The World According to Photoshop Using Layers


Introduction to layers In Photoshop 

Up to now all the work we've done in these lessons has been on a background layer. You may have discovered that working on this can be very unforgiving. Any editing you do on a background layer permanently alters the pixels of the background and the only way to undo those changes is by using the history palette. When you begin to combine layers with the Photoshop features you've learned up to this point, a whole new realm of Photoshop's power will be opened up to you! So, let's get started...

What is a layer?

If you're totally unfamiliar with layers in graphics software, they can be a bit difficult to grasp. You can think of each layer in a document as a sheet of clear transparent film. When you paint on one of the sheets, you can still see through the unpainted areas of the sheet. When you stack the sheets, the painted areas on the lower sheets will show through the transparent areas of the sheets above. In Photoshop, the transparent portions of a layer are displayed as a grey and white checkerboard pattern (unless the image contains a background). The checkerboard pattern is not really part of the document; it's just there to help you identify the transparent areas.

Take a look at the examples here. The large image shows the three layers stacked. The three smaller images show the contents of each layer. You can tell by the way the objects overlap that the mouse is at the bottom of the stack, the dog is in the middle, and the cat is at the top of the stack. Photoshop treats each layer as if it were a separate document 
so that any editing functions are only applied to the active layer.
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When you open an image such as a digital photo in Photoshop, normally the image opens with only a background layer. The background is a special layer that cannot have transparency and always remains on the bottom of the stack. When you stack additional layers above the background, the background will show through the unfilled portions of the layers above it. A background can be converted to an ordinary layer by double clicking on its name in the layers palette. You can type a new name for the layer at that time or accept the default. Naming your layers as you create them is a good habit to get into, because it helps you identify your layers in the layers palette more easily.

In Photoshop, you use the layer palette for managing the layers in a document. Here's a screen shot of the layers palette for the example above. (I've enlarged the thumbnails for this screen shot so you could better see the layer contents.)

You're likely to find that the layers palette is one of the most often used elements of the Photoshop interface. In fact, you may find it useful to rearrange your palette placement to allow maximum space for the layers palette. And if you're fortunate enough to have a multi-monitor configuration on your computer, you can really maximize your workspace.

The Layer Window
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Normal Layer: Where your image layer is stored

Layer Effects (Styles): Special effects applied to your image layer. Noted by the little f. Each effect will be listed. Here only the drop shadow is used, multiple effects may be used at once. 

Type Layer: The same as an image layer, except this layer contains type that can be edited; (Change character, color, font or size)

Background: Always locked, cannot be moved or have layer effects applied to it. The little icon of the padlock on the right, indicates it is locked. Can be changed into a regular layer by simply double clicking on the thumbnail.

Thumbnail: A small picture of the layers contents.

Show/Hide Icon: If the eye is showing that layer is visible. Click on the eye and the layer will still be there but invisible until you click on the eye again.

Layer Features 

Blending mode: Changes the way the layers interact with each other. Experiment with the different modes. 

Layer opacity: Adjusts how transparent each layer is. 0 is completely transparent, 100 is completely opaque.

Lock all: If the box is checked the layer is totally protected from any editing.

Lock Position: You can make any changes except for moving the image.

Lock Image pixels: You cannot draw on this layer if checked.

Lock transparent: You can paint on this layer but not where it is transparent. 

Delete: Will delete an entire layer. Either Drag the thumbnail to the icon or select the layer* and click on the trash can (delete icon).
*Selected layer highlighted -Type layer is currently selected 

New Layer: Click to add a new blank layer. Or drag an existing layer thumbnail to create a duplicate.

New Adjustment layer: Allows non-destructive adjustment of colours to a layer. (Can be undone anytime, even after closing document)

Create a new set: Allows you to organize your layers into folders. This new feature was on my wish list.

Layer mask: Allows you to paint away parts of your layer without damaging your original image.

Layer styles: Special effects for your layers. Beefed up version of the old layer effects. (Allows you to do cool things with no effort)

Layer 1 Bottom Layer mouse





Layer 3 Top Layer cat





Layer 2 Middle Layer dog
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