{WIFT: PHOTOSHOP IN-CLASS THREE – 27/29 September 2005}

ADVANCED MASKING

This tutorial will demonstrate how to extract a clean mask from a photo using channels and levels. The general concepts may be intuitively applied to other applications.

First, download from www.camthomas.com/images/tree.jpg and open it in Adobe Photoshop.

ONE: BALANCING THE CHANNELS. 

Open the Channels palette to inspect the various color channels. Color channels tell how much of each color is in the image. An RGB image like this photo will contain 3 separate color channels, one indicating the amount of Red, one for Green and one for Blue. White in a channel means that the color value is full (255), and black is empty (0).

Look for the channel with the highest contrast edge outlining the tree. The tree should be a flat color of very low contrast within the edge, and the backdrop should be white or quite light, also with low contrast. This way it will be easy to define the tree with an Alpha channel.

Because the sky is blue, the Blue channel will work well to start the mask.

On closer inspection, there are parts of the trunk that are considerably lighter than other parts of the tree. They are almost as light as parts of the sky. Only the sky should be white, otherwise parts of the trunk will appear transparent once the mask is applied.

Since the color of the bark is more Red than the rest of the scene, use the Red channel to push back the mask.

1. Make a copy of the Blue channel by dragging it onto the New Channel button. Double click on the new channel and rename it Tree Alpha.
2. Then make a copy of the Red channel, and make sure that it is selected. (Ctrl + 5)
3. Adjust levels on the Red copy channel: Image > Adjustments > Levels... (Ctrl + L) 

a. Input Levels: 50 / 0.85 / 222

4. Now the idea here is to isolate the bark-regions that are too bright in the Blue channel. Then this channel will be used as a selection to darken the Tree Alpha channel.

5. Drag the Red copy channel onto the Load Channel As Selection button.
6. Click on the Tree Alpha channel, and then press Ctrl + H to hide the selection so we can see what's happening.

7. Now significantly darken the bark region. Image > Adjustments > Levels... (Ctrl + L)
a. Input Levels: 120 / 1.2 / 255
With this method we use the Blue channel to create transparency, and the Red channel to make it more opaque.

When compositing the tree into another scene, the sky will want to be completely transparent while the tree is solid. So bump the shadows to black, and the sky to pure white. 

To do this:

8. Press Ctrl + D to clear the previous selection.

9. Adjust levels on the Tree Alpha channel:

a. Image > Adjustments > Levels... (Ctrl + L)

Now slowly drag the white input level downwards until the whole sky turns white, and slowly drag the black input level upwards until most of the trunk and inner tree segments appear black.

These settings work well in this case: Input Levels: 30 / 1 / 145

It may take a number of tries to find the perfect balance.

Be mindful of what is happening throughout the image as the levels are adjusted. If the white levels get too low, thin parts of the branches will disappear into the sky. And if the black levels get too high, the sky will glow through the edges of the tree.

TWO: APPLYING THE MASK

1. Drag the Tree Alpha channel onto the Load Channel As Selection button.

2. Go to the Layers palette, and make a copy of the Background layer, by dragging it onto the New Layer button. Double click on the new layer Background copy, and rename it Tree.

3. Click Add Layer Mask on the Layers palette to add the selection as a mask to the Tree layer.

4. Hide or Delete the original Background layer.

5. Click the little black and white thumbnail on the Tree layer to paint on the layer mask.

6. Isolate the trunk from the background hillside. Use the Brush tool to make the hillside transparent by painting black on the layer mask or use the Polygon Lasso tool to select chunks of the hillside, and then fill them with black.
7. Make the foreground color black (Ctrl+ D), and then to fill (Alt + Backspace) the selection with the foreground color.
