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We will use a photograph of a covered bridge taken on a 
cloudy day in Vermont to show how a Layer Mask can be used 
to replace the sky.  
 
In Photoshop you can replace a sky by a few different methods. 
One way is to select the sky with the Magic Wand with the 
Contiguous box not checked and adding to the selection until 

you get the entire sky. You would then use the Polygon Lasso tool to subtract the roof of 
the bridge. You next open the sky image and Select it all and then copy the selected 
image to the clipboard. Go back to the bridge image and from the Edit menu, select Paste 
Into. The sky will now appear in the sky selection. You will notice that the pasted image 
“marching ants” will still appear, allowing you to move the sky around so you get the 
best part to show in the selection. Once you deselect the sky now becomes a part of the 
image. You will probably notice some small white halo around the horizon and the only 
way to remove this is by using the Clone Stamp Tool. 
 
A very valuable Photoshop tool is the Layer Mask. The use of this tool to blend two 
image layers together is included in the tutorials section of my web site, 
www.computerphoto.org. This tutorial will describe its use to replace the blah sky. This 
is a great tool to do this, but more important it allows for editing the image as long as you 
save the layered file with the Layer Mask. This provides a great deal of flexibility.  
 

First use the Pen tool to create a path of the bridge roof 
top as this will need to stay a rather sharp edge. With the 
Pen tool click on a spot on the corner and then click on 
the next spot along a straight line. As there are no curves 
in this it is just a matter of clicking on each corner as 
you go around in a clockwise or counterclockwise 
direction. What you are interested in is the top of the 

bridge so when you have that you can click anywhere in the bridge to return to the 
starting point. To save your path go to the Paths palette and double click on the workpath 
and name it. I named it roof top. You may now click on the gray space beneath the path 
to turn it off. 
 
A well known technique in Photoshop to make it easier to create a selection is to first 
look at the three color channels to see what one has the most contrast. This Channel is 
copied to an Alpha (selection) channel. Levels is then applied to the new Alpha Channel 
to create a selection channel.  

 
To select the sky in the bridge image; with the bridge 
open, in the channels menu select the one that shows the 
most contrast, in this case the Blue Channel. Drag the 
Blue Channel to the New Channel Icon at the bottom of 
the Channels palette. 
 



From the Image > Adjustments menu select Levels to adjust the tones on the Blue 
Channel Copy to create a black/white selection mask that separates the sky and the 
foreground. You want the sky to be white and the rest of the foreground black, Use the 
Paintbrush to touch up the newly created mask by painting with white or black. To get a 
nice roof top go to the Paths palette and click on the path. If you press the Control+Enter 
keys on the keyboard, you will convert the path to a selection. Now still on the Blue 
Channel Mask fill this selection with black and the roof now becomes a part of the 
foreground selection. 
 
 

Copy the background to a new layer. You can do this with the 
Ctrl+J keyboard keys. Add the selection you just created by, in 
the Channels menu, Ctrl + Click on the blue channel copy alpha 
channel.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Now with the background copy layer active, in the Layer menu 
select the Add Layer Mask, Reveal All or click on the Add 
Layer Mask Icon on the bottom of the Layers Palette. 
 
The way the Layer Mask works is that when the Mask is filled 
with white, everything on the layer is revealed. When it is filled 
with black all is hidden. The advantage of this method over just 
deleting the sky with the Delete key  is that you can edit what is 
revealed or hidden by painting with black or white with the 
Paintbrush.  To make sure that you are painting on the mask and 

not on the image, click on the Layer Mask Icon and you will notice a Mask icon next to 
the image icon and the Mask will have a black border. To paint on the image, click on the 
image icon and the icon next to the image will change to a brush indicating you are 
painting on the image and not the Mask. 

 
One way to remove any 
“halo” on the tree line is 
to use the Paintbrush in 
this image you can now 
paint with black on the 
Layer Mask along the 
edges to remove the 
“halo”. If you make a 
mistake and remove too 

much, simply switch color so white is the foreground color and paint with white. The 
convenient way to switch colors is to press the “X” key.  
 
A better way is to use the lasso tool and select the sky to the right of the bridge.  



With the Layer Mask and 
selection active select 
Gaussian Blur from the 
Filter menu. Apply a 4-5 
pixel blur to the selected 
Mask area. I would 
appear that the halo is 
now worse, but we will 
now apply Levels to the 
selection.  
 
Open Levels and drag 
the left, black slider to 
the right and you will 
notice the halo go away. 
 
 
You can use the 
Paintbrush and paint 
with black to hide areas 
that still have some white 
showing. 
 
If you now save the 
Layered file you can 
always edit the image at 
a later date by opening 
the image and clicking 
on the Layer Mask. 
 
It isn’t necessary to 
discard or apply the layer 
mask to print the image 

as it will print as it appears, but ff you want to apply the Layer Mask maybe flatten the 
image prior to resizing for the web, drag the mask icon (not the image icon) and you will 
get a dialog box giving you the choice either Apply, Discard or Cancel. Clicking on 
Apply will apply the mask deleting everything that was masked. 

 
Finally to warm up this image taken on a gray sky day, with the 
background copy layer active, Alt+click on the Add Adjustment 
Layer Icon on the bottom of the Layers palette or from the 
Layers Palette Select New Fill Layer > Solid color. In either 
case you will get a dialog box and in the resulting dialog box 
click in the box that says Group with Previous Layer. This 
insures that this color adjustment is only applied to the 
Background copy layer and not the sky layer. Click OK and in 
the Color dialog box select a nice yellowish orange and click 
OK. Go to the Blending mode dialog box in the upper left 
corner and select Color mode near the bottom of the list. Finally 

reduce the opacity to suite, in this case 14%-20%. 
 
 



 
This is the final image. There is no halo. And the colors fit the new sunny day. 
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