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Retouching Techniques
In this lesson, we’re going to cover a handful of different retouching techniques 
and tools. I have been spending a lot of time working on my vintage service sta-
tion images, so we’ll be using one of those as our example image. 

Retouching on a separate layer

I find that it is always a good idea to do all of my retouching on a separate layer. 
This way, the original image remains untouched, and you can go back and change 
things later if need be. In order to retouch on a separate layer, you need to have 
some settings in place. First, you’ll need to create a new layer on top of the image 
layer. Do this by clicking the New Layer icon at the bottom of the Layers panel. I 
like to name this layer “weeds be gone.”   

Whenever you do retouching on a separate layer, you need to change some of 
the settings related to the individual retouching tools. Let’s look at those: 

Clone Stamp Tool: Change dropdown menu in the Op-
tions Bar from “Current Layer” to “Current and Below.” 
This will allow the tool to sample from underlying lay-
ers as well as the retouching layer. Then, the Alignment 
icon (or check box) to the left of that menu should be 
turned on, and it is by default. 

Spot Healing Brush: With this tool active, you’ll need to turn 
on the “Sample all Layers” setting in the Options Bar. This will 
make the tool act as if the image is flattened so it can copy 
from everything. The icon looks like a stack of papers. 

Healing Brush: Change the dropdown menu in the Options Bar to sample “Cur-
rent & Below” and make sure the  alignment setting (icon to the left of the drop-
down menu) is turned on.

Note: Depending on how your screen is set up, the settings mentioned above 
may appear as either a word & checkbox or icon buttons. 

The Aligned 
setting may be 
an icon instead 
of a check box. 
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Ways to Remove a Reflection with Retouching Tools

In the first example area, we want to remove the bright reflection on the right side 
of this sign. There are a few different tools that could potentially do the job and 
we’ll look at them one by one. 

Clone Stamp Tool: With the Clone Stamp Tool active, 
hold down the Option key (Alt on Win) and click the 
area you’d like to copy from. Then move your cursor 
to the area you’d like to copy to. You’ll see that you 
get a preview of the brush inside the cursor. This pre-
view will help you align the sampled area to the target 
area. Click and paint to apply the Clone Stamp. With 
the Clone Stamp Tool, you’re painting an exact copy 
of your sampled area to your target area. The tool 
is not intuitive and it does not take its surroundings 
into consideration. This can be great for some tasks. 
In this instance, however, the area we sampled from 
was a slightly different hue and it becomes noticeable 
when we retouch with the Clone Stamp Tool. For this 
reason, we’re going to try something else. 

The Healing Brush: Any time I use a tool that has the word “healing” attached to 
it, I almost always use a hard-edged brush. If you use a soft-edged brush, these 
tools will not be able to do their full job. With the Healing Brush active, hold down 

the Option key (Alt on Win) to copy from an area and 
then paint over the area you want to retouch. When you 
use the Healing Brush, the tool is looking just outside 
the area where you’ve painted and it will try to match 
it to the surroundings.  The cross-hair shows you where 
you’re copying from. If the area you are trying to use 
the Healing Brush on is large or complex, it can be a 
good idea to break up the job into chunks. You would 
do this by starting with the Clone Stamp tool, breaking 
up the problem area into two or more parts, and then 
you would switch to the Healing Brush to tackle each 
individual chunk. 

The Clone Stamp Tool is 
being used to remove the 
reflection. 

The Clone Stamp Tool was 
used to break up the area 
and now the Healing Brush 
is being used to retouch 
the individual pieces. 
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The Clone Source Panel: When using our retouching tools, we might need to 
flip or reposition the source material we copied from in order for the content to 
match up. In this example, we want to copy content from the left side of the sign 

to retouch the right side of the sign. The problem is 
that the black frame of the sign is going to be on the 
wrong side (see screen shot). We would need to flip 
that content horizontally in order for it to match up 
and we can do that using the settings in the Clone 
Source Panel. If the panel is not already visible in your 
interface, you can open it by going to the main menu 
and choosing Window > Clone Source. Next to the 
letter W (for width), there is an icon with two squares 
and an arrow. Clicking this will tell the tool to flip the 
content horizontally, which is exactly what we need 
here. 

You can also use the Clone Source Panel to change 
the angle of the source content. The setting for this 
looks like a little angle symbol with a number next to 
it. If you hover your cursor the symbol, click and drag 
left and right, you will change the angle and you’ll get 
a preview of the angle in your image window. You can 
also do this by using keyboard shortcuts. Hold down 
Shift+Option (Shift+Alt on Win) and then use the 
greater than/less than keys ( > < ) on your keyboard. 
You can see the preview inside the cursor change as 
you do this. 

Once you’re done working with the settings in the 
Clone Source Panel, it’s a good idea to set these set-
tings back to default. (If you don’t, the settings will be 
remembered the next time you use the tool.) You can 
do this by clicking the reset button on the right side 
of the panel. 

When copying content from 
the left side, you can see that 
the source material would 
have to be flipped in order 
for it to line up correctly. 

Clicking the circled icon will 
flip the source content hori-
zontally. 

The source content was 
flipped horizontally, as you 
can see when comparing to 
the screen shot above. 

The angle setting and the 
Reset icon within the Clone 
Source Panel. 
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Fixing Heavy Glare with Retouching Tools

Looking at the glare, or sheen, on this image, it 
takes up a large amount of space, so we’re go-
ing to have to break up the problem into small-
er areas. To do that, we’ll use the Clone Stamp 
Tool, sampling from areas near the edge of the 
sign and painting over parts of the glare. 

Next, we’ll use the Healing Brush, sourcing from 
a higher point in the sign and painting over the 
chunks of glare. Note that you can nudge the 
sampled content left or right by holding down 
Shift+Option (Shift+Alt on Win) and using the 
arrow keys. 

After retouching part of the glare, it became 
noticeable that the glare extended to the very 
right side of the letter S, which caused the 
Healing Brush to mess up a little, resulting in a 
lighter, mottled look. To fix this, I used the Clone 
Stamp Tool, sampling from an area of non-glare, 
to create a gap between the letters and the rest 
of the dark area.  Then, I was able to go back to 
the Healing Brush to clean up the area.

The angle setting and the Reset icon 
within the Clone Source Panel. 

Left: The Clone Stamp Tool was 
used to create a gap between 
the letter S and the rest of the 

dark area. Right: The Healing 
Brush was used to clean up the 

rest of the dark area of the sign. 
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Using Multiple Tools to Fix an Old Sign

There are a lot of problems with this Standard 
Oil sign, so we’ll tackle the easiest ones first, 
which are the holes in the middle. Whenever 
the thing you want to retouch is not touch-
ing another object and when it’s surrounded 
on all sides by the color and texture it should 
be filled with, the Spot Healing Brush should 
work fine. 

The Spot Healing Brush figures out where to 
copy from on its own, while the Healing Brush 
needs you to tell it where to copy from. 

The Spot Healing Brush will not work well for 
the hole on the edge of the O, so we’re going 
to turn to the Healing Brush instead. Using the 
Healing Brush, we’ll have to sample from an 
area that matches the curve on the O. No area 
matches it exactly, so we’ll sample from the 
other side of the O and then use the settings 
in the Clone Source Panel to flip and rotate the 
sample area so that it matches perfectly. Re-
member, whenever you use the Clone Source 
Panel to adjust a sample area, you should hit 
the reset button once you’re done. 

Next, we’ll fix the worn down letter T in the sign 
using the same technique. The Healing Brush 
is used to sample from the right side of the 
T and then the flip and rotate settings within 
the Clone Source Panel will be used to align 
the content nicely. Tip: When using the Healing 
Brush, use the bracket keys ( [ ] ) to temporari-
ly make the brush tip larger so you get a better 
preview of how things are lined up. 

The Spot Healing Brush is being used 
to remove the spot from the middle of 
the sign. 

The Healing Brush Tool is being used 
to remove the hole from the edge of 
the O. The flip and rotate settings in 
the Clone Source Panel were used to 
make the content line up perfectly. 

The Healing Brush will be used to fix 
the T in this sign. 

We sampled from the other side of 
the T and are using the flip and rotate 
settings in the Clone Source Panel. 
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Re-creating Hidden Content 

When you get a difficult retouching job, 
you might be required to remove an un-
wanted object, and by doing so, re-cre-
ate part of the scene that was behind it. 
In the video example, I removed the car 
by re-creating the different parts of the 
building that were hidden behind it. 

To tackle something like this, we’ll want 
to break up the problem into smaller 
chunks and to first focus on the edges of 
the photograph. Focusing on the edge, I 
will use the Clone Stamp Tool with a soft-
edged brush. I’ll first copy content from 
the concrete and paint over the bottom 
of the car. Then I’ll copy content from 
the edge of the frame above the car and 
paint over the car, from the roof down. 
Depending on how large the object is, 
you may have to take multiple passes 
with the Clone Stamp Tool in order to 
completely remove the object from the 
edge of the frame. 

Now that we have a clean edge, I’m 
going to break up the car into two 
chunks and, again, I’ll use the Clone 
Stamp Tool, copying the areas above 
and below the car and using that 
source material to paint over the car. 
I’ll then continue to copy and clone 
over the center of the car, removing 
more and more. The night time scene 
makes it a bit easier because of the 
lack of detail. 

Above: We want 
to remove the en-
tire car from the 
scene. Left: The 
Clone Stamp Tool 
is being used to 
remove the parts 
of the car that 
bump up against 
the edge of the 
frame. 

Left: The Clone 
Stamp Tool is be-
ing used to copy 
areas from above 
and below the car 
and paint over the 
car. 
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There is a diagonal branch extending behind the car, so I’m going to use the Clone 
Stamp Tool to copy a higher part of the branch and clone it over the area where 
it should appear behind the car. Next, I’ll start to focus on the building, cloning 
down the corner of the building over the front part of the car. With part of the 
siding now extending all the way down, we can use it to clone in the area beneath 
the window. As we continue, the retouching areas will become smaller and more 
detailed. For example, when it comes to the bottom corner of the window, we will 
have to zoom in and use a smaller brush to clone areas from the left edge of the 
window to create the content for the right side of the window. 

Left: The Clone Stamp Tool is being used to extend the tree branch so that it covers part of 
the car. Right: The same tool is being used to clone the corner of the building over the front 
of the car. 

Left: The Clone Stamp Tool is being 
used to extend the siding under the 
window. Above: We are zoomed in and 
using a smaller brush to clone areas 
from the left side of the window to the 
right. 
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The next area to tackle is the white part of the building behind the front of the 
car. We can start by using the Clone Stamp Tool to clone the visible white area on 
the left and paint over the front of the car to re-create that part of the building 
on the right. As you can see from the screen shots above, I accidentally picked up 
some of the shadow area, so I will re-clone over the dark spots I created in order 
to remove them. 

Creating Guides with the Pen Tool

When you need to create/clone lines that move out into the distance, you might 
want to consider using the Pen Tool to create guides so that you can see where 
those lines would continue in space. With the Pen Tool active, you can create a 
straight line by clicking on an area, letting go and then clicking somewhere else.  
If you don’t let go of your mouse button on that second click, you can hold down 
the Space Bar and reposition the line before locking it in by letting go. The Pen 
Tool generally wants to create one connected shape and not individual, uncon-
nected lines. In this example, we don’t want the lines to be connected, so we’ll use 
a trick. After creating one line segment, hold down the Command key and click 
somewhere away from the line. You can then click elsewhere to create another, 
separate line. Now, you can use those lines as guides for your retouching work.

Left: The Clone Stamp Tool is being used to extend the building behind the car. Right: We 
accidentally picked up some shadows so we’re going over the area again to remove them.

Far left: The Pen Tool 
is being used to cre-
ate guide lines.  
Directly left: The 
Clone Stamp Tool is 
being used to follow 
the guide lines. 
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After you’re finished with the Pen Tool, you can hide the lines by hitting Com-
mand+H (Ctrl+H on Win). In the Paths panel (usually grouped with the Layers 
panel), click away from the active path to hide the lines. Drag the path to the 
trash can at the bottom of the panel to delete the path. 

Hold down Shift+Option and use 

the greater than/less than keys ( > < ) 

Hold down Shift+Option and use 

the bracket keys ( [ ] )

Hold down Shift+Option and use 

the arrow keys

Rotate source content 

Scale source content 

Nudge source content 

Clone Source Keyboard Shortcuts


