
Photoshop Layers: Beyond the Basics Part I 
One of the most popular Photoshop features, explained. 

A lot of people think layers are too complicated, but if you can make a pastrami sandwich, you can 

work with layers. And you should, because they are one of the most powerful features of Photoshop. 

I’ll show you some of the magic using images I shot recently on Alcatraz. 

I’m speaking about Windows; if you use a Mac substitute Command for Ctrl, Option for Alt and 

Control-click for right click. 

Two kinds of layers. There are two kinds of layers: pixel layers and adjustment layers. Adjustment 

layers let you make changes to the appearance of an image without actually altering its pixels. This 

both preserves your original image and lets you modify the effects later without causing degradation 

of the image. Pixel layers (which are usually simply called layers) let you make alterations to actual 

image information on a separate layer, preserving your original image, and allow you to combine 

elements from different images. 

Open the Layers Palette. To work with layers, you need the Layers palette visible. If it isn’t, go to 

the menu bar and click Window > Layers, as shown in the figure below. As you can see there, I like 

to group the Layers palette with Channels and History and close the ones I rarely use, leaving the 

Histogram and Info palettes open. Closed palettes can always be re-opened from the Windows 

menu. 

 

Every image starts as a Background layer, which you see in the Layers palette above. This is a pixel 

layer; it contains image information. Adjustment layers, which you can see in the figure below, sit 

on top of pixel layers and alter things like colors and tones without changing the original image. 

 



 

 

 

In addition to several adjustment 

layers, you can have several pixel 

layers in an image, by duplicating an 

existing layer, by creating a blank layer 

to paint or clone onto, or by importing 

elements from another image. I’ll show 

you how to create these layers below. 

Each layer affects those below it as 

though you are looking down through 

the stack from the top. 

 

 

 

A pixel layer in the default Normal mode blocks whatever is below it. Visualize a print laid on top of 

another print. Some of the prints could have transparent cutout areas that let the layers below show 

through. 

An adjustment layer is like looking down at those prints through a filter.  

You control which layer you are working on by clicking it in the Layers palette. This makes it active 

(highlighted in blue.) You can rename any layer by clicking on its name in the Layers palette and 

typing a new name. But don’t rename the Background unless you know what you are doing as that 

changes some of its properties. 

You can turn the visibility of a layer on and off with its eyeball thumbnail. If a layer (of either kind) is 

turned off it won’t have any effect on the image. It is as though it isn’t there.  

You can reduce the opacity of a pixel or adjustment layer with the slider in the upper right of the 

Layers palette. 

You can change the order of a layer in the stack by simply dragging it up or down. 

You can delete a layer by dragging it to the trash bin in the lower right of the Layers palette, or from 

the menus. 

You can use the Move Tool to move pixel layers horizontally and vertically and you can resize them 

under the Edit > Transform menu. 

You can merge layers. Highlight the layers by clicking on the first one and Ctrl-clicking on the 

others. Then go to the menus and choose Merge Layers.  

 

 



Create additional pixel layers. You create another pixel layer when you duplicate the Background 

or any other pixel layer. You can duplicate the Background several ways. You can drag the layer to 

the “Create a new layer” icon at the bottom of the Layers palette, the one that looks like a piece of 

paper next to the trash can. Or you can do Ctrl-C and then Ctrl-V, or Ctrl-J will do it in one step.  

 

You can create a new, empty pixel layer from the Layers menu or by simply clicking the “Create a 

new layer” icon shown above. This creates an empty layer on which you can paint or draw with the 

Brush or Pencil Tool or clone from another layer or another image. You can also create a pixel layer 

by dragging a layer (or selection of one) from another image. 

 Response Questions: 

1. Take notes on this reading by copying down each sentence that has a bold word 

or words.  
2. What is the difference between a pixel layer (or just “layer”) and an 

adjustment layer? 
3. What do you think it means to merge layers in an image? 
4. Where do you go on the Photoshop menu bar to find the layers palette (or 

“layers panel”)? 


