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Adjustment Layers 
 

 
Program 
 

1. In Camera 
a. Polarising Filters. Their use and problems. 
b. Graduated Neutral Density Filters. Get the result you want in camera. 
 

2. Post Camera 
a. Simple Skies 

1. Rough Selection and Levels (or Curves). 
2. Dodge and Burn. 
3. Painting on an Adjustment Layer (Levels or Curves) 
4. Painting on a Blend Mode. 

b. Difficult Skies 
1. Magic Wand and Colour Range (Levels or Curves). 
2. Hue and Saturation. 
3. Double Conversion of a RAW file. 
4. Channel Mask followed by Blend Mode, Levels or Curves 

c. Replacement of a Sky 
 
 
Rough Selection and Levels 
 

1. Using the Lasso or the Polygonal Lasso drag a rough 
selection of the sky. Keep a little distance inside the 
horizon to allow for feathering. 

2. Feather well using about 100 to 150 px.  
3. Press Q (to get Quick Mask) and assess whether the 

feathering adequately hides the selection edge. If OK 

press Q again to return to the marching ants. 
4. Open Levels. It is best to use an Adjustment Layer to allow 

adjustment later. Click on the icon and choose Levels. 
5. In Levels bring the White Point and the Black Point sliders 

towards each other to increase the contrast and saturate the 
colours. In this image only a little movement of the White 
Point slider was possible to avoid burning out the highlights 
in the sky. 

6. Click OK to accept.  
7. At any time later, if you wish to adjust the tone of the sky, 

reopen Levels by double clicking the Image icon on the 
layer. The original settings will be there and can be 
adjusted.  

 
 
 
 

Mask icon Image icon 

Levels Adjustment 
Layer 
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Dodge and Burn 
 
Simple in concept but very difficult to make a neat job on a smooth toned surface. 
Best not to try. 
 
Painting on an Adjustment Mask 
 
Big words but simple to do and satisfyingly creative. 
 

1. In the Layers palette click on the 
Adjustment Layer icon and choose 
Levels. Push the Black Point slider to 
the right to make the image dark so that 
the sky is to your liking or a little 
darker. It may be possible to push the 
White Point slider to the left to whiten 
the clouds but be careful to not burn out 
the clouds. Pay no attention to the 
foreground.  
Click OK 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Invert the mask. Either Image > Adjustments > Invert, or Press Control 
(Command) I 

3. Choose a soft brush, adjust the size with the 
square brackets, choose an Opacity of 10% to 
start with, make sure that the Foreground 
colour is White (Press D to get the default 
Foreground colour and X, if necessary, to 
make the Foreground colour white) and paint 
onto the image. Gradually build up the 
changes you would like to see. As you work 
raise the opacity of the brush. If you make a 
mistake there is no problem. Just press X to 
toggle to black as the Foreground colour and 
paint away the mistake. Press X again to 
continue.  

 
 
 

The mask icon for the Levels 
Adjustment Layer. At present 
it is white so that all the 
changes to Levels will be 
revealed 
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Painting a Blend Mode 
 
Using Blend Modes is all the rage. Blend modes work by applying mathematical 
formulae to the pixels to get certain effects. The results seem unpredictable and gross, 
but actually are easily controlled and can be useful. Less damage is done to the pixels 
than applying the traditional tone adjustments, and there is supposed to be less 
unwanted colour change with the change in tone, Here goes: 
 

1. In the Layers palette hold ALT (Option) and 
Click on the New Layer icon. 

 
 
 
 
 

2.  In the New Layer Window 
choose a Mode of Overlay, and 
click on Fill with Overlay neutral 
color (50%gray) 

 
 
 
 

3. Now in the Layers palette you will see that 
there is a new layer filled with neutral grey. (On a 
PC this icon would show just a grey fill) 
This layer sits on top of the Background layer but 
there is no change in the image. This is because in 
the mode Overlay pixels darker than 50% grey are 
darkened and pixels lighter than 50% grey are 
lightened, but pixels that are 50% grey are not 
altered. Excellent for adding contrast to an image. 
 
  4.  Now for the painting. Choose a large soft brush with an Opacity 
between 10% and 50 % , make sure that the Foreground colour is black 
and paint away. To avoid brush marks try and make each pass of the brush 
cover the whole area that you wish to alter. To lighten some areas change 
to a white brush and paint with an Opacity of about 10%.  
 
5. If the colour change is not deep enough drag the Neutral Grey layer 
down to the New Layer icon to duplicate the layer. The colour will now 
be too dark but can be adjusted with the Opacity slider. 
  
6. Mistakes are not quite so easily corrected. Painting white to counter a 
black mistake, and vice versa, would seem logical but it is not easy to 
make a good job. It is easier to click on the Foreground colour to get the 
Colour Picker, and then to type in 50 opposite the B of HSB. The 
Foreground colour is now neutral grey and painting with this brings back 
the original colour for you to start again. 
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7. This example has used the blend mode Overlay but Soft Light may also 
be used a may give a gentler result. 

  
8. If the sky is difficult to paint a prior selection may be made. 
 
 
 
Magic Wand and Colour Range 
 

It would seem that these are the ideal tools with which to make a good 
selection of the sky, however difficult the 
sky, and to then apply the change of your 
choice. Sometimes they work but more 
often the result is a poor selection at the 
edges and on applying say Levels you are 
left with a dark or white line.  
 This is because of the nature of the pixels 
along edges. Every edge has 2 to 5 pixels 
that are a transition between one side and 
the other.  

The Magic Wand either selects or does 
not select a pixel, and cannot partially 
select. So along an edge the Magic Wand 
(and the other linear selection tools like the Lasso) has to find a selection line 
somewhere between the darkest and lightest pixels. Feathering only partly 
solves the problem. If the selection line does not include enough light pixels you 
will be left with a white line, and if too many dark pixels are included a black 
line will result. There are ways to get rid of the offending lines but these are 
tedious. 

Colour Range is a little better as it can partially select a pixel and therefore 
can, in theory, select the transitional pixels in an edge. This, in practice is often 
difficult to achieve. 

 
To use the Magic Wand: 
 

1. Click on the Magic Wand in the tool box (two down from the top 
on the right). In the Option bar accept the default Tolerance of 32, the 
Anti-Alias, and Contiguous. It may sometimes work to unclick 
Contiguous but usually, if you do, the selection will go all over the 
image and leave a lot of tidying up.  

2. Click in the sky. Only part of the sky will be selected. It is not a 
good idea to increase the tolerance to force a bigger selection. It is 
better to hold Shift (the universal sign for adding to a selection) and 
then to click in the areas not yet selected. Keep clicking till you have a 
good selection. In some areas where there are small separated areas it 
pays to zoom in and keep clicking. If you click without holding Shift 
the selection will disappear. 

3. Having taken the trouble to make a good selection, it may have 
taken half an hour, make sure to save the selection, 

4. Then apply the chosen adjustment. 
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The Colour Range 
 

Use of the Colour Range is a little different: 
 

1. Open Color Range. Select > Color Range and in the Window 
accept Sampled Colors, and put the Fuzziness to a low figure of 
about 15. 

2. Click either in the Image or in the 
Selection window. The selected area 
will go white in the Selection 
window.  

3. Now push the Fuzziness slider up 
slowly while watching the selection. 
The selection will start to go too far 
so back off. 

4. Next hold Shift and click in the areas 
not yet selected. By a combination of 
Shift and adjustment of the Fuzziness 
a reasonable selection can be made.   

5. Click OK. If the selection has extended out to unwanted areas 
remove these by holding ALT (Option) and drag round them with 
the Lasso. 

 
 
Hue and Saturation 
 
Whereas making a selection with the Magic Wand and Color Range is difficult, using 
Hue and Saturation does not involve making a selection and is easy. It takes care of 
difficult skies without trouble. The method is only limited by its scope. 
 

1. Open Hue and Saturation. Use an 
Adjustment Layer so that adjustments 
may be done later. In the Edit choose any 
Colour Channel. 
There will now be two colour bars at the 
bottom with four sliders. Drag the centre 
sliders almost together and bring in the 
outer sliders a bit. The centre sliders will 
define the colour selected and the outer 
sliders will provide a bit of “ feathering”. 

 2. Now grab the eye-dropper and click in the sky. The sliders in the colour bars 
will move to reflect the colour on which you clicked. If you would like to 
select more colours hold Shift and click in other areas of the sky. 

3. With the sky now selected move the Saturation and the Lightness sliders to 
achieve the colour and tone desired. 

4. Click OK when finished. 
5. The changes may have spread beyond the sky. If this so, and the changes are 

not wanted, set the Foreground colour to black, choose a soft brush, reduce the 
opacity, and activate the mask of the Adjustment Layer. Now paint in the 
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image to dull down the unwanted changes. Another approach is to make a 
rough selection of the area of the sky with, say, the Rectangular Marquee 
before starting with the Hue and Saturation tool 

 
 

Double Conversion of a RAW File 
 
The use of RAW files is becoming increasingly popular, not necessarily because the 
quality of the picture is better than a JPEG picture, this only shows with larger prints 
or after severe cropping, but because of the flexibility of the RAW process. This use 
here of a RAW file is a good example. 
  

1. Open a RAW file in Photoshop CS or CS2, in Elements 3 or 4, or in any of 
several Raw processing programs of which RAW Essentials from Pixmantec, 
which is free, may be the best (it is so good that Adobe has bought it). If you 
have trouble finding the down load I have a copy on disc. 

2. Concentrating solely on the sky make adjustments to the Exposure, Shadows, 
Brightness, and perhaps the Contrast and Saturation. Below are my choices for 
this image but the figures will vary with the picture and your aesthetics. 

a. Exposure -150 
b. Shadows 80 
c. Brightness 140 
d. Contrast +35 
e. Saturation +2 

3. Save this file somewhere were it can be found. 
4. Reopen the RAW file and make a set of choices to suit the foreground. For 

this image I have chosen. 
a. Exposure  +0.65 
b. Shadows 37 
c. Brightness 85 
d. Contrast +50  
e. Saturation+20 

5. Save this file with a different name but in the same place. 
6. Open both files onto the one screen and with the Move tool, and holding Shift, 

drag the foreground file (image) onto the sky file. The original foreground file 
may now be closed. 

7. The unwanted sky in the foreground image (which will be on top) may be 
removed with the Eraser, by painting black on a Layer Mask or perhaps most 
easily with the Gradient tool. To do this: 

a. Add a Layer Mask to the top layer by 
clicking on the Add Layer Mask icon. 
A Mask icon will appear to the right of 
the image icon. 

b. Click on the Gradient tool in the Tool 
Bar. Confirm that the Foreground 
Colour is black. In the Option palette 
choose a Black to White Gradient at 
100% opacity.  

c. Now apply the gradient by clicking at 
the top of the image and dragging down to well below the horizon. As 
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the gradient was applied to a mask the top layer sky will be hidden 
revealing the new sky in the bottom layer. 

d. As an extra, any highlights may be touched up by painting with a black 
brush at an opacity of about 10%. 

 
 
Making a Channel Mask to Select the Sky 
 
Making Channel and other masks to select shapes, colours,` etc is the advanced and 
most certain way of getting a good result. All require several steps and take practice 
to achieve a good result. These masks select the edge pixels and therefore do not need 
to be feathered. They are precise. Selecting a sky is perhaps the most basic of the 
Channel Masks. 
 

1. Open the Channel palette of the image and select the channel with the most 
contrast. With the sky as the target the best channel will usually be the blue.  

2. Duplicate the blue channel to avoid damaging the image. 
3. Open Levels (not an adjustment layer). 
4. It is now a black and white image. To make a mask the blacks must be made 

as black as possible and the whites as white as possible but as many as 
possible of the edge pixels must be retained. Retention of the edge pixels is 
where the skill lies.  

5. Zoom in so that the pixels on an edge are clearly visible. 
6. Drag the black and white points towards each other watching the edge pixels. 

Retaining at least 3 edge pixels, make the black as black as possible and the 
white as white as possible. 

7. Press OK. 
8. Return to full screen and you will see that some black areas are grey or white 

and some white areas are not white. Using a black or white brush these areas 
can be tidied up. To do this at the edges zoom out. It will take time and you 
may have to repeat the process more than once to get a good mask. Practice 
will help. 

9. Now the easy part. Still in the Channel palette click on the icon that says Load 
Channel as a Selection. Marching ants will appear. Click on the RGB channel 
to apply the selection to the image. 

10. Return to the Layers palette. Save the selection. It is now at your mercy to 
delete the sky or to apply a tone and colour adjustment. 

11. To apply a Blending mode press Control J to put the selection on its own 
layer. Change the Blend mode to say Multiply and adjust the opacity. 

 
Removing Skies 
Background Eraser 
Using the Background Eraser 
This technique is particularly useful and makes removing skies, even where their are 
fine details encroaching into the sky, easy to remove. It allows you to protect the areas 
you do not wish to erase, eliminating fiddly painting work. 
 
Sky Removal for Simple Landscapes 
Open the image and duplicate to protect the original. Image > Duplicate 
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The first task is to create a history point – this will allow you to paint back the 
original image in any areas that may be accidentally erased. 
Double click the photo layer (background) to turn it in to an editable layer. 
In the History Palette, click the box next to Make Layer, to set the history point. 

 
Select the Background Eraser tool from the tools palette. 
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From the Tool Options Bar, choose Sample: Once, choose Limits: Discontigous begin 
with a Tolerance of about 60% however this may need adjustment, so experiment to 
find the best setting for your image. Ensure Protect Foreground is Color is checked. 
Choose a hard brush size that suits. 

 
Zoom in to around 75% or more. Hold Alt (Option) and click on a part of the image 
you wish to protect. Choosing a darker part of the area you wish to protect seems to 
get better results. (While the target cursor is shown here it will show as an 
eyedropper) 

 
Then simply begin erasing the area of sky. Click on an area of the sky that is not 
affected by other details. This samples the color you wish to erase, then hold down the 
left mouse button and drag to erase. In this case the cloud meets the tree line so click 
and hold on the cloud (adjust your brush size as needed to sample only the cloud with 
no tree line included) and drag the mouse, over the skyline. You can drag the eraser 
over the tree line and where sky shows through the gaps, with no obvious effect. 
Ensure your tolerance is set high enough to not leave any fringing around the treeline. 
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Drag along the entire length of the skyline, without releasing the mouse button. 
Since the clouds are varying shades of grey and white, you will likely need to 
resample again. Each time you release the mouse button and then click to begin again 
you are resampling the color you are erasing. Click on an area that has not been 
erased to sample that color and again erase the length of the skyline. Repeat as often 
as necessary until there is a band of transparency between the sky and tree lines. 

 
Now switch to the normal eraser on the tools palette with opacity set at 100%, and 
erase the rest of the sky. 
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If the tips of the trees have become softened by the erasing, use the burn tool to 
darken and bring back the detail.  
If when erasing sky showing through gaps in the trees for example you erased part of 
the trees, use the history brush to paint back in the detail. Select the History Brush 
from the tools palette or use keyboard shortcut Y and the original image detail will be 
painted back in from the history state selection chosen earlier. 
When satisfied with the erased area, import the new sky and use Edit> Free 
Transform to position, behind the photo. 
Zoom in and use the eraser to remove any areas of the previous sky that may have 
been missed previously. 
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Sky Removal for complex images 
 
Open the image and duplicate to protect the original. Image > Duplicate 
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The first task is to create a history point – this will allow you to paint back the 
original image in any areas that may be accidentally erased. 
Double click the photo layer (background) to turn it in to an editable layer. 
In the History Palette, click the box next to Make Layer, to set the history point. 

 
Select the Background Eraser tool from the tools palette. 
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From the Tool Options Bar, choose Sample: Once, choose Limits: Discontigous begin 
with a Tolerance of about 60% however this may need adjustment, so experiment to 
find the best setting for your image. Ensure Protect Foreground is Color is checked. 
Choose a hard brush size that suits. 

 
Hold Alt (Option) and click on a part of the image you wish to protect. Choosing a 
darker  part of the area you wish to protect seems to get better results. (While the 
target cursor is shown here it will show as an eyedropper) 
 

 
 
Then simply begin erasing the area of sky. Click on an area of the sky that is not 
affected by other details.  
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This samples the color you wish to erase, then hold down the left mouse button and 
drag to erase.  

 
The results my look a little odd, but as long as the sky is not leaving behind visible 
fringing it is fine at this stage. 
Each time you release the mouse button and then click to begin again you are 
resampling the color you are erasing, in this image the deep sky actually has a slight 
graduation so its important that if I release the mouse button, I resample on the color I 
am erasing, as such this image required four resampling’s of the sky shown below by 
the four transparent areas. 
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Zoom in as necessary to concentrate on particular areas where fringing may remain. 
In this instance the bottom right hand corner had lighter areas fringing the building 
and trees which required reducing the brush size and sampling from a very small area. 
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Zoomed to 100% a faint color tint may become apparent in some areas where the sky 
was not sampled correctly or have been missed.  
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Create a new layer and fill with white. Drag the white layer beneath the image. Erase 
by resampling or some areas may be suited to erasing with the Eraser tool. 
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You may also find that some areas you wanted to keep have been erased. To bring 
those areas back select the History brush (Keyboard: Y), adjust brush options as 
needed and paint over the area. The area of the original image for which we set the 
history point, will be painted back in. 
Below is the final result 

 
Now you can insert your new sky. 
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When zoomed in you can see how the image blends with the sky.  

 
If there are some areas of branches for example that seem incomplete, or too light use 
the burn tool to recover or improve detail. 
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Below is the final image, with its new sky. 
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