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Introduction

This photoshop tutorial will show how to use a linear gradient to selectively apply
noise reduction to an image. This tutorial assumes that you have the photoshop
plug-in version of Noise Ninja or a similar noise reduction program.

Procedure

The original image (The Summer Milkyway over Coyle Field, NJ)

Noise reduction programs such as Neat Image or Noise Ninja, can be very
effective at reducing the noise content in an image, however, if they are
overused, they can make an image look plastic and artificial looking. In this
example, we have a widefield image showing the Summer Milkyway, but with
considerable noise content, especially near the horizon. Now, if we applied noise
reduction to the entire image, we would reduce the noise content near the
horizon, but at the same time reduce the detail of the Milkway as well as give it
an artificial look. Another approach could be to select certain areas of an image
and apply noise reduction only to those areas, but the abrupt transitions from
portions of an image with noise reduction to those without, would be readily
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Noise is readily apparent in this image near the horizon

apparent to the viewer. A better solution would be to use a linear gradient as a
mask and to use this mask to apply the noise reduction to the image.

Noise reduction applied to entire image producing an artificial appearance
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The first step in this process is to duplicate the Background layer of the image.
Choose Layer > Duplicate Layer. This will create a new layer called
Background copy.

The next step is to add a layer mask to the Background copy layer. Make the
Background copy layer active by clicking on it, and then click on the Add layer
mask icon as shown below.
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IE I:I Background copy

Add Layer Mask

Now, we need to make the layer mask active. Hold down the ALT key and click
on the layer mask as shown below. This will active the layer mask.
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Make the layer mask active

When this is done, your image will display the layer mask of the Background
copy layer. At this time, the entire layer mask is white meaning that the entire
image would be visible through the mask. So if you applied noise reduction to
this layer at this time, the entire image would receive the noise reduction. Now
what we want to do is to create a linear gradient so that the horizon area of the
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image receives full noise reduction, the Milkyway portion of the image receives
no noise reduction, and the area beginning from the top of the horizon to the
lower portion of the Milkyway receive a gradual reduction of the amount of noise
reduction used.

To create the gradient, first select the Gradient Tool from the tools palette.

"B tutorial01.tif @ 33.3% {(Background copy, Laye

Selecting the gradient tool from the tools palette

“ilﬂ ‘ lﬁﬂﬁﬂn Mode: INormaI ;I Opacity:lﬁlﬂ I™ Reverse [# Dither ¥ Tranzparency
The options for this tool are shown above. Linear gradient should be selected in
the selection box on the left, Mode should be normal, 100% Opacity, and the

Dither and Transparency boxes checked.

Apply the gradient to the mask by clicking near the bottom of the image and
dragging towards the top of the image at which point you release the mouse
button. The point where you first click will be the start of the gradient and where
you release the mouse button will be the end of the gradient. The portions below
the gradient will be completely white (no mask), and the portions above the
gradient will be completely black (full mask). Areas with no mask (white) will
receive full noise reduction, and and areas with full mask (black) will receive no
noise reduction. The gray area will receive only partial noise reduction
depending on the shade of gray.
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You will have to apply the gradient and undo it several times before you get the
hang of it and to get the right gradient for your application. The image below
shows the gradient | used for this example. Note that the horizon area is
completely white, and the Milkway areas are completely black with a small
gradient region in between.

Layer mask with linear gradient applied

The next step is to apply the actual noise reduction. With the Background copy
layer active, click on the picture icon on the left near the eye as shown below.
This will make the layer active and deselect the layer mask.
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From the main menu, choose Select Filter > Picture Code > Noise Ninja and
apply the necessary noise reduction. When you use the plug-in, noise reduction
will be applied to the entire image. The layer mask won’t be applied to the layer
until you exit the plug-in dialog box. The images below show before and after
noise reduction.

Before noise reduction After noise reduction

In the layers palette, you can adjust the strength of the noise reduction by
adjusting the Fill slider as shown below.

|
Layers channels % Paths /‘_Lﬂ
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Lack: [ & & Fill: | 1005 | »
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Adjusting the Fill slider

If you are satisfied with the noise reduction, choose Layer > Flatten Image from
the main menu and you are finished. If not, you can simply undo your steps and
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re-create the gradient layer mask and begin again. You may have to do this
several times until you achieve a result you are satisfied with.

Final image with noise reduction applied

Finally, this method of using a linear gradient as a layer mask is not limited to
noise reduction. You may use it for a variety of different effects. For example, a
Curves adjustment would work equally well in this example, except that you
would reverse the gradient.

December 2006 Rev - -7- http://www.DanielMcCauley.com



