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Deal with the face first, and then start to consider items from that central point. 

• Retouch out blemishes, and add catch lights.  That’s the bare minimum, in my opinion. 

• You can also remove fatigue lines and double chins if necessary. 

• Consider how much time you want to spend at the computer . . . 

• Consider too, what the final use of the image is.  For a website? Facebook? Printing a 

4X6?  Printing an 8X10? A wall portrait? Or will it be in an album? 

 

Faces, detailed retouching: 

Marks on the face: 

In Photoshop, remove blemishes using either the Patch tool or the Spot Healing Brush—they 

are nestled together under the band-aid icon in the tool palette. 

 

Fatigue lines: 

Fatigue lines run diagonally from the inner corner of the eyes down across the upper cheeks.  

If you choose to remove fatigue lines or reduce the appearance of other marks on the face, 

then I suggest you use the paint Brush tool.  Choose the colour—usually from the cheek area, 

but look at the highlights and shadows on the cheek and consider which best matches the 

area you want to work on—and with the opacity set at 20% (I always leave the flow at 100%) 

paint over the dark spot or area.  Make sure the edges of your brush are soft (i.e. 0 hardness). 

You can set the brush blend mode to ‘normal’, but I usually the ‘lighten’ mode. 

 

Lines (or bags) under eyes: 

Be aware that lines or shapes under the eyes tell us about that face and that character.  So 

the goal is not to remove them entirely.  But feel free to lighten them if you think they are 

too strong.  And it’s fine to remove shadows under the eyes, or under the under-eye lines.  

For this I use a brush, low opacity (20%), picking up colour from the upper cheek under the 

eye.  Soft edges on the brush.  To make sure the skin tones match, pick colour from each 

individual face in a group, when you are working on their eyes. 

 



Double chins: 

For double chins, where you want to add a shadow, use a large brush.  One that will cover 

just a little more than the neck/chin that you want to put into shadow.  Edges soft, opacity 

low (sometimes I need to work as low as 5%), make a long sweeping movement, following the 

line of the chin and jaw.  One swipe might do it.  You can work with black (the default) or if 

you choose a colour from the shadow part of the neck or jaw, you may need to use a slightly 

higher opacity. 

 

Tone control: 

You may just want to make some areas of the face look lighter (add highlights, great for 

giving a face ‘pop’ and to look like you’ve got excellent lighting!) or darker (to make 

cheekbones, for instance appear to be more defined).  Or you may want to make other areas 

in the photograph lighter or darker, so that you’re just kind of adding shadow or highlight, but 

no colour. 

To make a highlight and shadow layer (one that is neutral gray, and contains no image):   

• hold down the alt/opt key and press the ‘make a new layer’ button (the square box 

with a + in the middle, at the bottom of the layers palette.  That will make a dialogue 

box pop up, and you want to change the MODE to ‘soft light’.  When you do that, a 

dialogue box will pop up asking if you’d to Fill with ‘Soft-Light neutral colour’, click 

that and you will have a new layer that is filled with 50% gray.   

• Now, you can use the brush on that layer to paint in highlights or shadows using either 

white or black—at very low opacities—to keep the tones neutral.   

• If you also want to add colour while adding the highlights and shadows, then go ahead 

and use a colour, selecting from the colour palette or holding down alt/opt from the 

image itself. 

 

Catchlights 

Faces:  the eyes really need to have catchlights.  Catchlights are the little light in a person’s 

eye that makes them look ‘alive’.  If they are not there naturally, I add them.  Here are the 

steps: 

Using the Brush (B) or the clone/stamp tool(S), we will fix the catchlights in the eyes.  Using 
Adobe Photoshop: 

• Hold down the alt key to select some of the pupil colour to remove incorrect 
catchlights.  You can enlarge the pupil, too—but only a bit—for a warmer, friendlier 
look.  Don’t make the pupil too large or the subject will look ‘stoned’.   

• You may need to select some iris colour to fill in the catchlights, or make them a 
different shape.  I usually have the opacity at about 20%, but sometimes up to 35% is 
better/faster. 

• Use the Brush tool (B) with opacity set at 10%, and put a little white in the eyes.  Press 
‘X’ to change so that, in the low corner of the tool palette, you see white sitting on 
top.  If white doesn’t look like an option, then click on the tiny little icon of two black 



and white squares.  Your brush may have harder edges—say 30%--for this.  Do not go 
high up under the eyelid, and don’t go out to the edges.  Remember that you are 
putting a highlight on a ball.  Lower the opacity if the effect is too obvious. 

• Change the brush to harder edges (try 50% to 70%), with opacity at 10% - 20%, and 
paint in the catch lights.  They should be ½ in the iris and ½ in the pupil, at either the 
10 o’clock or 2 o’clock position.  It will depend on where the main light is coming 
from:  check shadow or density on the side of the nose or under the chin, if you’re not 
sure. The catchlights go on the opposite side of the shadow.  

 
A word about catchlights:  if they are too large, they tend to make people look dopey or like a 

deer caught in the headlights.  If the catch lights are too small, the subject looks mean-

hearted.  Both catch lights go on the same side and generally are the same for everyone in 

the group.  If the image was made with flash-on-camera, definitely add catch lights (pick 

whichever side of the pupil you like, because the light comes from straight on), and definitely 

remove the old ones in the centre of the pupil. 

 

 

The environment, or background:  

Stand back, or zoom out, and look at the image overall, so see what stands out in the 

photograph.  If it’s the face or the people, that’s perfect.   

If it’s not your subject that commands the most attention in the frame, look at the 

environment around your subject.  Are some areas too bright?  Are there areas that are so 

dark they catch the eye?  Or a dark area surrounded by lighter brighter things? If so, you will 

want to reduce the contrast, by filling in detail to lighten or darkening distracting highlights.  

It is the contrast between light and dark that grabs the attention, so that’s what you want to 

reduce.  Areas that are bright are even more likely to be eye-catching, so look for ways to 

add shadow there, or to darken them down. 

Look at shoulders in a Head & Shoulders portrait; look at feet or legs in a full length or ¾ 

length portrait: they should be secondary to the face.  Sometimes squinting your eyes helps to 

see what jumps out of the portrait.  And sometimes just stepping back from the computer, 

literally, so you’re seeing less close up detail, is a help in seeing if anything is competing with 

the face for attention.   

Use the steps above to reduce contrast in the environment.  Sometimes just making items or 

objects brighter or darker is not enough, and the distracting element has to be replaced.  

There are lots of videos on the Adobe site that show you how to replace skies and how to use 

generative and content-aware fill.  And I’m sure the other makers of retouching software also 

will have free teaching videos showing you how to do it well in their software. 

Your aim is to have the faces (or in groups, the face and figures) of your subject stand out 

from whatever is around them. 

 

 



Vignette 

Finally, add a vignette.  Note that you can add blur as well as change the tone 

(lightness and darkness) within the feathered vignette.  Both will reduce distractions.  Adding 

several not-too-obvious vignettes of varying sizes allows for subtlety across the gradual 

darkening effect.  I strongly prefer to make my ‘infinitely adjustable’ vignettes in Photoshop 

rather than Bridge or Lightroom (or any other software). 

 The concept behind a vignette is to guide the viewers’ eye to the subject.  So, we use 

a dark vignette on a dark, or low-key, portrait.  Ideally the background and the subject’s 

clothing are both dark—not necessarily black, just not bright or patterned, or eye catching.  

Lighter skin tones stand out well against this kind of background, but you can achieve a very 

dramatic effect with dark skin tones on a dark background with darker clothing.   

 But you can also use a white vignette—and, so as to reduce contrast and guide the 

viewer’s eye, you would use it on a high key portrait.  True high key portraits are rare and call 

for a subject with very blonde hair on a white or very light background.  But most of us are 

happy with a white vignette used with a white background and lighter coloured clothing, no 

matter what the subject’s hair colour, skin tone on environment is. 

Most portraits are what I call ‘mid-key’:  that is, they are neither overall dark nor 

overall light.  This is usually true of outdoor portraits, and at home or indoor portraits.  With 

these portraits that are neither low key nor high key, a dark vignette is generally what is the 

most effective.  But go ahead and try a white vignette—and see which you like best, but the 

accepted wisdom is that a dark vignette with a mid-key background (or overall photograph) 

will emphasise the subject.  And whether you choose light or dark, that’s what you’re aiming 

for. 

To create a vignette in Adobe Photoshop: 

• Use the elliptical (oval or circle) marquee tool, set the ‘Feather’ to 250 px (this will 

determine how gradual the change from the vignetted area to the non-vignetted area 

is), and draw an oval around the group or person.   

• Invert the selection (what’s in the oval) by using the drop-down menu under ‘Select’ or 

by using the keyboard shortcut Ctrl+Shft+I. 

• Open the Curves adjustment layer.  Look for the Adjustment layer menu icon at the 

bottom of the layers palette. 

• In the properties box or grid, draw or pull the diagonal line down from the centre to 

darken the area outside the oval you drew on the image. 

• You may need to ‘clean up’ the faces (i.e. remove the vignette effect from the faces).  

If so, use a brush (B) and paint with black over the faces, on the mask (not on the 

image!) if you’ve made a dark vignette.   

• Adjust your vignette by making another one, or by changing the opacity of the Curves 

adjustment layer. 

 

Last word: don’t rush yourself.  It’s not a race, take your time and do it well.  If you have any 

questions about this, please go ahead and send me an email:  mary@artisanphotography.ca.   


