
Using Gradients to Enhance Color (PE4)

Gradients can add emphasis to your 
composition.  The centerpiece of this 
photograph is the grouping of marigolds. 

The background is fairly diminished, and we 
could settle for the picture as taken.  But of 
course we won’t.  First we save a copy as a 
PSD file and then we copy the background 
layer twice.  Name the first copy “linear 
gradient” and the second copy “radial 
gradient”.  Your layers palette will look like :

We need to work on copies of the background 
layer because using gradients changes the 
images on the layers.  (Of course, if we 
applied the gradients to an Elemask, we could 
preserve the layers.  That’s for another time.) 
Select the Gradient Tool from the tool bar on 
the left, and click on the Edit button next to 
the picture of the Gradient in the options bar.

 

After the edit window opens, we need to 
select the Foreground to Transparent 
gradient from the gradient presets.  You don’t 
need to worry about the rest of the edit 
window; just click OK.  

Now, look at your gradient options bar again. 
Be sure the icon is highlighted for Linear 
Gradient (it is the first icon in the group of 
five).  Also, you should have Normal Mode, 
100% Opacity, and check marks beside Dither 
and Transparent (these are the gradient 
default selections).

Now, turn off the visibility of your “radial 
gradient” layer and click on the layer you 
renamed “linear gradient” to make it the 
active layer.  Crosscheck that your 
Foreground and Background colors are Black & 
White (type D to recapture the default 
colors).  Ok, after all that setup we are ready 
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to apply the gradient.  Since we have a linear 
gradient that will go from Foreground color 
(which is black) to transparent, we should 
expect that where we start the gradient on 
the picture will be black, but the picture will 
begin to appear as the gradient is applied 
across the picture until the entire picture is 
showing after we stop the gradient.  Since we 
want the trees at the top of the picture to 
“disappear”, we will first click on the screen 
at the top of the picture and drag the 
gradient down to around halfway in the 
picture, where we want the flowers to be fully 
visible.  Here’s what the picture will look like 
after we apply the gradient.

If you don’t like the way it looks, just Ctrl + Z 
to undo and reapply the gradient and drag the 
end of the gradient to another position on the 
picture.

Now, we will set up for the radial gradient. 
Go to the options bar for the gradient and 

select the second icon, radial gradient.  Then 
turn off the visibility of the “linear gradient” 
layer and turn on the visibility of the “radial 
gradient” layer.  Click on the “radial gradient” 
layer to make it the active layer.  The radial 
gradient will give us a smooth transition from 
the start of where we begin our drag out to 
the completion of the gradient on the picture. 
The center of focus should be the center of 
the marigold bed, towards the bottom of the 
picture.  Click on that center and drag your 
gradient all the way to the top of the picture. 
UGH!  That’s not what we want!  The picture is 
now totally dark at the center of the marigold 
bed and transitions to show the picture at the 
borders radially where we are trying to hide 
the picture.  No sweat.  That’s easy to solve. 
Look at the options bar for the gradient tool. 
Put a check mark beside the word Reverse. 
Now as you click and drag, the gradient will 
transition from transparent to black.  
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This is pretty good, but we can actually make 
it better.  Note how the picture fades totally 
into black before we get to the top of the 
picture.  That’s not very attractive.  To 
overcome the totality of the gradient, lower 
the Opacity of the “radial gradient” layer to 
around 75%.  Since you still have the visibility 
on for the background layer, the background 
layer begins to show through and gives a 
better definition to the picture.  Let’s stop 
here.  This is the layer set.

And this is the final picture.

If you want to experiment, make another copy 
of the background layer and apply different 
gradients to that layer.  Have fun.
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