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An Example of Using Layers
and Layer Masks

Surfer 5725 Picture
Erik Samwel

From To
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Introduction
1) This presentation assumes that you have some elementary 

familiarity with
• Photoshop
• Photoshop tools and brushes
• Layers
• Contrast & Brightness
• Levels
• Hue and Saturation

2) Everything in Photoshop can be done in many ways. I’ ll show 
one way here
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Original Picture

Picture taken with Canon 5D, 500 f4 + 1.4x at 1/1000s, f/8 and 320 iso. 

Image shot towards the west on the west coast of Costa Rica 1 hour before sunset. Lighting is difficult and very contrasty

The histogram 
shows that the 
image was exposed 
pretty much as 
good as the 
situation allowed
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Step 1: Crop The Image To Focus On The Surfer

Cropping also helps to reduce the amount of memory used, 
which also keeps the system working fast
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Note on Cropping:

Make sure your crop tool will not change 
the number of pixels inside the cropped 
area. You ensure this by keeping the 
width and height boxes of the crop tool 
empty

If there are numbers in these boxes, delete them, otherwise 
your image may be automatically resized.
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Step 2: Duplicate Layer
(to have a backup and something to check 
your progress against)

This can be done by clicking the 
layer menu and selecting 
duplicate layer

Alternatively you can drag the 
background layer to the duplicate 
layer icon in the layer palette.
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Step 3: Remove but crack
Use the healing brush tool, make it 
the appropriate size, alt click on the 
skin and remove the but crack.

In this case this tool works easier 
and better in the ‘ replace’ mode
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Step 4a: Add Levels Adjustment Layer

In the LAYERS pull down menu: Select new 
adjustment layer > Levels …



3/5/2007 ©Erik Samwel 2007 9

Step 4b: Slide left most slider

Slide the � slider to the right until you like the color of the 
water. In this case I chose an input level of 75
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Levels Menu Magnified
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Step 5: Start working on the layer mask 
Notice the white square next to the levels 
adjustment layer. This white square represents the 
layer mask that is automatically created with the 
adjustment layer. 

Click on the white square to get the black brackets 
around this square, indicating that we are now 
working on the mask. 

Now you can use the black paint brush to start 
painting in the mask to hide parts of the effects of 
the levels adjustment layer

However, if we select the surfer, painting the 
mask may be more accurate.
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Brush Selection
Use a soft brush with approximately 30% flow and 30% opacity if you 
don’ t use the selection. If you paint in a selection, you can use a much 
more aggressive brush

Select the surfer
If you use a selection, it is easier to just pain the surfer.

With the tolerance set to approximately 20, use the 
magic wand to select the surfer.

Note that the wand will only work on the layer and not 
on the mask! 

Click on the select menu and choose save selection. 
Name this selection ‘surfer body’
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Paint The Mask

With the mask active, click on the mask layer  and select 
a black brush and star t painting in the mask.

Press the \ button on your  keyboard to show the mask.

You can remove the selection by pressing CTRL-D

With a 30% flow, 30% opacity brush paint everywhere 
in the mask where you want to reduce the effect of the 
levels adjustment
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Intermediate Result

Result is already pretty good but I’m not 100% satisfied, I  now want to lighten up the surfer more

Without mask

With mask

Without adjustment layer
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Step 6: Brighten Surfer
1) Name the levels adjustment layer we just created dark water so that we can 

recognize it.

2) Hide the ‘dark water’ levels adjustment layer

3) Click on the background layer 2

4) Click on Image adjustments � shadow highlights

5) In the shadow highlights menu, check the show more options check box.

6) Set shadows to 50%, tonal width 50%, radius 30 px.

7) Set highlights to 0%, tonal width 50%, radius 30 px.

8) Press OK.

9) Make levels adjustment layer visible again. 
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Before

After Using 
Shadows & Highlights
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All 3 layers, Final Result
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Closing Remarks

• I could have used the shadows & highlights 
adjustment to brighten the surfer before I 
made the water darker

• This just showed the order in which I 
happened to do it.


