
Using layers and layer masks

an example showing how to create more pleasing 
lighting

From To
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Original image, straight from 
camera

Below is the image the way it came out of the camera. We were experimenting with the lighting, 
in this case just the hair light was on and I used an on-camera flash head (with light sphere 
diffuser) pointing to the left. 

There are many things wrong with this image: 
•The lighting on the backdrop is to harsh and bright
•The lighting on the model has unpleasant shadows
•The light on the top of the legs and the hair is too hot
•Stuff shows next to the backdrop
•Overall the lighting is very flat and 

uninteresting

I had the camera set to Raw + JPG so luckily 
I still had the raw file. The raw file always has 
information in it that may be lost in the JPG 
version

We want to take the attention 
away from the backdrop and 
focus it on the model
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Step 1: open file in Adobe Camera Raw 
(ACR)
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Focus on all areas that you want to make darker, ignore everything else 
we’re going to fix that later.



Step 1-2
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Name this layer 
Dark-Background

If needed use 
healing brush or 
regular brush to 
remove (darken) 
the area on the 
right next to the 
backdrop



Step 2

• Click on file – open recent and select the same raw file again.

• Now adjust settings to get correct lighting on the legs 
• ignore the rest, we’re going to hide that later.
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Step 2-2 • Once image is 
opened pres 
<CTRL>A (select 
all) and then 
<CTRL>C (copy)

• Go to the other 
window with the 
dark background 
layer and press 
<CTRL>V (paste)

• If everything is 
correct, you now 
have the new 
layer on top of 
the dark layer

• Name the new 
layer medium

• This layer hides 
the dark layer 
underneath

• Close the other 
window, it is no 
longer needed3/4/2007 ©Erik Samwel 2007 6



Step 3 • With the medium layer 
selected click layer�
layer mask � reveal 
all

• Select a paint brush, 
choose the color black, 

• make the brush 
approximately 30% 
opaque and 30% flow

• Start painting in the 
mask where you want 
the background to 
come through

• In the picture shown 
here a cursory job is 
done only

• You can see a halo 
around the model, we 
want to avoid that

• Never the less, we can 
start to see the picture 
taking shape
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You can see in the mask that the shape of the model is 
shown in white on a black background. In the black part of 
the mask, the background will show through



Step 4: creating a selection
• To avoid the halo, we have to create a very exact selection of the model
• This is the most difficult part of the whole process
• The selection can be created using a combination of the magic wand, 

magnetic lasso, polygonal lasso etc., whatever works best for you.
• Zoom in when needed
• Use the add to selection or subtract from selection buttons to get a 

selection that is as accurate as possible
• Make sure feather is OFF
• When you have a good selection: click on the select menu and choose 

“save selection” choose an appropriate name for example body
• Save the whole image file (file-save as) to make sure your hard work isn’t 

lost. 
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Step 4-2
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The selection looks approximately like this



Step 4-3

• Right click next to the image and select “select 
inverse”

• Now everything outside of the model is selected
• Click on the layer mask of the medium layer
• Select the black brush and start painting the 

mask in the area outside of the body
• The selection makes sure that you don’t 

accidentally point inside the body
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Step 4-4: result on medium 
layer
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Step 5: bright 
layer
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• Click on file – open recent and select the same raw file again.

• Now adjust settings to get correct lighting on the face and arms. Ignore the 
rest, we’re going to hide that later.

Note that some 
parts (red 
areas) are 
completely 
over exposed 
here. We’ll 
hide them later 
with a mask



Step 5-2
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• Once the image is opened pres 
<CTRL>A (select all) and then 
<CTRL>C (copy)

• Go to the other window with the 
dark and medium layers and press 
<CTRL>V (paste)

• If everything is correct, you now 
have the new layer on top of the 
medium and dark layer

• Name the new layer bright
• This layer hides the layers 

underneath

• Close the other window, it is no 
longer needed



Step 6: Layer mask on bright 
layer

• On the bright layer, add a layer mask (reveal all)
• <ALT> mouse click in the layer mask of the medium layer
• The layer mask is now visible
• Press <CTRL>A and <CTRL>C to copy the mask
• <ALT> mouse click in the layer mask of the bright layer, 

make sure the completely white mask is visible and press 
<CTRL>V to paste in the mask

• Now click on the icon for the layer itself to make the 
picture visible again and then click on the mask of the 
bright layer to start working on that mask

• Press <CTRL>D to deselect everything
• Start painting in the mask of the bright layer to hide or 

diminish the overexposed parts of the body
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Step 6-2 resulting mask for the bright 
layer
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Note that all 
the over 
exposed areas 
are (partially) 
masked out



DONE!!!
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Don’t forget to save your work!



Notes
• What was shown could be done in several other ways 

too. 
• For example in stead of using 3 picture layers with 

masks, one could use one picture layer and 3 levels 
adjustment layers with masks. This would use a lot less 
memory.

• I chose the one presented here because it demonstrates 
the principles behind picture layers and layer masks very 
clearly

• Also, I like the editing possibilities provided by ACR.
• The picture was re-created for the purpose of this 

presentation. In the original I did a few other steps and 
was a bit more careful with my selections and masks.
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