
Creating the Saturation Mask

HSB/HSL stands for "Hue Saturation Brightness/Hue Saturation Lightness.”  HSB/HSL 
is another way to define color, much like RGB . . . only different. In RGB, each pixel is 
defined by the amount of Red, Green, and Blue it contains. In HSB, Hue, Saturation, 
and Brightness values define the pixel's color.

The best way to see how this all works is to run through the steps to create the 
Saturation mask using the HSB/HSL filter and then take a look at the resulting mask. 
(This is probably the hardest part of the tutorial. 

The HSB/HSL filter needs to be applied to a pixel-containing layer that is in the RGB 
color mode. It does not work on an adjustment layer. In addition, running the filter ruins 
the color on the layer to which it is applied, so it's necessary to run the filter on a 
disposable layer that can be discarded after the saturation mask has been generated. 
So the first step is to create a new layer and fill it with a copy of what your image 
currently looks like.

1. Make the top layer on the Layers palette active by single-clicking it.
2. Type the shortcut Shift-Opt-Cmd+N to create a new, blank layer at the top of the
     layer stack.
3. Then type the shortcut Shift-Opt-Cmd+E to copy the current state of the image into
     the blank layer. 

After these three steps, the Layers palette 
should have a pixel-containing top layer that 
is a duplicate of your image.

 



Now it's time to run the filter. With the 
new, top, duplicate layer active, go to 
Filter>Other>HSB/HSL and click it.

You will get the dialog box for "Input 
Mode" Select "RGB" and for "Output 
Mode" select "HSB". Click "OK".

It should now be quite obvious why this 
layer needs to be disposable. The image 
has changed so much that it's essentially 
worthless  But don't worry. It's only the 
duplicate layer that is affected. All the 
layers beneath it are untouched by the 
filter's effect. When we toss this top layer 
away, the original version of the image 
will be restored.

Even though the channels are still RGB and combining them yields a ridiculous 
composite image, the numbers, and hence the thumbnails of the RGB channels are 
really  HSB. The Red thumbnail is actually a Hue thumbnail, the Green thumbnail is a 
Saturation thumbnail, and the Blue thumbnail is aBrightness thumbnail.

It's the Green channel that will be the most useful in creating the saturation mask. After
running the HSB/HSL filter, the Green channel and its thumbnail define Saturation for 
the image. This channel is essentially a black and white tone graph depicting the 
saturation level of each pixel. Saturated colors are light, unsaturated colors are dark, 
and all levels of saturation in between are shown as corresponding shades of gray. In 
other words, the Green channel is the Saturation mask.

However, it needs to be converted to an alpha channel to be useful. To do this,
1. Cmd+click anywhere on the Green channel (but not in the eyeball area to the left of
the channel) to load the channel as a selection.
2. Click the "Save selection as a channel" button to create an alpha channel of the
selection. A channel called "Alpha 1" appears on the channels palette.
3. Double-click the name "Alpha 1" and type "Saturation mask" to properly label the
channel 

Since the mask is saved on the Channels palette, it's also OK to trash the layer that was
converted to nonsense using the HSB/HSL filter. The saturation mask will remain on the



Channels palette and the original image will be restored.

Creating the Vibrance Mask
There are actually two masks needed to control saturation. The second mask it very 
easy to create. Once the Saturation mask from the HSB/HSL filter is available, simply 
invert the Saturation selection and save it to create the second mask. Here are the 
steps:

1. Load the Saturation mask as a selection (Cmd+Click the mask's thumbnail on the
    Channels palette).
2. Invert the selection (Shift-Cmd+I).
3. Save the inverted selection as a mask on the channels palette using the "Save
selection as a channel" button at the bottom of the palette.
4. Double-click the name of the newly created channel ("Alpha 1" again) and type
"Vibrance mask" to give it its proper name.

When you finish, your Channels palette should look something like this:

This is called a Vibrance mask because it targets the unsaturated pixels like the 
Vibrance slider does in Adobe Lightroom and Adobe Camera RAW.

There are three main uses for the Saturation and Vibrance masks: Rescue, 
Intensification, and Balance.



Rescue
Rescuing over-saturated colors, brings them back to a more visually normal state in 
relation to the rest of the image. The Saturation mask provided an easy way do this:

1. Create the Saturation mask using the HSB/HSL filter.
2. Load the Saturation mask as a selection. (There should be marching ants.)
3. Create a Hue/Saturation adjustment layer with the Saturation mask in place.
4. Adjust the Saturation slider in the dialog box in the Master channel.
5. Click "OK" to accept the adjustment and close the dialog box.

Intensifying Saturation

Intensifying saturation in an image is essentially the opposite of a Rescuing it. The
purpose of Intensifying is to increase the saturation of unsaturated colors. To do this, the
Vibrance mask is used and saturation is increased in the Hue/Saturation dialog box.

Here's the process for using the Vibrance mask:

1. Create the Vibrance mask.
2. Load it as a selection.
3. Create a Hue/Saturation layer with a Vibrance layer mask.
4. Adjust the saturation in the Hue/Saturation Master channel to a higher number.
5. Click "OK" to accept the adjustment and close the dialog box.

Balance

Since the Saturation and Vibrance masks are derived from the image itself, and 
because most images are composed of pixels with different levels of saturation, the 
masks contain significant areas of gray  denoting colors with varying and intermediate 
saturation. There is very little, if any, pure white and pure black in the masks. This is 
especially  true for nature images. As has already  been mentioned, this is generally 
desirable as it provides a way to create selections and masks that are self-feathering. 
The tonal gradation in the masks insures that adjustments to the image have no obvious 
lines or edges.

The gray in the masks, however, also allows adjustments to "leak" into pixels that may 
be better left unadjusted. For example, Rescuing over-saturated colors on a Hue/
Saturation adjustment layer with the Saturation mask in place will have a lesser, but 
possibly noticeable effect on unsaturated colors, making them even less saturated. 
Likewise, Intensifying unsaturated colors using a Vibrance mask may cause some 



already saturated colors to oversaturate. The solution to this dilemma is to use the 
Saturation and Vibrance masks in tandem to achieve the proper balance.


