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When an object’s drop shadow doesn’t 
look realistic, or is missing, you can create a 
cast shadow. This activity sheet will show you 
the technique that adds realism to your images.

Objects in a spotlight or a setting sun throw 
long shadows. When you want that three-dimen-
sional look but the available images don’t fi t the 
bill, you can make one yourself in Photoshop.

1. Open your image and, if neces-
sary, remove it from the background (Fig-
ure 1). To follow along using the gear image 
in this tutorial, download the TIF fi le from the 
folder on Drive S:/ and open it in Photoshop.

 

3. Make sure the foreground color is 
set to black. Now fi ll the new layer by press-
ing Ctrl+Shift+Delete. Using the shift key 
tells Photoshop to fi ll only where there 
are pixels; e.g., to preserve transparency.

Go to Filter > Blur > Gaussian Blur and 
enter 3.1 pixels in the Radius box (Figure 3).

 

FIGURE 1. REMOVE THE BACKGROUND, IF THERE IS 
ONE.

2. Duplicate the layer the im-
age is on by dragging it to the new lay-
er icon in the Layers palette (Figure 2). 

 

FIGURE 2. DUPLICATE THE LAYER.

FIGURE 3. BLURRING THE SHADOW WILL MAKE IT LOOK 
MORE REALISTIC.

4. Now to distort the shadow’s 
shape. (Note that if try this technique 
with text, you must render the type fi rst.)

Press Ctrl+T to bring up the free trans-
form tool; right-click on the selected ob-
ject (Ctrl-click if you have a one-button 
mouse). Select Distort from the pop-up menu.

You will see a bounding box with 8 lit-
tle squares (called handles). Click and drag 
the top-left and top-right handles until the 
shadow looks similar to Figure 4; press En-
ter/Return to apply the transformation.
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FIGURE 4. THE IMAGINARY LIGHT SOURCE IS COMING 
FROM THE RIGHT, BUT YOU CAN CHANGE THE WAY THE 
SHADOW FALLS SIMPLY BY DRAGGING THE SHADOW’S 
HANDLES.

5. Duplicate the shadow layer by dragging 
it to the new layer icon in the Layers palette. Ap-
ply the Gaussian Blur to the copy, this time with 
a larger pixel radius setting of 5.1 (Figure 5).

FIGURE 5. THE SHADOW GETS EVEN SOFTER.
6. You now want to make the 

shadow softer as it gets further away.
Go back to the top shadow layer and add 

a layer mask. Using the gradient tool, drag from 
right to left to blend the 2 shadow layers (Figure 6).

FIGURE 6. BLEND THE SHADOWS.
7. Finally, set the shadow to Mul-

tiply mode and set the opacity of the top 
shadow layer to about 50% and the bot-
tom shadow to about 30% (Figure 7).

Figure 7. Now that’s a shadow to be proud 
of.


