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This guide is written assuming you are working in Lightroom, but the same tools are available 

in Adobe Camera Raw (ACR). 

GENERAL TIPS 
• Rename a mask by double-clicking its name in the Masks panel 

• Drag the panel to move it around the screen or to dock/undock it 

• Double-click ‘Move panel’ handle to dock/undock it  

• Click the ‘Overlay’ swatch in the Masks panel to change the colour 

• Use the ‘Overlay Mode’ option on the toolbar at the bottom of the Lightroom window 

to view the overlay in different ways (‘three dots’ next to the overlay swatch in ACR) 

TYPES OF MASK 

There are several mask tools available, and the way they are each added is slightly different: 

SUBJECT/SKY/BACKGROUND 

Lightroom will detect what it thinks is the appropriate area and show its coloured overlay. 

SELECT PEOPLE 

Lightroom will detect people, mostly by detecting visible faces. Select a person to display a 

list of parts that can be masked (TIP: only available parts will be listed, e.g., if the person is not 

smiling, ‘Teeth’ will not be an option). 

 

OBJECTS 

Drag over or around, depending on the Mode, the object to be selected: 

 

• Brush Select: paint over the object to be selected (recommended for objects on a 

complex background; often beneficial to include a little extra) 
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• Rectangle Select: drag a rectangle around the object (recommended for objects on a 

simple background) 

BRUSH 

Paint on the image to mask the area to be adjusted. Use the sliders to configure the brush 

behaviour: 

 

• Size: the size of the brush, in pixels 

• Feather: creates a ‘softer edge’ to the brush to help blend in changes – the size of the 

two circles indicates the amount of feather 

• Flow: the amount of brush applied with each stroke, allowing you to build up the 

brushed area 

• Density: the maximum amount of brush that can be applied (will affect the Flow 

accordingly) 

• TIP: hold Alt whilst painting to erase areas brushed by mistake 

LINEAR GRADIENT 

Drag the area to be masked. The further apart the start and end are, the more feathered the 

gradient will be. TIP: hold Shift to constrain the gradient to either horizontal or vertical. 

 

RADIAL GRADIENT 

Drag the area to be masked. The Radial Gradient is managed in the same way as the Linear 

Gradient. The Feather slider can also be used to adjust the gradient. 

Gradient start 

Gradient finish 

Rotate gradient 

Gradient midpoint/move gradient 
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RANGE > COLOR 

Click into the image to select the colour to be masked or drag to select an area of colours. 

 

Modify the selected area: 

• Hold Shift and click to add up to five areas of colour to use 

• Hold Alt (Mac: Option) to remove a sampled area 

• Use the Refine slider to broaden or narrow the range of colours 

RANGE > LUMINANCE 

Click or drag to select an area of brightness in the image. Modify the selection using the 

Luminance Range slider. 

 

THE MASKS PANEL 

All masking is controlled from the Masking panel, available in the Develop module of 

Lightroom and in Adobe Camera Raw (ACR) in Photoshop/Bridge. 

 

Each time a mask is added, you will need to select the desired type of mask, which will then 

be added to the Masks panel: 
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Each mask is displayed as a mask group (in this example, the group is called ‘Ground’ – notice 

there is a second group called ‘Sky’)) with the masks that comprise it listed below (‘Subject 1’ 

and ‘Linear Gradient 1’). 

 

When a mask is added, it will appear with a coloured overlay – this will automatically switch 

when an adjustment is made. 

• Change the colour of the overlay by pressing Shift+O or by clicking the colour swatch 

(shown in red) 

• Use the ellipsis – the Mask Overlay Mode – to change how the mask overlay is 

displayed 

 

Move panel 

Collapse/expand panel Disable/enable all masks 

Change overlay colour 

Mask Overlay Mode 

Mask group 

Masks in group 
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CREATING THE FIRST MASK 
1. Click Masking icon – this will open the Mask panel 

2. Select the required type of mask: 

• If using ‘Select Subject’, ‘Select Sky’, or ‘Select Background’ Lightroom/ACR will 

calculate where the subject or sky is and display the colour overlay 

• If using one of the other masking tools, select the area to be adjusted 

3. Make the desired adjustments (in Lightroom, be careful not to use the sliders in the 

Basic panel as these will adjust the entire image, as normal!) 

ADDING FURTHER MASKS 

Multiple masks can be added to the same image, to adjust different sections of it. 

1. Create the first mask 

2. In the Mask panel, click Create New Mask > and select the desired mask tool 

3. Create the subsequent mask(s) as normal 

MODIFYING A MASK 

All masks can be modified in three main ways – adding to them, subtracting from them, and 

inverting them. 

ADDING AND SUBTRACTING 

Any mask can have parts of the image added to, or subtracted from it. Each addition or 

subtraction from a mask will create its own ‘layer’ in the mask group. 

1. Create the mask in the normal way 

2. In the Masks panel, select the mask and click either Add or Subtract 

3. Select the desired masking tool to make the modification 

4. Apply the tool in the normal manner 

Example 1: ‘Select Sky’ used, and then ‘Add > Color Range’ to select the sky through the car 

windows. 
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Example 2: ‘Linear Gradient’ used, then ‘Subtract > Select Subject’ to cut out the monument. 

  

INVERTING 

Any part of a mask group or the group itself can be inverted – switched to the opposite – if 

necessary: 

1. Create the mask in the usual way 

2. Click the ellipsis next to the mask or mask group > Invert, or tick the Invert option in 

the right-hand panel 

Example: ‘Select Sky’ used, then Inverted to select the statue rather than the sky 

  

MANAGING MASKS 
• To hide or show a mask or mask group, click its eyeball icon 

• Double-click a mask’s or mask group’s name to rename it 

• Click the ellipsis next to a mask or mask group to delete it, or to delete all 

• In ACR, click-and-hold the ‘Toggle Visibility’ icon at the top of the Masks panel to 

hide/show all mask effects 

MASK SHORTCUTS 
Command/Tool Shortcut 

Show/hide adjustment overlay ................................................... O 

Change overlay colour (cycle) ..................................................... Shift+O 

Change overlay mode (cycle) ....................................................... Alt+O 

Linear gradient ................................................................................ Shift+drag to keep straight 

Rename a mask/mask group........................................................ Double-click its name 

Reset any slider ............................................................................... Double-click its name 

Reset a group of sliders ................................................................ Double-click the group name 

To erase with Brush ....................................................................... Alt 


