An Introduction to Layer Masking in Photoshop
Layers are the heart of Photoshop and are what enable the flexibility of image editing. Layer masking is an
integral part of layers in that they allow parts of a layer to be made invisible allowing other elements below
to show through.
In this tutorial we will create an image of 3 text layers and one colour-filled layer and then use the power of
layer masking to reveal elements on all the layers.
Step 1. Create new document in Photoshop. Any size will do. For this example a 15cm x 10cm document
was created.
1. From the menu select File New
or use shortcut Ctrl/Cmd+N
2. Enter your requirements and click OK.
The parameters for the document used for this tutorial
are shown in Fig 1, on the right.
Step 2. Enter some text.
1. Select the Text tool from the toolbox.
2. Select a font.
Fig 1
This example shows Comic Sans MS, Regular, 48pt
3. Enter some text somewhere on the document.
4. Click on the tick-mark on the Text Options bar to accept the text.
Note: If you wish to edit text, double-click the thumbnail in the layers panel. This action will
select the text for editing.
The actions in Step 2 and the result are shown in Fig 2, below.

Fig 2
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Step 3. Create another text layer. The Text tool should still be active.
1. Click somewhere in the centre of your document. Type more text. Here the ampersand sign has
been entered.
In this example the existing font parameters were used.
2. Click the Tick on the Options bar.
The actions in Step 3 and the result are shown in Fig 3, below.

Fig 3
Step 4. Create a new layer. To do this you can either:
1. From the Menu select Layer > New > Layer
or
2. Use shortcut Ctrl/Cmd+Shift+N
or
3. Click the New Layer icon located at the bottom of the layers panel.
The New Layer icon is on the right and looks like a curled piece of paper.
Options 1 and 2 will result in the New layer dialog box opening, shown below in Fig 4. This dialog box
allows you to set specific layer parameters.
Here the layer has been named
‘Colour Fill’.
Option 3 will create a new layer
without bringing up a dialog box.
Options 1 and 3 are indicated in
Fig 5, shown at the top of the next
page.

Fig 4
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Fig 5
A new layer has been created at the top of the layer stack but, because there is nothing on the layer, all the
underlying layers are visible. The underlying text layers as well as the white background layer are visible.
Note that although the new layer is empty, the layer thumbnail is filled with a grey/white chequerboard
pattern. This is Photoshop’s method of displaying transparency.
When this layer is filled with a solid colour, the underlying layers will be invisible.
Step 5. Fill the layer with a colour.
1. From the Edit menu select Fill (or use shortcut Shift+F5).
2. From the subsequent Fill dialog box, click the drop-down menu and select ‘Color’. Click OK.
3. From the subsequent Color Picker dialog box, pick a colour and click OK.
The layer will be filled with the colour you have selected and the layers underneath will now be hidden.
In this example a mid-blue was selected. The actions in Step 5 are shown below, in Figs 6 and 7.
Note that this layer is filled with a solid colour. All the underlying layers are now invisible. The same would
be true if this layer was filled with an image. The underlying layers will only be visible where there is
transparency in the upper layer(s).

Fig 6
Fig 7
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Another, final, text layer will now be added above the blue layer.
Step 6. Create another text layer.
1. Select the Text tool from the toolbox.
2. Select a suitable font. In this exercise the same font as those used previous was used.
3. Click somewhere on the document, away from the areas where the previous text was typed, and
enter your text.
4. Click the tick on the Text tool Options bar to accept the text.
The actions in Step 6 and the result are shown below, in Fig 8.

Fig 8
The final step in the exercise is to apply a layer mask to the blue-filled layer and paint on it to reveal the
underlying layers. However, before doing that, it might be worth explaining why layer masks are used.
Photoshop has an eraser tool, which does exactly what it is designed to do – it erases things. The problem
with erasing things is that, once erased they cannot be un-erased easily. Once you have gone past the
limit of the history states your actions are committed. If a mistake is made, there is no going back. Layer
masking is a way around this problem. With masking, the action is non-destructive. If something is masked
out (painted with black) it can easily be unmasked (painted with white) to undo the masking. This nondestructive method is a much preferred way of working.
Step 7. Apply a layer mask and paint with black to reveal the underlying layers.
1. Ensure that the blue-filled layer is active. Click on the layer thumbnail to make it active, if necessary.
2. Click on the Layer Mask icon located at the bottom of the Layers panel. It is third from the left
and looks like a front-loading washing machine.
A white square will appear alongside the blue-filled thumbnail in the Layers panel. This is a
layer mask. Note that it is filled with white. In layer masking, white reveals, black conceals. So,
because this mask is white everything on the blue layer is revealed. This mask will be painted
on (with black) to hide certain parts, revealing the underlying layers.
2. Ensure your colours are set to default black/white.
If they are not, hit D (not case sensitive) on the keyboard. If white shows as the foreground colour
hit X (not case sensitive) to switch. The X key is a toggle which switches between foreground and
background colours. Ensure black is the foreground colour.
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3. Select the Brush tool from the toolbox.
4. Select a suitable brush size and hardness from the Brush Options bar.
0% hardness is the softest brush. 100% hardness is the hardest brush. Of course, any option
in between those extremes can be set. Experience will familiarise you with the effect of the
different brush hardness settings. The variations in this example were done for demonstration
purposes. Soft and hard setting are shown in Figs 9 and 10, below.

Fig 10

Fig 9

A quicker and more intuitive method of changing brush sizes is by using the square bracket keys.
(Adjacent to the Enter key). The left bracket key makes the brush smaller and the right bracket key
makes the brush larger.
5. Paint on the image to reveal the underlying text.
The actions shown in Step 7 and the result are shown below in Fig 11.

Fig 11
Notice that, where you have painted, both of the underlying text layers and the white background layer
show through. The white background shows because the layers containing text are transparent where
there is no text.
Painting with black on a layer mask will conceal that layer’s information where you paint. To re-reveal what
has been painted out, just hit x to switch colour to white and paint again.
That’s it. You should now have a basic understanding of layers and layer masking.

5

