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Triple Raw Processing
In this lesson, I’m going to show you how I tackled a challenge image and, in the 
process, we’ll cover how to process a photograph more than once, using differ-
ent areas from each version to create the final image. This example image was 
shot under very harsh lighting conditions in a small village on the Amazon River. 
I was not only shooting under the unforgiving, noon-day sun, but there was a lot 
of mixed lighting due to the trees and other aspects of the surroundings. I found 
that the adjustments I made in Lightroom were not enough to optimize the photo 
in the quality I wanted. 

To start, I imported the image from my camera into Lightroom. Note: I could have 
just as easily used Camera Raw, as all of the adjustment sliders are the same. In 
Lightroom, I moved into the Develop Module and started working on the areas 
that bothered me most about the image. Those would be the extreme highlights 
and dark shadows. To tone down the highlights, I moved the Highlights slider way 
down and to lighten up the dark areas, I moved the Shadows slider way up. This 
made an improvement to Karen, but created other large problems with the im-
age.  After looking at the result of my initial adjustments, I realized that the sliders 
were not going to be enough in this image. I decided to process the image three 
times. In one version, I only focused on making Karen look good and I would ig-
nore what was going on in the background and with the bird. In another version, 
I would process the image to optimize the background and I would ignore what 
was going on with Karen and the bird. In the final version, I would process the 
image to optimize the bird, ignoring Karen and the background. 

The example image for this lesson. The version at left is the way it came out of the camera. 
The center version is with Lightroom adjustments only. The version on the right is the final.
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The first time I pro-
cessed the image, I 
only focused on Kar-
en, trying to make 
her look as good as 
possible. 

The second time 
I processed the 
image, I focused 
on the background, 
toning it down a bit 
so that it didn’t dis-
tract attention from 
the subject. 

During the final 
pass, I adjusted the 
image, focusing 
only on the bird and 
ignoring everything 
else. 
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In order to create three versions of 
the image, I would create a Snapshot 
after each round of processing. The 
Snapshots panel can be found on 
the left side of the Develop Module. 
(In ACR, the Snapshots panel is lo-
cated within the set of tabs beneath 
the histogram on the right side of the 
interface.)  To create a new Snapshot, 
click the little plus sign to the right of 

the panel name and you’ll be prompted to give the Snapshot a name. A Snapshot 
remembers all the settings that were applied to your picture and it allows you to 
get back to a previous state of your image at any time. 

After creating a Snapshot, I hit the Reset button to start over and work on the 
next version. In the end, I had three Snapshots that I could move between and 
send to Photoshop. To send the image to Photoshop, I went to the Photo menu 
and chose Edit In > Open as Smart Object in Photoshop. (To open an image as 
a Smart Object from Camera Raw, hold down the Shift key and click the Open 
Object button in the bottom right.) 

Now, I needed to get the other two snapshots into the same Photoshop docu-
ment. To do this, I went to the main menu and chose Layer > Smart Objects > 
New Smart Object via Copy. What this command does is create a new Smart Ob-
ject layer totally independent of the original. This means that if you make changes 
to the original, those changes will NOT be reflected in the copy (or vise versa). 

Then, I double-clicked on the thumbnail image 
for that new layer to open that image in Cam-
era Raw. On the far right of the ACR interface, 
I clicked on the Snapshots tab and chose the 
version of the image I processed for the back-
ground. I then clicked OK. This will change the 
look of that second layer so that it reflects that 
snapshot. 

The Snapshots panel can be found on the left 
side of the Develop Module in Lightroom. Here, 
we saved three Snapshots, recording three dif-
ferent states of the image. 

The Snapshots panel in ACR can be 
accessed by clicking the right-most 
tab in the adjustments panel. 
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I will complete that process one more time in order 
to get the third version of the image into the Pho-
toshop document. I chose Layer > Smart Objects > 
New Smart Object via Copy and then double-clicked 
on the new layer’s thumbnail to bring up ACR. I chose 
the third and final snapshot and clicked OK. 

At this point, I had three different Smart Object layers 
in Photoshop, each reflecting one of the versions of 
the image I processed in Lightroom. This is where I 
started to blend them together.

Since I want the background to take up the majority of the space, I moved the 
layer that was processed for the background to the bottom of the Layers panel. 
I knew the bird layer would take the least amount of space in the final image, so I 
moved it to the top of the Layers panel and turned off the eyeball icon to the left 
of the thumbnail, hiding its visibility. 

To start blending the layers together, I activated 
the middle layer (the one processed for Karen) and 
created a layer mask. I then worked on the mask 
so that Karen was the only part of the layer visi-
ble. The rest of the mask was painted black. Then 
I activated the top layer and added a layer mask, 
holding down the Option key (Alt on Win) while 
clicking on the Layer Mask icon. This ensures that 
you start with a completely black mask, where the 
entire layer is hidden. I painted with white on the 
mask to reveal the bird in this layer. 

Now that I had my composite, I evaluated the image as a whole and decided that 
the brightness in some areas needed to be tweaked. In order to make changes to 
one of the layers, you can double-click on the thumbnail for the Smart Object to 
open the image into ACR. I did this with the layer containing Karen and bright-
ened it up a bit. When I was done, I clicked OK and the layer updated back in the 
Photoshop document. 

All three versions of the 
image are now in the same 
document. 

Layer masks were used to hide 
and reveal different areas of the 
layers, blending them together. 
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After I was happy with the overall brightness of the different areas of the image, I 
looked to see what else needed to be fixed. Because I have covered the masking 
and adjustment layer techniques in previous videos, I’m just going to quickly walk 
through what was done here, without going into detail on the specific techniques.

There were some distracting elements in the background that I wanted to retouch 
out, so I hid the visibility of the top two layers, activated the layer containing the 
background and created a new, empty layer on top of it for doing my retouching. 
I used the Spot Healing Brush, with the Sample All Layers setting turned on, to 
apply the retouching on this empty layer. 

Then, turned the visibility back on for the layer containing Karen and decided that 
I wanted to make some corrections to her. I didn’t like the color of the shadow 
on her face so I used a Curves Adjustment Layer to correct that, using the layer 
mask to ensure that the adjustment only occurred on her face. The result of this 
adjustment made her face too colorful, so I created a Hue/Saturation Adjustment 
Layer to compensate for that, again using the mask so that only her face was 
affected.  I then created a Curves Adjustment Layer to correct for the yellowish 
color cast in her clothing. 

After creating the adjustment layers, I wanted 
to make sure that they only affected the layer 
beneath them, which is the “Karen layer.” To do 
this, I clipped the layers to the underlying layer. 
When you clip an adjustment layer, it will make 
the adjustment apply only to the layer below 
it. To clip a layer to the one beneath it, make 
sure the layer is active and then choose Layer 
> Create Clipping Mask. Alternatively, you can 
hover your cursor between the two layers in the 
Layers Panel, hold down the Option key (Alt on 
Win) so your cursor changes to a down pointing 
arrow, and click on the line between the layers. If 
the layer you’re clipping an overlying layer to has 

After the three layers were com-
bined together using layer masks, 
I created some adjustment layers 
for each one to further enhance the 
three different pieces. The adjust-
ment layers were then clipped to 
the layer beneath them.
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a layer mask attached to it, that mask will also be applied to all the layers clipped 
to it. 

After I had made all of the adjustments to the “Kvaren layer,” I turned on the vis-
ibility for the bird layer and decided to make a few adjustments there as well. I 
ended up creating three adjustment layers, to brighten the white neck, darken 
the beak tip and make the colors in the beak pop out more. 

To summarize, the key to improving this image was the triple-process in Light-
room (or ACR) and then importing the three versions into Photoshop to combine 
them, using the best areas from each layer. 

I      Lightroom


