PROCESSING ASTROPHOTOS IN LAB COLORSPACE: BRING OUT THOSE COLORS!
Anjal C. Sharma, Ph.D.

Sometimes we obtain very nice planetary and deepsky images which are sharp, well-focused and
display a wealth of detail. However, they appear to lack punchy, well-saturated colors. One method to
improve the vibrancy of colors in your astrophotos is to simply go and up the saturation slider in Photoshop.
This method, may on the surface, work well, but it is a highly invasive technique and you’re actually hurting the
overall resolution of the image since you tend to blow out bright regions to bring up faint colors. Here's a
different, much less invasive method to bring out the colors in your astropix. As an example, I'll work with an
image of Jupiter | obtained last year through my C8 SCT. However, this technique can be applied to DSO
images, and everyday landscape pix with equally pleasing results. Note however, that you shouldn’t use this
technique to improve the pictures of people as you will likely get highly unnatural skintones.

This method is to work in LAB colorspace within Photoshop. | know that Photoshop CS2 has this
feature and I'm pretty sure that Photoshop CS3 should also have it as it is the latest version, but I'm not sure
about the older Photoshop CS, Photoshop 7.0 and even older versions, so please check.

Let's launch Photoshop CS2 to get the main screen shown below:
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Now, let’'s open the image of Jupiter by left-clicking on the “File” tab in the main menu bar at the top of the
program screen and from the drop down option list, left clicking on “Open” as shown:

A Adobe Photoshop. |;HEWZ‘
fEN Edit [mage Layer Select Fiter view Window Help

s [

At
Alt+Shift+Cirl+ O
Cpen Recent k

Edit in ImageReady Shift+Ciriem

A+ Shift+CTl+S
F12

Place..

Import
Export 4

Automate
Scripts




When this is done, a dialog box pops up, and this allows you to select the file, to be opened. I'll navigate to the
appropriate folder and click on the jpeg image that | want to open. You can work with essentially any picture
format supported by Photoshop, be it JPEG, TIFF, BMP, etc.
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The screen should now look as shown below:
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As can be seen, although this is a nice and sharp image of Jupiter with a wealth of detail displayed, the colors
aren’t very saturated and they appear to be somewhat washed out. So, how do we apply this LAB colorspace
processing that I've been going on and on about? And just what the devil is LAB anyway? LAB is an acronym
for a three channel image comprising Lightness, a and b channels. Basically, we will not touch Lightness
settings, but will mathematically alter the a and b channel settings to improve color vibrancy in the image.
The application of altered parameters in a balanced mathematically correct fashion is essential to maintain
natural color balance in the image. Even small deviations will lead to radical color balance shifts.

Now, left-click on “Image” and scroll down to “Mode” and then scroll down to “Lab color” as shown below:
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A new window titled “Levels” pops up as shown:
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Now, this window displays histograms for each channel in the image, so go ahead and left click on the channel
tab within this window as shown to reveal the other two channel headings and then left click on the “a” channel
heading:



Clicking on the “a” channel tab as shown above reveals the histogram for that channel as shown:

In the “Input levels” type in 55 — 1.00 — 200 as shown:

Then left-click once again on the channel heading in the Levels window above and scroll down to channel “b”
and left-click it to select that channel as shown:



This reveals the histogram for that channel as shown:

Once again, in the “Input Levels” type in 55 — 1.00 — 200 as shown:

Click “Ok”. That's it. You're done. You now have very nicely saturated colors in the image and you didn’t
even blow out the highlight detail in the bright regions. Well done!! Change back to RGB color space as done
for converting the image into Lab colors and then save it as a jpeg with a different file name. Check out the
before and after images to see the effect this Lab processing has on the image of Jupiter.



Remember to ensure that you change the input levels in the a and b levels mathematically, that is, if you add a
number X to the left input, be sure to subtract X from the right input box. Leave the middle box at 1.00. You
can adjust the resultant saturation of the image to your personal taste. | used a moderate amount of saturation
enhancement, but feel free to go nuts if that grabs your fancy.



