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Retouching Practice 

In this lesson, we’re going to practice some retouching skills on a particular 
image that has some issues. We’re going to use frequency separation, which is a 
technique that splits the image into two different parts so that you can retouch 
them separately. There is a problem that is common to this technique and I want 
to make sure it doesn’t mess you up. 

I’ll also show yo show to fix some occasional masking issues that can be introduced 
using either Adobe Camera Raw or Lightroom. 

Frequency Separation (Timestamp 1:00) 

In the first image example, I want to 
even out the lighting at the bottom 
of the spiral staircase. The problem is 
that the floor has some texture that 
I don’t want to lose and I also don’t 
want to blatantly copy and paste from 
one part of the floor to the other. 

To get around this, we’re going to 
separate the image into two parts 
using frequency separation. One part 
will contain just the fine details and 
the other part will contain the general 
lighting.  

This will allow us to work on the details 
separately from the overall tones 
and colors of the image. Because 
this technique always starts with the 
same steps, we will use actions to partially automate the process. In fact, I have 
included the necessary actions with this lesson and you can find them in the 
downloads section of the lesson video page. 
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Installing Actions After downloading the actions file, you 
will need to unzip, or decompress, the file before you do 
anything else and you can do this by double-clicking on it. 
The file will look like the screen shot at right and will be called 
Bens Frequency Separation.atn. To install, simply double-
click on the file icon. Photoshop will come to the forefront 
and, when you look in your Actions panel, you should see 
an Actions folder for Bens Frequency Separation. Note 
that if the Actions panel is not already visible on your interface, you can open it 
by going to the main menu and choosing Window > Actions. 

If, for some reason, the above process did not work, and you don’t see the actions 
appearing in your Actions panel, there is another install method to try. With the 
Actions panel open, click on the little menu icon in the top right corner of the panel 
and choose Load Actions. You’ll be prompted to navigate to the file’s location on 
your hard drive and click Open. 

Once the actions are loaded, you 
can click on the little folder icon 
within the Actions panel to expand 
it. Inside, you will find two actions: 
“Frequency Separation: Choose 
Low” and “Frequency Separation: 
Choose High.” The “Choose Low” 
option is the most commonly-used 
method and that’s the one that 
we’re going to start with. 

Separate the Image into High and Low Frequency Layers  We’ll open the staircase 
image in Photoshop. In the Actions panel, click the “Frequency Separation: Choose 
Low” action and then click the Play button at the bottom of the Actions panel. 
The action will start to run but it will pause when the Gaussian Blur dialog opens. 
That’s because it’s waiting for you to specify the setting. This will be the low 
frequency version, which is the one that is mainly shapes and color, but no detail. 
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In the Gaussian Blur dialog, you’ll want to set the Radius slider to the lowest 
setting that still makes all of the fine detail go away. This setting will be different 
for each image. In this example, we want the texture from the floor to disappear 
but we still want to be able to see the variation in brightness. That’s the part we 
want to fix. 

After clicking OK, the action continues and 
when it’s done, you will see a total of three 
layers in your Layers panel. The bottom layer 
is the original picture. It’s not necessarily 
needed in the technique, so I will often times 
click the eyeball icon to hide its visibility. 
Above that is a Low Frequency layer, which 
contains the color and tone, and a High 
Frequency layer, which contains the fine 
detail. 

Working with color and tone Now that we have the image separated, we can 
work on the color and tone without affecting the detail and we can work on 
the detail without affecting the color and tone. In the example image, there are 
some brighter, blobby spots on the floor. To correct this, we’ll work on the Low 
Frequency layer because that’s the one containing the color and tone. We’ll 
temporarily turn off the visibility of the other layers. 
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We’ll activate the Healing Brush, 
which is a tool that tries to 
blend the retouch area with its 
surroundings. With this tool, we’ll 
hold down the Option key (Alt 
on Win) and click on the part of 
the floor we want to sample. Then 
we’ll paint over the area with the 
bright highlight. We’ll continue to 
sample and paint over the areas 
where the floor had distracting 
bright areas. 

Watch out for Sample All Layers Setting When retouching on Frequency 
Separation layers, it’s important to pay attention to the Sample All Layers check 
box, which can be found in the Options Bar when one of the retouching tools is 
active. This setting is very useful when applying retouching on an empty layer, 
but it can cause problems then working with frequency separation layers. When 
working on one of these layers, we ONLY want to sample the part of the image 
has the tones, or the part of the image that has the detail. That’s the whole point 
of the technique… to be able to work on these separately. In the lesson example, 
I did some retouching on an empty layer, so I did turn that Sample All Layers 
check box on. But then I forgot to turn it off before going back to work on the low 
frequency layer. The result was a dark 
blotchy area when I used the Healing 
Brush to clean up an edge. 
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Artifact from Masked Adjustments (15:35)

For this image, I had applied some 
masked adjustments in Lightroom 
before moving the image into 
Photoshop. When I zoom up on the 
image, I can see some issues with some 
of the edges where the masking was. 
It somewhat looks like a dark halo. To 
correct this, we’ll create a new, empty 
layer at the top of the layer stack on 
which to place the retouching. Since 
we’re going to work on an empty layer, 
we will turn that Sample All Layers 
check box ON this time. 

We’ll activate the Remove Tool and 
we’ll use a really small brush in order to 
have the most control. We’ll zoom in on 
the problem area and we can see that it 
looks like there is an edge halo because 
of an unnatural dark line just inside the 
edge of Karen’s leg. With that small 
brush, we’ll carefully paint over just that 
line, telling the Remove tool what kind 
of content should be eliminated. The 
area being isolated will be highlighted 
and we can tap Return/Enter to apply 
the retouching. You can see that the 
edge looks more natural. The main key here is that you can use the Remove Tool, 
using a very small brush, to paint over any unnatural-looking transition areas that 
were the result of a Lightroom/ACR mask. 


