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PART ONE

Working with Layers



 

Working With Layers Tutorial 
 

 

If you’re not using Layers in Photoshop, you are barely scratching the surface of 
this powerful imaging software. 

Layers offer you unlimited opportunities to experiment without fear of losing 
original data. 

They also give you the chance to go back and edit your decisions any time in the 
future – you can repurpose image files by taking advantage of some previous work 
while creating some new changes. 
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Layers are pretty intense to try to learn all about them at one time. We’ll take it 
slow and start from the beginning by making a File / New document (Command or 
Control N). 

How To Set Up A New Document In Photoshop 

 

When you choose to make a New Document, a dialog box opens in which you can 
tell Photoshop what kind of File you want to make, what size and resolution you 
want to have, what color space you want to utilize, and other attributes that you 
want to work with. 

Document Name, Size, & Resolution 
Here, I’ve entered a name for the New Document, chosen width and height in 
inches, and entered a resolution  I want to work with. 
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As I entered the size and resolution dimensions, the dialog box displayed the 
Image Size the new file will be. 

Pro-Tip:  For resolution, consider what printer or output you are most likely going to 
be working with. 

User manuals for printers provide the native resolution for the model you are using. 

If you are using a color lab, ask them what resolution they want from you. Internet 
is 72 by whatever pixel size you want the image to be on screen. 

In addition to the name and size of the document, other attributes may be chosen 
as well. 
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Below the size and resolution fields are fields that allow you to choose specific 
technical attributes for your New Document. 

Color Mode 

 

First up are fields for choosing the Color Mode and Color Depth you would like to 
have. 

RGB is the most popular choice for photographers because most of them output to 
RGB printers. The prepress industry standard is CMYK. 

 

Bit Depth 
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Bit depth is the number of color nuances you want to include in your work. 

The deeper the depth, the more colors you can potentially use and see, however 
not all of them may be available in your output depending on where you’re going 
with the image. 

 

If you are using your own output, experiment and determine what is best for you 
(some artists work with 32 bit color depth and convert it down for different 
outputs). 

If you are using a lab, ask them what they want to work with. I’ve chosen RGB color 
and an 8 bit color depth. 
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Pro-Tip:  These topics are worth studying in depth! This article is about Layers so I’m 
simplifying this part significantly but please learn about color spaces, bit depth, and 
all other document aspects in order to achieve your best work. 

Background Contents 
Next, you get to choose the contents of the Background. I like to think of the 
Background as the piece of paper that I want to draw on. 

I’m choosing White – a piece of white paper – but you can choose other things as 
well. 

 

If you have colors already picked in your Color Window, and you choose 
Background Color here, the New “piece of paper” will be the color in the 
Background in the Color Window. 
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If you choose Transparent, think about working on a piece of clear plastic. There 
won’t be a background color, just the artwork you create. 

This option is nice for creating logos or other artwork that you want to overlay onto 
other images. 

When Other is selected, the Color Picker Window will open allowing you to choose 
any color you want. 

Now we’ll drop down to the next option, the Color Profile  – another opportunity to 
study in depth! 
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The Color Profile 

 

As you can see, there are loads to choose from but once again, a lot of it may be 
determined by how you are using your file. 

If you are using a photo color lab for printing, sRGB is likely the profile you need to 
send to them , even if you work and save your originals in larger color spaces, like 
Pro Photo RGB. 

You can even choose not to color manage your file, but you will have to choose a 
color space eventually in order to make prints that look the same as what you see 
on your monitor . 

Pro-Tip:  A Color Profile is like a prism of colors on a page with different sizes and 
shapes cut out that include some colors but not others. Some spaces are small, like 
sRGB and others are big, like Pro Photos RGB. Some spaces include more blues but 
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not as many reds – learn about them so you can choose the ones that work the best 
for you! 

Pixel Aspect Ratio 
Last in the New document dialog box is a choice for Pixel Aspect Ratio. 

This requires us to understand that many different business and kinds of artists 
use Photoshop. 

Square pixels mean that the length and width of each pixel are the same, 1:1. Not 
every media uses square pixels – for example, some videos use rectangular pixels, 
thus the other choices here. 

If you are a photographer or graphic artist, Square Pixels is your logical choice. If 
you are working in a different medium, ask what you need. 
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Okay, now let’s get onto Layers! 

Overview of the Layers Window 
 
Here is our New document and the Layers Window. 

 

The Layers Window offers a lot of Layer options but for this article, we’ll focus on 
the center area, maybe adding an option or two, but saving the advanced options 
for the next article. 

What I would like for you to notice here is that in the Layers Window, the 
Background we chose is already there. 
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It is white, representing exactly what I chose in the New Document dialog box. If a 
photograph had been opened, this square area would show a small tile of the 
photo instead. 

 

Let’s look at the Layers Window for our new white document: 
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For now, we are working in the center section of the Layers Window. 

Layer Visibility 
The first component of our Background is Layer Visibility. 
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It is represented with a little graphic of an eye that can be toggled on and off by 
clicking on it. 

Click once to choose not to see what is on that layer and again to bring it back. 

The little eye will disappear and reappear to provide a visual reference of what you 
are and are not seeing during your working session. 

If you are practicing along with me, it will not be active now because the 
Background layer is locked, so please bear with me. 
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Layers Visual Representation 
The next icon on the layer is a visual representation of what is on the layer, in this 
case, a solid covering of white. 

 

If this had been a transparent background, it would look like this: 
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Photoshop presents transparency as a grid of white and gray squares. This will be 
important to remember when we begin creating new layers on this image. 

Layer Name & Lock Icon 
Moving right is a section that provides a written name for the layer. The word 
Background is provided as default and it is locked by default. See the little lock on 
the far right? 
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This can be changed either by renaming the Layer or by clicking on the lock icon. 

If you click on the lock icon, the name of the layer will change from Background to 
Layer 0 and the little lock will disappear. 

If you double-click on the word Background, a dialog box will open in which you 
can type in a new name of your choice and assign other attributes as well. 
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Either way, now that the Background is unlocked, you can choose whether you 
want to see it or not by toggling the Layer Visibility icon. 
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Most photo artists, including myself, leave the Background as is, locked and 
visible, and build upon it. 

I like to keep the Background intact so I retain the original image as a reference, 
which allows me to better evaluate my progress, plus I can use it as an “eraser” if I 
make a mistake. 

When you are working with multiple Layers and moving between them, it is very 
important to click in the right place. 

Whenever you click on the letters, Photoshop thinks you want to rename the layer. 
If you click on a lock, Photoshop thinks you want to unlock the layer. 

So, when you are choosing different layers, click on an area within the layer that 
does not contain options! 
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Here is a file that has a white Background plus three additional layers. 

Layer 2 is the active layer, easily identified because it is highlighted, meaning that if 
I draw with blue paint, the paint will be applied to Layer 2. 

If I want to select a different layer or the Background to work on, I should click on a 
blank area of the layer so Photoshop knows I just want to work on a different layer. 

Let’s make some layers now. 

How To Use Layers In Photoshop 
 
We’ll start by making a New Layer on top of the Background. From the Main Menu 
Bar, choose Layer New, or use the Keyboard Shortcut Shift / Command (Control) 
N. 
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This will open a dialog box in which you can type in a name of your choice for the 
New Layer and also assign other attributes if you wish. 

Another way of making a New Layer is to click on the New Layer icon at the bottom 
of the Layers Window. 

 

The icon looks like a square piece of paper with one corner turned up. 

If you would like to use the quick icon in the Layers Window, but you would like to 
name your new Layer on the way in, hold down the Option (Alt) Key while you click 
on the icon. 
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The dialog box will open and you can name the Layer. I’m naming mine Red Circle 
because that’s what I’m going to put on the New Layer. 

 

Pro-Tip:  You can name the layer after creation – or anytime for that matter – just by 
double clicking on the letters and entering the new name in the dialog box. 

Now our Layers Window looks like this: 
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So far the New Layer is completely transparent, like a sheet of clear plastic. Let’s 
put a red circle on it now. 

You can use the Brush Tool  and paint one freehand, or you can use the Elliptical 
Marquee  to create a circle and fill it with red – it’s your choice. 

The only thing on this layer is the red circle, surrounded by transparency. 
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The Layers Window looks different now. The Background is a solid white square, 
but the Red Circle Layer shows a red circle surrounded by the transparency grid. 

We can tell just by looking at the Layer Window what we have and where it is. Just 
for fun, turn the Layer Visibility off on the Red Circle Layer. 

The circle disappears. Click on it again and the circle comes back. 
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Now I’m going to make another New Layer. This time I’m naming it Blue Square 
and I’ll put a square of blue on it. 
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The New Layer appears over the last highlighted (active) Layer. The Blue Square 
Layer is on top of the Red Circle Layer, which makes the blue square overlap the 
red circle. 

The Blue Square Layer is now the highlighted, or active layer. This layer also 
contains only the blue square, surrounded by transparency. 

We can think we now have a solid piece of white paper with two sheets of clear 
plastic on top of it, one contains a red circle and the other a blue square. 
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What if we wish to move the red circle over? The first thing we have to do is make 
the Red Circle Layer the active one so Photoshop knows which layer we want to 
move. 

Clicking on the Red Circle Layer (in a blank area) selects it. The Move Tool may be 
used to move the red circle to a different location. 

 

Let’s make another New Layer. This time, it’s important to note that the current 
active Layer is the Red Circle Layer. 
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This means that the next New Layer will come in just above the Red Circle Layer 
and below the Blue Square Layer. 

I’m going to create a Purple Rectangle Layer and make a purple rectangle on it. 

 

Sections of the rectangle are above the red circle and under the blue square. 

In the Layers Window, you can see why. The Red Circle Layer is under the Purple 
Rectangle Layer and the Blue Square Layer is on top of everything. 

What if you want to put the purple rectangle on top? You can move the Layer up in 
the Layers Window just by pressing on it (blank area please) and dragging it up. 
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Remember, layers can be rearranged as many times as you want. 

Let’s make one more Layer, a Yellow Oval Layer, but this time let’s say we want to 
place it under the current active layer. 

If you hold down the Command (Control) Key when you click on the New Layer 
icon at the bottom of the Layers Window, the New Layer will appear under the 
current active layer. 

If you hold down both the Option (Alt) and the Command (Control) Keys while you 
click on the New Layer icon, you can also name the layer on the way in. 
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You can see that the yellow oval is over the red circle, over the blue square, but 
under the purple rectangle – just like it is in the Layers Window. 

Making New Layers is easy and you can see that it is also easy to move them up 
and down in the Layers Window in order to rearrange them. 

Items on Layers can be moved around using the Move Tool as many times as you 
wish. Layers can also be copied or duplicated. 

Let’s say that we would like to see two purple rectangles, exactly the same size 
and color. 
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It’s easy to do: click on the Purple Rectangle Layer to select it and then choose 
Duplicate from either the Main Menu Bar / Layers, or from the More Options 
drop-down menu located at the upper right corner of the Layers Window. 

 

You can choose to rename it on the way in, or you can use the default name, in this 
case, Purple Rectangle copy. 

Either way, the file looks the same because the duplicate layer came in exactly on 
top of the original one, but the Layers Window shows that there are now two layers 
with purple rectangles. 
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Let’s use the Move Tool to reposition the copy rectangle, and Edit / Transform / 
Rotate 90 degrees clockwise to turn the rectangle vertical. 

Then, let’s grab the layer and move it down in the stack, under the yellow oval. 
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Now, let’s make a New Layer and fill it with a solid color. To do this, make the New 
Layer and then choose Edit / Fill – and pick the color of your choice. 

Because the current active layer is the Purple Rectangle copy, the solid color layer 
will come in on top of it. 

However, if you wish to change where the New Layer comes in, just pre-select the 
layer just under where you want it to be. I’m going with what we have and will 
create a solid pink layer. 
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This is interesting – some of the shapes have disappeared. In addition, when we 
look at the Layers Window, the Background is also gone. 

Two things have happened. First, the Solid Pink Layer is located under the yellow 
oval and one of the purple rectangles. 

The other purple rectangle, the blue square and the red circle are under the solid 
pink layer, and if you notice in the upper right area in the Layers Window there is an 
option for Opacity, currently set to 100%. 

This means that the solid pink layer is 100% opaque – you can’t see through it; you 
can’t see what is under it. 
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The Background is no longer visible, and because we’ve created so many layers, 
they all cannot be displayed within the Layers Window. 

Fortunately, there is an adjustment at the bottom of the Layers Window by which 
we can stretch the window longer; just pull it down like a window shade. 

 

The last thing I’m going to touch on is opacity. 

We mentioned it before because the 100% opacity of the solid pink Layer 
prevented us from seeing the layers underneath it. 
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If the Opacity slider is moved down to 75%, the solid pink Layer becomes 75% 
opaque – and you can see 25% of the underlying layers through it. 

 

Use Layer opacity – every layer can have a different Layer Opacity – so see what 
you can come up with. This is what I did with mine: 
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With only the simple tasks of making layers, re-arranging the layer order, and using 
layer opacity, it’s easy to see how powerful using Layers can be. 

And there’s more! If you are new to Layers, please take some time to experiment 
with making, naming, and moving layers around. 
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Closing Thoughts 
 

 

One of the nice things about working with Layers is that you can choose to save 
the file with all of the Layers; use PSD or TIFF format. 

This means that you can do some work one day, and then put the piece away to 
finish later without losing the ability to move things around, adjust colors and 
make other changes to your work. 

When the work is done, many artists choose to save the master file with all of the 
layers and then flatten the image (Layers / Flatten) and save it again in the size 
and format they need for particular outputs. 

And that’s it for using Layers in Photoshop! I hope you have fun with it! 
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PART TWO

Pen Tool



 

Pen Tool 
 

 

The Pen Tool is the only vector selection tool in Photoshop, which means that it 
creates paths instead of groupings or grids of pixels. 

The difference is that vector path selections, that are not pixel dependent, can be 
enlarged while preserving smooth, crisp clean edges. 

When enlarged, pixel grid selections display “bit mapping” or irregular ragged 
edges. 

To understand how this happens, we can study this super enlargement of a work 
image: 
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This is a green screen image, meaning it’s photographed for easy extraction of the 
subject from the background. 

However, the super enlargement reveals that the edges in photography are not 
definite. Pixels bleed into each other as one object turns into another. 

Color haloing is a common problem as are ragged edges if the object is enlarged 
very much. 

Here we can view a comparison of edges created by the Quick Selection Tool, 
Select Color Range, and the Pen Tool. 
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This image is at 100%. No edge feathering or modification has been done. 

Be mindful that a razor sharp edge isn’t always what you want, but neither are 
mushy irregular ones, so it’s important to know a variety of ways of making 
selections. 

Pro-Tip:  The more you know about Photoshop, the more likely you are to make 
choices that make your imaging experience time efficient and your results pleasing 
and professional. 

The Pen Tool creates Paths. A path consists of a starting point and an ending 
point and may consist of many points, lines, angles, and curves. 

When it is “loaded”, curves and edges are seamless and precise. Paths may be 
saved with images. 

This means that an image may be enlarged and the path “loaded” with no 
detriment to the precision edge. 

Now that we understand the purpose of the Pen Tool, let’s look into the features of 
it. 
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Overview Of The Pen Tool 
 
The Pen Tool is located on the Vertical Toolbar, 15th from the top, Keyboard 
Shortcut P. 

 

Pen Tool Toolbox 
The standard Pen Tool is nested with the Freeform Pen Tool. 

The Freedom Pen Tool is like the Magnetic Lasso Tool and tries to grab the edge 
of contrast to create quick selection. 

Auto select tools like the Freedom Pen Tool or the Magnetic Lasso Tool is good 
perhaps for clear graphic work, but the challenge for photographers is that it is not 
precise enough. 

Photography consists of delicate value and color gradients that are difficult for 
auto select tools to define. 
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These are the other features of the Pen Tool toolbox: 

● Add Anchor Point Tool: May be accessed with the Keyboard Shortcut 
Control (Mac) or Right-Click (PC), hover over the path and select from 
the menu. This is usually used when editing a path and you think you 
can benefit from another point. 
 

● Delete Anchor Point Tool: May be accessed with the Keyboard Shortcut 
Control (Mac) or Right-Click (PC), hover over the point you wish to 
delete and select from the menu. This option is helpful when 
simplifying a path will be beneficial. 
 

● Convert Point Tool: Can be accessed with the Keyboard Shortcut 
Option (Alt). Changes a curved point to a sharp corner point or 
visa-versa. Hover over the point you wish to convert. Click on the point. 
If it was a curved point it will convert to a corner point. If it was a 
corner point, you can drag and change it to a curve. 

Path Vs. Shape 
Options for the Pen Tool differ according to the mode you choose. You can choose 
to make a Path Selection or a Shape Selection. 

 

Paths are independent of layers and pixels. When you create a Path, nothing 
happens until you decide what you want to do with it. 

Shapes will create a Shape Layer and automatically fill or outline it as to the 
options you preset. 
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Pro-Tip:  The Shapes option is a frequent choice of graphic artists. Photographers 
generally choose Paths. 

Now, let’s explore the options of the toolbar. 

The Pen Tool Toolbar Options 
The top left is the Preset icon. There is one default Preset, Peanut Dash, that draws 
a line of peanuts along the path as you draw it. 

The icons on the right side within the Preset panel will either access the Preset 
menu or allow you to create a new Preset with just a click. 

 

Moving right, we come to the menu where we can choose the kind of path we want 
to make: Shape, Path, or Pixels. 

The next area is not active until you actually have a path to work with. 

 

When you have a path, the options offer three shortcuts to things you might want 
to do with the path: Selection, Mask, and Shape. 

Selection turns the path into a selection. 
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When you click on this option, a window will open offering a field in which you can 
enter a feathering radius and, if you have other active selections on the image, 
choices to add to, subtract from or intersect with the existing current selections. 

Mask adds a Layer Mask to the layer upon which the Path was drawn, using the 
Path as reference. 

Closed Paths show as visible shapes according to the shape of the Path. Open 
Paths are “snap closed” between starting and ending points. 

Shape turns the Path into a Shape Layer. 

The next three options offer ways of organizing multiple shapes and choosing how 
you want them to interact with each other. 

 

The very first option on the left lets you combine shapes. 

You can add, subtract, intersect, or exclude so you can edit Paths and Shapes as 
you desire. 

 

The second option helps with alignment of edges or the shape of the document’s 
boundaries. 
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The third option helps in organizing the layering order of shapes on your 
document. 

 

The last option, a Settings option, allows you to check a box to see a “rubber 
band”. 

 

I consider this option significant, especially for new Pathmakers, because it runs a 
string between points while you are drawing and it lets you know if your Path is 
connected properly. 

When you are drawing a Path and discover the rubber band is missing, you can 
look back and click on the last point you made to reconnect. 
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If Auto Add / Delete is checked, points may be added to or subtracted from the 
Path just by clicking on the path where you want a new point or clicking on the 
point you wish to delete. 

 

The box for Align Edges is something I’ve never used in drawing in Path mode – 
it’s not an active option. 

If you want to use the Pen Tool to draw Shapes, there are some different options. 

 

After the Presets and Mode are options for pre-setting fill colors and outlines for 
the shapes you create. 

They open into windows with drop down menus with a variety of choices, including 
leaving these options out. 
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The Fill option has 5 basic options across the top that let you choose how you 
would like the shape to fill: No Fill, Solid Fill, Gradient Fill, Pattern Fill, or access to 
the Color Picker. 

The Swatch panel displays recently used colors as well as the current Swatches. 

The side menu offers choices for how you wish to view the Swatches, access to 
the Preset Manager, and a means of loading new swatches to choose from. 

Just click on the color you want to fill the shape. 
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The Stroke option is similar. It offers the same basic options across the top but it 
offers Patterns instead of Swatches – including a scale slider to change the size of 
the pattern to fit the image you are working on. 

 

The little slider option just to the right of the Stroke options allows you to change 
the width of the stroke on the fly. 
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– and the option just to the right of that one offers choices in the appearance of 
the stroke as far as it being solid, dashed or dotted and what the corners might 
look like. 

 

The next options provide a running tally of the pixel width and height of the 
selection you are making. 

 

The rest of the options are the same as the ones we discussed earlier when our 
mode was set to Path instead of Shape. 

Pro-Tip:  When you are making a Path, zoom into at least 200%. Many times I’ll zoom 
in even further so I can accurately see what I’m selecting and what I’m leaving out. 
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How To Use The Pen Tool 
 

 

To make a Path, start by clicking on the image. You will receive a point and, if 
Rubber Band is active, a flexible “string” extending from the point to where the tip 
of your cursor is. 
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Tap again, and you will receive a second point, and so on. 
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Here I’ve made four points. The current active point is solid black, the others are 
just outlines. 

If I wish to close this Path, I must hover over the initial point and when I’m in 
perfect position to click on it, a small circle “closure” icon appears letting me know 
that I’m in the right position to click and close the Path. 

This Path consists of all Corner Points. Each segment draws a straight line from 
one point to the next. 

These are created just by clicking or tapping on the image. 

 

In order to create a curve, just click and drag. 
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When you drag, two adjustment handles are created – one follows the direction 
you are pulling away from the point, and the other extends on the back side of it in 
the same length. 

The path will curve and bend with the direction you are dragging, making tight 
curves possible with small pulls, and large curves possible with long ones. 

Points and handlebars can be further adjusted at any time just by holding down the 
Command (Control) Key and moving things around until you have what you want. 

In fact, the Command (Control) Key is your good friend when making Paths! 

You can adjust and move things as much as you want without ruining anything – 
as long as you’re holding down the key. 

So, a detailed Path is created by making a combination of corner points and curved 
points that follow the outline of the object you want to select. 
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Here’s how I make it as simple as possible: I think of the Path as a wagon train trip 
that is being made from St. Louis to Sacramento and back. 

The wagon train consists of a scout, the point where the group makes camp and 
the passengers themselves. 
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The premise is that the wagon train begins the trip and stops at some point to 
make camp. 

The scout goes on ahead, but not too far, to check the path for the next day, and 
the passengers go back along the way they came to shape the path for future 
generations of travelers. 

This means that the point will be laid on the edge of the object and the lead point 
will be drug out slightly along the outline of the object. 

The curve is formed by holding down the Command (Control) Key and adjusting 
the back point. On an image, it looks like this: 
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Just continue around the edge of the object you wish to select, making large or 
small curves as needed and corner points where you need an abrupt change of 
direction. 
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You can use the Keyboard Shortcuts Command (Control) + or – to zoom in and out 
while working. Also, use the Space Bar to grab and pan around the file. 

Use the Command (Control) Key to move points and make curve adjustments 
either while you are drawing the Path or after it is completed. 

Use the Change Point Tool to alter points from corners to curves and visa-versa. 

Add or remove points as needed by using the Pen Tool options within the Vertical 
Tool Bar or convenient Keyboard Shortcuts. 

During Path adjustments, it’s easy to become disconnected from the original Path. 
When this happens, the path looks like a simple line – no points or handlebars are 
visible. 

If you are using the Rubber Band option, there will be no Rubber Band. When this 
happens, don’t panic, hold down the Command (Control) Key and click on the Path. 

It should come to life again! Then, just look for the last point you made and click on 
it to re-attach. 
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Some artists use the History Window when making Paths. History makes it easy to 
step back when things get out of control. 

If you are using History to step backward, just start clicking on previous states 
until you see you are back where you want to start over again. 

A finished graphic of a Path looks like this: 
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And on an image it looks like this: 
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As mentioned earlier, a Path is completed when it is closed. To close a Path, click 
on the first point you made. 

The Pen Tool icon will change and display a small circle just under it to let you 
know you are in the correct place. 

When the Path is closed, the Rubber Band will disappear, also letting you know the 
Path is completed. 

A linear Path may be closed by holding down the Command (Control) Key and 
clicking where you want the linear Path to end. 
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Text may be applied to a linear Path giving it a fluid, freehand flow across a file. 

 

When the Path is complete it should be saved. To save a Path, open the Paths 
Window, double click the words that say Work Path and give the path a name. 

Pro-Tip:  When drawing Paths, draw just inside the outline of the object to eliminate 
color bleed in from the background. No need to include messy lumps in clothing 
either; just cut off what you don’t need! 

When the Path is saved, also save your image file. 

Naming the Path saves the path during the active work session, but the file is not 
saved with the Path until you save the file. 

Sometimes selections are time-consuming and you don’t want to lose them! 
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To use the Path, open the Paths Window and either Command (Control) click on 
the picture icon representing the Path you wish to load, or select the Path and click 
on the icon that looks like a selection at the bottom of the Paths Window – or 
choose Make Selection from the drop-down menu located at the top right corner of 
the Paths Window. 

From here you can add a Layer Mask and take advantage of the Properties Select 
and Mask edge refinements. 
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I often draw a bit wide around hair and once the Layer Mask has been added, I 
access Select and Mask and use Edge Detection to provide a softer selection of 
the edge of the hair. 

In fact, I make a practice of getting the very best selection I can with the best tools 
for the job and then use Layer Masks, refinements and even hand brushwork to 
make image composites that are seamless and perfect. 
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Here’s a sample of what a Pen Tool selection might be used for – this one was 
combined with Select and Mask’s Edge Detection on the children’s hair. 
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Closing Thoughts 
 

 

Learning to use the Pen Tool just requires a little bit of practice. 

Once mastered, the Pen Tool adds a powerful vector selection ability to your bag 
of Photoshop tricks. 

It’s the perfect choice for creating logos and other graphics that will be used in a 
variety of sizes, like business cards and billboards. 

It’s my go-to selection tool anytime I want a smooth sleek edge! 
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PART THREE

Transform Tool



 

Transform Tool 
 

 

The Transform tool allows for multiple resizing, scaling, warping and perspective 
changes within one continuous operation. 

The complex assortment of options, plus Keyboard Shortcuts, provide effortless 
image editing possibilities. 

Transform can be selected using the Main Menu Bar / Edit / Free Transform, or 
Edit / Transform. 

Breathing Color Inc. 
Blog  |  Podcast  |  Store | Back To Table Of Contents 

71 

http://www.breathingcolor.com/blog
http://ask-bc.com/
http://breathingcolor.com/


 

 

– or by using the Keyboard Shortcut  Command (Control) T to quick access Edit 
Free Transform. 

Pro-Tip:  Resizing objects frequently in Photoshop ultimately results in some loss of 
clarity. To avoid this, it is good practice to make the layer a “smart object” prior to 
transforming. This option is accessed through the “more” menu located in the 
upper-right corner of the Layers Window / Convert to Smart Object, or through the 
Main Menu Bar, Layer / Smart Objects / Convert to Smart Object. After the resizing 
is complete, the smart layer can be rasterized to allow for normal image editing. 
Layer / Smart Objects / Rasterize or Layer / Rasterize / Smart Object. 
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Edit / Transform presents a menu that controls shape change based on specific 
criteria, and Edit / Free Transform allows the user to perform non-restricted shape 
changes. 

When one of these commands is selected, a Transformation or Bounding Box 
appears around the pixel content of the layer, whether it is a small addition to the 
file or an entire pixel layer. 

Overview Of The Transform Tool In Photoshop 

 
Let’s begin by looking at the features of the Transform tool. 

I’ve created a new white canvas upon which I’ve placed a blue square. 

I selected Edit / Free Transform to bring in the Transformation Box which will 
enable us to change the size and shape of the blue square. 
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Resize 
By dragging up on the control point that is located in the center of the top 
horizontal edge of the Transform Box, we are able to stretch the square upwards 
and turn it into a rectangle. 

 

The corresponding control point, center bottom edge, allows the user to stretch the 
square down. 

Hold down the Option (Alt) Key to drag up and down at the same time, keeping the 
center point stationary. 

To stretch the blue square horizontally just perform the same motions using the 
control points located in the centers of the left and right edges of the Transform 
Box. 
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This stretch was done while holding down the Option (Alt) Key so both edges 
moved the same amount simultaneously. 

Transforming can also be achieved by adjusting the corner control points. 

When one corner point is used, there are infinite possibilities on how tall or wide 
the shape alteration may be, but the opposite control point remains “locked” in 
place. 

Breathing Color Inc. 
Blog  |  Podcast  |  Store | Back To Table Of Contents 

75 

http://www.breathingcolor.com/blog
http://ask-bc.com/
http://breathingcolor.com/


 

 

To maintain proportion while resizing an object, hold down the Shift Key and adjust 
a corner point. 

To maintain proportion and keep the object in place according to where the center 
point is placed, hold down the Shift and Option (Alt) Keys while resizing from a 
corner point. 

To move corner points independently of all other points, hold down the Command 
(Control) Key while adjusting the corners you wish to move. 
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Rotate 
Free rotation occurs just by pressing and dragging the cursor outside of the 
Transform Box. 

You can see a curved arrow icon when you hover in the area outside of the 
Transformation Box; just press and drag up or down. 

Use the Shift Key to constrain the rotation to 15-degree increments. 
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Rotation occurs around a control point located in the center of the Transform Box. 

 

Consider the center point to be a lock. If the center point is relocated, by dragging 
it to a new location, the rotation will occur around where the center point is placed. 
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Likewise, other resizing will occur proportionately based upon where the center 
point is positioned. 

 

Transform With Exact Numerical Increments 
Objects that are on separate layers may be transformed simultaneously by 
pre-selecting them by holding down the Shift or Command (Control) Key and 
clicking on the Layers you wish to transform simultaneously; then choose Edit / 
Free Transform or Edit / Transform. 
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When Transform is active, the Option bar displays numerical fields in which you 
can enter X and Y coordinates, an angle or other numerical choices for specific 
sizing and rotation. 

Use these fields when an exact numerical increment is required. Visual editing is 
generally preferred by most photographic and visual artists. 

Warp 
In addition to the numerical fields, the Option bar displays a quick access icon for 
Warp. 
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Clicking on the Warp icon presents a grid that can be pushed at will to perform 
custom distortions within the Transforming command. 

This option can be very helpful when creating panoramas that just don’t quite line 
up properly at the edges. 

 

The menu for Edit / Transform may be accessed through the Main Menu Bar or by 
holding down the Control Key (Right Click) and tapping on the image when a 
Transform Box is open. 

We’ve already covered Free Transforming to Scale and Rotation – plus a bit of 
Warp, so let’s check out some of the other options. 
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Skew 

 

Skew allows you to move a corner point all by itself, or move it and the one on the 
opposite side simultaneously by holding down the Option (Alt) Key. 
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It’s different than just holding down the Command (Control) Key to move a corner 
point because that will only restrict movement to either straight along the line it’s 
on, or snap to a 45-degree angle. 

Distort 
Distort allows you to grab corner points for individual movement, or center side 
points, to move the entire edge to taste. 
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This option is a good choice when an artist wants to swap out a painting on a wall 
or change the wallpaper in a room – it’s impressive how accurately you can distort 
objects to fit into specific spaces! 

Perspective 
Perspective conforms the distortion to create a mathematical perspective. 

If the center edge point is moved, the object is distorted from side to side. 

If a corner point is moved, both corners stretch either in or out depending on 
whether you are stretching or shrinking the Transform Box. 
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Other Options 
The other options in the Edit / Transform submenu are: 

● Rotate 180° 
● Rotate 90° Clockwise 
● Rotate 90° Counter Clockwise 
● Flip Horizontal 
● Flip Vertical 

These are self-explanatory and frequently used to perform quick shape 
transformations during image editing. 
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How To Use The Transform Tool 
 
In order to explore how Transformations might be used in real-world 
circumstances, we can consider this portrait of a woman. 

 

Although she is trying to present a pleasant expression, she looks a bit stressed. 
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Part of the problem is the diagonal shadows on her forehead and the dark circles 
under her eyes, but even after doing some retouching in those areas, the problem 
remains. 

 

The woman’s eyes are open a bit too far, producing a startled look. This isn’t a job 
for the Transformation Tool, but it’s a good application for the Lasso and Move 
Tools. 
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I just cut sections from the top half of the eyes, feathered the selections 3 pixels, 
copied and pasted the selections to a New Layer, and used the Move Tool and the 
arrows on the keyboard to close the eyes slightly. 

 

That solved, she’s looking better but the lipstick stuck to the tooth is giving her a 
tight look to her lips. 
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This can be straightened out easily using Transform. First, a Lasso Tool selection 
is created of the right half of the upper lip. 

The selection is feathered approximately 3 pixels and then copied and pasted to a 
New Layer, Command (Control) J. 

 

Then Edit / Free Transform is accessed using the Keyboard Shortcut Command 
(Control) T. Control (Right Click) brings up the transform options. 
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Flip Horizontal was selected. Next, the lip section was drug into position and lined 
up on the left side with the opening in her mouth. 

The center control point was moved into that position to keep it stationary while 
the section was rotated into place. 
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A bit of clean up using a Layer Mask and the new lip is in place. 

Pro-Tip:  If you’re planning to use a Layer Mask on a Smart Object, create the Smart 
Object prior to adding the Layer Mask. 
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Pro-Tip:  This lip correction was an option for this image because of the full-face 
view and the Butterfly Lighting. 

Every image is different, so choose options that will work well for each job. 

The portrait has come a long way but I believe that the eyebrow on the right side 
could be raised up slightly for a more relaxed expression. 

This can be accomplished similarly to the way the lip was done. A selection of the 
eyebrow is created from the nose up to the peak of the arch using the Lasso Tool. 

The selection is feathered 3 pixels and Command (Control) J is used to copy and 
paste the selection onto a New Layer. 
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The center control point is positioned at the peak of the eyebrow to lock it in place 
and the box was rotated slightly up to relax the brow. 

If you want to make it perfect, prior to Merging the Layer Down onto the 
Background Copy, choose Filter / Liquify and push in a slight upward curve to the 
brow. 

Pro-Tip:  It’s not advisable to make the eyebrows exactly the same because there are 
slight differences between right and left on human beings and these differences are 
integral elements of character. The goal of general retouching is to enhance lighting 
and bring out the subject’s best expression. The changes we are making in this 
image are extensive and it was chosen for these specific illustration purposes. 
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So, without going overboard on the retouching on this adult woman, we’ve 
definitely removed much of the stress from her expression just by modifying the 
lighting, slightly closing her eyes, straightening her upper lip, and lifting one 
eyebrow. 

I did add a tiny bit of brightening to the eyes but otherwise, the face is as it was in 
the original. 

Closing Thoughts 
 
The Transformation tool in Photoshop made this job fast, fun and easy. 

Knowing all of the ways of making adjustments with Transformation makes every 
job super easy. 
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If you’re new to Photoshop or just using it to run third-party filters and actions, 
please explore and learn how you can be your own Photoshop Guru! 

You will feel powerful! 
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PART FOUR

Color Range



 

Color Range 
 

 

Color Range is an effective (and easy) way to make selections when there is a 
distinctive difference in color between your target selection and the rest of the 
image. 

As with all of the selection tools in Photoshop, putting in the time to master Color 
Range will reward you for years to come. 

The more quickly and efficiently you can navigate Photoshop as a professional 
digital artist, the more money you stand to make. 

ie: If you complete a job worth $200 in five hours, you’re making $40 an hour. But 
you may be able to tune up your skills and refine your understanding of Photoshop 
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to the point that you could complete that same job in just one hour, earning you 
$200 an hour. 

 

Learning this tool is a great way to do that. So let’s get into how the Color Range 
tool works and look at some samples. 

Overview: The Color Range Tool Options 

Color Range is located in the Main Menu Bar. 
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This woman’s orange top, should we want to change the color of it, is a good 
example of when Color Range might be a good choice of selection tool. 

Other than the woman’s lipstick color, there is little orange in the rest of the image 
file. 
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Pre-Selecting With The Lasso Tool 
Pro-Tip:  Color Range is a global selection tool, meaning that everything in the image 
that contains your selected color will also be selected. To avoid this, just pre-isolate 
your target area with the Lasso Tool. 

In order to use Color Range on the blouse without also affecting the woman’s 
lipstick color, the blouse area can be loosely selected with the Lasso Tool prior to 
choosing Select / Color Range from the Main Menu Bar. 
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The white stroke illustrates where the pre-selection might occur in order to fully 
isolate the blouse from the rest of the image. 

Selecting Specific Colors 
The next step is to choose Select / Color Range from the Main Menu Bar. 
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The Color Range panel contains several options that help the user make almost 
perfect selections. 

It opens with white, identifying what is currently being selected, but it can be 
changed simply by clicking either on the color you want within the image on 
screen, or the area representing it within the preview window. 

My Color Range opened with the orange already selected. 

The Selection Preview allows you to see what you are selecting in a variety of 
ways. 
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These views are very helpful when checking the selection prior to accepting it. 

I will generally begin with None selected, but will look into the other views to see if 
I’m getting too much or not enough of the color I need. 

Color Range also offers ways of selecting specific colors after opening it from the 
Main Menu Bar. 
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Adobe provides the basic pure forms of primary and secondary colors and a 
means of selecting just Highlight, Midtone, or Shadow values determined by pixel 
value within Photoshop’s 0-255 tonal range (highest third = highlights, middle third 
= midtones, lower third = shadows). 

Selecting Skin Tones 
There is an option for selecting flesh tones and a means of identifying colors in the 
image that are out of gamut or outside the range of colors that can be displayed or 
printed accurately. 
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Had we chosen to bring in the entire layer instead of just the pre-selected blouse 
and then chosen to select Flesh Tones and checked Detect Faces, our selection 
(represented by white) would look something like this: 

 

Detect Faces uses facial recognition technology to provide a more accurate 
selection of skin tones. 
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Localized Color Clusters 
When Localized Color Clusters is checked, Photoshop looks for and selects 
contiguous or neighboring colors – colors that are next to, or bordering each other. 

 

The Fuzziness Slider 
The Fuzziness slider is used to adjust the fall-off beyond the selected color 
boundaries. 

In other words, it adjusts how much tolerance of surrounding tonal range and 
colors that will be accepted into the selection. 

Breathing Color Inc. 
Blog  |  Podcast  |  Store | Back To Table Of Contents 

106 

http://www.breathingcolor.com/blog
http://ask-bc.com/
http://breathingcolor.com/


 

 

A low Fuzziness number selects colors very specifically. 

A larger number is more tolerant of variances and provides a wider range of hues 
and tonal values relative to the selected color. 

It’s possible to add and subtract colors in Color Range using the icons within the 
Color Range Window, or by using Keyboard Shortcuts . 
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The Eyedropper Tools 

 

The eyedropper icon on the left is the main color selector. 

The plus eyedropper tool in the center allows additional colors to be added, 
whether they are related or not, to the original selected color (Keyboard Shortcut – 
Shift) and the icon on the right allows colors to be subtracted (Keyboard Shortcut 
Option or Alt). 
 
Pro-Tip:  The Keyboard Shortcut Option (Alt) also changes the Cancel button to 
Reset in the event you want to clear Color Range and start over. 
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Loading and Saving 
Work completed within Color Range can be saved and used again. 
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This is advantageous to artists that commonly work with very similar images, such 
as products for catalogs. 

For instance, a picture of a particular Coca-Cola can is likely be used in many 
different images. The original selection can be saved and reloaded to save time on 
the future jobs. 

Selection And Image Views 
The last option within the Color Range panel is the choice to see either the 
selection being made or the image. 

Initial color selection might be made using Image, but after that, it’s more 
advantageous to see the Selection. 
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When making color selections, one can click on the desired color on the image or 
where that image is represented within the Color Range panel. 

Most artists work with both options in order to get a perfect selection. 

How To Use The Color Range Tool 
 
In this example, I’ve selected the orange blouse and changed the color to lavender 
by using the selection created within Color Range with a Hue Saturation 
adjustment layer. 
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Notice that while the selection is very good, there remains slight haloing just at the 
edge of the clothing. 

Because I have the Hue Saturation change on a layer that contains a layer mask, I 
can expand the selection slightly and then fill it with white at 50% opacity to allow 
for a softer bleed around the initial selection. 

The process is to Command (Control) the mask area on the Hue Saturation 
Adjustment Layer, choose Select / Modify / Expand, and enter 2-3 pixels. 

Edit / Fill with White expands the adjustment that many pixels and Edit / Fade Fill 
allows you to use the slider to adjust the opacity to taste. 
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This solved most of the detail challenge in the bleed area but there remains a tiny 
halo on the top of the shoulder on the right side of the image. 

This last bit of targeted refinement work will be accomplished using the Brush 
Tool with low opacity (20-30%) to paint on the layer mask. 

White paint reveals more of the adjustment and Black paint hides any unwanted 
adjustment color. 
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Color Range is the perfect choice when the new color will be close in Value to the 
original one. 

When drastic changes are required, more attention to final details is generally 
required in order to avoid edge and bleed problems. 
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In this example you can see speckling on skin tones and edge haloing on the 
blouse. 

These can be removed with additional painting on the mask. 

Color Range allowed me to create a very different looking portrait with two easy 
selections and two adjustment layers. 
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In the example below, Color Range was used to adjust the colors of the sky and 
sand. 
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Closing Thoughts 
 
Selections created in Color Range can be used to make image adjustments, drop 
in fill colors, add gradients, hand paint in and create new layers to apply Layer 
Styles to – whatever you want. 

Color Range is a great choice of selection tool when the area you wish to select is 
distinctively different from the other colors within the image. 

Making a quick pre-selection with the Lasso Tool makes it even faster and easier 
to use Color Range to isolate exactly what you want, without having the fear of 
including random pixels from other parts of the image file. 

Use the options available within the Color Range panel to help you refine the 
selection as much as possible – prior to accepting it to reduce the amount of hand 
brush-work required later to achieve a perfect result. 
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PART FIVE

Marquee Tool



 

The Marquee Tool 
 

 

Photoshop’s Marquee Tool offers quick ways of using popular geometric shapes 
to select parts of images to copy, cut, or create with. 

The tools are easy to use and on the surface appear to be pretty limited, but there 
are a few “secrets” that expose the sophisticated technology behind the tools that 
makes them easy and intuitive to work with. 
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The Marquee Tool is located just under the Move Tool in the Vertical Toolbar – 
second from the top. 

There are four tools included in the Marquee Tool Box: the Rectangular Marquee, 
the Elliptical Marquee, the Single Row Marquee, and the Single Column Marquee. 

Within the Rectangular Marquee and the Elliptical Marquee lie the ability to select 
rectangles, squares, ovals, and circles in a variety of ways. 

Because they work exactly the same, we’ll explore the Rectangle Marquee Tool – 
keep in mind that the Elliptical Marquee Tool has the same options and features. 

Overview: The Marquee Tool Options 
 
When the Marquee Tool is selected, the Options Bar display choices that can be 
made to affect how the Marquee Tool makes selections. 

The Option on the upper left contains Presets for the Tool. There are no default 
Presets, but if you make some, you will find them here. 

Just to the right of the Presets menu, there are four choices for making selections. 
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Basic Selection 
The default setting (the icon on the left) allows for the basic selection. When it is 
the active choice, a single selection may be created. 

If a second selection is made, the first one deselects. 
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Add To Selection 
In order to Add To a current selection, the icon just right of the default setting may 
be chosen (or the Keyboard Shortcut, the Shift Key, may be used instead). 

This choice allows the user to add more selections to the original one. 
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Subtract From Selection 
The next option allows the user to subtract from the original selection. 

The Keyboard Shortcut for this choice is the Option (Alt) Key. 
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Reduce Multiple Selections 
The final option reduces multiple selections into just the locations where a new 
selection intersects the existing ones. 

The Keyboard Shortcut for this choice is Option (Alt) Shift. 
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Feather 
Some users like to preset how soft the edge of a new selection will be. 
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Without Feathering, the edges of selections are sharp, like they were cut out with 
scissors. 

Feathering creates a falloff of pixels in various opacities that make the edge look 
much softer. 
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Enter the amount of desired feathering here prior to making the selection. The 
setting that you choose will remain until you change it. 

If you consistently make a lot of selections that require the same edge, this is a 
good option for you. 

If you forget to preset the feathering, don’t worry; you can feather it after the 
selection has been made by accessing Select / Modify / Feather from the Main 
Menu Bar. 
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Within this menu are also options to turn your selection into a border, to smooth 
the edges, or to expand or contract the selection (make it bigger or smaller). 

When you choose Feather, a small window appears in which you can enter the 
amount of feathering you desire. 

This is not a preset; it is a choice that can be made AFTER the selection has been 
created. 

The option to Feather after a selection has been made is popular with artists who 
use selections in a variety of ways, requiring different amounts of edge softening. 

It’s also a good option for those users who tend to forget to look at what the 
Option Bar’s preset option contains prior to making a selection. 

It can be frustrating to make a detailed selection only to find out too late that the 
pre-feather option is set to 150 pixels, because the last time you used it, you made 
a vignette! 
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Style 
The Marquee Tools can be set to select in particular proportions using settings 
from the next option in the Option Bar, Style. 

In Normal Style, the Marquee Tool follows the user’s hand, non-constrained to 
height and width proportion. 

When Fixed Ratio is selected, Width and Height fields become active in which 
numerical information, like 1:2, may be entered. 

This choice constrains the selection to a height that’s twice the width. Selecting 
Fixed Size allows the user to enter width and height restrictions based upon 
specific numbers of pixels per inch. 

There is even a “switch” icon that allows you to reverse the width and height with 
just a click of a button. 
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Refine Edge 
The last option in the Options Bar is a shortcut to Refine Edge. 

Refine Edge presents after selection Feathering – in addition to other options like 
Smoothing, Contrast, Shifting the Edge one way or the other, and the ability to 
remove unwanted edge discolorations. 
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How To Use The Marquee Tool 
 
Now that we’ve explored the options for the Marquee Tool, it’s time to see how to 
use it. 

Once again, there are options for how you wish to select. The default option, Single 
Selection, requires a simple press and drag. 
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In this sample, a rectangular selection was created from top left to bottom right. 

When a perfect square selection is needed, the same action, drawn while holding 
down the Shift Key confines the selection to a perfect square. 
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A Marquee selection may also be drawn from the center out just by holding down 
the Option (Alt) Key, positioning the cursor in the center of the object and drawing 
away and up or down. 
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Holding down both the Shift Key and the Option (Alt) Keys allow the user to select 
a perfect square from the center out. 
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Once the selection has been made, it may be moved into a better position just by 
pressing inside of the selection and dragging it to a new location. 

Use the Arrow Keys on the Keyboard to delicately move the selection pixel by pixel. 

If you click outside of the selection, it automatically deselects so you can try again. 

If you click outside of the selection by accident, don’t worry, just go to the Main 
Menu Bar and choose Select / Reselect. 
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Marquee Selections are commonly used when artists want to choose a part of an 
image to use for something else, like taking a person from one image to another, 
or copying one circle to make many. 

Here I’ve used the Rectangle Marquee Tool to select the white circle, copied and 
pasted it to a New Layer Edit / Copy, Edit / Paste (or Layer / New / Layer via copy 
OR the Keyboard Shortcut Command (Control) J), and then moved the copy into a 
new position using the Move Tool. 

 

The New Layer with the circle could also have been dragged onto a different image 
file where it could be used as part of another picture. 

The Marquee Tool Box also contains Single Row and Single Column choices. 
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When View / Rulers is selected in the Main Menu Bar and the Add To Selection is 
active for the Single Row and Single Column Selection Tools, it’s easy to tap in a 
quick grid. 

In this example I’ve created a grid and added a New Layer over the Background 
and Edit / Stroke the selection with Black at 4 pixels in width. 

 

In addition, I added a drop shadow (Layer / Layer Style / Drop Shadow) and applied 
a gradient to a Layer Mask in order to fade the grid from top left to lower right. 

In a smartly created document, separate layers are used for each compositional 
element. 
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Notice the layer stack for this image. Each circle is on a separate layer. Each circle 
has identical layer effects for Layer / Layer Style / Inner bevel and Drop Shadow. 

The Layer Style was created on one of the circles, then with the Option (Alt) Key 
pressed, it was copied to the other circle layers just by dragging and dropping it 
into place in the Layers Window. 

To add extra connectivity between the Drop Shadow and the circles, a New Layer 
was created under the circle layers and black paint was hand applied just at the 
lower right edges. 

Each of the layers may be adjusted independently or selected together for an all 
over adjustment. 

Here, all of the circle layers plus the layer that contains the hand painted drop 
shadows are selected, and Edit / Free transform is being used to resize them all at 
the same time. 

To select multiple layers, click on the top layer, hold down the Shift Key, and click 
on the bottom layer. 

When you need to select multiple layers that are not in order, use the Command 
(Control) key instead. 

Just click on the ones you want while holding down the keyboard shortcut. 
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And in this example, the circle layers were merged with their individual hand 
painted drop shadows. Each circle was duplicated twice and Edit / Free transform 
was used to resize them. 

The Move Tool was used to reposition the circles. The Background was selected 
and Edit / Fill was used to drop in a new color. 

The grid layer was selected, Lock Transparency was chosen in the Layers Window 
and Edit / Fill was used to change the color of the grid from black to hot pink. 
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Closing Thoughts 
 
Selections are a big part of what makes Photoshop such a powerful imaging 
medium. Being able to choose specific parts of images to change or introduce 
elements of new creations opens a universe of creative freedom. 

Also, the sophisticated technology for edge modification makes for believable 
constructed compositions. 

When you know how to use all of the options, the Marquee Tools are perfect for 
both making quick, simple selections and creating complex, accurate graphic 
shape combinations. 
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PART SIX

Select & Mask



 

Select And Mask 
 

 

Photoshop’s Select and Mask option puts popular selection tools with mask 
refinement options in one panel to give the user a “one stop shop” for creating 
masks of varying edge definition. 

Translation:  If an object has definite edges in some areas and needs a selection of 
varying degrees of opacity (like hair) or general focus sharpness variances within 
the image, Select and Mask is the way to go. It allows you to do all of these things 
at one time, in one place, with preview options so you can see what it’s going to 
look like every step along the way. 

The Select and Mask option is convenient, easy to learn for beginners, and visually 
helpful. 
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Where Can I Find Select And Mask? 
 
Select and Mask can be accessed via the Main Menu Bar, Select / Select and 
Mask. 

 

– or from the option bar within the Marquee Tools, the Lasso Tools, or the Quick 
Selection Tools. 
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As with all my posts, this one is available for download as a PDF by clicking here. 
Hope that helps some of you out that would like to return to this guide later or print 
it out! 

Now, let’s get started. 

Using Select And Mask In Photoshop 
 
When Select and Mask is chosen, the file opens in a New Panel that contains all of 
the options for using Select and Mask. 

We’ll use this image from my friend, Rick Bauer. Let’s change the Background. 
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The original image has already been converted to a Smart Object and dragged 
approximately into position on the new background file. 

Working with a subject that’s already pre-composed in the new background allows 
Photoshop’s edge detection and color fringe technology to work better because 
they both rely upon analysis of the underlying background. 

The Smart Object status allows for multiple resizing without loss of image detail 
(even after Select and Mask has been utilized), to isolate the subject from the 
original background. 

When Select and Mask is chosen in the Option Bar for the Lasso Tool, the image 
opens it in the Select and Mask Window. 

 

The tools within Select and Mask are organized to provide tools on the left for 
making selections, a Properties Panel on the right for modifying the edge and 
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outputting the final results back into Photoshop, and a center area where you can 
view and work on your image. 

 

The Tools for Selecting are as follows: 
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These tools are frequent choices for making selections in Photoshop and 
combining them here allows the user to switch between the tools on the fly. 

You can use the Quick Selection or Lasso Tool for large areas, the Refine Edge 
Brush Tool for things requiring wispy edges, the Brush Tool to hand paint items or 
create edges of varying degrees of softness, or the Hand and Zoom Tools to 
navigate around the image during the creation of the selection / mask. 

Just click on the tool you want or use the Keyboard Shortcut  to access them as 
needed. 

Feel free to click back and forth between the tools you want to select with and use 
Keyboard Shortcuts for panning and zooming. 

The Keyboard Shortcuts for the selection and navigation tools are: 

● W = Quick Selection Tool 
● R = Refine Edge Brush Tool 
● B = Brush Tool 
● L = Lasso Tool 
● Space Bar = Hand Tool 
● Z = Zoom Tool 

On the right side of the Select and Mask Window is the Properties Panel. 

Included here are options for viewing the selection / mask, refining it further, and 
choosing how to output the final selection back into the Layers Window on the 
image file. 
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Let’s look at this panel in sections. First, the View Modes. 

 

 

 

 

Breathing Color Inc. 
Blog  |  Podcast  |  Store | Back To Table Of Contents 

151 

http://www.breathingcolor.com/blog
http://ask-bc.com/
http://breathingcolor.com/


 

The View Modes 

 

View Modes offer different ways of previewing the selection / mask so you can 
analyze and refine what the final visual result is going to look like. 

The goal is to create a selection within Select and Mask that does not require a lot 
of additional retouching to blend it seamlessly into the new background. 

Here is the lineup of View Modes: 
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View Modes can be easily scrolled through during the selection / mask creation so 
you can see what the results will look like in different circumstances; just click on 
the one you want or use the Keyboard Shortcut F. 

View Modes may offer additional options, such as Transparency and Show Edge 
for more critical previewing. 

The Default View Mode is Onion Skin (Keyboard Shortcut O). Onion Skin shows 
transparency around the area being selected. 
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The degree of transparency may be adjusted using the Transparency slider. Use 
this View Mode to see a general view of what the image is going to look like after 
your work in Select and Mask. 

 

The option to Show Edge, when the box is checked, allows for critical viewing of 
just the edge being created. 

Toggling between this and Show Original (just checking the box) provides good 
“before and after” comparison so you can make sure you are getting everything 
you need in the selection. 
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The next View Mode is Marching Ants (Keyboard Shortcut M). This creates the 
kind of selection traditionally expected with Photoshop’s standard selection tools, 
like Lasso and Marquee. 

Notice that the Transparency Slider is not available for this View Mode. 
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However, Show Edge and Show Original are available. This time, when Show Edge 
is selected, the edge plus the Marching Ants will be visible. 

This View Mode is good for making quick selections of simply shaped objects – 
those that will not require a lot of detail, like hair. 
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The Overlay View Mode (Keyboard Shortcut V) presents the selection as a mask. 

Viewing the selection in this manner allows you to see the mask Photoshop is 
creating for you as well as the image. 

It is similar to painting a Quick Mask for those users who choose this method 
frequently. 
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There are options for viewing the Masked Areas, shown above, or the Selected 
Areas. 
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The Show Edge option is also available in this View Mode. 
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Toggling between these two options while Showing Edge provides visual 
information for working both sides of detailed edges to ensure that every delicate 
shape is included. 

This is a great choice when the output will be large and you want your work to look 
perfect! 

The next two View Modes allow you to see what the selection is going to look like 
against either a black or white background. 

These View Modes are good to toggle between when you don’t know where the 
selected object is going to end up. The Keyboard Shortcuts for accessing them are 
A for Black and T for White. 
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The Transparency slider is available for both of these View Modes; I’ve got them 
both set to 70%, meaning that 70% is mask and 30% is image. 

Show Edge and Show Original are also available for the View Mode Option. 
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The Black and White View Mode (Keyboard Shortcut K) is not the best choice for 
actually making the selection, but is a nice one for viewing the mask after the fact. 

It presents the selection as if it were a Channel Mask; the selected areas are white, 
everything else is black. 
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Show Edges and Show original are available here but neither shows much detail. 

I find this View Mode nice for viewing the completed mask to make sure I don’t 
have holes in it or have neglected to include something I need. 

The On Layers View Mode (Keyboard Shortcut Y) lets you view the selection live as 
it will look upon the new background, provided you have pre composed like we did 
on this image. 

 

 

 

 

Breathing Color Inc. 
Blog  |  Podcast  |  Store | Back To Table Of Contents 

163 

http://www.breathingcolor.com/blog
http://ask-bc.com/
http://breathingcolor.com/


 

Edge Detection 

 

Under View Modes is a section for Edge Detection. 

This is commonly used to help define a more exact edge after a quick initial 
selection has been made, perhaps the Quick Selection Tool. 
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It provides a Radius that can spread the edge by moving the slider back and forth. 

There is also a Smart Radius check box that allows Photoshop to detail the best 
edge for you automatically. 

When you are working quickly, using the Quick Selection Tool and then the Edge 
Detection with Smart Radius can help you do a lot of the work up front. 

To finish the selection job, you can use the Refine Brush Tool in the areas that still 
need work. 

Hint:  In Photoshop, it’s a safe idea to believe that “auto” anything is going to be 
quick but likely to benefit from additional handwork refinements. 
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When a selection has been completed, Select and Mask offers additional fine 
tuning options to help provide a good transition between the masked image and 
the new background. 

 

Global Refinements 
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Global Refinements offer edge choices that will affect the edge all the way around 
the subject in an identical way. 

When using them, be careful to compare the results in all areas of the edge 
because an adjustment here might be just the thing you need for one weak area in 
the selection, but detrimental in other areas. 

 

● Smooth – This option rounds rough edges and can eliminate “stair 
stepping” around curves. It works by bringing some of the background 
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in and some of the selected object out. Too much Smoothing results in 
a non-definitive, fuzzy edge so examine the global effect carefully. 
Smoothing is sometimes a good substitute for Feather because it 
doesn’t blur as much, but check them both out before making a 
decision. 
 

● Feather – Feathering applies an edge blur (gradient in pixel opacity) 
according to the amount selected. Definite objects may not need 
Feathering after making the selection / mask in Select and Mask, but if 
you notice a “cut out” look to the object you’re trying to incorporate into 
a new image, start low (as low as .5 pixels) and work your way up in 
small increments by taking care to examine ALL of the edges. Ensure 
you get as much as you need, where you need it, without deteriorating 
a good edge someplace else. 
 

● Contrast – This increases the contrast between light and dark on the 
pixels at the edge of the selection. The visual result is a sharper edge 
and it is a helpful option when your selection is good, but the edges in 
the image it’s going to be placed on is significantly sharper than those 
in the original image. 
 

● Shift Edge – A great option for getting rid of dark or light haloing when 
the new image background is significantly lighter or darker than the 
original one. However, this choice can eliminate delicate feathering or 
hair work so be careful to examine the entire image prior to accepting 
this change. In the event that haloing only occurs in certain areas, 
resort to the Brush Tool option in Select and Mask to hand paint the 
haloed edges as needed just in the areas in which they occur. 

Hint:  The Brush Tool option in Select and Mask unfortunately does not offer Opacity; 
it’s all 100%. For this reason, if you have a stubborn edge but you need a softer 
transition than 100%, output the finished selection with a Layer Mask so you can use 
the Brush Tool in Photoshop to refine it with the opacity you need. 
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Within Global Refinements, there are two additional buttons: Clear Selection and 
Invert . 

Press Clear Selection when you want to start all over again from the beginning. 
Invert reverses the selection when it’s easier to select the background than the 
subject initially, but in the end you want the subject. 

An example of this is a person who was photographed on a solid colored 
background. 

 

The background will be a lot easier to select than the person because it’s a single 
color and value. 

Invert allows you to isolate the subject by selecting the background, then clicking 
Invert to choose the subject instead. 
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Output Settings 
Under Global Refinements is Output Settings. 

When opened (clicking on the little arrow just left of the words Output Settings), a 
drop down menu offers different ways of choosing how you want the selection / 
mask to output onto the image file in Photoshop. 

 

If you choose Selection, when you click OK at the bottom right of the Select and 
Mask Panel, the Panel will close and your selection will manifest itself as Marching 
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Ants – ready for you to choose what you want to do within the Photoshop 
Workspace. 

Options might be to Cut and Paste, Make a New Layer Via Copy, Add a Layer Mask, 
Drag and Drop the selected area onto another file, etc. 

Choosing Layer Mask applies the Select and Mask work as a Layer Mask to the 
Layer you brought in to make the selection on. 

If you only had a Background, the option applies a mask to the Background and 
changes the name to Layer 0. 

Use this option if you are creating an image to use as a graphic on other images 
and need the transparent background. Save it in a format that retains background 
transparency, like PDF. 

Retaining the Layer Mask allows you to make additional refinements as needed. 

New Layer copies and pastes the selection you created in Select and Mask as a 
separate item on a New Layer above the Layer you brought in to the panel to work 
on. Sans Layer Mask; the original background will be deleted on this layer. 

This option is good for production work with simple shapes or clean graphics – 
when you know the edge is not going to need additional refinement. 
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New Layer With Layer Mask takes the selection / mask back into Photoshop as a 
New Layer with a Layer Mask. 

Use this option when your desire is to create a new layer over the one you used to 
create the mask – keeping the original image as is and having the ability to add 
hand refinements later if you need to. 

If you have pre-selected something in Photoshop and now wish to utilize Select 
and Mask for hair refinements (meaning you already have a layer with a mask 
when you choose Select and Mask), the output will be a New Layer with a New 
Layer Mask, reflecting the changes you made in the Select and Mask Panel. 

The original layer with layer mask will have the Layer Visibility turned off. 

Use this option when you want to do some pre-selecting that does not utilize the 
tools within Select and Mask and want to use the Properties to Refine Edges and 
work with Global Refinements. 
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New Document is a choice that creates a brand new file using the selected area of 
the original image file as the Background, surrounded by transparency. 

 

Use this option when creating quick graphics to use as overlays on websites, 
textile printing and other creative work that requires a pre-cut graphic. 

If you save the file, make sure you choose a file format that will support the 
transparent background. 

The last option, New Document with Layer Mask, does the same thing as the New 
Document option, but creates the new file with a Layer Mask so additional editing 
may be done in the future when needed. 

The other option within Output Settings is an option to Decontaminate Colors. 

When checked, Photoshop looks at underlying colors and tries to match the 
“bleed” areas of the mask edges to them. 
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This eliminates most of the unpleasant color problems that occur when the 
background colors of the original and new image are significantly different. 

 

It is beneficial to prepare the image prior to using Select and Mask by doing some 
pre-composing. 

If you don’t pre-compose, Photoshop only has the original background to source 
for color and sees no reason to change. 

Last but not least is the Properties option to Remember Settings. 
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When you choose to Remember Settings, Select and Mask will apply all of your 
choices to future images, including the one you worked on, if it is reopened in 
Select and Mask at a later time. 

It’s not a good choice to leave on by default unless you’re a production worker 
whose job is to make the same kind of selections on various products all day every 
day. 

This is helpful to use temporarily for similar selections from multiple image files 
that do not require hand work using the Brush Tool. 

OK! Let’s use Select and Mask to place the Cuban Dancer into the new 
background. 
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Placing Object Into A New Background 
 
First use the Quick Selection Tool to make a general selection of the dancer. 
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Next, use Edge Detection with Smart Radius checked to get a head start on the 
feathers. 
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Then use the Refine Brush Tool to fine tune the feather work. 

 

I additionally inspected all of the edges and used the Refine Brush Tool to try to get 
rid of some dark haloing around her arms. 
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Next, examine the mask in the Black and White View Mode. 

 

I noticed a few areas of weakness here that I could paint in using the Brush Tool. 
The Brush Tool defaults with white but paints with Black when the Option (Alt) key 
is pressed while painting. 
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I determined that this image did not require Decontaminate Colors so I chose to 
output the finished selection as a Layer Mask on the Smart Object Layer that was 
originally brought in to Select and Mask. 
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The image and layers window now looks like this: 

 

Next, I duplicated the Select and Mask output layer, turned the original Select and 
Mask output off so I could add some mask detail in Photoshop utilizing a wider 
variety of brush types and opacities. 

I kept the original as a back up in the event of an emergency and wished to start 
over. 

And lastly I created a New Layer on top of it all upon which I painted in my own 
edge details using the Brush Tool and colors that I chose from the image itself. 
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This is what the final layer lineup accomplished: 

 

There is a little more definition I can add to the feathers overlapping the 
background, the earring, and the clothing/gloves. 

While it may have been possible to spend more time in Select and Mask to ultra 
refine these items, it’s faster to just paint them in later. 

In addition, the original image did not have all of the detail I wanted, so it was 
limited in providing the overlapping items that make an overlay successful. 

At this point this image is ready for final size adjustments, retouching, and saving 
for print. 
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Closing Thoughts 
 
Photoshop’s Select and Mask provides a fast and easy way to accomplish quick 
accurate selections for general image compositing and a head start on creating 
complex image masks. 

It will save you some time so it’s a great item to add to your toolbox of Photoshop 
knowledge. 
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PART SEVEN

Puppet Warp



 

Puppet Warp 
 

 

Photoshop offers several options for distorting images. One of the most 
sophisticated is Puppet Warp and it’s very easy to use. 

I believe it’s named Puppet Warp because when it is used on objects, one can 
move selected sections much like a puppet. 

Many retouching artists find it helpful for refining body postures and it’s also a 
good choice for working with buildings and landscapes.  

It’s a popular choice for many styles of imagery. 
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Where Is The Puppet Warp Tool? 
 
Puppet Warp is located in the Main Menu Bar under Edit / Puppet Warp. 

 

We’ll walk through the options in Puppet Warp while working on this image by Maz 
Mashru of Leicester UK. 

The goal will be to lean the body forward to create a less static posture. 
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Creating Distortions With Puppet Warp 
 
The first step is to duplicate the Background. 

When using distortion tools, the entire image is affected unless you separate the 
area you wish to distort from the rest of the image. 

I suggest creating a loose selection around the subject using the Lasso Tool and 
then applying a layer mask. 
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Be careful not to create too tight a selection or the subject may “bump into” the 
edge of the mask, flattening it somewhat. 

 

View the entire image on screen. Draw the selection using the Lasso Tool. 

Add the layer mask by clicking on the Layer Mask icon at the bottom of the Layers 
Window – it looks like a square with a circle in the middle of it. 

Pro-Tip:  Some users want to use the Quick Selection Tool in this instance because 
the background is uniformly white (easy to select). If you use the Quick Selection 
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Tool the mask will be too tight. You can use it, however, if you inverse the selection 
and expand it by 5-20 pixels prior to adding the Layer Mask. Select / Modify / 
Expand. 

The Layer thumbnail should show the body in white and the background in black. 

If this is not the case for you, use the keyboard shortcut, Command (Control) I to 
invert the mask, or choose Image / Adjustments / Invert from the Main Menu Bar. 

 

Next, open Puppet Warp. Edit / Puppet Warp. 

There are options for Puppet Warp that affect how it works. 

First, there is a choice for Mode. 
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Your choice of Normal, Rigid or Distort tells Photoshop how elastic you would like 
the distortion to be between Pins. 

This translates into curvature between Pins (or adjustment points). 

When working with people, Rigid is a good choice because Pins are generally 
placed upon natural joints and it’s not desirable for bones to bend between them. 

For instance when raising a forearm from the elbow by the wrist one prefers the 
forearm to move rigidly, not bend between the elbow and wrist. 

 

Next is the density of the warping mesh. 

Normal is default but there are options for choosing to work with Fewer Points or 
More Points. 

The density of the mesh affects how close adjustment pins may be placed to each 
other. 

More Points might be chosen when working on detailed areas, like fingers. 
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Expansion options allow you to expand the mesh beyond the subject so you can 
place pins off the subject if need be. 

Our pre-selection is already loose, so there is no need to expand the mesh in this 
instance. The default setting of 2 pixels is fine. 

Pro-Tip:  If while using Puppet Warp you notice an edge crowding in, the mesh can 
be expanded during the process of working. 

 

The next option allows you to show or hide the Mesh. 

Puppet Warp opens the first time with the Mesh showing. After, it opens in 
whatever choice was previously used. 

It is a good idea to show the Mesh initially to verify that it is a good size for the job, 
but it’s visually more pleasant to work with it hidden. 

For this reason many users uncheck the box while working. 
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Pin Depth is helpful if your intention is to cross one part of the image over another. 

For example if you cross one leg over the other you can choose which leg you 
prefer to be on top. 

Just click on the Up or Down option and the active Pin will respond accordingly. 

 

Breathing Color Inc. 
Blog  |  Podcast  |  Store | Back To Table Of Contents 

193 

http://www.breathingcolor.com/blog
http://ask-bc.com/
http://breathingcolor.com/


 

Rotate allows you to set a particular rotation around pins, either automatically 
(Auto) or (Fixed) at an angle of your choosing. 

 

The last three options allow you to Clear All Pins (and start over), Cancel Puppet 
Warp or Commit Puppet Warp (also committed by the return or enter key on the 
keyboard). 

 

Puppet Warp will be used on this subject to lean her body forward slightly, drop the 
front shoulder, bend the front elbow back a little bit and lift her head. 

To begin, a Pin will be placed at the end of her tailbone just by clicking on the 
image. Notice that the Mesh has been turned off. 
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Next, the bottom of the image is locked in place by adding a few more pins. 
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It is a good time to mention that the active Pin displays a tiny white dot in the 
center. 

Active Pins are the only Pins that will move when dragged. The other pins act as 
locks. 

Multiple pins may be selected and moved together as a group by selecting one and 
then Shift clicking on the others to add them. 
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A Pin may be deleted by selecting it and hitting the Delete key – or by holding down 
the Option or Alt key and clicking on it. 

For the first move, a Pin has been placed on the nape of her neck and drug over to 
the right. 

Notice that the body moved, including the head. The head is now looking 
downward. 
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More pins were placed and moved individually on the shoulder, elbow and crown of 
the head. 

The shoulder was dropped slightly, the elbow was moved back and the head was 
lifted. 

 

The Return (enter) key commits the change. 
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There is usually a little bit of cleanup to do. 

In this instance a New Layer was created between the Background and the 
Background copy and the Brush Tool  was used to paint white paint over the 
remnants of the original image. 

The Clone Stamp  could also have been used for the cleanup. 
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Complicated backgrounds might require additional retouching here and there. 

The Layer Mask does not allow full usage after Puppet Warp; it can be hidden to 
refine edges closer to the subject, but will not expand very far beyond the original 
selection. 

Just use standard retouching tools like the Brush, the Clone Stamp or small 
selections as needed to make the image perfect. 
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Closing Thoughts 
 
People buy images of themselves based upon how their body looks and what their 
expression is. 

Puppet Warp offers powerful ways of re-positioning body parts to look their very 
best. 

In addition, as in this project, Puppet Warp can be used to add a sense of 
movement, bringing more feeling into an otherwise static pose. 

AND Puppet Warp can be used to create imaginative imagery far beyond what a 
camera is capable of capturing. 

Please explore Puppet Warp and see where your imagination takes you! 
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PART EIGHT

Creating Patterns



 

Creating Patterns 
 

 

Photoshop offers a variety of ways of working with and using Patterns. 

Patterns can be brushed on using the Pattern Stamp Tool, used to fill selected 
areas with the Paint Bucket Tool, used as an overall fill (Edit / Fill / Pattern) or 
applied as part of a Layer Style (Pattern Overlay). 

Patterns are used to create decorative papers and to apply overall or specific area 
texture. 

Applied to Layers, users can distort, stack up and take advantage of Blending 
Modes to further expand the range of visual results possible. 
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Photoshop comes with a library of Pattern Presets. 

 

Not all of the patterns are in the active library, but it’s easy to choose them from 
the fly out menu just by clicking on the collections you want to use. 

In addition, the Preset Manager for Pattern can also be accessed from this fly out 
menu (or by choosing Edit / Presets / Preset Manager from the Main Menu Bar – it 
opens to show the Brushes, but you can choose Patterns from the drop down 
menu there). 

The Preset Manager allows you to delete Patterns you don’t like, drag and drop 
individual Patterns to organize them to your liking, save your own set of Pattern 
presets, export them to destinations outside of Photoshop, share them with others 
or load their custom collections into your Photoshop. 
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Photoshop also allows users to create their own custom patterns, something I find 
valuable because I like my work to be distinctively different from everyone else’s 
and textures, papers and patterns are one of my “secret tricks” I keep in my 
creative toolbox. 

Patterns are easy and fun to make! Let’s get started with an easy one: polka dots. 

Creating A Custom Pattern 
 

 

This is the basic setup for making an overall polka dot Pattern. I created a new 
canvas (File / New). 

Patterns are repeated by tiling. This means that the edges have to line up exactly in 
shape, color and value. If it’s not exact, the Pattern fills with checkerboards rather 
than providing a seamless texture. 
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A perfect polka dot can be achieved by placing a dot exactly in the center of the 
canvas (we can call it a tile). 

I brought in some rulers to mark the center of the New Canvas. (View / Rulers, 
press inside the ruler bar and drag one out from the top and also the left side. Line 
them up exactly; don’t be afraid to zoom in.) 

The Elliptical Marquee was used to create the circle, exactly in the center of the 
tile. 

TIP:  Hold down the Shift Key and the Option (Alt) Key to make the circle. The Shift 
Key constrains the Elliptical Marquee to a perfect circle. The Option (Alt) Key makes 
it draw the circle from the center out. Position the cross hairs of the Elliptical 
Marquee over the center of the tile, press and drag the circle out from the center. 

 

Choose Edit / Fill and fill the selection of the circle with black. 

TIP:  When making Patterns, black will fill at 100%. Various tones of gray will fill with 
corresponding various tones of transparency. For instance, black circles will be solid 
black, 50% gray circles will reveal 50% of the image upon which they are applied. 

The next step is to capture the Pattern. 

Breathing Color Inc. 
Blog  |  Podcast  |  Store | Back To Table Of Contents 

206 

http://www.breathingcolor.com/blog
http://ask-bc.com/
http://breathingcolor.com/


 

If you want the Pattern to fill with black polka dots including the white background, 
all you have to do is choose Edit / Define Pattern and give the Pattern a name. 

However, if you want the Pattern to fill with black polka dots and a transparent 
background, turn off the visibility of the Background Layer prior to choosing Edit / 
Define Pattern. 

 

The end result on a new canvas using Edit / Fill / Pattern upon a New Layer is the 
difference Illustrated Below: 
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The Pattern defined with the white background visible is using both the white 
background color and the dots. The other one, where the background visibility was 
turned off is using the dots on transparency, revealing the new background around 
the dots. 

Now let’s look at some different ways of applying Patterns. The easiest is the one I 
used for the previous sample. 

Applying Patterns In Your Work 
 
I created a New Canvas, created a New Layer on top of the Background and then 
choose Edit / Fill / Pattern, choosing the new Pattern we just created. 
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When Patterns are applied this way, Photoshop applies the Pattern in the size and 
resolution the Pattern is in relationship to the size of the file it’s being used upon. 

In other words, the sizing is automatic; you don’t get to choose how large or small 
the pattern is going to be. 

The same is true when brushing the Pattern on using the Pattern Stamp Tool. The 
Pattern Stamp Tool does allow you to brush the Pattern on using different brushes 
and opacities for more artistic effects, however. 
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In this example, I chose the Pattern Stamp Tool (nested with the Clone Stamp Tool 
in the Vertical Toolbar). 

I used one of the default artistic brushes and varying degrees of opacity to create 
organic looking balls using the circle Pattern we just created. 
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I applied the brush stroked Pattern to a New Layer in order to later have the 
opportunity to change the color. 

Patterns are basic graphics and unless the original Pattern is colored, colors must 
be added after the application using filters, gradients, fills or hand painting. 

Because I brushed the circles onto a New Layer, I was able to Lock the 
transparency of the layer and use different colors and opacities to color the circles 
the way I would like to see them. 
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Filters, Gradient Fills and Layer Blending Modes may also be used to change the 
way the Pattern looks. 

My favorite way of controlling the scale, opacity and blending mode of a Pattern is 
to apply it using the Layer Style options. 

Here I’ve duplicated the Background Image of the cat and chosen Layer / Layer 
Style / Pattern Overlay. 

Here one can choose the desired Pattern (I chose one of Photoshop’s default 
paper textures), scale it to look nice on the image and adjust the blending mode 
and opacity of the texture. 
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From here, one can use Layer Masks and additional Blending Modes to change the 
overall Pattern into one of varying degrees of intensity, perhaps removing some of 
it from the cat’s face and allowing the texture to be heavier around the edges. 

 

Here’s an expansion of our simple circle that shows how to create an all over 
paper pattern, like wrapping paper. The tile is a perfect square.  
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The center circle was copied four times (HINT: paint a tiny white dot in the center 
first so each new circle has a center dot). 

Each additional circle was placed so the center was exactly at the corner of the file 
(After it’s perfect, use the Brush Tool, black paint at 100% opacity and flow to paint 
out the white center dots). 

A custom shape was brought in, one that looks like ribbon, and positioned nicely 
within the tile. Notice that the edges of the ribbon disappear into the corner circles. 

Horizontal or vertical placement in the example requires that top and bottom, left 
and right graphics also line up perfectly with each other for seamless tiling. 

Edit / Define Shape. Note that the Background visibility was turned off. A New 
Canvas was created. The background was filled with a foreground to background 
color variant. The background was duplicated. 
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Layer / Layer Style / Pattern Overlay. The new Pattern was selected and scaled to 
fit the canvas in the desired manner. The Pattern was black. 

From there Select / Color Range was used (from the Main Menu Bar) to choose 
Black at full fuzziness. A new Layer was created; the selection was filled with a 
medium shade of blue. 

While the selection was still active, Adjust / Hue Saturation was chosen from the 
Adjustment Icon at the bottom of the Layers Window. 

The layer was created using the selection as a mask so any final adjustments 
would occur only within the dots and ribbons, leaving the background color 
unchanged. 
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Creating Patterns Using Photographs 
 
Patterns can be made using photographs, too. Here’s one that was created using 
Sherman’s head; one from the color image and one that was converted to Black 
and white: 

 

Breathing Color Inc. 
Blog  |  Podcast  |  Store | Back To Table Of Contents 

216 

http://www.breathingcolor.com/blog
http://ask-bc.com/
http://breathingcolor.com/


 

Here it is easy to see how important it is to match up the edges of the files if one is 
looking for seamless tiling! 

For those of you who might want to do this, choose an image that has a consistent 
edge, like this one, and pre-retouch it so that all edges are exactly the same color 
and value. 

You might cut and paste one edge around all four sides and then diffuse all of the 
edge variations using a Paintbrush and one of the colors chosen from the carpet. 

This example is a better tile effect. 

 

Using Patterns In Image Retouching 
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Patterns can also be used correctively in image retouching. One can create a 
pattern from one area of an image and apply it in a different place. 

Portrait retouching artists often create a texture from “good” skin tone to transfer 
into areas that have gotten too smooth from over retouching or that were blown 
out from oily skin or poor exposure. 

 

In this illustration, the photographer mistakenly used a hair light on a bald 
gentleman’s head. It’s a fast fix to combine paint and pattern if there is some nice 
skin texture to use as the base for the pattern. 

It’s important that the pattern line up decently in order to prevent obvious tiling, so 
a selection was made from an area of the man’s forehead that was pretty evenly 
lit. 

I copied that section to a New Layer to perform some additional pre retouching as 
far as edge color and value was concerned. Then I defined the selection as a 
Pattern. 
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From there a New Layer was created upon which paint was applied using the 
Paintbrush Tool at 30% Opacity and 100% Flow, choosing colors from other areas 
on the gentleman’s head. 

The bright highlight was quickly covered, but the area was too smooth. Another 
New Layer was created and the Pattern Stamp Tool was used with the new Pattern 
to apply texture across the smooth area. Finishing touches were added using the 
Clone Stamp and a small brush. 

 

Patterns are versatile and easy to make and use for decorative, artistic and 
corrective work in Photoshop. 
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Saving Custom Patterns 
 
I export my custom Patterns to a folder on my hard drive, outside of Photoshop, so 
I can access them when I need them without filling the Pattern Preset Manager 
with hundreds of Patterns that won’t be used frequently. 

It’s also a good idea to edit through collections of Patterns to organize them the 
way you like them and to save your favorites as your own custom collection. 

To do this, just highlight the ones you want to put into your collection in the Preset 
Manager (click on on and then hold the Shift Key down while you click on the 
others you want) and choose Save Set. 

 

To load new sets of Patterns, choose Load from the Preset Manager and navigate 
to the ones you want. 
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Default Photoshop Patterns can be accessed from the drop down menu at the far 
right in the Preset Manager or within any of the Pattern menus accessed through 
tools that use them. 

 

Closing Thoughts 
 
I hope this small exploration of Patterns has been fun and easy to understand. 

It’s my goal to take as much mystery out of Photoshop as possible so anyone, 
even brand new users, can begin to experiment with and enjoy the powerful 
creative tools this software has to offer. 

You can become your own Photoshop Guru! 
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PART NINE

Spot Healing Brush



 

Spot Healing Brush 
 

 

The Spot Healing Brush is similar to the Healing Brush, but there are differences in 
the way the tools work that result in different results. 
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The Location 
 

 

The Spot Healing Brush is located in the Vertical Toolbar, nested with the Healing 
Brush, the Patch Tool, The Content-Aware Move Tool and the Red Eye Tool. 

Spot Healing Brush Vs. Healing Brush 
 
The Spot Healing Brush and the Healing Brush both allow the user to replace 
unwanted items with a preferred texture, color and value. Both tools average and 
match the destination surrounding colors and values for easy retouching. 

However, the tools sample texture differently. The Healing Brush allows the user to 
choose a particular Source to transfer. The Spot Healing Brush does not. 
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Instead, the Spot Healing Brush looks outside the brushwork, analyzes the shapes 
there and interprets them into the retouching along with colors and values – with 
varying degrees of success based upon the data in the surrounding areas. 

 

The top row illustrations show how the Healing Brush works when the chosen 
Source is the plain white background, using different brush sizes. The samples on 
the bottom were created using the Spot Healing Brush with similar brush size 
selections. 

You can see that with the Spot Healing Brush Photoshop interpreted the squares 
into the retouching, attempting to disguise the artwork using texture as well as 
color and value. 

Because the user doesn’t get to choose what is used and Photoshop doesn’t know 
what the image should look like, the results may or may not be desirable when 
working in areas that have a variety of shapes and textures. 
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The Spot Healing Brush is most predictable in areas of broad consistent texture, 
like studio backgrounds or the sky. 

Spot Healing Brush Options 

Brush Size 
The first icon on the far left of the Option Bar is for Brush Presets. There are no 
default brush presets for the Spot Healing Brush, but if you decide to create some, 
the presets may be accessed here. The next option is for Brush Size. 

 

This option is the same as the Healing Brush. The Size, Hardness and Spacing may 
be adjusted using the sliders in the upper half of the fly out menu. 

The squeeze and orientation of the brush may be adjusted either by entering 
numerical values in the Angle and Roundness fields, or by manually squeezing and 
rotating the icons in the brush visualizer just left of the Angle and Roundness 
fields. 
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The bottom fly out option defaults to control Brush Size within the main size 
selection using stylus pressure. 

This may be changed in this menu to Off, which restricts the brush size to the one 
chosen in the main menu, or you can choose to replicate a traditional airbrush 
using Stylus Wheel (for those artists that use a stylus that looks like a traditional 
airbrush). 

Blending Mode 
The option for Mode allows the user to choose how the artwork will be applied 
based upon Blending Mode. 

 

The options in the Main Menu, for Normal, Replace, Multiply, Screen, Darken, 
Lighten, Color and Luminosity affect how the artwork looks. There is one mode 

Breathing Color Inc. 
Blog  |  Podcast  |  Store | Back To Table Of Contents 

227 

http://www.breathingcolor.com/blog
http://ask-bc.com/
http://breathingcolor.com/


 

unique to the Spot Healing Brush, Replace, which transfers a hard-edged 
replacement for use in creating a quick patch without feathered edges. 

If you are working on a Layer, however, the Blending Mode of the Layer will 
override the selection in the Main Menu Bar. Since most artists use Layers, this is 
an important point to share. 

Brush Texture 
Next over are the options to tell Photoshop what Type of texture to use when 
working with the Spot Healing Brush. Proximity Match uses pixels directly around 
the area to use as a replacement. 

Create Texture uses pixels within the area being replaced to create a texture. 

Content Aware analyzes nearby image content and tries to replace the area being 
retouched as seamlessly as possible, maintaining key details like highlights, 
shadows and object edges. 

 

When using any of these options the amount of area covered and the direction of 
the strokes affects the results so if you don’t get what you need the first time, undo 
it (Command/Control Z), and try again stroking in a different direction or covering 
more or less of the area needing to be replaced. 

I’ve often experimented with each of the Types to give myself the option of picking 
the best Type for the job at hand. 
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The Spot Healing Brush reaches its limitations when used on an edge of sharp 
contrast. (Same as the Healing Brush) 

 

This time the Content Aware option did a pretty good job, almost as good as the 
Patch Tool would do. The Patch Tool, however, will produce perfect results and is 
less of a gamble. 

There is also an option to Sample All Layers that allows the user to create a new 
layer over the image file to work on. 

Applying artwork to a layer over the image adds a lot of flexibility in creating 
artwork. Layer Blending Modes can be utilized, Layer Masks can be used and Layer 
Opacity can be adjusted to maximize the ability of the tool. 

 

Control Pressure 
The last option in the Spot Healing Brush Option Bar is the choice to allow the 
brush Preset to control pressure to size dynamics (off position) or to override the 
Preset and always use pressure for size (on position). 
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This option is helpful when the user wants to use a brush preset that dictates no 
shape dynamics for size but you would like to have that feature anyway. 

As most of my work in Photoshop is photo retouching, I generally move between a 
couple of favorite basic brushes, one with pressure to size sensitivity and the other 
without. 

For this process of working leave this option off. 

The Spot Healing Brush Tool In Action 
 
Here is an example of an image that was cleaned up and perfected using the Spot 
Healing Brush Tool: 

 
The work was applied to a layer over the image file. The sand was colored over 
using Proximity Match. 
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It did a good job because all of the rough spots were surrounded with smooth 
beach and Photoshop had no problem matching textures. 

 

The beach cart, beach walkers and fisherman were removed using the Content 
Aware option because the areas around them had specific structures. 

It did a pretty good job – there are a couple of wavy edges and rough spots but the 
bulk of the work was done in seconds and it will take only seconds to finish the 
details. 
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Some artists try to remove stray hairs with the Spot Healing Brush and I’ll say up 
front that it’s not my favorite option for this because at best you’ll get a soft fuzzy 
diffusion where the strays meet up with the edge of the hair (the Clone Stamp is 
my choice for this job), but here you can see that the Spot Healing Brush in Content 
Aware setting will give you the best job. 
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The Spot Healing Brush is a good choice for getting a head start on skin tones that 
have a lot of unwanted spots. 

Breathing Color Inc. 
Blog  |  Podcast  |  Store | Back To Table Of Contents 

233 

http://www.breathingcolor.com/blog
http://ask-bc.com/
http://breathingcolor.com/


 

 

The biggest spots were easily removed with the Spot Healing Brush in Content 
Aware option. However the lighting contours on the body needed to be reshaped 
and the specular highlights picked up a lot of pore structure due to the subject’s 
luminous skin. 
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The job was completed using the Dodge and Burn Tools plus a quick soft focus 
filter brushed only on the rough areas. 

And finally, the Spot Healing Brush is a good choice for getting started on 
removing acne, when there is very little smooth skin to sample. 

It doesn’t do the entire job for you, but it will save some time on the big spots. 
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In this example, the spots were removed using the Healing Brush in Create Texture 
Type. 

From there the delicate discolorations from the swollen skin around the blemishes 
were retouched using the Dodge and Burn Tools and the oily specular highlight 
was reshaped and toned down using a combination of the Paintbrush Tool in both 
Normal and Color modes, plus additional Dodging and Burning. 

The result is complete removal of the acne while retaining natural pore structure 
for believable skin texture. 

Closing Thoughts 
 
The Healing Brush technology is sophisticated and easy to use. 

Knowing the strengths and weaknesses of each of the tools in Photoshop puts the 
power of creating exactly what you want in the best and most efficient ways right 
in your fingertips. 

Choose tools like the Spot Healing Brush and the Healing Brush to solve small spot 
problems and to give you a head start on more difficult jobs that will ultimately 
require a combination of tools. 

As stated before, the Type option is important since one is likely to be far better 
than another for particular jobs so don’t be shy about making a layer and checking 
each of them out prior to choosing the one best for the job at hand. 
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As with all work in Photoshop, it’s good practice to work upon layers as much as 
possible and merge them down when you are satisfied with the work. I create a 
Background copy initially to merge artwork onto so I can maintain an original 
within the file. 

When the job is completed, I save a PSD with the original Background, the 
Background copy with merged artwork and perhaps a few layers above that might 
have Black and White or other special effects as an option. 

I then flatten the file and Save As, giving the finished piece another name reflecting 
that it is the finished file, and I save it as a TIFF. 

While it’s quite similar to the Healing Brush Tool, the Spot Healing Brush Tool has 
its own unique uses. For more Photoshop Tool tutorials, check out some of my 
other articles in the box below. 
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Healing Brush Tool 
 

 

When the Healing Brush was added to Photoshop it immediately became one of 
the program’s most popular tools. 

Prior to it, the clone tool was the only copy/transfer tool available, and because 
it transfers pixel data literally, the source has to be set carefully to copy texture, 
color and value exactly in order to provide perfect results. 

The Healing Brush automatically matches color and value so the user only has 
to choose a preferred texture and Photoshop does the rest of the work. 
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The Photoshop Healing Brush - Overview 
 
The tool is designed to retouch unwanted dust spots, blemishes, scratches, 
stray hairs and other small image imperfections, like the Clone Stamp Tool but it 
is much easier, especially for new users, to work with. 

Here’s an example of the Healing Brush in action: 

 

The source was set (Option / Alt tap) to copy the smooth, white background and 
transfer it into the center of the colored boxes. 

The black circles represent the size of the brush that was used. You can see 
that Photoshop has tried to average the surrounding colors and values into the 
center of the area that was being retouched. When the brush size was larger 
than the original boxes, the boxes were “removed”, replaced with the white 
background. 

If the source area contains a texture, the Healing Brush will work with that 
texture plus average the colors and values of the surrounding areas: 
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In this case the source was the seashells in the background. Depending on the 
size of the brush used, the colors of the boxes were averaged and merged with 
the seashell texture in order to blend them all together using the seashells as 
the desired texture.  

The amount of color used was based upon how much color was left in the 
surroundings. 

The smaller brush left more surrounding color so more was used in the blend. In 
the last example, the brush was larger than the colored boxes, so Photoshop 
didn’t use any of the colors.  

Instead it replaced the boxes with the seashell texture with slight variations in 
value from the original source caused because the values of some of the 
colored boxes are darker than most of the values in the seashell texture. 

Healing Brush Options 

Brush Size 

The first option to consider is Brush Size. 
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Unlike the Clone Stamp that allows the user to choose from the default brush 
set, the Healing Brush uses its own brush technology. 

The default settings provide a round brush, size variable with pressure at 100% 
Hardness.  

This means that the size of the brush will vary depending on how hard the user 
presses down on the tablet and the blending will occur within the brush icon 
ending abruptly at the edge of the icon.  

It’s a good default setting for work that is done within areas of consistent 
background texture, like spots on backgrounds or skin. 

However the Hardness slider can be lowered to produce a softer edge transition 
when a more diffused edge is desired. I find that the Healing Brush borders on 
being a bit too soft for most jobs so I keep the hardness up as high as possible. 

Spacing is the control that makes the brush appear to apply a smooth stroke. 
Photoshop brushes work by stamping a shape icon repeatedly, overlapping 
them in order to produce a perceived continual stroke.  
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Raising the Spacing widens the space between stamped icons, ultimately 
separating the icons from each other completely. The default setting of 25% 
Spacing is perfect for most Healing Brush work. 

Brush Shape 

Next down in the Brush options is an area that allows the user to alter the 
roundness and angle of the brush.  

The brush can be “squeezed” into an oval shape visually by adjusting the top or 
bottom circle adjusters or by typing a percentage number into the Roundness 
text field.  

The angle of the brush can be adjusted visually by swinging the arrow right or 
left within the visual icon or by typing a desired angle into the Angle text field. 

 

And finally, the size to pressure option can be altered in the Size menu at the 
bottom of the Brush option window.  
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It can be turned off or set to Stylus Wheel (for those artists using a stylus 
patterned after a traditional airbrush). 

Clone Source Panel 

Next in the option bar is an icon to open and close the Clone Source Panel. This 
panel contains options to work from multiple clone sources, even separate 
images, rotate or transform the source prior to cloning and preset opacity and 
blending modes.  

Of note, it is the same Clone Source window that is used by the Clone Stamp 
Tool. 

 

The top section of the Clone Source Panel contains five Clone Stamp icons. The 
one on the far left is selected as default, and each time the user resets the 
source, it changes to the new one.  

Sometimes a user may want to reselect the same source as was used before 
but also wants other sources available. 
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To set multiple clone sources Option (Alt) tap to select the first one, and to 
reserve it for later, set the next one after clicking on an additional clone source 
icon.  

Photoshop will remember each source so you can reselect them just by 
choosing the corresponding icon. 

Brush Rotation 

The next section down provides options to preselect rotation, flipping or 
offsetting the source material prior to cloning.  

It provides the same options as cloning upon a layer and then transforming or 
relocating the cloned piece after the fact. Photoshop offers a variety of ways to 
do the same thing so it’s important to learn the software so you can choose the 
options that you prefer. 

 

The bottom section of the Clone Source Panel is used to hide or show the 
overlay (the part you are copying) and also to choose blending modes and 
whether or not you wish to see the entire image or just the area within the brush 
icon. 
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The overlay is the visible clone source that travels with the tool to the 
destination allowing the user to pre visualize the exact placement of the 
transfer.  

This is helpful when working with transfers that must be precise, like lining up 
bricks, but I personally find it distracting because it gets in the way of me seeing 
the way my artwork is building up while I am working. I turn this option off. 

There is also an option to set a Mode of viewing the overlay within this window 
that some users find helpful when working with the overlay on. 
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Brush Mode 

The next option in the Menu Bar for the Healing Brush Tool is the Mode in which 
you might like to use it. 
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As with the Clone Stamp Tool, these options apply the source material in the 
blending mode you select from this option bar if you are working directly upon 
the image layer.  

However, if you are working on a layer above the image, the blending mode of 
the layer overrides the blending mode in the option bar.  

This means that if you want to use Screen blending mode on a layer, the layer’s 
blending mode must be set to Screen. The option bar mode can then remain on 
Normal. 

The next option allows the user to choose what the Healing Brush sources for 
texture. 

 

The default, Sampled, is used most commonly because users typically want to 
transfer native textures within a particular image, holding down the Option (Alt) 
key and tapping on the area one wishes to use as a source.  

To use a Pattern, select Pattern and choose one from the fly out menu. Then, 
just “paint” with it. 

Many users will use the Pattern option on a separate layer so they can take 
advantage of blending modes and layer opacity after the application. It is also 
possible to create custom patterns to use within this option choice. 
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The Healing Brush source may be set to align, or keep the same positioning with 
the destination while using the tool, or, unchecked to reuse the initial source in 
various locations around the image without having to reselect it every time. 

 

Using the Healing Brush with Align active is helpful when the user is transferring 
large areas during which the user may want to release the stylus and apply 
further work without losing the alignment between the source and destination, 
perhaps when working with architecture or foliage.  

Unchecking the box makes removing small spots from areas of similar texture 
faster, like dust spots in a background or blemishes on skin. 

 

There is also an option for choosing how you wish to sample and transfer when 
you are working with several layers, as is the case in many imaging jobs. 
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The option may be set to sample and transfer only pixels that are on the active 
layer, Current Layer, only on the active layer and the one below it, Current and 
Below, or all of the visible layers including the background, All Layers. 

Normally it is used in the option All Layers, but if you are editing within a group 
or wanting to keep a section isolated in order to move it later, the other options 
come in handy. 

Other Options 

There are two additional toggles in the Clone Stamp option bar. 

 

When the one on the left is turned on, any adjustment layers will be ignored 
when selecting source material.  

This means that if you have Sample/All Layers selected and want to apply the 
Healing Brush under an adjustment layer you can choose not to include the 
adjustment when cloning underneath it. (If not active, the adjustment will be 
included thus doubling its effect.) 
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The final option allows you to override brush presets and only use pressure for 
size. This option is the default for the Healing Brush and may also be controlled 
using the options in the Brush menu item. 

How And When To Use The Photoshop Healing Brush 
 
The most common use for the Healing Brush is removing small spots, like the 
ones in this restoration. 

 

The spots in the background occur in an otherwise smooth area of consistent 
texture. The Healing Brush will replace the spots with the smooth background 
and the work will be invisible.  

I’d suggest using the options of Normal Mode, Source / Sampled, non-Aligned. 
I’d make a new layer and choose Current and Below in the options bar. 
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The spot removal took about 2 minutes and the texture looks like a beautiful old 
photograph. 

The work on the clothing has to be done more carefully because there are 
specific folds in the fabric and edges are required to show the collar, sleeve 
attachment and definition of the suit. 
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The Healing Brush will be helpful to get the work started, but it is not a detail 
tool so other tools, like the Brush Tool and Dodge and Burn Tools, will be 
required to complete the retouching. 

 

You can see that the Healing Brush did a lot of the busy work, but the clothing 
needs more detail and sharper edges. The Healing Brush reaches it’s limit when 
it comes to removing large objects near the edges of things, like the large tear in 
the jacket. 
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It’s pulling in value from the lighter border and it just can’t make the edge. 

It is possible to add a temporary Layer Mask to the retouching layer, create the 
edge between the background and the image by blocking the mat with black 
paint, and re-activate the layer to apply the Healing Brush thus blocking where 
the tool will stop, but it’s more time consuming and less effective than other 
methods, like using a cut and paste plus layer mask edit to replace the missing 
piece. 
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The advantage of the Healing Brush is that it produces a soft transition into the 
base image, but it’s also a disadvantage when you need controlled variations in 
value and color within the retouching, or a definitive edge. 

For this reason, the facial work, edge transitions and details might just be done 
with Dodge and Burn and also the Brush Tool. 

The Photoshop Healing Brush is also a great starter tool for retouching areas 
that require some pre-diffusing prior to retouching, such as working under the 
eyes when the skin is “crepe-y” or consists of multiple wrinkles and creases. 
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It’s also a good choice when something requires toning down plus the addition 
of some texture native to the surrounding area, like making oily highlights on a 
face look less oily. The objective is to soften the edge transition between the 
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highlight and diffused highlight, plus add skin tone over the highlight area using 
the color and texture of the natural skin around it. 
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In this example, the Healing Brush was applied to a separate layer in order to 
allow opacity changes after the application. The oily highlights were covered 
with transfers made from the natural skin tones of the forehead and cheeks. 

Areas that looked off-color were tinted using the Brush Tool in Color Mode at 
10% opacity and 100% flow choosing preferred colors from other skin tones in 
the image. After the colors matched, the layer opacity was reduced to visual 
taste, in this instance, just less than 50%. 

The result is that the edges of the oily highlights were diffused and the highlight 
value was reduced in a natural looking way. 

 

When retouching is completed, the layers are merged down to the Background 
Copy, and when the job is finished, the file is flattened and saved. Most users 
choose Save As and rename the file in order to retain an original capture as well. 

Closing Thoughts 
 
The Photoshop Healing Brush is used heavily, and with good reason. It’s fast, 
easy and produces perfect results when used within its capabilities.  
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Like most tools in Photoshop, it combines well with others and I find it very 
helpful for getting a head start in areas that ultimately require more detailed 
finishing. 

I hope this guide will help you get started with using the healing brush in your 
own art!  
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Dodge And Burn 
 

 

The Dodge and Burn Tools are two of my favorites for delicately blending skin 
tones, refining edges, removing wrinkles from clothing and cleaning up blotchy 
areas when I’m retouching photography. 

But, like most of the default tools in Photoshop, they’re also typically underrated 
and misunderstood. 

I will preface this article by saying that I use more than one method of dodging 
and burning. I use ACR or Lightroom adjustments for global effects during my 
raw file processing and Screen and Multiply adjustment layers with Layer 
Masks in Photoshop for light painting, but the Dodge and Burn Tools have great 
advantages for small specific tasks. 
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Introduction 
 
Let’s start with some basic explanations about what these two tools do. 

The Dodge Tool 

 

…is constructed to lighten areas without affecting hue or saturation. 

The icon looks like a lollipop but it is meant to represent a darkroom tool that 
traditional printers use during printing for holding enlarger light away from the 
light sensitive photo paper; masking tape on a loop created from a wire coat 
hanger. Less light equals less exposure equals lighter areas on the prints. 

The Burn Tool 

 

…is designed to darken areas without affecting hue or saturation. The icon looks 
like a fist, again something that traditional printers use when targeting specific 
areas with an additional exposure of enlarger light in order for them to print 
darker.  

Traditional printers use many tools and hand shapes for dodging and burning in 
order to paint with light in the darkroom. 

The Dodge and Burn Tools are very good at replicating traditional darkroom 
dodging and burning and further offer the ability to target detailed areas faster 
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and more accurately than traditional printing methods – a real bonus for 
modern photographic artists! 

Another big advantage of the Dodge and Burn Tools is the ability to dodge to 
white or burn to black unrestricted by innate contrasts in the image file. 

In addition, the user can choose to keep the original texture of pixel contrast or 
alter it to provide a smoother appearance in some areas just by choosing 
different brush sizes.  

Because the tools work on a full pixel layer, in my case, the Background copy, 
further artwork can be added globally without concern about what piece of the 
object is on one layer and what part is on another. 

Possible Drawbacks 

The Dodge and Burn Tools are linked slightly to saturation. When used 
extensively some of the dodged areas might turn grayish and some of the 
burned areas might look slightly over saturated.  

Some artists feel that because the Dodge and Burn Tools must be applied to a 
full pixel layer that they are fall into the category of “destructive image editing”, 
meaning that changes made, after a certain point (History states), cannot be 
undone. 

Neither point has much merit in my opinion. The fact is that any method of 
dodging and burning, when used extensively, will result in some discoloration. 
It’s been my experience that the Dodge and Burn Tools shift less than other 
methods and because the work is done on a full pixel layer it takes only seconds 
to correct small discolorations. 
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Regarding the theory of “destructive” image editing: “Photoshop does not contain 
tools that are destructive to image editing.” 

Any destructiveness is in the user, ha! I work on a copy of the Background so 
the original image is always just under my working layer and always available 
should I need it for progress comparison or an “eraser”.  

In the event that I go totally overboard on an area and want to do it over, a 
selection can be made on the Background, copied and placed over the work 
layer. From there the opacity can be lowered to taste, merged down and I can 
have another go at doing it better. 

Finding And Setting Up The Dodge And Burn Tools 
 
Both the dodge and burn tools are nested in the Vertical Toolbar with the 
Sponge Tool (a tool that allows the user to brush on saturation or desaturation). 

Click on the Dodge Tool to select it or use the Keyboard Shortcut “o”. The 
options for the Dodge and Burn Tools are the same and I set them up 
identically. 
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The basic Soft Round brush is the best choice for most photo retouching 
applications. 

 

The next icon over is a toggle between showing and hiding the Brush Panel. 
Artists who like to modify brushes use this quick toggle option to access the 
panel to do this. 
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Range 

Next, you’ll want to choose the Range in which you would like to work. 

The options are for highlights, midtones or shadows but have nothing to do with 
the lighting on your image. It’s a mathematical separation of Photoshop’s 
numerical values between 0 and 255. Values between 0 and 85 are considered 
shadows.  

Values between 85 and 170 are midtones and between 170 and 255, highlights. 
Most dodging and burning falls into the midtone value range, so that’s my 
default setting. 

However, there are instances when work must be done in either extremely light 
or dark value areas so there are occasions when this option is altered. 
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Exposure 

The next option is for Exposure, one of the secrets to using the Dodge and Burn 
Tools effectively. I suggest you use very low Exposure. My setting is 5% and it is 
perfect for most of the work I do with these tools. 

 

Exposure is a personal setting, however so if you feel like you are making marks 
every time you press the stylus, feel free to drop the Exposure to 3%. Conversely, 
if you feel like you are working for a long time without seeing any results, feel 
free to bump it up to 7-8%. The right exposure for you is one that allows you to 
work quickly while maintaining control of the tool. 

Just to the right of the Exposure setting is a small icon that, when active, over 
rides Brush Preset settings to make every brush work in build up airbrush 
settings, which means that the effect continues to build during one application 
regardless of what the other settings would normally do.  

Since the Soft Round is already a build up brush, you do not need to activate 
this. 

 

Protect Tones 

The next item over is an option to Protect Tones. This is meant to compensate 
for the tools’ effects of either saturating or desaturating when used extensively.  
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This might be effective for some applications, but for the most part I find it over 
compensates, doesn’t solve the issue and in many cases creates an even more 
visible color shift. I leave it unchecked. 

 

Brush Size 

The final option is one that can be activated in order to always use pressure to 
control the size of the brush, regardless of the Preset settings. I advise using 
Brush Size to control the size for Dodging and Burning because it’s more 
accurate. 

 

Using The Dodge And Burn Tools 
 
Important things to keep in mind while using the Dodge and Burn Tools: 

● Brush Size – The brush size should always be slightly smaller than 
the area to be worked within. The effect extends slightly beyond the 
Normal Brush Tip icon and you need room to move around without 
going over the edges. Dodging and Burning work within light or dark 
areas, matching the values to the surrounding tones. They are not 
“cover” or “paint over” tools, so it’s important to work accurately. 
Expect to change brush size frequently. Use keyboard shortcuts or 
program the Touch Ring on your Wacom for instant alterations. 
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● Exposure – Keep it low but high enough that you can work quickly. 
You will likely find a perfect setting for the way you like to work most 
of the time, but will alter it for specific jobs. 
 

● Keep Moving – The technique is kind of like coloring with crayons 
and, like coloring with crayons, the longer you stay in one area, the 
stronger the effect grows and it’s very easy to go too far before you 
realize that you’ve gone far enough. In addition, all of the work you 
do must look balanced with the overall values in the image file so it’s 
important to compare and evaluate while you work. I recommend 
staying in one spot for 1-3 seconds and then moving on to another. 
You can always come back later to apply another coat but it’s 
important to work the image as one unit instead of individual pieces. 
You will find with practice the Dodge and Burn Tools are very fast 
and very effective. 
 

● Zoom Ratio – It should be as close as it needs to be in order to see 
what you need to work on but far enough away that you can 
compare the artwork to the overall visual balance of the image. 
Expect to zoom in and out frequently using keyboard shortcuts or 
programming your Wacom tablet. 
 

So, keeping these tips in mind, let’s look at a couple of instances where the 
Dodge and Burn Tools are especially valuable. 

Real World Example #1 
 
For this example, we’re going to be retouching a portrait of a subject with 
extreme acne and oily skin. 
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The pore structure is exaggerated in the specular highlights but very delicate 
and nice on the other areas of the face. In addition he has oily speckles under 
his eyes.  

The Dodge and Burn Tools are not the best choices for tiny spots that are very 
dark in comparison to the surrounding areas, like the spot on his nose or the 
dark pores in the highlight of his cheek, but they are perfect for small areas that 
have soft edges, like the blemishes on his forehead. 

In face, the slight desaturation of the dodge tool will help with that while 
working on the value of the spots.  

The brush size for the forehead work should be slightly smaller than the dark 
reddish areas that we wish to match up to the correct skin values in the 
surrounding areas. 
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The technique is to gently color over the areas that are too dark, gradually 
bringing them up to match the value of the immediate surroundings. Do not try 
to blend over the edges; go up to the edge and back off. 

The spot will disappear and the skin tone will look natural. If there is significant 
color difference, if the spots are visibly red after the retouching is otherwise 
complete it can be corrected by using the Brush Tool with the Soft Round 
variant.  

Choose a brush size that is just slightly smaller than the discolored area. Set 
brush options to Color Mode, 10-20% opacity and 100% flow.  

Option (Alt) click on the color you prefer to see; it’s usually just next to the area 
you retouched, and brush light coats of the new color over the discolored area 
until it blends in. This usually takes about 3-5 seconds to achieve a perfect 
match. 

Discolorations may also occur if you are trying to bring a shaded side value up 
to match a diffused highlight because there are original color differences 
between shaded sides and diffused highlights.  

While you are working, train your eye to separate color from value, stop when 
the value is correct and handle the color issues after all of the retouching has 
been completed. 

Here’s a close up view of the finished image: 
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Notice that he still has beautiful pore definition and that the retouching looks 
natural. Looking at the face as one unit, you can see that the retouching looks 
smooth without looking blurry or artificial. 

While the average amount of time for a job like this is around 3-5 minutes, the 
extra finesse this subject required took more like 20 minutes to complete. 
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Real World Example #2 
 
These are powerful tools for working on skin! Next, look at how beautifully they 
retouch wrinkles! 
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When working on wrinkles, choose a brush size that fits neatly into the wrinkle 
without going over the edges. Color over the wrinkles, applying multiple coats to 
lighten or shorten them to taste. 

Wrinkles have highlights and shadows so both dodging and burning will be 
needed in order to sculpt the wrinkles to look soft, expressive and natural Notice 
that everything looks real, nothing is blurry and the skin tones have texture and 
good balance from highlight to shadow. 

 

Be careful! The Dodge and Burn Tools are so good that it’s easy to go too far! 
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This is way too much retouching for a woman this age, however you can see 
that extensive work has been accomplished while maintaining beautiful pore 
definition and natural looking skin tones. The entire face plus make up took 40 
minutes. 

REAL WORLD EXAMPLE #3 
 
Another good use for the Dodge and Burn Tools is for quickly tidying up the 
edges of other retouching techniques that have accomplished a lot but need a 
bit of refining. 
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This shadow was removed by brushing on a Screen adjustment layer over the 
shadow using a layer mask. One adjustment layer was not enough so it was 
duplicated and further refined in order to match the value of the surrounding 
area.  

However, because it was a shadow moving into diffused highlight, the color 
looked gray so it was corrected using the Brush Tool in color blending mode and 
the blue color from the suit itself (center image). 

The edges of the retouching were detailed using the Dodge and Burn Tools and 
small brushes. The Dodge Tool was also used to detail a few striped into the 
area where the arm shadow had been. This job took about 4-5 minutes from 
start to finish. 
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REAL WORLD EXAMPLE #4 
The last example I’ll include here is some clothing work. This dress had been 
folded and the creases are visible in all of the images.  

A professional retouching artist will make sure that everything in the image is 
perfect and clothing is important! The wrinkles were removed and the folds of 
fabric were shaped using the Dodge and Burn Tools.  

The skirt was pulled out at the bottom with the Liquify Tool just to add a bit of 
artistic movement. No color corrections were needed. 

 

I’d like to stress that even though the idea of using small brushes on particular 
areas sounds time consuming and difficult, it’s really easy and fast!  

I think it’s just a fast as pre adjusting a plug in filter, applying it and then 
brushing it on here and there.  

Plus Dodging and Burning provides a beautiful, graceful, natural look to 
everything you do. It never looks like a filter effect; the artist is always in 
complete control over the way the retouching looks. 
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Closing Thoughts 
 
There is a shortcut for everyone who read this complete article! 

You don’t have to physically change from the Dodge and Burn Tools while you 
are working! 

I do all of my work using just the Dodge Tool and when I want to access the 
Burn Tool I just hold down the Option (Alt) key while I am working and 
Photoshop accesses the Burn Tool. The icon in the Vertical Toolbar doesn’t 
change, but the tool function does. I don’t even have to change brushes! 
 
The Dodge and Burn Tools take a few minutes of practice to master, but the 
versatility, efficiency and results are well worth it. Just take it easy, remember 
the coloring technique and move frequently from one spot to another. 
 
The process is also “invisible,” so don’t expect to see a lot of things happening 
while you are working. The values match up and the area looks right. Compare 
your progress frequently by working on a Background copy and turning the layer 
visibility off and on. 
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Clone Stamp Tool 
 

 

The Clone Stamp Tool is one of Photoshop’s original tools; the one that initially 
caught my eye in the late 80’s and launched me into the exciting new world of 
digital imaging. 

The ability to copy a selected part of an image and transfer it to a different 
location turned the most difficult and tedious retouching jobs into child’s play.  

Retouchers used to meticulously paint leaves and branches in order to fill in 
open patches in backgrounds, and the artwork had to perfectly match the 
photograph in shape, color, value, grain structure and detail. 

The Clone Stamp Tool does it in two clicks and a wiggle. Wow! 
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There are a few tricks for the Clone Stamp Tool that will give you the best of it 
so I will share my experiences with it and my best advice for using it effectively 
in a variety of circumstances.  

The Clone Stamp Tool is located in the Toolbar and can be accessed by clicking 
on it or using a Keyboard Shortcut(s). 

 

There are two Clone Tools to choose from the Clone Stamp Tool and the Pattern 
Stamp Tool. Most replacement work is accomplished with the Clone Stamp 
Tool. 
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The Clone Stamp is constructed to pinpoint two locations, a Source and a 
Destination. In other words, the user must tell the tool what part of the image 
should be copied (by setting the source), and then where the part should be 
copied to (by “painting” in the desired area).  

A source is selected by positioning the brush icon over the area one wishes to 
copy, and tapping the stylus upon the tablet while holding down the Option (Alt) 
key. 

As with many of the editing tools in Photoshop, most artists choose to work on 
a New Layer rather than directly on the image file so mistakes can be made and 
corrected easily, layer opacity can be employed as can blending modes, layer 
masks and other layer options. 

Options For The Clone Stamp Tool 

The first option is the choice of brush. Any brush may be used with the Clone 
Stamp. Most corrective work is done using one of the basic utility brushes, with 
either a soft or hard edge depending on the job. These brushes copy the source 
exactly. 
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When one of the artistic brushes is used, the cloning is applied using the 
options that are preset for texture etc. 
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The next icon opens and closes the Brush Panel. Click once to open and again 
to close. Use this to adjust preset options on the fly. 

 

Next in is an icon to open and close the Clone Source Panel. This panel contains 
options to work from multiple clone sources, even separate images, rotate or 
transform the source prior to cloning and preset opacity and blending modes. 
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The top section of the Clone Source Panel contains five Clone Stamp icons. The 
one on the far left is selected as default, and each time the user resets the 
source, it changes to the new one.  

Sometimes a user may want to reselect the same source as was used before 
but also wants other sources available.  

To set multiple clone sources Option (Alt) tap the first one, just click on an 
additional clone source icon and Option (Alt) tap the next desired source 
material.  

Photoshop will remember each source so you can reselect them just by 
choosing the corresponding icon. 

 

The next section down provides options to preselect rotation, flipping or 
offsetting the source material prior to cloning.  

It provides the same options as cloning upon a layer and then transforming or 
relocating the cloned piece after the fact. Photoshop offers a variety of ways to 
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do the same thing so it’s important to learn the software so you can choose the 
options that you prefer. 

 

The bottom section of the Clone Source Panel is used to hide or show the 
overlay (the part you are copying) and also to choose blending modes and 
whether or not you wish to see the entire image or just the area within the brush 
icon. 
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The overlay is the visible clone source that travels with the tool to the 
destination. Many artists think of it as a ghost.  

Clone Source is active by default and it is helpful to see it when you are cloning 
something that must be lined up exactly, like bricks, but can be distracting when 
working on random things like filling in foliage.  

Because most of my work is photo editing, my preference is not to see it unless 
I need to, so I uncheck this box and turn it on in the rare instances I want to see 
it. 

The next option for the Clone Stamp Tool is the Mode in which you might like to 
use it. 

 

If the cloning will be applied directly onto the image file, these options apply the 
source material in the blending mode you select from this option bar. However, 
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if you are working on a layer, the blending mode of the layer will override the 
blending mode in the option bar.  

This means that if you want to use Screen blending mode on a layer, the layer’s 
blending mode must be set to Screen. The option bar mode can remain on 
Normal. 

Just to the right of the Mode option are settings for Opacity and Flow. These 
options work the same for the Clone Stamp Tool as they do for the Brush Tool.  

Opacity is how opaque the effect will become with one application, and Flow is 
how fast you will get to the maximum opacity chosen. 

 

The settings here indicate that we want 50% opacity, all at once. The small icon 
just to the right of Opacity, if selected, overrides brush presets for opacity and 
instead leaves it up to stylus pressure on the tablet.  

The one just to the right of Flow locks flow into continual build up, meaning that 
opaqueness will continue to build as long as the stylus is touching the tablet. 
Once again, Photoshop provides many options for allowing artists to work in 
different ways. 

The next option is to choose the relationship between the Source and 
Destination, Aligned or Non Aligned.  

When this box is checked the source and destination are locked together and as 
the tool is used remain in constant exact relationship to each other as you can 
see on the left side of this example: 
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This option is helpful for cloning large areas because it enables the user to lift 
the stylus and paint again, or apply another coat of opacity, without the fear of 
losing exact pixel registration. 

When the box is unchecked, the relationship is not locked and each time the 
user paints in a different area, the original source material is used as seen on 
the right side of the example.  

This option is helpful when the user wants to repeat the same source in 
different places, like adding flowers to bushes or working in tight places, like 
removing blemishes when the subject has severe acne and there is little 
unblemished skin to sample. 

There is also an option for choosing how you wish to sample and copy when 
you are working with several layers, as is the case in many imaging jobs. 
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The option may be set to sample and clone only the material that is on the 
active layer, Current, that in this example contains the yellow line, only the 
active layer and the one below it, Current and Below, the yellow line and the 
purple spade, or all of the layers including the background, All Layers.  

Normally it is used in the option All Layers, but if you are editing within a group 
or wanting to keep a section isolated in order to move it later, the other options 
come in handy. 

There are two additional toggles in the Clone Stamp option bar. 

 

http://www.breathingcolor.com/blog
http://ask-bc.com/
http://breathingcolor.com/


 

Breathing Color Inc. 
Blog  |  Podcast  |  Store | Back To Table Of Contents 

295 

When the one on the left is turned on, any adjustment layers will be ignored 
when selecting source material.  

This means that if you have Sample/All Layers selected and want to clone 
under an adjustment layer that you can choose not to include the adjustment 
when cloning underneath it. (If not active, the adjustment will be included thus 
doubling its effect.) 

The final option allows you to override brush presets and only use pressure for 
size. This option is helpful if one is painting using a variety of brushes that have 
different presets for size and you wish to simplify making edits on the presets 
while working. 

OK. Options done, let’s get into the cloning process. The Clone Stamp is a good 
choice for jobs like filling in trees, transferring bushes, sprinkling flowers 
around, extending backgrounds and removing small unwanted objects from 
image files.  

Many retouching artists like it for removing glares from glasses, adding hair, 
removing stray hairs from backgrounds and making clothing corrections.  

Some skin artists prefer the Clone Stamp Tool over the Healing Brush for 
texture work and blemish removal because they have complete control over 
how detailed the work will be. 

There are many techniques for using the Clone Stamp, depending on what the 
job is and what end result is desired. In general, the choice of brush type, the 
size and the opacity are critical to the success of using the tool.  

Most artists apply cloning to layers so the work can be moved, edited or 
adjusted as needed prior to attaching it to the image layer.  
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My process for digital art is to create a Background Copy and work on layers 
above it, merging them down as needed, always reserving the original image for 
reference. 

 

This allows me to temporarily create layers to work on that can be merged 
together or merged onto the Background Copy without losing track of the 
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original image. The original image (Background) can also be used in an 
emergency as an “eraser” in the event I make a huge mistake and have to start 
over on some of the artwork. 

Here is an example of how to use the Clone Stamp to fill in trees in a 
background giving the foliage a lusher look plus removing bare branches that 
draw attention away from the person in the image.  

The brush choice is Soft Round, the first brush in the Brush Panel, upper left. It 
will be used in Normal mode at 100% opacity and 100% flow.  

Aligned will be checked and Sample will be for All Layers. A New Layer has been 
created over the Background Copy upon which the cloning will be applied. 

The brush size should be just slightly smaller than the general size of the 
existing leaves so that the shapes created with the clone will be similar to the 
others in the image.  

The Soft Round brush has a feathered edge. The size icon represents where the 
feathered edge is at 50% opacity, so the effect extends beyond the icon – that’s 
why the size should be slightly smaller than the leaves. 
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The work process was to sample a nearby cluster of leaves and paint random 
dots and squiggles over the bare areas.  

The source was changed several times in order to prevent obviously copied 
sections of leaves. The work took less than a minute to do and is effective in 
accomplishing the objective. 
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Turning off visibility of the Background and Background Copy allows us to see 
the artwork independently.  

You can see that nothing special has been done; it was the size of the brush 
combined with multiple source samples that make the “blops” look like they 
belong there. Essentially we created leafy shapes using leaves. 
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There are times when using the Clone Stamp more exactly produces the best 
result, like for removing stray hairs from backgrounds. 
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In order to recreate a neater edge to the hair that still looks natural, some hairs 
should be removed, others shortened and some left alone.  

This time the same Soft Round brush is just slightly larger than the width of the 
hair and the opacity is set to 100% Opacity and 100% flow.  

The cloning is applied to a New Layer with option to Sample All Layers selected 
in the Clone Tool Option Bar. 
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The artwork looks like this: 

 

Using the smaller brush at 100% opacity and flow allows precise removal and 
distinct edges. Sweeping into a long hair at an angle gives it a point rather than 
a blunt edge and looks more natural.  

It is important to leave some stray hairs at the edges for a graceful transition. If 
they are all removed, the hair looks cut out.  

Some artists try to cut corners and sweep around the edge of the hair using a 
large brush but it doesn’t compare to the professional look of the technique just 
described. 
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The third Clone Tool Technique I’ll share is how to use it as a diffusion brush.  

Sometimes an object of rather similar color looks correct but would look nicer if 
it wasn’t quite so sharply in focus, like skin tones or canvas backgrounds. 
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In this example the Soft Round brush size is larger than the areas that needed 
to be softened. The brush mode was Normal, the Opacity set to 10% and the 
flow at 100%.  

Aligned was unchecked enabling me to select the color and value I needed in a 
particular value plane of the face and use it repeatedly until the desired degree 
of softening was achieved.  

It’s like painting with a selected color over the image, but using selected 
textures along with it. The cloning was applied to a New Layer and when the 
work looked completed the layer opacity was adjusted until the desired effect 
was achieved without going too far. 

As are most of Photoshop’s tools and functions, the Clone Stamp can be used 
in different ways to accomplish different looking results, making it a versatile 
tool to use for a variety of purposes.  

There are certainly more than space provides here – so please experiment and 
find your own favorite ways of using it in your art and retouching. Work on 
layers over the file so you can try new ideas, make mistakes and correct them 
easily, plus combine the work you do with the Clone Stamp with layer options 
like opacity, layer masks and blending modes. 

Becoming an expert in using Photoshop beyond a means of running third party 
filters and plug-ins empowers you to create with control and confidence. 
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Create A Custom Photoshop Brush 
 

 

Photoshop contains a great variety of preset brushes that can be used 
effectively for photo retouching, making custom graphic designs and creating 
traditional fine arts like drawing and painting. 

In addition, many Photoshop users create their own brushes to share or sell 
online – but hey – why not make your own custom Photoshop brush?  

It’s easy, fun and rewarding to know that you have the knowledge and ability to 
customize Photoshop to your own personal tastes and needs, especially when 
you want something unique. 
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In this article I will show you how to create a brush stamp, a texture brush and a 
scatter brush using a graphic, a freehand texture, and a photograph. 

Photoshop gives you great clues on how to do this. Choose any brush preset, 
set the options to 100% opacity and 100% flow, tap it on a layer so you can 
analyze the footprint and look at its settings in the Brush Presets Window.  

Then make a few strokes and observe how the brush works on a blank canvas. 
Here’s a random trio to consider: 

 

On the left are the footprints of what the basic shape of the brush looks like. On 
the right are sample brush strokes; all are at 100% opacity and 100% flow.  
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As 100% opacity and flow, the brushes don’t paint very effectively; it’s when 
they are applied in layers at lower opacities that the magic begins to happen: 

 

This means that part of a brush’s effectiveness is discovering how to use it in 
order to get the effect you want.  

Experimenting with different opacity and flow settings is one way; another way 
is to apply each color to a separate layer and explore filters, blending modes, 
layer opacity settings and hue, saturation and value adjustments. 
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Let’s get started by making a brush that is intended to be a “stamp”; something 
an artist might want to do with a signature or a business might do with a logo.  

We’ll use part of a logo that I created for a yoga institute and my name that was 
hand written upon a layer: 
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The important thing about the logo and the signature is that each is isolated on 
an otherwise transparent background.  

The logo was created in Photoshop and saved as a PDF in order to preserve the 
background transparency. The signature was just written upon a New Layer in 
Photoshop and the background visibility was turned off. 

The rest is easy. Open the Layers Window. While holding down the Command 
(Control on the PC) key, click on the image representation on the layer in order 
to load the pixels as a selection: 
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Now choose (1.) Edit / Define Brush Preset. A window will open requesting a 
name (2.).  

Upon clicking OK, the new brush will be stored as the last brush in the Brush 
Preset Window (3.). (I’ve accessed it from the Brush Menu Bar.) 
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To use the stamp, select the preset, choose options for size and color, create a 
layer and press down once. Most stamps are applied at 100% opacity and flow 
but the choice is yours. 

Because the stamp is applied to a layer, from this point it can be moved or 
resized, layer effects may be added, color and opacity can be adjusted, or 
blending modes can be changed.  

If Preserve Transparency is checked for the layer, the stamp can be hand 
painted. 

http://www.breathingcolor.com/blog
http://ask-bc.com/
http://breathingcolor.com/


 

Breathing Color Inc. 
Blog  |  Podcast  |  Store | Back To Table Of Contents 

314 

 

 

http://www.breathingcolor.com/blog
http://ask-bc.com/
http://breathingcolor.com/


 

Breathing Color Inc. 
Blog  |  Podcast  |  Store | Back To Table Of Contents 

315 

The next brush we’ll make is a hand created texture brush. The process is the 
same as before, however, the shape will be hand created and additional preset 
options will be integrated into the expression of the brush. 

First a New Layer is created upon which a random texture is painted using any 
of the existing Brush Presets.  

Brushes are interpreted by value, so gray to black color is suggested. Black 
areas will have the ability to paint at 100% of the chosen opacity.  

Gray areas will express as varying degrees of transparency, depending on the 
value. Think of white as being 100% invisible and black as being 100% opaque. 
Here’s a sample of a potential brush preset. 

 

The pattern was drawn on two layers using the default round hard-edged brush 
(second brush in the preset menu); one layer for the black at 100% opacity and 
flow and the other layer for the larger shapes at 50% opacity and 100% flow.  
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The gray layer was blurred slightly (Filter / Blur / Gaussian Blur) and then the 
two layers were selected together (Select one and Command or Control click on 
the other) and merged. (Layer / Merge Layers) 

As before the next step is to load the layer as a selection and choose Edit / 
Define Brush Preset.  

I name this initial capture “test brush” because this is basically a new brush tip 
shape and from this point there are a variety of options available in the Brush 
Window that affect the expression of the new brush. Let’s explore some of 
them. 
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The first control is located in Brush Tip Shape, under the stroke icons. There are 
options for size, flipping the shape horizontally or vertically, angle, roundness 
and spacing.  

Note the default settings (jot them down on a notepad) and experiment with 
them, making strokes upon New Layers until you believe the general 
appearance of the stroke is the nicest you can get. 

 

Next click on the words Shape Dynamics. When this option is selected by 
clicking on the words a check will appear next to the words Shape Dynamics 
and a menu will become visible that allows adjustments for things like size 
according to pen pressure, stroke fading, and randomness (jitter) for angles and 
roundness.  
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Once again, note the defaults and experiment with the options until you are 
pleased. (I used size with pen pressure option, changed the minimum size of the 
brush to 40% and added a roundness jitter of 40 with minimum roundness at 20. 

 

Notice how the selections changed the way the stroke appears. Choose a 
medium value color and various opacities to experiment, make strokes and 
analyze the other options in the Brush Window until you are pleased with the 
new brush preset. 

It is possible to go back and change the options you started out with at any 
time.  

Briefly, this is what the other options provide: 

Pro-Tip: If a menu does not open when the option word is clicked upon, it means 
that no adjustments are available for that option; it’s either on or off. 
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● Scattering – copies the brush tip shape and scatters it in a spray 
pattern with adjustment options for the number of pieces scattered 
and control of them through fading, pen pressure, direction (of 
stroke), pen tilt, stylus wheel (only on the “airbrush” stylus) or 
rotation. 
 

● Texture – allows the new brush to behave as if it is being applied 
upon a textured paper plus allows for changes of texture size, etc. 
There is also an option to blend the tip or entire stroke using a 
blending mode. 
 

● Dual Brush – allows you to combine two brushes into one just by 
choosing one of the other brush tips within the menu and making 
adjustments for size, spacing etc. There are also blending mode 
options for how the brushes relate to each other. 
 

● Color Dynamics – allow variances within a stroke of value, hue, 
saturation, brightness and purity of each. Generally subtle variations 
here are more effective than bold differences. 
 

● Transfer – affects the appearance of how the brush stroke changes 
during the application, like fading a bit at the tip etc. 
 

● Brush Pose – allows the user to override the stylus options and 
apply the stroke as if one was using a mouse. 
 

● Noise – applies grain to the brush. 
 

● Wet Edges – makes the strokes darker at the edges. 
 

● Build Up – allows the color to continue to build opacity during an 
application. 
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● Smoothing – generally for mouse users. Enables the stroke to look 
smoother during applications. 
 

● Protect Texture – applies the same texture to all brush presets that 
have an option for texture. This is helpful if several brushes will be 
used on a painting but the artist wants to maintain a uniform canvas 
texture. 
 

This is what my brush stroke looks like after making adjustments in the noted 
options within the Brush Window. I tested the application using three or four 
colors at 20% opacity and 100% flow. 

 

Once you are satisfied with the brush it can be saved as a New Preset with all of 
the customizations in place. 
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Pro-Tip: This same process may be used to capture a piece of texture and use it as a 
brush. Just use the Lasso Tool to select a sample of the texture, copy and paste it to 
a New Layer (Layer / New / Layer Via Copy), desaturate and adjust the contrast and 
value to make a crisp black and white representation of the texture and then proceed 
as before. 
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So far we’ve covered making a custom Photoshop brush stamp from a 
signature or logo and two options for making a custom texture brush “from 
scratch”.  

The last brush for this article is how to make a scatter brush from part of a 
photographic image – a nice way to sprinkle snowflakes, flowers or other 
decorative touches randomly upon your image files. 

Choose an image that has good clarity. Select the part of the image you want to 
make into a scatter brush, copy and paste it to a New Layer and turn it to black 
and white with good contrast.  
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Remember that black will produce 100% of the chosen opacity and white will be 
completely transparent. Gray will be semi transparent. 

Follow the previous steps to create the initial brush footprint (Command 
(Control) click the layer to load the black and white image as a selection and 
Choose Edit / Define Brush). 

 

Make large adjustments for size, angle and direction jitter in the Brush Window 
for both Shape Dynamics and Scattering, noting the changes created in the 
stroke preview at the bottom of the Brush Window.  

Make practice strokes on a New Layer until the brush is behaving the way you 
like. 

HINT: Most scatter brushes work best when applied with short abrupt flicks of the 
stylus. Apply the flicks to multiple New Layers so the shapes can be moved around 
or transformed to perfection and unwanted extras can be erased. 

Photoshop brush menus can look daunting, but I hope that this article takes 
some of the mystery away and empowers you to explore and experiment – and 
have fun creating new and unique brushes to enhance your imaging arts.  
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Feel free to make mistakes because Photoshop offers the ability to delete 
unwanted brushes – just access the Preset Manager from the fly out menu in 
the Brush Preset Window. 
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Here you can delete unwanted brushes, drag and drop the ones you use most to 
the top or rename brushes.  

If you create a set that you like, you can save the set (I put mine in a folder on 
my hard drive especially made for my custom collections of brushes, papers 
etc).  

Note that in the fly out menu in the Brush Preset Window that there is also an 
option to Reset (the default) Brushes, Load Brushes or Replace Brushes – as 
long as you save your brush sets, nothing will be lost. 

Understanding the depths of what Photoshop can do provides powerful creative 
freedom for photo editing and retouching. Knowledgeable choices for how to do 
things improve work efficiency and quality so education is important! Take 
control of your Photoshop to enjoy limitless retouching and creative 
possibilities! 
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Brush Tool Basics 
 

 

Photoshop tools are constructed recognizing that different kinds of artists and 
technicians will use them for different purposes and in different ways. 

They might look simple but most of them have a lot of integrated customization 
technology that provide artists a lot of freedom and control beyond what the 
obvious purpose might seem. 

Take the Brush Tool, for instance. 
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Introducing The Brush Tool 
 
The Brush and Brush Preset Windows contain many preloaded brushes, and for 
each there are options to change or refine options like smoothness, texture, tip 
shape, etc to one’s personal taste. A stroke thumbnail is also provided 
illustrating what the stroke will look like when the brush is in use. 

 

With so much to learn, we’re going to start by examining the basic brushes, the 
ones most commonly used for photo retouching. They reside at the top of the 
Brush Window as a set of three.  

Viewing them in the Brush Preset Window shows that they actually represent 
three sets of two variations, one with a soft edge and another with a hard edge. 
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The Brush Tool can be selected either by clicking on the Brush Icon in the 
Vertical Toolbar, or by using the Keyboard Shortcut, B. Notice that tools with 
small arrows on the bottom right corner will open to fly out menu options.  

The Brush Tool contains options for the Brush Tool, the Pencil Tool, the Color 
Replacement Tool and the Mixer Brush Tool.  

When one of the other tools is selected in the fly out menu, its icon will replace 
the brush icon in the Vertical Toolbar. Also notice that the Keyboard Shortcut is 
listed in the fly out menu so if you forget it, it’s there to remind you. 
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Once the Brush Tool is selected, different brushes may be chosen in the Brush 
Option Bar: 

 

– or via the Brush or Brush Preset Windows; whatever is most convenient for 
the individual using Photoshop. 

http://www.breathingcolor.com/blog
http://ask-bc.com/
http://breathingcolor.com/


 

Breathing Color Inc. 
Blog  |  Podcast  |  Store | Back To Table Of Contents 

331 

Brush Tool Presets 

Edge Hardness 

The first Brush Preset is the basic Photoshop Brush and is used for almost all 
photo retouching. The two variations provide uniform width and opacity 
throughout the stroke regardless of pressure with options for soft or hard edge. 

 

The soft edged variation is the one of choice for most retouching brushwork. 
The hard edge is good for blocking things in and erasing. When using the soft 
edge brush, the tightness of edge can be controlled either by brush size or by 
adjusting the Hardness slider in the Brush Options Menu Bar.  
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There is also a Keyboard Shortcut for adjusting the hardness on screen – 
Control Option on the Mac and Alt Right Mouse Click on PC. (Then drag up and 
down to adjust hardness or right and left to adjust size) 

It is my preference to control the hardness of the brush with brush size because 
it is more accurate than “eyeballing” it on screen throughout a retouching 
process, but other artists enjoy the keyboard shortcut options, so please try 
them both and choose the option that you prefer.  

If the hardness is being controlled by brush size, note that a small brush 
provides a tight edge and a large one provides a softer gradient. 

 

Most artists apply color on separate layers using big soft brushes and create 
various edge definitions by using Layer Masks and brushes of different sizes. 
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This provides the ability to produce smooth gradient color with definitive edges 
in different degrees of sharpness.  

For instance when enhancing the whites of a person’s eyes, the color should 
have a hard edge next to the iris and a soft gradient fall off of color within the 
natural white area. 

 

This sample, done in red, illustrates how the large brush provided a smooth, 
even application of color that is most intense in the lower portion of the eye 
right next to the edges of the iris.  

The sharp edges next to the iris and eyelids were created with a layer mask and 
the use of small brushes (sharper edges) to erase the overspray. 
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Once the shape of the color is perfect, the opacity of the layer may be adjusted 
to provide the delicate enhancement desired without going overboard. 

Pro-Tip: When using a fully soft brush (hardness 0), the brush icon in Cursor 
Preference of Normal represents where the color falloff is at 50% opacity. Color or 
effect extends beyond the brush icon. This means that it’s easy to see the edge 
effect while working as it’s not covered by the icon, but also means that when 
selecting brush size for tasks like dodging and burning, it’s important to choose a 
brush that is just slightly smaller than the area one wishes to work within. 

Pressure 

The second set of brushes is preset to change brush size according to the 
pressure used when making the stroke (only available when using a tablet and 
pressure sensitive pen, such as the Wacom Intuos line). 
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Once again, the soft edge variation is the one of choice for most photo 
retouching. Notice that the hardness of the brush changes with pressure: 
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– so it’s not a good option when a consistent edge is required, but it is a great 
brush for things that need to end in points, like eyelashes and hair. 

The basic soft edged brush and the soft edged size to pressure brushes are the 
ones I use for nearly all of my photo retouching.  

The bulk of the work is achieved with the basic brush and hair, eyelashes and 
other pointed edged work is done with the size to pressure brush. 
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Opacity 

The third set of brushes is preset to provide different opacity according to 
pressure. Light pressure provides light opacity and firm pressure provides more. 

 

Artists that like to build opacity within a single application of color like these 
brushes a lot! The longer one “colors” the deeper the opacity becomes.  

I prefer to build opacity in layers because it gives me more leeway in creating 
gradients and varying degrees of opacity within an area, but, again, it’s a 
personal choice. 

Opacity is how much color is applied with one stroke. Flow controls how fast it 
is applied. 100% Opacity applied with 100% Flow provides 100% opacity all at 
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once. 100% Opacity at 10% Flow provides 100% opacity but it builds up more 
slowly (you have to “color” longer). 

50% Opacity stops applying color when 50% opacity is reached. To get more, 
one must lift the pen and apply another coat. 

Because I like to build opacity by layering, it’s common for my options to be set 
at 05-10% Opacity and 100% Flow. I’m able to layer smoothly but I’m getting the 
selected opacity all at once enabling me to work as quickly as possible.  

Everyone works differently but it’s good advice to choose settings that allow 
you to work as quickly as possible while controlling the medium (not getting 
blotches etc). 

Pro Tip: In addition to the option outlined previously to change opacity on screen 
(Control Option on the Mac and Alt Right Mouse on PC), other keyboard shortcuts for 
changing opacity are easy and valuable. The number 1 on the keyboard = 10% 
opacity, 2 = 20%, 3 = 30%...to 0 = 100%. If you want 05% opacity, hit the 0 and 5 in 
quick succession – the same for 35%; hit the 3 and 5 in quick succession. 

And, in addition to the option outlined previously to change brush size on 
screen, the bracket keys, next to the letter P on the keyboard will change brush 
size up and down.  

The left bracket makes the brush smaller; the right bracket makes the brush 
larger. 

Tablet Shortcuts 
 
Some artists program the bracket shortcut on their Wacom tablet, either as an 
Express Key or a Touch Ring option.  
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My Wacom Touch Ring is set up to either change brush size or zoom in and out, 
depending on which toggle I use. 

 

To set up the Wacom option, just access Keystroke from the upper left drop 
down menu and enter the keyboard shortcut you want to use for brush size: 
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I set mine up to make the brush smaller when I scroll left on the Touch Ring and 
larger when I scroll right because it feels more natural.  

I set up the top right position to zoom in and out, an option within the drop down 
menu, repeated the Keystroke for brush size on the bottom right and repeated 
the zoom on the bottom left. 

This opens the tablet with the upper left option active for brush size, and when I 
want to use it for zooming I just press the center toggle to move clockwise to 
the top right, zoom.  
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When I want to use it for brush size again I press the center toggle that moves 
clockwise to the bottom right, etc. This way no matter where I am on the Touch 
Ring the other option is available with just one press of the center toggle. 

It’s simple but effective. 

Using The Brush Tool 
 
The basic brushes in Photoshop are good for simple sketching, painting and 
shading with the quality of airbrushing and for photo retouching (burning, 
dodging, masking, making vignettes, retouching backgrounds, skin and clothing, 
enhancing eyes, swapping heads, working with masks etc). 

Brushes can utilize different blending modes, either by choosing one from the 
Brush Option Menu Bar, or by working on a layer with a blending mode selected. 
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An instance when an artist might choose to paint using a blending mode might 
be for tinting black and white images. Normal blending mode is opaque. Color 
blending mode is transparent: 
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Using the brush in Color Blending Mode should be applied to a pixel filled layer, 
like a Background Copy. The Background Copy is in normal blending mode. The 
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brush will tint the pixels to the desired change – but one cannot erase 
overspray.  

Therefore most artists use the brush in Normal blending mode upon a New 
Layer that is set for Color Blending Mode. The blending mode of the layer 
overrides the blending mode in the menu bar. 

Putting the paint upon a layer above the image provides benefits of erasing, 
using layer masks and adjusting the final color nuances and opacity prior to 
merging onto the image. One can make a lot of mistakes without consequence! 
When applying more than one color, use a separate layer for each. 

There are a couple of other options for the Brush Tool, ones that I don’t use, but 
perhaps you will enjoy. 

 

The option on the left chooses to always interpret pressure for opacity and the 
one on the far right chooses to always interpret pressure for size. When off, the 
selected Menu Bar options for opacity and size take over.  

The icon in the center enables airbrush style build up effects, meaning that 
color will continually flow and buildup just the way it would if one was using an 
airbrush. 
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Closing Thoughts 
 

 

Understanding all of the options a tool has to offer ends the frustration of trial 
and error and allows artists to get exactly the results desired with ease and 
efficiency. 

Though these are just the basics, they provide powerful creative freedom for 
photo editing and retouching.  

In addition to what we’ve covered today, Photoshop contains options for infinite 
adjustments to the default settings plus the ability to make your own custom 
brushes, your own custom brush sets plus share your favorite brushes with 
other people – or buy or download theirs to load up and personalize Photoshop 
to be everything you want it to be for the way you like to work. 
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