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The 3 most important things to retouch in your portrait—and the things that will have 

the most impact, are  

1. Removing (or reducing) distractions and areas of great contrast 

2. Adding (or adjusting) catchlights 

3. Adding a vignette (or creating contrast between your subject and the 

background) 

I am assuming that you know that, generally speaking, the horizon should be level and 

other obvious things like that. 

 

1. Remove distractions by toning down (darkening) light areas that are so bright 

they draw the eye away from the subject.  And look for dark areas with no 

detail—they often have visual ‘weight’ and also draw the eye away from the 

subject.  You will want to lighten these, if it means that it will reveal some 

detail in these areas.   

 

2. Adding catchlights, or adjusting the existing ones, is like adding the sparkle to 

people’s eyes.  The basic rule for catchlights is that they should be ½ in the 

pupil and ½ in the iris, at about 10 o’clock or 2 o’clock and on the same side 

for both eyes.  It has to be done carefully, if you didn’t manage to get them 

right at the time of capture.  They should not be noticeably brighter than the 

whites of the eyes.  Convention dictates that they be round in shape, like the 

sun.  So, if you have octagonal or square catchlights because you made the 

portrait in a studio, the classic approach is to make them round, even if they 

don’t otherwise need adjusting.  But note that a portrait lit with window light 

has quite different light in the eyes, and I don’t think the round catchlights 

look natural.  See other sheet for specific Photoshop instructions. 

 

 

3. Adding a vignette, either dark for a low- or mid-key type of image, or white for 

a high-key image will additionally remove distractions and guide the viewers 

eye firmly to the face(s).  You have the most control if you take the image into 

Adobe Photoshop to add the vignette (see other sheet for specific Photoshop 

instructions) and as it’s the last step after retouching and cropping, it’s easy to 



do there.  But both Adobe Bridge and Adobe Lightroom—and most other 

photograph enhancing software—has the ability to put in a simple vignette. 

I also think—but these (following) are not the most important steps to improving the 

image—that removing blemishes and removing reflections in eyeglasses makes people 

happier with the portrait you provide them with.  You can lighten scars, freckles, 

birth marks and beauty marks on the face as well, but don’t remove them.  They are 

part of that person.  I feel the same way about braces.  While braces are on teeth for 

a temporary time, it’s often for a number of years—and for those years, they are also 

a part of that person, and part of a person’s life story. 

Again, most photo retouching software offers an option for removing marks from the 

face—just be careful of how much, and what, you remove.  Retouching the reflection 

in eyeglasses is quite difficult, especially if the reflection is so strong that you can’t 

actually see the eyes behind the glasses.  Leave that to the professionals. 

A word about wrinkles.  Wrinkles and creases are part of what gives 3-dimensions to 

the face.  And they add to the story of who your subject is.  You may certainly shorten 

the wrinkles, and lighten them, but if you remove them entirely, your subject will 

look like a plastic doll, and not like themselves at all. 

 

General Comments: 

Here are some necessarily very general comments and notes about what you want to 

adjust or retouch in a portrait to improve it: 

Contrast:  I talk here a lot about reducing contrast—and honestly, controlling contrast 

is a huge part of what we’re doing when we retouch a portrait—but I don’t mean that 

you want a ‘flat’ image.  You need some shadows and you need some highlights to 

show all three dimensions.  The photograph is completely flat, physically (well, a 

printed one is, at least) which is only 2 dimensions.  But by having a shadow at the 

side of the nose, or highlights on the cheeks, we understand that we are looking at a 

genuine 3-dimensional person.  Cartoon characters—think of Charlie Brown—have 2 

dimensions to their faces.  Google Manga drawings and you’ll see the artists’ attempt 

to show 3 dimensions in their cartoons and animations.  So, we definitely do want 

highlights and shadows in our photographs—we want to remove or reduce distractions 

though.  Items that don’t contribute to the story that is being told with the portrait 

are not a help and they need to be manipulated/retouched/edited so that they don’t 

distract from what you are saying with the portrait. 

Optimising:  When making adjustments in Bridge or Lightroom, before you open the 

photograph in Photoshop, you should aim for an image that is slightly (10-15%) flatter 

in contrast to what you think is normal.  Your monitor settings will play into all this, 

but I can’t cover that here. 



Cropping:  Always work on the whole image.  Cropping should be one of the last steps 

you take before the image is complete.  But if you’re aware you aren’t likely to use 

the whole photograph, you can go lightly on the retouching in the corners.  The 

reason to always work on the whole image is that it gives you options for cropping, 

and it also gives you the option to go back and use the whole frame in the future. 

Naming files:  Give each image you make one name or file number (or use the one the 

camera manufacturer assigns), and don’t change it.  Ever.  As you work on your image 

and save it as you progress, save versions with all the layers, but add _v2 or _3 to the 

original file name.  Or go with Photoshop’s own offer of -1 or -2 added to the end of 

the file name.  The point is, that all the versions of one image should have the same 

file name so that it’s searchable.  Adding digits or words to the end of the file name 

allows you to sort files.  And allows the computer to find your files for you. 

Assessing:  Zoom out frequently, to see your work from a different perspective.  You 

want to be sure that no one person in a group has way brighter (or dimmer) 

catchlights than anyone else.  And also, you want to see how well the work you are 

doing/have done is blending in.  Maybe you’re done?  Maybe you need to work on it 

more?  Taking a break and walking to another room and back is another way to come 

to look at your photograph and your retouching with fresh eyes.  It is a big help in 

stopping you from ‘over working’ one image. 

 


