
Curves adjustment 

- what is it doing and how might we use it?  

The curves adjustment is a source of confusion for some.  Note that it has nothing to do with 

the histogram which we use to check for clipping of the blacks and whites, although I will 

return to the histogram later on.  

With the curves adjustment we are changing what has been recorded and adjusted within in 

the image. 

 

The input tones can be thought of as the tones that could possibly be detected in the 

image as it stands and these tones may range from black to white.  I say could be possibly 

detected because the full range of black to white is included on x-axis (at the bottom going 

from left to right), even though not every image will have all the tones.  

The output tones are mapped to the y-axis (on the left going from bottom to top).  The 

output is determined by how we move the curve.   

The curve starts as a straight line at 45 degrees because that is what it looks like when no 

adjustment has been made i.e. the output value equals the input value. 

As we drag a point on the curve vertically upwards the output tone lightens.  If we drag a 

point on the curve vertically downwards the output tone darkens. 

If we have an image where the histogram shows we do not have the full range of black to 

white in our image, we can darken the shadows and lighten the highlights to extend the 

dynamic range of the image.  To do this we create an “S” curve in the curves adjustment.  

We drag down the lefthand side of the curve to darken the shadows and drag up the 

righthand side of the curve. 

Using multiple layer masks and the curves adjustment is a good way to dodge and burn, 

allowing us significant control over specific local areas within an image.  


