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Links 
 

 
 

 
“Page-O-Links” 

 
 

 
•  Watts Digital Home Page (Products & Services):   
 

 https://wattsdigital.com 
 
 

•  Blog Home Page (Educational): 
 

       https://blog.main.wattsdigital.com 
 
 

•  Photoshop free live Meetups online:   
 

https://wattsdigital.com/free-live-meetups-online 
 

 

•  Join my mailing list to receive my Watts Digital Photoshop “Quick Tip” Newsletter:   
 

             Click Here to Join 
 

 

•  “Not Just Another Photoshop Book”:  
 

       https://wattsdigital.com/photoshop-book-e-book 
 

•  Small Group Workshop Meetups: 
 

 https://wattsdigital.com/small-group-workshops 
 

 

•  Free Useful Downloads: 
 

https://wattsdigital.com/free-useful-downloads 
 

 

•  Free “Photoshop 101” Videos: 
 

            https://wattsdigital.com/free-photoshop-101-videos 
 

 
•  Photoshop YouTube Videos (Don’t forget to subscribe & “like”): 
 

            https://www.youtube.com/user/wattsdigitalvideos 
 
 

•  Blogpost: Photoshop vs Lightroom?  Wrong Question! (Link to Part 2 & 3 in this blogpost) 
 

 https://blog.main.wattsdigital.com/photoshop-vs-lightroom-wrong-question/ 
 
 

•  Blogpost: Is Artificial Intelligence Relevant in Photography? 
 

https://blog.main.wattsdigital.com/is-artificial-intelligence-relevant-in-photography/ 
 

 
 

 

 

https://wattsdigital.com/
https://blog.main.wattsdigital.com/
https://wattsdigital.com/free-live-meetups-online
https://visitor.r20.constantcontact.com/manage/optin?v=0016DNjNiidDhRwYuGZFNAxcASo2U_gpD08
https://wattsdigital.com/photoshop-book-e-book
https://wattsdigital.com/small-group-workshops
https://wattsdigital.com/free-useful-downloads
https://wattsdigital.com/free-photoshop-101-videos
https://www.youtube.com/user/wattsdigitalvideos
https://blog.main.wattsdigital.com/photoshop-vs-lightroom-wrong-question/
https://blog.main.wattsdigital.com/is-artificial-intelligence-relevant-in-photography/
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Control your Contrast and Color 

 

 

 

 
 
When it comes to a good color print, you’ve got to know what you’re aiming for before you can properly use the 
tools in Photoshop. I mean, what IS color, anyway?? Get ready to find out, as we go over the basics of Color 
Theory & color correction. 
 
Further, you might recall from Class1 that the generic adjustments such as “Brightness/Contrast” or “Color 
Balance” are too global, simplistic or destructive to the image to be of any major use.   

 
So instead, I’ll show you the powerful one-two punch of Levels & Hue/Saturation Adjustment Layers to take care 
of your Contrast & Color needs with ultimate control & flexibility - think “Manual Transmission vs Automatic 
Transmission” (also from Class 1).   
 
In an exceptionally well-exposed image (one that does not need to be divided into “Zones”, discussed soon), it's 
entirely possible that with a few simple adjustments in Levels (combined with Hue/Saturation), your image could 
be ready to print.   

 
 

 
 
 

         
The Master File and Workflow 2 

Basic Elements of a Good Color Print 3 

Color Correction and the Color Wheel 7 

Using “Zones” in Photoship 9 

Adjustment Layers 10 

The Levels Adjustment Layer 12 

The Hue Saturation Adjustment Layer 13 
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The Master File and Workflow 
 
 

If a picture is truly worth a thousand words, then here’s an overall visual representation of the Workflow Chart 
from my Photoshop book – notice that your Workflow centers on creating a Master File.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Creating a Master File is NOT for every image: it’s exclusively for those images that are your best – – those 
images that you need & want to spend time with, doing all that’s necessary to make your image “pretty”.  This is 
where you’ll pour your artistic “blood, sweat and tears” into that image - resulting in a Master File. 
 
What is a “Master File”?  Technically, it’s a 16-Bit, un-flattened, un-sharpened, un-cropped, un-resized file, 
designated as such in its file name, and saved as a .PSD or .TIFF (all of this is discussed later throughout the 
book). 
 

Why create a Master File? 
 

• It’s multi-purpose:  use it to create separate files for a specific print size or printer, for the Web, for 
magazine output, etc. - staying consistent between ALL of those files. 

 

• It maintains file structure integrity & “backwards-compatibility”:  you can safely step back to a previous 
point in your workflow or vision, compare and/or apply “what-if” scenarios, etc. - all in one file! 

  

• It’s easily correctable:  for color, contrast, cropping, enhancements, etc. non-destructively (loss of digital 
information) - which reduces pixelization, banding or posterization. 

 

• Allows you to properly sharpen for a specific print or output size:  let’s say that a Master File is created 
from a RAW file – It might be around 16”x24” at 300 ppi – If you sharpen the Master File for this size, and 
then reduce the file to prep for an 8x12 print, the resulting 8x12 will be over-sharpened.   
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By the way, the left side of the chart above is the “creative” side, and the right side of the 
chart is the “procedural” side (except for cropping, which can be very “creative”). 

 

https://youtu.be/b6ZuvxFTEFU YouTube Video: 

https://youtu.be/b6ZuvxFTEFU
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Basic Elements of a Good Color Print 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Contrast is the difference in brightness  
between the light and dark areas of an image.   
 
•  High Contrast: A high contrast image has a harsh look.  It typically has a lot of dark areas and a 
lot of light areas, with very little in the way of mid-tones.  The highlights are washed out and the 
shadows are blocked up, meaning no detail in those areas. 
 
•  Low Contrast: A low contrast image is flat and lifeless -- it’s mostly mid-tones, with very few dark 
areas and light areas.  The shadows are washed out and highlights are dull. 
 
•  Proper Contrast: With proper contrast, the image has "snap" and "life” - it’s pleasing to the eye.  
The shadows are not blocked up, and the blacks are "black".  The highlights are not washed out. 

 

•  What are the basic elements of a good color print?  
 
•  How should Photoshop be used to create it? 

 
There are eight basic elements necessary in the 
creation of a good color print - if you enhance 
these elements properly, then you end up with a 
good print.  
 
The chart shows the corresponding basic tool(s) 
in Photoshop that are used to enhance that 
element (all covered in separate chapters).  
 

 
What is Contrast? 
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The dictionary defines it as “the quality of an object or substance with respect to light reflected by the object, 
usually determined visually by measurement of hue, saturation, and brightness of the reflected light.” 

 
 
 

So, the 3 main attributes/components of color are:   Hue, Saturation, and Luminance (Brightness). 
  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

•  As you’ll find out in the next 
chapter, you should judge the color 
balance / bias by looking for 
“neutrals”.   
 
 
•  In this image, the "neutral" is the 
gray of the mountains and the white 
of the snow – note the effects that 
various hues have on the overall 
effect of the image. 
 
  
•  Notice the effect that over- and 
under- saturation have on the 
image: The under-saturated image 
is almost black and white; the over-
saturated image produces colors 
that are unrealistic and goofy. 
 
  
•  This chart is also laid out in the 
same circular orientation as the 
Color Wheel in the next chapter. 

What is Color? 
 

• Hue -- Hue is a single color cast or color name.  Green is a hue, Orange is a hue, and so on. 
 

• Saturation -- Saturation is the intensity, purity or amount of a hue. A pastel red is less saturated than 
a fire-engine red, lime green has more saturation than chiffon green, etc. 

 

• Luminance (Brightness) -- Luminance is the amount of perceived brightness of a color.  The color 
black has no (0%) luminance, whereas the color white has the highest (100%) luminance.  
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What is Brightness (Luminance)? 
 
 
Another basic element of a good color print is Luminance, or Brightness.  Again, luminance is 
the amount of perceived brightness of a color.  The color black has no (0%) luminance, whereas 
the color white has the highest (100%) luminance.  
 
Generally, if you set your Contrast correctly with Levels (discussed in chapter 14), it’ll usually 
take care of your overall Brightness – check out the chart below to see the relationship between 
Contrast and Brightness: 

 

 

https://blog.main.wattsdigital.com/photoshop-quick-tip-8-
basic-elements-of-a-good-color-print/ 

More Info, 
with VIDEO: 

5 

https://blog.main.wattsdigital.com/photoshop-quick-tip-8-basic-elements-of-a-good-color-print/
https://blog.main.wattsdigital.com/photoshop-quick-tip-8-basic-elements-of-a-good-color-print/


 

 

Seminar – Control your Contrast and Color – 07/29/26                                                          John M. Watts, Jr. 

 
 
 
 
What Makes a Photograph unique? 
 
 

You’ll discover that you’ll be able to control all of these elements in Photoshop, with the exception of the last 
one - Impact/Feel/Creativity.  This is up to your skill and artistic interpretation as a photographer.   
 
I like to call this the “WOW” Factor, because as you look at a strong image with impact, you want to say, 
"WOW!".   
 
It’s my opinion that Photoshop, used properly, will take a good image and make it a very good image - - It will 
take a great image and make a "WOW" image.  

 
 
 

 
So, how do you your increase the “WOW Factor” in an image?  

Increase its uniqueness!   

Ask yourself: What makes a photograph unique? 

 
 
 
 
Here, according to John Szarkowski, are the 5 essential characteristics of Photography – concentrate on 
these, and you’ll increase your image’s uniqueness: 
  
 

• Subject (The Thing Itself) 
 

• Detail 
 

• Frame 
 

• Vantage Point 
 

• Time 
 
 

For more resources on this subject, search: “John Szarkowski – 5 

Characteristics” 
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Color Correction and the Color Wheel 

 

 
 

"The color balance in my print doesn't look right..." 

 
Color Correction is correcting an imbalance in the color cast of an image - either globally or locally. One of 
the “tools” to help you determine the proper color balance is the Color Wheel. 

 
How many of us have looked at our print or image, and know that there’s something not quite right about the 
color balance?   
 
Let's go over some basics of Color Correction - then you can color correct with more confidence and 
accuracy – knowing what you’re aiming for in your final print or image! 

 
 

  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

When judging the overall color balance in your image, look for "neutral" colors, such as whites or 
grays – clouds in the sky, silver cars, a white picket fence, or street pavement are good examples. 
 
Why? Because this is where improper color cast issues show up first - not in a bright primary color, 
such as Fire Engine Red. 
 
So, by correcting for an improper color cast in those neutrals, you’ll be improving the overall 
color balance of the image considerably. 
 

The Color Wheel will help you visualize how the Primary 
Colors in photography: 
  

Red, Green, & Blue  
 

… and their corresponding Complementary Colors: 
 

Cyan, Magenta, & Yellow 
 

… interact with each other to achieve proper color balance.  
 
•  By the way, this is where the acronyms RGB & CMYK are 
derived. 
 

 

Key Point - Using “Neutrals”: 

The Color Wheel: 
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Correct using the Color Wheel - How it Works: 
 

 
1. A Primary Color is opposite its corresponding 

Complementary Color in the Color Wheel, such as Blue 
(Primary) is opposite of Yellow (Complementary). 

 

 
2. So, to correct an image with an improper color cast, add 

that color casts’ opposite (in the Wheel) to bring the color 
balance back to the desired values, using the “Neutral” 
concept above to guide you. 

 

 
3. Here’s a simple example: let's say that by looking at the 

“neutrals” in an image, the neutral color cast is too blue; add 
yellow to correct the improper color balance.  

 
 

 

Finer Points on Using the Color Wheel: 

 
• Point #3 above may be over-simplifying things a bit, because in the “real world”, true primary or 

complementary colors are rarely captured in digital form.  Bottom line, you may need to use a combination 
of two colors to correct your image. 

 

For example, let’s say your image has an orange cast (which is Red + Yellow) – to correct, you would 
add a combination of Blue + Cyan (the opposite colors in the Wheel). 
 

 

• Rules are made to be broken, so you should know that the “Neutral concept” doesn’t always apply - - a 
sunset is a perfect example, as it needs to stay nice and warm. 

 
 

• You can describe a color by adding the two surrounding colors in the wheel -- for instance, Yellow + 
Magenta = Red. 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

To watch a 3-minute YouTube video on this chapter, go to: 
https://blog.main.wattsdigital.com/photoshop-quick-tip-color-
correction-the-color-wheel/ 

For a free printable JPG of the Color Wheel  
(and other free “post-processing” resources for photographers), 
 go to: https://wattsdigital.com/free-useful-downloads  

8 

https://blog.main.wattsdigital.com/photoshop-quick-tip-color-correction-the-color-wheel/
https://blog.main.wattsdigital.com/photoshop-quick-tip-color-correction-the-color-wheel/
https://wattsdigital.com/free-useful-downloads


 

 

Seminar – Control your Contrast and Color – 07/29/26                                                          John M. Watts, Jr. 

 

 

Using the Concept of “Zones” in Photoshop  

 
 

This concept & procedure is inspired by the great Ansel Adams’ Zone System - -   
consider this the post-processing “digital equivalent” for Photoshop (see Chapter 19) ... 

 

Why use “Zones”? 

 

If you want to have complete creative control, performance & flexibility over how the final image looks, 
then you can separate your image into separate & non-overlapping digital “Zones” of contrast, color, 
luminance (brightness), sharpness, etc. 
 

These “Zones” are created by shaping Layer Masks in Adjustment Layers, and it’s not unusual to have 
multiple Adjustment Layers in each “Zone”. 

 

Here’s an example: 
 

Why use Zones for the image below?  Because the foreground in this image is way too dark, and if we 
lighten the image globally for the foreground, the sky becomes too light - - and vice-versa.  We need to 
“separate” the sky from everything else to properly “Adjust” (Global vs Local Adjustment). 
 

So, the image is divided into 2 Zones - the sky is the 1st Zone - everything else in the image is the 2nd 
Zone.  Also, in this example, each Zone eventually contains 2 Adjustment Layers.   Here’s how it works: 
 

1)  The First Zone is initiated by selecting the sky with the appropriate Selection Tool (Ch 29), 
then creating an Adjustment Layer (in this case, “Levels”). 
 

2)  Now we “Reselect” the First Zone again, “Invert” the Selection, and create a new ”Levels” 
Adjustment Layer - this completes the Second Zone. 
 

3)  Now the foreground and the sky can be “Adjusted” separately - lots of control! 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

For more info, 
with Video: 

 
https://blog.main.
wattsdigital.com/u

sing-zones-in-
photoshop/ 

Inverting the First Zones’ (original) Selection to create a Second Zone results in a super-clean 
border / edge between the Zones, reducing undesirable “halos”, “banding” & other artifacts. 
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Adjustment Layers 
 

 
 

Adjustment Layers - the “Building Blocks” of Zones 

Think of an Adjustment Layer as the digital equivalent of a “clear plastic overlay” the image.  They’re then 
stacked and sandwiched on top of the original image, with each Adjustment Layer giving you the “global” or 
“local” ability to control an Adjustment to the image.  

They’re depicted two-dimensionally in the Layers Panel (Ch 24).  

 

 

What can be “adjusted” with Adjustment Layers?  

 
All sorts of things, depending on the Adjustment Layer chosen (there are about 18 available).  But in 
this book, we’ll focus on the backbone of any good image: Contrast & Color, using just 2 powerful 
Adjustment Layers, “Levels” & “Hue -Saturation” (Ch 14 & 15)). 

 
 

 

•  Layer Visibility - this turns the Adjustment visibility on & off 

•  Adjustment Icon - shows type of Adjustment - “Levels” shown 

•  Link - generally, leave this alone and on 

•  Layer Mask Thumbnail - white (reveal) by default 

•  Layer Name - double click to change, if desired 

 

So, what’s in an Adjustment Layer?  5 items: 
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Regardless of the method used, here’s how to create an Adjustment 
Layer (which then appears in the Layers Panel, Ch 24): 

 

1. Use the Adjustments Panel (Ch 5) - choose the desired 
Adjustment Layer from the icons.  By hovering the cursor of 
your mouse over the icon, a “Tooltip” (Ch 3) will pop up, 
revealing the icons’ Adjustment. 

OR 

2. Click on the “New Adjustment Layer” button at the bottom of 
the Layers Panel (the faux Yin-Yang button), and choose the 
desired Adjustment from the list.  By the way, there are more 
Adjustment selections available in this list than shown in the 
Adjustments Panel.  

 

 

 

• Once an Adjustment Layer is created, it 
appears in the Layers Panel. 

 

• To the right is an example of Adjustment 
Layers that you might use regularly, divided 
into 2 “Zones” (Ch 22). 

 

• The “Active” Layer is highlighted, usually in 
dark gray.  Click on the desired Layer to 
make it “Active”. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

• When a new Layer (including an Adjustment 
Layer) is created, it’s automatically placed 
atop the “Active” Layer. 

 

• Generally, the topmost Layers’ Adjustment 
(or function) will affect all Layers below it - 
unless Layer Masks in different Zones 
prevent it - Zones by definition don’t overlap  
(Ch 22).   
 
 

 

Adjustment Layers in the Layers Panel: 

 

To create an Adjustment Layer – 2 ways: 

 

Layer Order Basics: 
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The Levels Adjustment Layer 
 

 
Purpose: 
 

The Levels Adjustment Layer is an extremely versatile tool, as it’s 
used for contrast control and global color correction. 

 

In an exceptionally well-exposed image (one that does not need to 
be divided into “Zones”, Ch 22), it's entirely possible that with a few 
simple adjustments in Levels (combined with Hue/Saturation, next 
chapter), your image could be ready to print.   

 
 
Where to Find: 
 

To create - 2 different methods: 
 

1. Click on the Levels icon in the Adjustments Panel (shown 
in Ch 5 & 23).   

 

2. OR click on the "New Adjustment Layer" button (the faux 
“Yin-Yang” button) in the Layers Panel (Ch 5 & 24), and 
choose Levels from the pop-up list. 

 

To view & adjust - 2 interdependent Panels (see Ch 5 & 24):  
 

• In the Layers Panel (shown above) - “Levels” shows up as 
a new Adjustment Layer.  

 

• In the Properties Panel (shown to the right, Ch 5 & 24) - 
this is where to adjust and control “Levels”. 

 
 
Five Basic Controls: 
 

In the spirit of K.I.S.S, you’ll only need to use 5 basic controls in the 
Properties Panel (shown right) - at this point, ignore the rest:  
 

•  Drop-down Menu 

•  Layer Visibility Button 

•  Black & Shadows Slider 

•  Midtones Slider 

•  White & Highlights Slider  
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The Hue / Saturation Adjustment Layer 
 

 

 
Purpose: 

 

The Hue / Saturation Adjustment Layer is used for color correction.  
But when it comes to color correction, Hue - Saturation is a “scalpel”, 
with Levels’ capabilities being a “hatchet” (Ch 14).  
 

With it, you can control the Hue, Saturation and Luminance individually 
of a specific color (Ch 13), not just a simple overall “global” color 
correction (Levels is great for that, by the way).   

 

When making changes to a specific color, none of the other colors in the 
image are affected.  Here are some examples: 

 

• If the Reds in an image are too saturated, desaturate just the Reds 
- without affecting any other colors in the image.   

 

• If the sky in an image is too blue/green, change the Hue of just the 
Blues - again, without affecting any other colors in the image. 

 
 

Where to Find:  
 

To create - 2 different methods: 
 

3. Click on the Hue / Saturation icon in the Adjustments Panel 
(shown in Ch 5 & 23).    

 

4. OR click on the "New Adjustment Layer" button (the “Yin-Yang” 
button) in the Layers Panel (Ch 5 & 24), and choose Hue / 
Saturation from the pop-up list. 

 

To view & adjust - 2 interdependent Panels (see Ch 5 & 24):  
 

• In the Layers Panel (shown above) - “Hue / Saturation” shows 
up as a new Adjustment Layer.  

 

• In the Properties Panel (shown to the right, Ch 5 &24) - this is 
where to adjust and control “Hue / Saturation”. 

 
 

Five Basic Controls: 
 

In the spirit of K.I.S.S, you’ll only need to use 5 basic controls in the 
Properties Panel (shown right) - at this point, ignore the rest:  
 

•  Drop-down Menu 

•  Layer Visibility Button 

•  Hue Slider 

•  Saturation Slider 

•  Lightness Slider  
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