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Arguably the most versatile adjustments in Photoshop are the layering and masking tools. 
Together, layers and masks make up a large portion of the work most photographers do in 
Photoshop, both for subtle and complex edits. However, if you are just beginning to work in 
Photoshop, these two irreplaceable tools may not be completely intuitive. In this article, I will 
cover the basics of using layers in Photoshop and discuss layer masking – laying the 
groundwork for far more advanced post-processing adjustments. 
 
Note: This article is specifically written with Photoshop in mind, but nearly all photography 
programs that use masks (such as GIMP, among others) work in similar ways. I use Photoshop 
CS6, but all of this information applies to any modern version of Photoshop as well, including 
Photoshop CC. 

1) Introducing Layers 
In order to visualize layers in Photoshop, it helps to think of a physical, paper print. If you have 
several prints, you can stack – or layer – them on top of each other easily. Layering in 
Photoshop works the same way, although your stack is made of digital images rather than 
physical prints. 
 
Both in print and in Photoshop, the first rule of layering is simple: the layer on top is the one 
that’s visible. In other words, if I stack a red print on top of a blue print, I’m only going to see a 
red print. The same is true with the layers in Photoshop (the layer tab is highlighted in red): 
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The versatility of digital layers, though, is that you can change their strength using the opacity 
option in Photoshop. The lower the opacity, the more you can “see through” the top layer. So, 
as I reduce the opacity from 100% to 0%, this photo becomes progressively more and more 
blue. At 50% opacity, for example, the image is purple, halfway between red and blue: 

 
 
Opacity is incredibly useful for any work in Photoshop, since it lets you change the strength of 
your adjustments. However, there are more variables at play than appear at first glance. 

2) Putting Layers into Practice 
Every time that I open Photoshop, my first step is to duplicate the background layer – the one 
that has the lock symbol next to it – with the shortcut Control + J (Command + J on a Mac). Why 
do I do this? 
 
The main reason is simply because I want to avoid making changes that I can’t undo easily. For 
example, if I make ten edits to a single layer, I can’t delete the first without undoing all the 
others. However, if each edit is its own layer, it is easy to delete the one I don’t like (or simply 
reduce its opacity). 
 
Adobe knows all this, and that’s why they put a “lock” on the background layer in the first place. 
This lock makes it impossible to do certain edits to the background layer, since there would be 
no way to undo them selectively. If you want to unlock this layer, it’s very easy – just double 
click, then hit “enter.” However, it’s a good safeguard that reminds you to use layers whenever 
you can. 
 



Another important part about layers is the ability to change their names. This might not matter 
when you only have two layers – red and blue – but it is crucial if you have dozens, or even 
hundreds of layers. The title “Background Copy 14” doesn’t tell me anything, but “Sharpening 
Layer” does. To rename a layer, just double click on the layer’s current title and type the new 
name. 
 

Response Questions (please answer in complete sentences): 

1. What is the purpose of a layer in Photoshop? 

2. If all layers are at 100% opacity, which layer is the only one that can be seen?  

3. In the example above, where the author created a purple square out of 1 red 

layer and 1 blue layer: 

a.  Which layer is on top?  

b. Which layer must be at 50% opacity? 

4. Why should you duplicate the background layer of any image before your begin 

to make changes to the photo? 

5. How might you accidentally unlock the background layer of an image? 

6. Why is it a good idea to rename each layer? 

 


