through to 
achieve the original background lighting.  Since the foreground in the original image is 
now masked out of the image, the lightened version of the image in the top layer will 
affect the foreground subject matter: 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
A further method of creating a mask with not only solid black and white, but numerous 
gray tones, is to create a luminosity mask.  Shades of black and white create masks which 
allow different amounts of adjustment to affect the image depending on how gray the 
mask may be or how white the mask may be.  With a mask with different gray tones, 
effects can be applied in different degrees depending on the luminosity of the RGB 
Channel selected for the mask.  To create such a mask, the same methods as outlined 
above can be used, but by using the RGB Channel as the duplicate Channel and by 
dragging this RGB Channel to the “make selection” button at the bottom of the Channel 
palette, a selection will be made separating all areas of the picture which have a 
luminosity of higher than  50% from all parts of the picture which have a luminosity of 
lower than 50%. This selection can be used, or inverted, depending on the effect which is 
desired with the adjustment. 
 
There are many uses for layer masks and the selection techniques using the Channel 
palette.  Two excellent books on these topics are “Photoshop Masking & Compositing” 
by Katrin Eismann and “The Photoshop Channels Book” by Scott Kelby.  Both books 
deal with the latest features found in Photoshop CS2. 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


