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IN-CLASS EXERCISE: CREATING A WAVING FLAG

OBJECTIVE
In this exercise, you will use the displace filter to create some special effects. It will create a waving flag in air. 

PROCESS
1. Open Photoshop and open the file “flag.psd.” To create the effect of a flag waving in the wind, we’ll 
use the Displace filter. HINT:  This filter uses one image, called a displacement map, to bend the pixels of another. 
It looks at the luminosity values (lights and darks) in the displacement map image, and then alters the pixels of 
the image you wish to modify. A value of 50% gray will have no effect. Any values lighter than 50% will bend pixels 
up and to the left. Values darker than 50% will bend pixels down and to the right.

1. Create a document 400 px by 400 px, 300 dpi, RGB. Save as “yourlastname_flag.psd”.
 
2. Create a new layer, name it “Sky”, and fill the layer with a blue gradient as the blue-sky background.

3. Go to flag file and use the Move Tool to drag the flag layer in to “yourlastname_flag.psd”.  This copies 
 the flag and automatically creates it’s own layer.  Name the layer “Flag”.

4. Create a new layer above the flag.

5.  Fill the layer (HINT:  Edit --> Fill) with a 50% gray. Lower the Opacity slightly for the gray-filled layer so 
 that you can see the flag underneath.

6. Using a large, soft-edged Paintbrush tool, paint some black tones across the flag. Do the same thing 
 with a white color. Return the Opacity for the layer to 100%. You might want to soften the tones a bit 
 by giving the layer a Gaussian Blur Filter, of about 15 px.  

7. The Displace filter needs two images to do its trick. Select all on the gray layer only and copy 
 everything to the clipboard. Create a new file. (HINT:  Photoshop will create a file with the exact 
 dimensions of the contents of the clipboard). Paste the clipboard’s contents into your new file and save 
 it. This image will be used as the displacement map.  Close the file.

8. Back in the file with the flag, deselect the gray background and make sure to click on the layer with 
 the flag. Turn off the Eye icon for the layer with the gray tones in it to hide it from view.

9. Choose the Displace filter (HINT:  Filter --> Distort --> Displace). Leave the settings as they are and press 
 OK. A second dialog box will pop up asking for the displacement map. Choose the image you created 
 for the map. This will distort the flag to simulate the wind-tossed look.

10. The lighting seems inappropriate on the flag. The stripes should be lighter where they are closer to 
 us, and they should be darker where the flag has rippled background. Select the layer with the gray 
 tones in it. In the Layers palette, set the mode to Hard Light. Reduce the Opacity. This creates the 
 highlights and shadows necessary to give the flag a realistic, 3-D look.
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11. Hold the Option key; click between the layer of the flag and the layer of the tones in the layers’ 
 palette. (HINT:  This creates a Clipping Group of the two layers).

12. Merge the two layers into one and distort the layer (HINT: Edit --> Transform --> Distort) to a shape 
 similar to a flag hanging from a pole. The end result is a flag waving in the wind.

13. If you have time and are feeling ambitious, revisit the Metal Nameplate exercise we did in class and 
 create a flagpole for your flag in a new layer.  Don’t forget to put a round ball-shape on top of the 
 flagpole (HINT:  You can create this similarly to the way we created screws for the Metal Nameplate 
 exercise. Try Googling “flag on flagpole” to get ideas and inspiration of what a flagpole looks like.)  Create 
 a new layer and render some bright clouds and blend with your blue gradient background by 
 adjusting the Opacity.  Throw some bright shades of green grass in the file on a new layer and you are 
 done creating the scene!  Try experimenting with different techniques and have fun!

EXTRA CREDIT!   
Go above and beyond, and create a 

scene for your flag!


