Understanding Layers

Layers are usually not fully understood, so are not used to work on images.

Actually Layers themselves are quite simple to understand.

When we open an image in our imaging program it is placed on a layer that is called a “Background Layer “. Any adjustments that are made are directly applied to this layer. You will find that some adjustments can not be made because the layer is locked. That is it is limited to what you can do. You can’t move it etc. and some tools will not work on the image. If the palette is not visible you can bring it up by going to Windows>Layers.

You can add normal Layers to this palette that appear above the background layer in the stack. These layers are fundamentally the same as the background but can be transparent.

So what are layers? Well they can be thought of as clear acetate sheets, stacked one on top of the other an image or the background layer. Each sheet is fully transparent until you place something on it. By painting on the sheet you can obscure areas of the image below. You can edit, move or remove each layer without affecting the background or the other layers.

To create a new layer, click on the Create a New Layer icon at the base of the Layers palette. 
However if we paste in a copied section from another image or add text it will appear on its own layer with a transparent surround.

When should we use layers.

Layers are not always useful; if all you wish to do is apply a couple of filters and use levels to adjust the contrast, you can work directly onto the background layer. However if you are making a tricky composite image with cutouts and selections from other images, then you will have to use layers to position each cutout above the background and resize it as required.

One thing to remember when using layers is that any adjustments, filters or selections will only work on the layer you have selected in the layers palette. It is highlighted in blue.

Layers can be blended with other layers for effects, adjustments layer and layer masks can be applied to your layers.

