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What is a Layer?

Images are usually considered to be two dimensional. That is, 
when images get printed on a piece of paper or displayed on a 
screen, they have a height and width only. Although there may 
be an appearance of depth, there is no actual depth. The images 
are fl at, and lack a third dimension.

Whenever you view images fresh from a digital camera, the image 
is fl at and two dimensional on your screen. This is true, though 
the image may actually be stored in the fi le as separate red, green 
and blue (RGB) grayscale components in the fi le (see Figure 1.1). 

� Please note that while this book will look at many tools and 
features, it will focus on the explanation and exploration of using 
layers. Photoshop Help can provide more depth or information 
about tools and their application not provided by the text. To 
fi nd Photoshop Help, click Photoshop’s Help menu and choose 
Photoshop Help, or press Command�/ or Ctrl�/ [Mac or PC].

FIG 1.1 Though your color RGB images have separate RGB components, they appear merged as a two-dimensional color image on screen 
and in print.
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The components of your RGB image that are combined by the 
computer when the image is displayed, and the result is a two-
dimensional color image rendered on your computer screen.

Layers are similar to RGB color components, in that multiple layers 
can be added to an image and the result is still an image in two 
dimensions. Layers act as additions to your image that overlay 
one another as you add them to the layer stack (see Figure 1.2). 
These additions can be full color as opposed to greyscale RGB 
components. When an image with layers is displayed in Photoshop 
(or Elements and other programs that can recognize images stored 
with layers) the result is still a two-dimensional image made from 
a composite of the layers (see Figure 1.3). Individual layers can store 
complete RGB color that will combine in two-dimensional display 
of the image, as if you were looking down through the layers from 
the top of the layer stack.

FIG 1.2 The ‘layer stack’ is the stacking of layers in the layer palette.

Adobe called the virtual stacking of images ‘layers’ because they 
resemble a layered stack of transparent images. New image 
content is added to the original image and creates alterations to 
the image by layering, or building on changes over the original 
image content. It does this without changing the content below 
the new layer. This ability to make additions to the image in layers 
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keeps changes and alterations more fl uid and movable, allowing 
you to fi nesse and sculpt the image result. 

Layering allows you to work on distinct image areas while 
retaining original image information in the layers and background 
below. This ability to retain original image information is known as 
non-destructive editing; you retain the original image information 
undisturbed as you make changes by adding image layers. Each 
change is incorporated as if they were made on transparent sheets 
over your image that can be removed or re-ordered. The layers 
are stored separately in the working image fi le and when saved 
to layer-friendly formats (TIFF, PSD, PDF). During editing, layer 
content can be viewed and managed using the Layers palette 
(see Figure 1.4).

Layers can be created as needed and used for infi nite adjustments 
to your images, and they can be stored with the image, copied 
both in the current image and to other images. They can be 
adjusted and revisited for further changes at any time. Each layer is 
a distinct visual object that can fi ll the entire image plane, though 
the visibility of individual layers and layer content is aff ected by 

FIG 1.3 Separate layers appear merged 
as a two-dimensional image on screen 
and in print.
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many other layer properties such as layer mode, layer opacity, layer 
masking, layer clipping and layer visibility.

While the basic functionality of layers is simply allowing you to 
keep image content and changes separate, the separation allows 
you the advantage of customizing how image areas combine. 
Control gives you advantages that allow you to achieve results 
that would otherwise be impossible or extremely diffi  cult in an 
image without layer capabilities. Each of these capabilities will be 
explored through the examples and exercises in this book.

Layer Palettes and Menus

One of the keys to making use of layers is knowing how to access 
layer functions. Layer functionality can be found in several places 
in Photoshop, with the bulk of layer functions found between the 
layer palette, the layer palette menu, the Layers menu and Layer 
Styles.

FIG 1.4 To open the Layers palette, 
choose Layers from the Window menu 
or press F7 to toggle the Layer palette 
view.
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FIG 1.5 The Layers palette.

� NOTE: Menus are listings of functions and features by name 
that can be selected with a click. These menus may be on the 
main program menu bar, but they may also be attached to 
palettes or other menus as submenus. Palettes (and dialogs) 
diff er from menus in that they are fl oating windows that may 
have buttons or other graphical interface options that go 
beyond just a listing of features by name. 

The layers palette (see Figure 1.5) is really a command center for 
controlling layer views and how layers combine. Open the layers 
palette by choosing Layers from the Windows palette. 
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Simple buttons on the palette allow you to access many powerful 
features at a click. For example, you can toggle the visibility for 
individual layers on or off , you can add eff ects, create new layers, 
duplicate layers and delete them. Other button features allow you 
to lock layer transparency, color and transparency, position, or the 
entire content of the layer (transparency, color and position) (see 
Table 1.1).

TABLE 1.1 Features of buttons

Icon Button Function

  Minimize Palette Toggles the view for the palette 
   expanded/collapsed.

  Close Palette Closes current palette, or hides 
   palette tab.

 Blending Mode Blending Mode allows you to 
   select how layers will react with 
   layers below by choosing a mode 
   type from the menu.

  Layer Opacity Opacity will allow you to 
   control the transparency 
   of the entire current layer 
   from 0% to 100%.

AQ1
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Icon Button Function

  Layer Fill Similar to Opacity, however
   changing fi ll will eff ect only
   the content of the layer;
   layer styles are not aff ected
   by Fill, but can be controlled
   separately with the Opacity.

  Layer Palette Menu Accesses the context sensitive 
   layers palette menu. Items on the
   menu will vary depending on the 
   currently active layer(s).

  Lock Transparent Pixels Locks layer pixel transparency. 
   Allows change in color/tone.

  Lock Image Pixels Keeps layer pixel transparency 
   and color/tone from changes.

  Lock Layer Position Locks layer position. 
   Transparency and color/tone
   can still be changed or adjusted.

  Lock All Locks transparency, color/tone, 
   and position of layer content.

  Layer Visibility Toggle  Shows/Hides the content of the 
associated layer.

TABLE 1.1 (Continued)
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Icon Button Function

  Link Layers Allows layers to be linked so that 
   you can move or transform the 
   content of more than one layer at 
   a time and maintain alignment.

 Add Layer Style Allows users to add a layer style 
  to the active layer based on a 

  selection from the menu that 
  appears.

  Add a Mask Adds a layer mask to the active
   layer if there is not one. If there is 
   already a layer mask, adds a
   vector mask. If there are both or 
   the layer is a Background layer, 
   this is disabled.

  New Adjustment  Adds a new adjustment layer 
  Layer to the image based on 
   your selection from the menu 
   that appears.

TABLE 1.1 (Continued)
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Photoshop’s Layer Palette Menu and Layer menu share much of 
the same functionality with a few exceptions depending on the 
current editing task. Both menus are context sensitive, adjusting 
functions and function availability depending on what features 
can logically be applied. Options are grayed out when not 
available. While functions on the menus represent the same things, 
access to those functions may aff ect how layers are created and 
handled in the image.

It is not necessary to memorize the functions and menus, there 
will be layer functions you rarely use and those you will perhaps 
never use. The graphic reference to the functions (Figure 1.5) will 
prove to be a handy guide if you are not very familiar with layers. 
What is more important than memorization is to know what type 
of functions are available and generally where they can be found 
and what type of access the program provides to those functions. 
That way even if you don’t know the exact tool or function, you at 
least know where it can be located. Rolling over tools and icons in 
Photoshop will reveal tool tips that name the item/function, and 
using these actively in the program as you edit will help you get 
familiar with all the functions in context.

There will be occasional mention of version-specifi c features 
in exercises (including features in newer Photoshop versions), 
however, in most cases if you are using an older version, it will not 

Icon Button Function

  Create a New Group Makes a new layer group. If 
   clicked it makes an empty group. 
  If layers are dragged to the 
  button, a new group is created 
  with those layers.

  Create a New Layer Adds a new layer above the 
   currently active layer.

  Delete Layer Deletes active/selected layer(s). 
   Deletes layers dragged to the 
  button.

  Resize Palette Click-and-drag on this to change 
   the size of the palette 

TABLE 1.1 (Continued)
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impact working with your images or completing the exercises 
from this book or using the book’s technique. 

Types of Layers

There are several distinct types of layers that can be created in 
your images. All are visible in the layers palette, though some 
(Adjustment Layers, for example) have no visible content though 
they aff ect change in the image. The types of layers are listed in 
Table 1.2.

Layer Type Description Comments

Background layer Specialized content layer that is  Background layers have little to
 the dedicated background for  do with the photographic notion
 the image. The bottommost  of ‘background’ in that the
 layer of an image; the result of  content is not necessarily just
 a fl attened image. These layers  image background information
 are always locked, have no  and shouldn’t be assumed to
 mode, and are always 100%  isolate this image area. Most
 opaque. Can be converted to  images start with just a
 a regular layer by double-clicking. Background layer.

Type layer Specialized content layer that  The editable type in a type layer
 contains editable type. Type  is what sets it apart. Once a
 layers are automatically added  type layer is rasterized (turned
 by application of the Type tool  into a bit map) it becomes like
 by clicking on the image or  any other content layer – it just
 clicking and dragging (to form  happens to be in the shape of
 a type box). Type layers can be  type, type that isn’t editable, but
 masked, used with applied  has other advantages.
 blending modes and varied in 
 opacity/fi ll.

Fill layer Layers that apply color fi lls,  Fill layers are closely related to
 gradients or patterns. These  Adjustment layers and type
 are created using the Layer�New  layers. They have content (color,
 Fill Layer submenu. Fill layers can  gradient, pattern) which makes
 be masked, used with applied  them distinct from Adjustment
 blending modes and varied in  layers, yet the content can only
 opacity/fi ll. Because they contain  be edited through a dialog
 content, they can be converted  which makes them much like
 to a Background layer. Adjustment layers. 

TABLE 1.2 Types of layers
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