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High Key Post Processing 

In this lesson, we’re going to 
explore how to produce high 
key images. These are images 
that are overly bright, where the 
subjects tend to look like they’re 
almost glowing and there is very 
little darkness in the scene. You 
can capture an image like this 
in-camera by flooding the scene 
with light, but here, we’re going 
to create the look during post 
processing. 

The High Key Histogram (Timestamp 3:25)

Looking at the gradient that shows the full brightness range an image can hold, 
we want to push all of the tones so they fall into the right half or third part of 
the range. You can also imagine this gradient appearing below the histogram 
in Lightroom’s Develop Module (or on the right hand side of the Camera Raw 
window), as it serves as a guide for how to read the histogram. A histogram is a 
bar chart that shows you what brightness levels are found in the image and how 
much space they take up. 
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In the histogram shown here, we can 
see that there are no white tones in 
the image because there are no bars 
on the far right side of the chart, 
where white appears on that gradient. 
You can also see that there is no pure 
black because there is a slight gap on 
the far left side of the bar chart. 

In a histogram chart, one of the bars 
will always go all the way to the top 
and this represents the tone that is 
the most prevalent in the image. The 
height of all the other bars in the chart 
are based on that tallest bar. If there 
is a bar that extends half-way up the 
chart, it represents a tone that takes 
up half as much space as that most 
prominent tone. 

The histogram for a high key image will appear very 
skinny and the bars will mostly appear on the right side 
of the chart, the area representing the brightest tones. 

Adjustment Sliders for the High Key Look (7:42)

Now let’s look at what adjustments can be used to 
create the high key look. The whole time, we’ll be using 
the histogram as a guide, remembering that we want all 
(or most) of the bars to be pushed to the right side of 
the chart.
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When you hover your cursor over one of the 
tonal sliders, part of the histogram will become 
highlighted, showing you what tones will be 
primarily affected when you move the slider. The 
Exposure slider primarily targets the middle part of 
the histogram, though the rest will also be affected 
as a result. 

The Contrast slider will either squish all of the bars closer together, toward the 
center, or it will spread them farther apart, toward the ends. When dragging the 
slider to the left, the bars will be pushed toward the center, making the tones 
more similar to each other. The brights will become less bright and the darks will 
become less dark. By dragging the Contrast slider to the right, we will get the 
opposite. The brights will become brighter and the darks will become darker. This 
can be especially helpful when the histogram is already skinny to begin with. 

The Whites slider thinks about the absolute brightest part of the picture. Moving 
this slider will mainly affect the bars on the right side of the histogram. The Blacks 
slider affects the bars on the left side, representing the darkest tones. 

Timestamp 9:53: At this point in the video, Ben is very 
excited to show you his Slinky demonstration, where 
he compares the bars of the histogram to the coils in 
the Slinky. He even 3D printed the custom tray that 
represents the gradient.  

If you move the Whites slider very far to the right, you 
will see a spike appear on the right side of the histogram. 
This is like puling the right side of the slinky beyond the 
right end of the tray. The image cannot become brighter 
than white, so it just causes more and more areas to 
become white. The same thing happens when moving 
the Blacks slider far to the left. More and more parts of 
the image would become solid black. 
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When moving the tonal sliders, the histogram provides 
you with indicators that show you when the image starts 
to lose detail in the bright or dark areas. There are little 
triangles in the top corners and they will become bright 
when the image starts to lose detail. The triangle on the 
right will light up when detail is being lost in the bright areas. This is where areas 
become solid white. The left triangle will light up when there are areas that have 
been forced to become solid black. If the black triangle is lit up and you don’t 
want areas of solid black, you can drag the Blacks slider to the right until the dark 
areas light up and the black triangle becomes grayed out again. 

These triangle indicators may also turn different colors. This is because, behind 
the scenes, the image is made out of red, green and blue light. Every pixel has 
a certain amount of red, green and blue in it. As you darken an area more and 
more, eventually one of those three colors will hit its minimum amount. That is 
when you will first start to see a color appear in the indicator triangle. If you keep 
darkening, another color will reach its darkest value and that’s when the second 
color will appear. It’s only when all three colors reach their darkest values that the 
triangle lights up to white, indicating that there is no detail and the area is solid 
black. It’s the same thing for the white indicator 
triangle, but the colors will appear when each 
color reaches its maximum amount. When all 
three colors reach their maximum amount, there 
is no detail and the area has become solid white. 
I find that it’s fine to have an area blown out to 
solid white if it is a light source. 

You can click on one of the little triangles in order to get a view of what’s losing 
detail right within the image window. If we click on the right triangle, it will get a 
white outline indicating that this view is active. Then, if we drag the Whites slider 
to the right, you will see an overlay on the image in the areas that are starting to 
lose detail. (See the screen shot on the next page.)
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The Highlights slider will affect areas that are bright, but not the absolute brightest 
parts of the image. The Shadows slider affects areas that are darker than the mid-
tones, but not the darkest parts of the image. 

You can also adjust the image by clicking and dragging directly on the histogram. 
When you hover your cursor over the histogram, part of it will become highlighted, 
representing the tones that will be affected when you click and drag left or right. 
The adjustment slider that will be moved also becomes highlighted. You are 
essentially moving one of the adjustment sliders by clicking and dragging on the 
histogram instead of the slider handle. You can essentially create a high-key image 
by dragging parts of the histogram until most of the bars appear on the right side. 
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In this example, we have a really 
dark image, so a combination 
of tonal sliders will be needed 
in order to create a high key 
look. The Exposure slider 
gets increased significantly, 
and the Shadows and Blacks 
sliders get moved all the way 
to the right because most of 
the image started out as a 
shadow or black tone. In an 
image like this, the Highlights 
slider will likely not do much at all. That’s because the sliders think about what the 
tones looked like before any sliders were moved. Because there were next to no 
highlights in the image, the Highlights slider doesn’t do much at all. 
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High Key Black & White (21:10)

In the image above, the adjustments really changed the look of the colors and 
this is why many high key images are converted to black and white. When you 
convert an image to black and white, you are suspending reality because you 
don’t see in black and white with your eyes. 

If the high key adjustments cause 
the colors to look unnatural 
(like they do in the flower image 
here), you can overcome this by 
converting the image to black and 
white. To do this, click the B&W 
icon at the top of the Basic Panel. If 
you know you are going to convert 
the image to black and white, it’s a 
good idea to do so before making 
other adjustments because it will 
likely change the way you look at the image as you 
are moving the sliders. 

Alternatively, you can try and fine tune the colors. The Saturation slider can be 
lowered in order to prevent things from looking unnaturally colorful. You can also 
adjust the Temp and Tint sliders in order to fine tune the white balance. 

Adding Pop to the Details (23:14)

Once you get the image to become overly bright, you 
might want to make the details pop out a bit more. If 
this is the case, you can adjust the Clarity and/or Texture 
sliders. The Clarity slider will work on the larger details 
and the Texture slider will work on the finer details. In 
the screen shot at right, the Clarity slider would affect 
the leaf as a whole and the Texture slider will affect the 
details inside the leaf (like the veins). 
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Target a Color using the Color Mixer (24:22)

If the area you want to adjust is all one color, you can selectively target the area 
using the settings within the Color Mixer Panel. At the top of the panel, you can 
specify what aspect of the color you’d like to affect: the Hue, the Saturation or the 
Luminance (brightness). Then you can work with the individual color sliders. For 
example, if you wanted to lighten up the blue parts of an image, you could click 
on the Luminance setting and then drag the Blue slider to the right, brighting up 
areas of that color. In this example image, I wanted to brighten and water, so I 
chose the Luminance option and then increased the Blue and Aqua sliders. 

Note that you can use the Color Mixer sliders on a black and 
white image, but you need to convert the image to black 
and white first. If you use the sliders when the image is in 
color and then convert to black and white, the sliders will 
reset themselves. 
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Converting a High Contrast Image (28:10)

There is a lot of contrast in this next image and you can see that the histogram 
bars are either far to the left or far to the right. 

A high key image should not contain this much contrast, so we can start by 
lowering the Contrast slider, making the bars on either side push toward the 
center. This darkens the bright areas and brightens the dark areas. 
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The dark areas are still too dark for a high key image, so we can also push the 
Shadows and Blacks sliders far to the right. This lightens those areas, taking the 
left-most histogram bars and moving them to the right. 

Looking at the histogram, the bars are still mainly in the center and we need them 
to be farther to the right. The Exposure slider affects those central tones, so we’ll 
increase that slider until the bars are pushed to the right side. 

At this point, I don’t feel that 
the color is contributing much 
to the image so we can convert 
to black and white. I do feel that 
there should be more density 
in the edges of the building, so 
I’ll increase the Clarity slider in 
order to increase contrast in 
those edges. 
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Dehaze (30:23)

The Dehaze slider is located in the Basic Panel and can be very useful in creating 
high key images. When you move the slider to the right, it will takes the dark parts 
of the image and make them darker and darker. Unlike the Blacks slider, it will not 
try to create a big spike on the left side of the histogram. Instead, it will notice 
when the darkest areas become black and it will start affecting lighter and lighter 
areas. The farther you move the Dehaze slider to the right, the larger the tonal 
range being affected becomes. 

Creating a Softer Look (35:00)

The Clarity and Dehaze sliders can 
also be used to soften the image. A 
negative Clarity setting will soften 
the image by lowering contrast in the 
details. A negative Dehaze setting 
will actually create a hazy effect by 
taking the darker parts of the image 
and making them less dark. 

Selectively Target Colors (35:35)

We already talked about how to adjust 
individual colors in the Color Mixer Panel, but 
this panel also contains a tool that helps you 
automatically target a color or colors. The 
Targeted Selection Tool looks like a little donut 
on the left side of the panel. 
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When active, you can click and drag on an area in your image and the tool will 
automatically select the color or colors beneath your cursor and adjust the 
appropriate sliders as you drag back and forth. When you hover your cursor over 
the image, it will highlight the slider or sliders that represent the colors beneath 
your cursor. 

You can also target specific colors by using a 
mask. Click on the Masks icon and it will give 
you a menu containing the types of masks you 
can create. Click on the Range option and then 
choose to create a Color Range mask. Some 
settings will appear on the right. To start, you can 
either click on a specific point 
in your picture or you can click 
and drag a rectangular box 
around an area of color[s] you 
want to target. 

In the example image, I want 
to adjust the door, so I clicked 
and dragged around an area 
in the door. 
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A colored overlay will appear over the areas that will be targeted by any 
adjustments you make. You can then adjust the Range slider to widen or narrow 
the range of colors being isolated. When you move the mask’s adjustment sliders, 
it will only affect those isolated colors. In this example, I wanted to lighten the 
door being isolated, so I moved the Shadows slider far to the right and bumped 
up the Exposure slider a bit. 


