
M A S K S – F I N E T U N I N G G R A D I E N T S

Gradation is one of the hallmarks of continuous tone
images. Gradients create smooth transitions. In most

cases, you want to pre s e rve them. On occasion, you
want to modify them. Sometimes, you want to cre a t e
them, most frequently in masks

Although gradients can be extremely complex and can
yield extremely sophisticated results, once the basic

principle behind them is firmly grasped, they are 
actually quite simple to create and use. 

S t a rt w i t h A d o b e P h o t o s h o p ’s G r a d i e n t t o o l . A g r a d i e n t

w i l l b e c re a t e d b e t w e e n t h e s t a rt ( w h e re y o u c l i c k f i r s t )
a n d e n d p o i n t s ( w h e re y o u d r a g t o ) . T h e s t a rt a n d
end points may be placed anywhere on the canvas.

Gradients can be drawn for any length at any angle. 

The shorter the distance between the two points, the
tighter the gradient will be with more abrupt tonal

t r a n s i t i o n s . T h e l o n g e r t h e d i s t a n c e b e t w e e n t h e p o i n t s ,

J O H N P A U L C A P O N I G R O

T E C H N I Q U E

the softer the gradient will be with smoother tonal
transitions. Favor longer gradients with smoother
transitions. They can always be tightened and 

repositioned by adjusting contrast. Reducing contrast
will not produce the opposite effect; it will posterize
the gradient.

Fine-tuning gradients is easy. Apply Curves to the 
gradient, most frequently used in a mask. You’ll get 
a dynamic preview of its affects on the gradient.

Reposition the midpoint of a gradient by lightening or
darkening it. If you don’t want the midpoint to move,
place a point on the curve at the midpoint before

making other adjustments to a gradient. Quicken a
transition by increasing contrast; raise the highlights
and lower the shadows. Move the black and /or white

points horizontally to expand pure black and /or white
a reas. Move the black and /or white points vert i c a l l y
to turn black and /or white to gray. Gradients are

e x t remely malleable. Using them, you can quickly and
d y n a m i c a l l y c re a t e s o p h i s t i c a t e d e ff e c t s w i t h i n i m a g e s .

1. A gradient. 2. The gradient lightened. 3. The gradient darkened.

4. The gradient with accentuated 
c o n t r a s t .

5. Black and white points moved 
h o r i z o n t a l l y.

6. Black and white points moved 
v e rt i c a l l y.
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