Using Adjustment Layers in Photoshop

When photographers work with images in Photoshop, they will most likely do adjustments to brightness, contrast, tone and color.  Under Image > Adjust there are many types of adjustments to choose from, such as Levels and Curves.  However, I’m going to encourage you NOT to use this method of fixing your image.  Instead, use an Adjustment Layer (or several adjustments layers).  An adjustment layer gives you many advantages.  You can see its effect on the image immediately, but the changes are reversible. If later you want to slightly modify the adjustment, you can select that layer and change it again.  You can throw away that adjustment layer and reverse the change without degrading the image.  There are other cool things you can do with Adjustment layers which I’ll describe later.  

Here’s how to use an Adjustment Layer to adjust brightness and contrast with Levels.  (Descriptions are based on Photoshop 6, but layers have been in Photoshop since version 5.5.)
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1. Click on “Layer” then “New Adjustment Layer” then “Levels”. Click OK in the “New Layer” window to accept the defaults.

2. The Levels histogram will appear. Move the right slider to the left until it is positioned at the beginning of the histogram. This will set the white point in the image. Next move the left slider to the right to set the black point.

3. Try moving the middle slider, which controls midtones, in either direction to adjust the lightness or darkness of the image until it looks good to you. 

4. If this is a color image, you can adjust the levels for all the channels together, or select the red, green or blue channel to adjust independently.
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When working with Layers, you should have the Layer palette visible.  Click on “Window” then “View Layers.”

[image: image3.wmf]If you want to see what your image would look like without the adjustment layer changes, then click on the “Eye” icon in the right of the layer.  When the “Eye” is not showing, the layer is inactive.  Click again and have the “Eye” reappear and you see what the adjustment layer has done to the image.  If you throw away this layer (by dragging the layer to the trash can icon in the bottom right of the layer palette), the image will be unchanged.

You can add more Adjustment layers and do more changes to the image.  Each layer is like a lens through which you view the image below.  You can stack these lenses (i.e., layers) on top of each other and look through all to see the adjusted image.

All layers have “blending modes” which influence how that layer interacts with the layer below it. “Normal” is the default, but pull down the menu in the layer palette to see all the blending modes available. Two very useful blending modes for adjusting photos are “Multiply” and “Screen.” “Multiply” intensifies the image.  It makes the darks darker, but doesn’t necessarily darken the lights.  It produces the same effect as combining (sandwiching) identical slides of the image.  You can use this to intensify or burn in light areas of the image.  “Screen” lightens the image.  Try this to lighten dark areas of the image in place of the dodge tool.

Another advantage of using an Adjustment Layer is you can lessen the effect of the adjustment by decreasing the opacity of the layer.  The default opacity is 100%; that will allow all the adjustment to show.  As you decrease the opacity (by moving the opacity slider to the left) you will see the less effect of the adjustment by having more of the image below this layer show through.

If you don’t want the adjustment to affect the entire image, you can control what is affected by “masking.”  A black layer mask blocks the adjustment, thus allowing that area to look unchanged.  To do this, select the airbrush tool and paint on the image with black. Where you paint, the adjustment layer will be masked or erased and the layer below will show through. If you paint (i.e. mask) too much you can reverse it by using the erase tool or by painting with White instead of black.  Painting with gray lessens the opacity of the mask and allows some of the layer below to show. Remember that you can use various brush sizes with the airbrush or eraser to give you more control.

Experiment!  You have nothing to lose.  With adjustment layers, you will not permanently change or degrade the image.  You can always delete the layer or click the Eye icon to stop viewing the layer’s effect.

You can stack up multiple Adjustment Layers.  For example, if you have an overexposed (too light) area in your image, you can darken the entire image by selecting Layer > New adjustment layer > Levels > Multiply blending mode. Then mask off (by airbrushing) the areas of the image that you don’t want to darken. If there are very dark areas in the same image that you want to lighten, repeat the same process and this time use the Screen blending mode for this layer. Airbrush to mask the areas that you don’t want to lighten in this layer/

Theoretically, you could have as many as 99 layers in your Photoshop image.  However, the number of layers for an image is actually limited by the amount of memory in your computer and the amount of free disk space on your hard drive. If you save your image in photoshop format (.psd), you retain all the layer information, but you will have a larger file to save.  You can eliminate the layers and retain their effects by flattening. (Layer > Flatten Image)  For example, a grayscale image with 5 layers is 29.7 MB, but when flattened to one layer, is 9.7 MB.  Color images will be about 3 times larger.

[image: image4.wmf]Not all refinements can be done in Adjustment layers (e.g., sharpening), but it might be wise to save your multi-layered image in .psd format so that you can later “tweak” the layers and make further adjustments.







