
Making and Using Masks in ImagesPlus 

 

The Layers, Blend Modes, Opacity, & Masks chapter of the ImagesPlus user manual describes how a 
mask blends two images and also how a mask is assigned to an image using the Combine Images and 
Process History layer tools. This chapter covers the use of the mask making tools in ImagesPlus to create 
luminance, background, hue, and saturation range masks.  
 
The mask tools in ImagesPlus are located on the left vertical toolbar shown in Figure 1 and also on the 
Special Functions | Mask Tools main menu which appears when you open an image. The mask tools are 
used to extract a single channel gray scale image from a color image or single channel gray scale image. 
A hue, saturation, luminance range, and edge detail mask can be created from a color image. Only a 
luminance range and edge detail mask can be created from a gray scale image. A mask can be 
customized further after extraction from a color on gray scale image by using the smoothing, local 
painting, curves, pixel math, or other image processing tool. 
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Figure 1 Mask tools are located on the left vertical toolbar. 
 

Save As Then Copy Mask  
This vertical toolbar button is used to name and save the current active single channel gray scale image 
mask to a hard drive. The mask is also set as the current system mask so that it can be pasted onto the 
Mask Surface window of a filter in the Process History list of an open image. See the Using Process 
History Adjustment Layers section of the Layers, Blend Modes, Opacity, & Mask chapter of the 
ImagesPlus user manual for a detailed description of using the open image Process History list. 
 
The steps for using the Save As Then Copy Mask option are always the same. 



Step 1) Open or create a single channel gray scale image using the mask tools explained below. A single 
channel gray scale image always has Gray in its top window caption bar as shown in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2. A 3 channel color image is shown left and a single channel monochrome gray scale image on 
right. A 3 channel color image has RGB in its top window caption bar. A single channel monochrome 
image can have gray, red, green, blue, cyan, magenta, or yellow in its top window caption bar. 
 
Step 2)  

 
Figure 3. Press the Save As Then Copy Mask toolbar button and enter a descriptive mask name. 



Figure 3a. Save the mask as a 16 bit lossless compressed FITS or 32 bit floating point uncompressed FITS.  
 
Step 3)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4. The mask can now be used with a filter that has been applied to an image with the same width 
and height as the mask. The above image is shown with Micro Curves applied without a mask. A filter, in 
this case Micro Curves, appears in the Process History list of an image after the filter is applied to the 
image. 



 
Figure 4a. To assign the mask from step 2 to Micro Curves first press the Mask button on the Process 
History window then right-click on the center area of the mask surface window and select Paste. The 
mask is automatically applied with Micro Curves to the image. The mask saved in step 2 can also be 
assigned to Micro Curves by setting the Mask Type as Mono Image then use the Load button to load the 
mask from the hard drive where it was saved.  
 
If you want to edit the mask assigned to a filter in the Process History window then follow these steps. 
1) Use either File | Open or the Display Mask button on the Mask Surface window to open the mask.  
2) Now apply any sequence of filters or the local paint tool to the mask to modify the mask. 
3) Use the Save button on the top horizontal tool bar to save the modified mask. 
4) Press the Apply button on the Mask Surface window to update the image that the mask and filter are 
applied to. 
 
The Save As Then Copy Mask toolbar option is not normally used with the Combine Images layering tool. 
Images and their masks in the Combine Images layer tree are all open images and are always available 
for direct processing. Each open image and mask has its own Process History layer list. 
 

Luminance Mask & Lab Luminance Mask  
The Luminance Mask toolbar option creates a HSL luminance mask from the current active color image. 
The Lab Luminance Mask toolbar option first converts the current active color image to Lab color space 
then create a luminance mask from the L component. A Lab luminance mask is generally darker and 
smoother with less contrast than the HSL mask as shown by Figure 5.  
 
A luminance mask and its negative which is called an inverse luminance mask have many uses. Some of 
the common applications of a luminance mask included modification of the highlights of an image by 
adjusting sharpness, hue, saturation, contrast adjustment, and brightness of the highlights. The inverse 
luminance mask is often used to smooth the dark background or stretch the faint part of an image with 
little change to the bright areas. 



 

                                                                                                Luminance Mask 
 
 
                                                                                                                            Active Image 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                                                                Lab Luminance Mask 
 
 
Figure 5. The luminance and Lab luminance masks of the active image are created by pressing the 
Luminance Mask and Lab Luminance Mask toolbar buttons, respectively. 
 

Red, Green, and Blue Channel Masks 
The red, green, and blue channel mask toolbar options are used to splitting the red, green, and blue 
data from a color image into separate single channel monochrome images as shown by Figure 6. 
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Figure 6. Press the R, G, and B Channel Mask toolbar buttons to create the R, G, and B masks. 


