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Custom brushes in Photoshop (or Adobe Elements):  one of the simplest of techniques … and 
yet one of the best-kept secrets of pro photo artists because of its tremendous power and 
flexibility.  You can create brushes out of just about anything, and then pull them up whenever 
you want — either to choose a color and stamp them on something or to employ them (in black 
and white, at varying opacities) when painting on a layer mask.  For many artists, custom 
brushes make Photoshop the incredible tool that it is.  And after this, as a serious photo artist, 
I’m confident you will be collecting (and creating) a lot of custom brushes.

Some Favorite Things To Turn Into Custom Brushes:

Splatters of paint 
Watercolor brush strokes
Bits of grunge
Clouds
Scanned flowers and leaves
Old newsprint or scanned letters or maps
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Creating Custom Brushes

The basic idea is simple really.  You want to create a selection around whatever you wish to turn 
into a custom brush, and then go to Edit > Define Brush and give the brush a name.  Easy.

But here are some tips for best results:

1.) Start with high-resolution content.  Having large brushes (around 2000 pixels wide) often 
gives you more flexibility, because you almost always want to use your brushes at sizes smaller 
than the size at which they were saved.

2.) When you make your selection, unless there’s a reason for having a hard edge, you usually 
want the edges soft so they blend in easier when you use them.  So you often want to tweak 
your content ahead of time — definitely make it black and white or desaturate it with Cmd/Ctrl + 
Shift + U, and maybe also run Levels or Curves on it to increase the contrast, and then, after 
you make your selection, click Refine Edge and give the selection some feathering.  Just know 
that it might take a few tries to get it just right.

3.) Give your brushes unique names.  And if you create a whole batch of similar brushes (for 
example, a dozen different extracted clouds), go into your Brush Preset Manager, highlight them 
all, and then click “Save Set” and give the set itself a name.  Once saved in this way, you can 
“delete” them from your Brush panel whenever you don’t think you will be using them, but 
always know you can pull them back up by loading them again.

4.) If you download brushes from anywhere online, it’s best to save them in a consistent 
location.  Best is probably the default location Photoshop uses.  If you look up the folder with all 
of your Photoshop program files in it, you’ll find a folder named Presets, and inside of this a 
folder named Brushes.  Keeping all your brush sets (.abr files) in one place will make your life 
easier in the long run — as will keeping a separate folder elsewhere to store some handy .jpg 
preview documents showcasing the various brushes you’ve created for each set.

Using Custom Brushes

When you go into your Brush Tool (B), and head up to your brush settings, you can click the 
little cog icon for the drop-down menu and select “Load Brushes …”  Once a brush (or set of 
brushes) is loaded, you will find it at the bottom of your list of available brushes in the brush 
panel.  You can also find it in the Brush Presets (go to Window > Brush Presets to pull this up, 
and I suggest docking this window somewhere so you’ll have it handy).

Each brush preset will have a number on it, representing its width in pixels.  When you pull it up, 
you will probably want to use your left and right bracket keys to adjust the brush size.  

Now select a color … though if you’re working on a layer mask, you’ll almost surely want to use 
black or white, and you will want to change the brush opacity.

And finally, remember that if the brush has a distinctive look to it — and you wish to employ 
multiple strokes with it — you will want to vary its size and its angle setting as you work.
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