
 
Introduction 
There are many, many ways to take your image from a RAW data file to a finished image. This is 
just one way of doing it. You may find it helpful to follow the basic artistic principles in thinking 
about three areas (and in this order):


a) Tone

b) Colour

c) Artistic effects


The workflow consists of the following steps:


1. Open image in Adobe Camera Raw

a) Basic edits

b) Tones

c) Colour


2. Open image in Photoshop as a smart 
object

a) Basic edits

b) Tones

c) Colour

d) Artistic effects

e) Resizing

f) Sharpening


The key issue is that this workflow is NON-DESTRUCTIVE.
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RAW file to exhibition image 
Using artistic principles



Simple artistic workflow

1 Open image in Adobe Camera Raw (ACR) 
• Click Auto and create a flat image (low contrast, no clipping, good midtones)

• Fix horizon and blemishes


2 Open image in Photoshop as a Smart Object 
a) Tone 
• Create a curves adjustment layer and adjust highlights, midtones and shadows - go gently! 

Adding a temporary monochrome gradient map above the curves layer can help to see the 
tones more clearly


• Add a 50% grayscale layer with soft light or overlay blend modes, and use a soft black or 
white brush or the dodge and burn tools at a low opacity to paint with light (see Painting with 
light workshop)


b) Colour 
• Add a colour balance adjustment layer and correct the colours in midtones, highlights and 

shadows (ensure preserve luminosity box is ticked).

c) Artistic effects 

• Radiance

• Colour grade (gradient map, colour blend mode)

• Radial spot (radial gradient, hard mix blend mode)

• Vignette (radial gradient, hard mix blend mode)


Remember, you can 

• use Blendif to protect highlights or shadows 

if needed

• Use masks to tailor your effects


Finally

• Resize

• Sharpen
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More sophisticated artistic workflow


1 Open image in Adobe Camera Raw (ACR) 
ACR is essentially very similar to Lightroom. All edits in ACR are non-destructive, and these edits 
are stored in a sidecar file (which is not usually visible in your folder, but moves with the RAW file if 
you move the RAW file elsewhere.


a)	 Basic edits


• Is the image straight? Consider using the Straighten tool to cure wonky horizons etc.

• Is the image parallel? Verticals can recede, and this can be corrected with Lens Corrections 

and/or the Transform tool.

• Check the composition. Do you want to crop at the point using the Crop tool?

• What colour profile do you want to use? The RAW image is a data file, NOT an image, and you 

can tell ACR how to interpret the file using the Profile Browser.

• The latest version of Photoshop CC uses artificial intelligence to look at the image in ACR and 

determine the best tonal and colour balance. It isn’t always perfect - it is nearly always a good 
place to start though. So click the Auto button. This will create a fairly flat, low-contrast image.


b)	 Tones

• Your friend for this step is the histogram. You generally at this stage want to ensure that there 

are no burnt-out highlights or under-exposed shadows. ACR will highlight these areas on the 
image, if there are any.  Use Whites and Blacks, then refine with Highlights, Shadows. In 
addition, holding down the a key while you move sliders will show clipping in these areas 
only.


• Consider using Clarity (which alters the midtones), Texture and Dehaze sliders. Go gently with 
these!


• Tweak the Contrast slider if necessary.

• Recheck the Highlights, Shadows, Whites and Blacks, because the tonal balance may have 

moved a bit, especially if you use dehaze. Keep your eye on the histogram.


Remember, you can use all the skills that you learned in the Painting with Light workshop to 
develop your image further.


How to alter contrast

• Global contrast (the larger dark and light areas) - contrast slider, dehire slider

• Local contrast (the smaller dark and light areas) - clarity slider

• High contrast (near the brightest area) - texture slider


c)	 Colour


• You may consider breaking the Vibrance and Saturation sliders. Vibrance increases the 
intensity of the more muted colours and leaves the already well-saturated colours alone. 
Vibrance also prevents skin tones from becoming overly saturated and unnatural.


• For individual colours, the HSL Adjustments panel can alter Hue, Saturation and Luminance.

• You might want to adjust colour noise at this stage.


2 Open image in Photoshop as a Smart Object 
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• Either set your ACR preferences to 
always open as a smart object 
(recommended) or hold down the 
q key before you click open.


• The principle of Photoshop edition 
is to never perform any destructive 
edits. This is always possible.


• It is a good idea to rename the 
layers that you create, so you can 
understand them when you open 
the file another day.


a)	 Basic edits


• Spot healing and cloning: create a 
new blank later above your image 
and use the spot healing brush tool, 
patch tool or clone tool to remove distracting areas. You may want to zoom in to do this more 
effectively.


b)	 Tones


• Non-destructive dodge and burn: create new layer, then go to Edit > Fill > 50% grey (uncheck 
Preserve Transparency). Change the blend mode of this layer to Soft Light or Overlay, then 
use the Dodge and Burn tools (or the black and white Brush tools) on a low opacity and with a 
soft edge to brighten or darken areas of the image.. Reduce the Opacity of the layer if you have 
been a bit heavy-handed.


• It is possible to create tone masks from luminosity masks, we will come back to this later.


c)	 Colour


• Are there some specific colour enhancements that you now want to make? Select the colour 
area and Using Select > Colour Range and use the eyedropper tool. Increase or decrease the 
Fuzziness to refine the selection, then open an adjustment layer. A mask will automatically be 
created. You can of course use BlendIf to feather the edges.


• Think about the colour wheel, complimentary colours and analogous colours. The colour wheel 
and the colour themes panels can help you here.


 
Advanced saturation/vibrance masking 

• Use the HSB/HSL filter to create saturation masks:
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• Duplicate image

• On the duplicate layer Filter > Other > HSB/HSL 
• Input: RGB, row order HSB

• Red channel = hue information 

• Green channel = saturation information

• Blue channel = brightness information 

(100% brightness gives most intense 
colour)


• Rename layer HSB

• With the HSB layer highlighted, go to 

Channels and x or v click on the 
Green channel: this will highlight the most 
saturated areas of the image. 


• Go back to layers and hide the HSB layer, 
then click on the RGB layer. 


• Then create a Hue/saturation adjustment 
layer and a saturation mask will be 
automatically selected, these are the most 
saturated areas in the image. If the mask is 
inverted, it will target the least saturated 
areas of the image, protecting the highly 
saturated areas (vibrance).


• To control the luminosity of the layer mask, click on the mask then Image > Adjustment > 
levels. You can also mask in or mask out some of the mask ifs needed.


• Repeating this with the red channel will give a hue mask, and the blue channel a brightness 
mask. If you use  the HSL filter, the blue channel will be a lightness mask.


d)	 Artistic effects


• Time to let your imagination go wild! 

• Are you happy with the crop/composition now? 

• Radial spot or Orton effect?

• Colour gradient or solid colour overlay can pull colours in the image together - be subtle!

• Want to add a vignette?


e) 	 Resizing


• Duplicate the image using Image > Duplicate and tick Duplicate Merged Layers Only.

• From now on use the copied layer only (save your original file as a .psd file to preserve your 

edits).

• Convert this layer to a smart object by R-clicking on the layer and choosing the menu item.

• Check that the colourspace is sRGB or convert using Edit > Convert to Profile.

• Navigate to Image > Image Size and resize to fit 1920x1440 pixels for LPS competitions, or 

2048 pixels for Facebook (Leave Resample on automatic).


f)	 Sharpening


• This is the last thing you do to an image

• Duplicate the image layer

• Using a high pass filter

• On the duplicated layer, navigate to Filter > Other > High Pass and select a radius to capture 

just the edges (typically between 2.5-4 but varies from image to image) and click OK. The 
blend mode should be Hard Light.


• Using ACR
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• Make the layer a smart object, then Filter > Camera Raw Filter and use the sharpening and 
noise reduction settings.


• You might want to reduce the opacity of the layer, and mask out some areas such as sky. Zoom 
in to 100% to see accurately what is happening. Too much sharpening will alter the tones of the 
image.


• Save this image as a jpg on maximum quality, and it is ready for your competition or exhibition 
printing!


More about sharpening in the Further Steps workshop.
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Luminosity masks 
These are masks based on luminance ie the bright or dark areas in an image. They allow 
manipulation of tones in a very focussed way within an image. There are several ways of 
producing them: all the methods are rather fiddly, though you could create an action to make 
them.


LUMINOSITY MASKS FROM CHANNELS IN PHOTOSHOP 

(a) Go to the Channels tab and Cmd-click or Ctrl-click on the thumbnail of the RGB layer. This 
creates a selection of the highlights in the image.


(b) Click on the mask icon at the bottom of the panel (save selection as channel) which creates 
a new channel called Alpha 1 - rename this layer Highlights 

 

(c) WIth the selection still visible on the image, hold down Cmd-Option-Shift or Ctrl-Alt-Shift 
then click on the thumbnail of the Highlights channel. This creates a smaller selection of the 
even brighter areas in the image. Save this as as channel and rename it Brights.


(d) Repeat the process a third time, save the channel and rename it Very bright.




You now have 3 highlights channels.





(e) Reselect the highlights selection by Cmd-click or Ctrl-
click on the highlights thumbnail. Then invert this 
selection by Shift-Cmd-I or Shift-Ctrl-I. Click the mask 
icon to create a new channel and rename this 
Shadows.


(f) Refine the selection a further twice by holding down 
Cmd-Option-Shift or Ctrl-Alt-Shift then click on the 
thumbnail of the Shadows channel. Rename these 
layers Darks and Very dark.


You now have 3 highlights channels and 3 shadows

Channels. 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(g) Now create a midtones selection by subtracting the highlights and shadows channels from 
the whole image. Cmd-A or Ctrl-A to select the whole image, then click on the Highlights and 
Shadows channels while holding down Cmd-Opt-Shift or Ctrl-Alt-Shift. Click on OK if a 
warning dialog box appears. Then click the mask icon to create a new channel and rename 
this channel Midtones.


(h) Finally, click on the RGB channel to restore the original image on the screen.


To use these channels as selections, Cmd-click or Ctrl-click on the channel that you wish to make 
a selection of, go back to the layers panel, then create a Curves adjustment layer. A mask will 
automatically be produced. You could also use these masks on a dodge and burn layer to restrict 
your alterations to just certain areas.


There are several other ways to create luminosity masks. There are also panels such as Raya Pro 
which essentially do all these steps for you. TK actions has a simple free panel - http://
goodlight.us/panels-and-videos.html - though to get the most out of luminosity masks you need 
to understand how they work.


Luminosity masks made easier 
Creating luminosity masks from scratch is time consuming, so using an automated system to 
create these automatically makes sense. Actions like this can be complex to create - fortunately 
others have done this already. For example…




Odell luminosity mask actions


Download the Odell luminosity mask actions (free) 
from https://luminescentphoto.com/blog/jason-
odells-luminosity-mask-actions/. Unzip the 
downloaded file, then WITH PHOTOSHOP OPEN, 
double-click on the .atn file and it will be installed 
into your actions panel automatically.


Create luminosity masks before tone masks. 

Create the mask using x or v click on the 
appropriate channel, then create an adjustment 
layer: the mask will be applied automatically.
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Easy Panel 2.0


Download the Easy Panel (free) from https://www.shutterevolve.com/
easy-panel-2-0-free-16-bit-luminosity-mask-panel/ and follow the 
installation instructions.


This panel automatically creates masks for you, and also does some 
other useful stuff. Follow the tutorial panel at the bottom of the panel.


Brad Cheek www.bradverts.co.uk February 2020
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