


Colour your old photos
Add colour to your images using Curves for precision con-
trol to transform old photos into full colour masterpieces.

There are numerous ways 
to add colour to a black 
and white photograph, 
but this method is one of 
the better ones. By using 
Curves Adjustment Layers 
to produce our colours of-
fers us the flexibility to go 
back and change or adjust  
the colours. Adjusting col-
ours in RGB mode works 
slightly differently to how 
the  CMYK mode works. 
Red affects Blues, Green 
affects Reds and Blue af-
fects  the Yellows in your 
image. It’s not as difficult 

as it sounds. Pull the Red 
Curve down to make the 
hair more auburn, or pull 
blue up when working on 
the skin tones to add more 
yellow. A huge advantage 
of working with Curves 
is that not only can you 
change colour hue and sat-
uration quickly and easily, 
but you can also darken or 
lighten the underlying pix-
el information to produce 
a darker or lighter shade 
of colour - all with the 
same Adjustment Layer. 
The RGB channel control 

control the lightness or 
darkness of the colour. Ad-
justing the curve in each 
of the channels deter-
mines its specific hue and 
the amount each curve is 
pushed determines colour 
saturation. Create a steep 
curve for a stronger ef-
fect and a weaker one for 
slighter colour changes. 
Download our source im-
age and follow the steps on 
how to convert this black 
and white image into a 
coloured photograph that 
oozes glamour!

01 Building up your skin tones  - 
Add a new Curves adjustment 

layer using the icon at the bottom of 
the Layers palette ( circle that is half 
black/ half white). Once your Curves 
dialogue box comes up, before we even 
start adjusting our curves, click on the 
pop down arrow. First select “expand-
ed view” and then move to “Curves dis-
play options” and select “Pigment and  
Ink”. Now select Red from the drop 
down menu instead of RGB. This allows 
us to add either Cyan or Red to our im-
age. Pull the curve down as shown.

03 Work that Layer Mask! - we 
only wanted to affect the skin 

tones on our image, so we need to 
hide our colour effects on all other 
areas. Make sure your Curves Adjust-
ment Layer Mask is selected (it will 
have a white keyline around it). Press 
“D” on your keyboard to restore Pho-
toshop’s default Foreground and Back-
ground colours. Make sure that Black 
is set as your foreground colour. The 
way I remember which colour to have 
as your foreground is that Black is like 
the night, it hides things. White is like 
the day, it allows you to see things.Se-
lect your Brush tool (B) and set it to 0% 
hardness. Now start brushing over all 
areas of your image except for the skin 
tones.

05 Lips are the next area we are 
going to work on. With the Las-

so tool (L), create a rough selection 
around the lips.It really doesn’t have 
to be neat as we will neaten it up in 
the next step. Now add a Curves Ad-
justment Layer. Start with your Green 
channel and pull the curve up to add 
Red. Move to your Red channel and 
lower the curve. Next, move to the 
Yellow channel and pull your curve up. 
Play around with your curves

02 Finish off the skin tones - by se-
lecting Blue from the drop down 

menu. Pull your curve up as shown in 
the screen grab below. This has just 
subtracted Blue and added Yellow.

04 Zoom in to 100% using Ctrl and +  
(PC) or Apple and + (Mac). This 

larger view size allows for greater ac-
curacy. If you do make a mistake and 
accidentally remove some of the colour 
in the skin, just press “X” on your key-
board to toggle to white as your fore-
ground colour. Remember that black 
hides and white reveals. Remove col-
our from the background, hair, eyes, 
lips, flower and clothing. Use a large 
brush size for the transition between 
her skin and hairline.

06 Neaten off the lips by working 
on your Layer Mask. Have black 

set as your Foreground colour and use 
a brush set at 0% hardness. Also lower 
the opacity of your brush to 35%, this 
gives you greater control by allowing 
you to brush unwanted colour away 
but  at the same time allowing for a 
smoother transition between the lips 
and skin tones.



09 Create a selection- around the 
leaves.  Remember that holding 

the Shift key adds to a selection. Cre-
ate a Curves Adjustment Layer. Start 
with your Green Channel and pull your 
Curve down. Move to the Blue Channel 
and lift your Curve up. This adds yel-
low, which makes the leaves greener.

11Using the Lasso Tool - create 
a rough selection around the 

dress. Now pick a pastel pink colour by 
double clicking on your Foreground col-
our. Next step is to click on the “cre-
ate new layer” button at the bottom 
of your Layer palette. Set this layers 
Blending Mode to “Color” and go Edit-
Fill-Foreground Colour. 

13Background colour change 
-  create a Curves Adjustment 

Layer at the top of your Layer stack. 
Start by working in your Red Channel 
and replicate the curve as in the screen 
shot. Then move to your Blue Channel 
and lower your curve. This will create 
a purple effect.

10 Neaten the leaves - in the same 
manner as previous steps.Next-

create a selection around the flower. 
Add a Curves Adjustment Layer. Se-
lect the Green Channel and re-create 
the curve as shown in the screen grab. 
Once done, neaten up the edges of the 
flower.

12 Neaten up the edges of the 
dress by working on your Layer 

Mask. (To add a Layer Mask, click on 
the button at the bottom of the Layer 
Palette). Now duplicate this layer by 
pressing “Ctrl and J” or “Apple and 
J”. Change this layers Blending Mode 
to Linear Burn and change the layers 
opacity to 30%. Duplicate this layer, 
set the Blending Mode to Multiply and 
set the opacity to 20%. 

14 Brush away the colour -on the 
model by working on your Layer 

Mask. Zoom in on your image for accu-
racy. Now change this layers Blending 
Mode to “Screen”. Duplicate this Ad-
justment Layer and change the Blend-
ing Mode to “Hard Light” and lower 
your opacity to 30%.

07 Select your Lasso tool - and 
draw a rough selection around 

one of the eyes. Now hold the Shift 
key to add to your selection and select 
the remaining eye. Add a Curves Ad-
justment Layer and move to your Red 
channel. This time we need to lighten 
the brighter areas of colour and inten-
sify the darker areas. To achieve this 
you need to create a typical “S Shaped 
Curve”. Do the same as shown in the 
screen grab. Create this same curve in 
your Green and Blue channels as well.

08 Neaten the eyes - by work-
ing on your Layer Mask. Have 

black set as your Foreground colour 
and paint over all the messy and un-
wanted areas. Next create a selec-
tion around the hair, again using the 
Lasso tool. Create a new Curves Ad-
justment Layer. This time, work on 
RGB and select the ‘Linear Contrast” 
preset. As in previous steps, neaten-
the edges by working on your Layer 
Mask.


