
Steve Caplin walks us alphabetically through the concepts essential to 
success for any jobbing or aspiring designer.

STEVE CAPLIN'S      TO      OF DESIGN

Adjustment layers are powerful tools  
for Photoshop users, but they’re often 
overlooked in the flurry of special effect filters 
and layer styles. The 15 adjustments available 
include Curves, Levels, Hue/Saturation, 
Selective Color, as well as all the standard 
adjustments you’d expect to find. However, 
there are also special-purpose adjustment 
layers, such as the Gradient Map, which 
appear nowhere else in Photoshop.

At their most basic level, adjustment 
layers allow you to apply standard 
adjustments in a non-permanent, editable 
way. For instance, rather than simply 
modifying a layer’s appearance with Curves, 
you could use an adjustment layer version of 
Curves instead. The most obvious advantage 
is that this adjustment can be reopened at 
any point, and tweaked or removed entirely. 
You choose adjustment layers from the pop-
up list at the bottom of the Layers palette, or 
by selecting New Adjustment Layer from 
Photoshop’s Layer menu.

There’s far more to the technology than 
this, though. First, an adjustment layer will 
apply its effect to all the layers beneath it. 
Think of it as a layer of translucent glass 
over your layer stack: anything seen through 
it will show the adjustment set within it. If 

you only want the adjustment 
to apply to a single layer, 
then the easiest solution is 
simply to use the layer 
beneath as a clipping mask. 
This can be done after the 
adjustment layer is created, 
by pressing Alt-Command-g. 
Alternatively, if you hold the 
Alt key while selecting the 
relevant adjustment layer 
from the pop-up list, you’ll be 
presented with a dialog in 
which you can specify the 
clipping mode.

A: Adjustment layers

  01 Here, the adjustment layer applied to the top, Solid Color layer has 
been set to Multiply so you can see through it to the image beneath – in 
this case, to give the picture a sepia effect.

Adjustment layers 01 can be applied at 
all the standard layer modes, which greatly 
increases their range of use. So a Solid Color 
layer placed above this image would, by 
default, simply fill the workspace with that 
colour. When we change the mode of the 
adjustment layer from Normal to Multiply, 
though, we see through it to the image 
beneath: it’s a simple way of creating a sepia-
like effect without changing the pixels on the 
layer itself. And because the effect can apply 
to all the layers in a document, we can use it 
to turn a whole set of layers to sepia.

Adjustment layers can, of course, be 
duplicated and moved around just like 
regular layers. As such, when you apply an 
effect to one layer, it’s easy to duplicate it 
and apply it to other layers within the same 
document, or even in different ones. 
Furthermore, because they’re editable, you 
can change the effect at any time. Again, as 
they behave like regular layers, it’s a simple 
matter to reduce the opacity of an 
adjustment layer to reduce the strength of 
its effect, which gives increased flexibility 
without permanently changing the state 
of any of the layers in your document.

Unlike standard counterparts, adjustment 
layers can also have masks applied to them 
so that they affect only a portion of the 
layers beneath. In this example 02A, we 
want to take some of the blue out of this 
man’s face. We can begin by making a new 
Curves adjustment layer, with which it’s a 
trivial matter to achieve our goal. The trouble 
is that the Curves process has affected the 
suit as well 02B. The adjustment layer 
already has a built-in mask when we create 
it, so by simply painting out the suit area on 
the mask, we can restore that region to its 
original state 02C.

The Gradient Map is a special adjustment 
layer that uses the foreground and 
background colours to add colour to the 
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image. It works particularly well when using 
black and white, as it produces a strong, 
crisp greyscale image that’s far sharper than 
you could be achieved simply by converting 
an RGB picture to greyscale. In this example 
03A, the original image is strong in colour. 
When it’s simply converted to greyscale 
03B, it loses all its power. The Gradient Map 
03C, on the other hand, brings far more 
definition and contrast to it: when now 
converted to greyscale, this image will retain 
all that enhancement. One clear advantage 
of this method is that if you’re creating an 
image which may or may not need to be in 
greyscale, you can work in RGB with a 
Gradient Map layer present, and see exactly 
how it will work in mono without permanently 
affecting any of the constituent layers.

Another, more controllable way to create 
a greyscale effect is to use the Channel 
Mixer adjustment layer. This lets you set the 
strength of each of the red, green and blue 
channels in an RGB document: by checking 
the Monochrome box at the bottom of the 
dialog, you can produce precisely the 
greyscale mode you need.

  04A We want to make 
this head appear as though it 
has been made of bronze. 

  03A An image with strong colours can benefit greatly 
from being converted to black and white. The Gradient 
Map adjustment layer is a great way to do this. 

Some effects depend on applying an 
adjustment after a filter, such as turning 
objects into metal. Here’s a mannequin’s head 
04A, which we’re going to make appear to 
be made of bronze. The first step is to add a 
Curves adjustment layer with a stepped effect 
04B. The trouble is, this method affects 
the object’s colour as well, resulting in an 
unwanted rainbow texture 04C. We can fix 
this by changing the mode of the adjustment 
layer, using the pop-up menu in Layers 
palette. When we change it from Normal to 
Luminosity, only the brightness of the object is 
affected: the colours remain unchanged 04D.

The trouble now is that there’s too much 
surface detail for a convincing metallic look. To 
remedy this, we can lock the transparency of 
the layer (so its outline remains crisp), and 
apply Gaussian Blur to it until we achieve the 
effect we want 04E. If we were just using 
straight Curves, we’d have to apply the blur 
first – guessing as to exactly the right amount 
for our purpose. With the adjustment layer, we 
can apply blur to the head while looking 
through the Curves effect: this way, we can 
see precisely what we’re going to get.

  02A This man has an unhealthy 
blue cast, so we want to make a 
new Curves adjustment layer. 

  02B However, the Curves 
adjustment layer affects the man’s 
suit as well as his skin tone. 

  02C By painting out the suit on 
the layer’s built-in mask, we can 
restore that area to its original state.

  03B Simply converting the image to greyscale 
results in the image losing its impact.

  03C The Gradient Map layer brings much more 
contrast and definition to the picture. 

  04B First, add a Curves adjustment 
layer with a stepped effect. 

  04C However, this 
affects the colour of the 
head and has added 
unwanted texture, too. 

  04D We can fix this 
by changing the mode of 
the adjustment layer to 
Luminosity, whereby only 
the brightness is affected.

  04E Now there’s too 
much surface detail, so we 
lock the transparency and 
apply Gaussian Blur until 
we get the desired effect.
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