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Dodge and Burn using Curves 
There are always many ways to do the same thing in Photoshop, so if we want to selectively lighten 

(dodge) or darken (burn) parts of the image we can do it in a number of ways. There are even Dodge 

and Burn tools, but these will change the pixels making it difficult to correct any mistakes. 

This handout shows how we can do dodge and burn using adjustment layers, particularly Curves. 

Open your image. 

This high contrast image was shot in RAW and Auto used during the RAW conversion. It shows the 

amazing amount of detail which can be extracted from a dark image. I always shoot in RAW as it will 

capture the most detail. 

 

Starting RAW Image without adjustments. 

 

Converted using Auto in Adobe Camera RAW (ACR). 
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Now, make a curves adjustment layer, bring the curve upwards to lighten the whole image.  

 

Click on the mask and invert it/make it black (Cntl+I). Rename by double clicking on Curves 1 and 

typing ‘Lighten’. 

Make another curves adjustment layer, but this time drag the curve downwards to darken the whole 

image. Make the mask black by inverting it and rename the layer ‘Darken’. 

The image should look the same at this point. 

Reset your foreground/background swatches (D) and make white the foreground colour (X). Drop 

the opacity and flow to about 10-20%. 

Click on the Lighten adjustment layer and paint with white on the mask where you want to brighten 

the image. 

Now, click on the Darken adjustment layer mask to make it active and paint with white to selectively 

darken parts of the image.  

TIP 1: If you make a mistake while dodging or burning, swap the brush from white to black and 

paint on the mask to return that area to its starting point. 

TIP 2: To stop introducing colour noise into the dodged and burned areas change the blending 

mode of both Curves layers from Normal to Luminosity. 
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  Done! 

 

 

 

 

    


