
Mastering Dodge and Burn in Photography 
When you know how to dodge and burn your photos, you’ve mastered one of the most 
important techniques in photography – using post-production to draw a viewer’s eye through an 
image. There are dozens of techniques for dodging and burning, although doing it incorrectly 
can lead to unnatural halos and other artifacts in an image. So, what are dodging and burning, 
and how can you make the most of them in photography? 
 

What Are Dodging and Burning? 
Dodging and burning are two of the oldest creative post-processing techniques in photography. 
They originated early in the darkroom days, and they’re quite simple to understand: 

● Dodging: Brightening part of a photograph 
● Burning: Darkening part of a photograph 

Dodging and burning are local adjustments, meaning that they target specific areas of a photo 
rather than adjusting the whole thing equally. 
 
In the darkroom, you’d dodge an image by preventing some of the enlarger’s light from shining 
on your light-sensitive paper. For example, you could attach a piece of cardboard to the end of a 
thin handle, then hold it over the area where you want to block the light. 
 
Or, to burn an area of your print in the darkroom, you would simply allow more light to shine on 
it. The easiest way to accomplish this is to use a large sheet of cardboard with a hole through 
the middle, then position it strategically over the area of the image you want to darken. 
Even today, the dodge and burn tools in Photoshop look like a lollipop and an open-hand circle, 
respectively. They mimic the shape of the dodge and burn tools in the darkroom. 

 

Why It’s Important to Dodge and 
Burn Photos 
A large part of post-production is 
emphasizing the parts of your photo that 
work well – and de-emphasizing the parts 
that don’t. For example, if your portrait 
subject has beautiful eyes, you want to 
make sure the viewer can see them well. 
This is where dodging and burning are 
very important. 



By brightening or darkening part of an image, you draw attention toward it or away from it. 
Photographers frequently “burn” the corners of a photo (darkening them manually or with the 
vignetting tool in most software) to attract more attention to the center. They’ll “dodge” other 
areas, like people’s faces or eyes, as well as foreground subjects in a landscape that are meant 
to draw a viewer’s eye. 
 
Usually, the best dodging and burning is subtle. You don’t want your viewer to notice that part of 
the photo is unusually bright or dark. 
 
There is no formula you should follow for which objects to dodge and burn in a photo. Don’t 
always dodge faces or foregrounds; don’t always burn clouds. Instead, in a given image, ask 
yourself which items are too dark or too bright in the context of their surroundings. Only then 
should you start dodging and burning. 
 

Avoiding Halos 
One tricky aspect of dodging and burning is “coloring in the lines” – making sure that you 
brighten or darken the object you want, and nothing more. If you get this wrong, you might end 
up with bright or dark halos around the objects in a photo, and it won’t look very realistic. 
 

 
A halo caused by bad dodging technique, turning the sky unnaturally bright around the tree 



 
So, how do you avoid halos when you dodge and burn? Even carefully drawing your mask 
doesn’t always work – or it can be prohibitively difficult, like perfectly selecting all the leaves on 
a tree against the sky. But there are a few different techniques to get around this problem. 
First, if your post-production software allows it, target areas by the brightness they already have. 
In other words, restrict your dodging just to areas that are already in shadow, or your burning to 
highlight regions alone. That way, if your subject is in front of a background with different 
brightness, you can color outside the lines without worrying as much. 
 

Recommended Dodge and Burn Methods 
The best method for dodging and burning depends on the software you’re using. Different 
photographers also have their own preferences, particularly in complex software like Photoshop. 
So, although you may find the following recommendations for dodging and burning to be helpful, 
it’s worth experimenting to figure out your own preferred techniques as well. 

Photoshop 
There are dozens of ways to dodge and burn an image in Photoshop, and the specific “dodge” 
and “burn” tools aren’t even the best in many cases. 
 
First, when you’re planning to dodge and burn, it’s critical that you do so on a new layer. If you 
dodge and burn the base layer in Photoshop, you won’t be able to adjust your changes aside 
from undoing them entirely. 
 
There are more complex methods as well. One popular option is to create a new layer and fill it 
with 50% gray, then set its blend mode to “overlay” rather than “normal.” By painting directly on 
this layer with a white or black brush, you brighten and darken the regions of the photo you 
want, respectively. 


