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Enhancing the Sky in your Photos

Written by Jim Skeen

May 25, 2003
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In this exercise, we’ll use two new tools on the Toolbar.  The Magic Wand selects part of an image based on similarity of adjacent pixels.  It’s useful for selecting odd-shaped areas without any need to trace out the area.  

The Move Tool moves selected parts of your image, and can also be used to change their size.

We’ll also use the Layers Palette – one layer for our sky, the other for the foreground object.

The secret to the technique is to excise the original, boring sky and replace it with one more interesting.

Technique 1 – Replace old sky with gradient.

1. Go to www.jskeen.com/photos.  Click on “Oklahoma State Capitol”, then copy the picture onto the clipboard.

2. Return to Photoshop Elements.  Create a new photo, using File ( New from Clipboard

3. Look at the photo.  Note the lackluster, whitish sky.  We’re going to make it blue!

4. Remove the Layers Palette from the Palette Well.  How many layers do you have?

5. Locate the Magic Wand tool.  After selecting the Tool, click on the sky in the picture.  Note that Photoshop Elements automatically selects the sky area.  

6. With your pointer over the Sky area, right-click and select Layer via cut.  How many layers do you have now?  

7. De-select the Eyeball for the layer that contains the Capitol.  You should see only the sky layer.  

8. On the Toolbar, click on the Foreground Color box.  Select a pleasing color for the sky.

9. Select Edit ( Fill, then click on OK.  Note that the Sky layer is now entirely blue.
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10. Click on the eyeball in front of the Capitol layer.  You’ll need to move this layer to be on top, in order to see the Capitol building.  Otherwise, the Sky layer obscures the Capitol layer.  To move the Capitol layer inside the Layer Palette, simply left-click on the Capitol Layer and while holding the mouse button down, drag the layer to be above the Sky Layer.  Let go of the mouse button.

11. Is there a section of the picture that still shows a white sky?  If so, repeat the above procedure, starting at Step 5.  


12. To change the shade of Blue, simply click on the layer in the Layer Palette, choose a different shade of blue using the Foreground Color Box, and select Edit ( Fill, followed by OK.

13. Save your picture on the hard drive.

Technique 2 – Replace old sky with sky from another photo

1. Close all open pictures.

2. Repeat steps 1 thru 6 of Technique 1.  This time, while using the Magic Wand, be sure to click a second time on the small section of sky to the right of the Capitol.  This will include this section of sky.

3. Return to www.jskeen.com/photos.  Click on “Sky”, then copy the picture onto the clipboard. 
4. Return to Photoshop Elements.  Create a new photo, using File ( New from Clipboard

5. Notice that you now have two photos open.  Click on each of them and notice how the Layers Palette changes.
6. Click on the Sky picture.  On the Toolbar, click on the Rectangular Marquee button.  Outline the blue sky region from the Sky picture.  Once it is selected, go to Edit ( Copy.  
7. Click on the Capitol picture.  Create a new layer Layer ( New ( Layer.  Notice that you now have 3 layers in your Layer Palette.  The new layer should be the top one.
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Unclick the eyeballs in the other two layers of the Capitol photo.  You should see only the gray backdrop.
9. To insert the sky that you copied, simply click on Edit ( Paste.

10. Click on the Move Toolbar.  Move the sky to the top of the layer.  Also, change its size by clicking on the lower handle that is on the border of the selected area.
11. Click on the eyeball in front of the Capitol layer.  Move the Capitol layer within the Layer Palette, so that it is topmost.
12. Your photo should now be complete.  Save it onto the hard drive.

Questions

1. Where else could you get skies and clouds?

Answer:  try http://images.google.com/     
Use as keywords “sky” or “clouds”

2. What do you do when the sky layer you’ve selected is too small to fill the layer you’ve cut out?

Answer:  Simply stretch the sky layer, using the “move” tool.

3. How could you create a sunset sky?  

Answer:  Create a new layer by using Layer ( New Fill Layer ( Solid Color.  Choose a shade of pink/reddish.  Move the new layer to be the bottom-most in your Layer Palette.  Next, click on the Sky layer, then locate the Opacity control, which is at the top of the Layer Palette.  Set it to 80%.  This makes the Sky layer slightly transparent, which permits the color the Red sky to shine through.  Voila—we have a sunset sky!
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