
Facial Retouching: Eliminating Dark Circles
By Steve Broback, Avondale Media
A technique from Photographer Martin Evening—Excerpted from “Secrets of the Photoshop Masters” Avondale Media 2003.

The Issue:
It’s a great looking picture, but it looks like your 
subject may have just been out too late the night 
before. How can you quickly neutralize the dark 
circles under the eyes without making it look like an 
edited photo? In this article we present how expert 
fashion photographer Martin Evening makes even 
the most fashionable models look even better.

Copy the Affected Area to a 
New Layer
To insure that the edits you make don’t destroy the 
underlying “DNA” of the image, and to allow for the 
utmost flexibility, select the area to be edited and 
copy it to a new Layer. This is new layer will contain 
the pixels you will be altering.
Use the marquee tool to select the face or just the 
eyes, then “float” the selection to a new Layer 
above the base picture. This can be done by using 
the menu command Layer: New: Layer via Copy 
command. In Photoshop 7, the keyboard shortcut 
Command + J (Mac) or Control + J (PC) will perform 
this action.

Sample a Tone to Apply
Since you’re ultimately going to paint over the dark areas with a lighter 
skin tone, you’ll need to sample for that color. The goal here is to capture a 
fleshtone that is appropriate to the area being covered.
First, click on the eyedropper tool, and then set its options to sample a 3 by 3 pixel 
area. This will make for a nice averaging of tones across an area larger than one 
pixel will allow.
Then, click near the eyes and sample an area outside, but bordering on, the dark 
areas. You want to capture a tone that is lighter, but compatible with the dark 
areas around the eyes.
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Paint with a Blend Mode
Choose the paintbrush tool and then set the size 
and edge to an appropriate setting. Experts like 
to  use the bracket keys: [ and ] to adjust brush 
size interactively. Using the same bracket keys in 
conjunction with the Shift key, to adjust how hard or 
soft the brush edge is.
If you just start painting on the under eye area(s) 
the result will be much too obvious. This is where a 
Blend Mode will help.
In the options bar, choose the Mode “Lighten”. This 
will make the strokes you paint only affect pixels 
that are darker than the color you are painting with, 
rather than all pixels. 
With the stage now set, you are ready to paint over 
the dark circles. Just brush away the darkness—
don’t worry about it looking too obvious, the next 
stage will futher enhance the realism.

Reduce Opacity
As a final step, you’ll want to increase the transparency of the 
overlying layer. Just use the opacity setting on the Layers palette to 
bring down the opacity of the retouched layer until you achieve the 
effect that looks best. You can also use the number keys on the top 
of your keyboard (not the the numeric keypad!) to set opacity when 
a layer is selected and the move tool is active. pressing 1 will give 
an opacity of 10 per cent, 2 for an opacity of 20 per cent, etc. 
Pressing 0 gives an opacity of 100 percent. Typing two numbers in 
rapid succession such as 5-5 will give a setting of 55 percent and 
so on. 

Finished!
A variation of this technique can be used 
to remove unwanted light areas such as 
shiny foreheads as well. Martin Evening 
shows how in the 90 minute instructional 
DVD Secrets of the Photoshop Masters. 
On PS Masters Martin, along with experts 
Katrin Eismann and Jeff Schewe take 
Photoshop 7 through it’s paces.
If you are a Photoshop Elements user, 
a bevy of techniques for improving 
photographs are presented in the Getting 
Great Looking Photos with Photoshop 
Elements DVD with Greg Vander Houwen. 
Go to: www.avondalemedia.com for 
complete information and ordering. 
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