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1Create a random watercolour wash in a medium of your choice that will give you a 
selection of textures to choose from. The key to a great composition is knowing where to 

place your resources, so don’t use all of the washes you create, but select only the best.

2 Scan your washes into Photoshop and place the copied watercolour layers behind your 
main illustration layer. Adjust the Layer Modes as necessary (in this case, Multiply is the 

best) and alter the Hue/Saturation until you are happy with the effect. Use Layer Masks to 
blend splotches of colour if needed.
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Nigel Dennis 
has been an 
artist since 
his mid teens 
with a 

background in the 
organic, fine arts. He  
has been freelancing as 
an illustrator for a little 
over a year and a half. 
Visit his website at  
www.electricheat.org to 
find out more.
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There’s no easy way to create an organic, atmospheric palette in Photoshop. It takes plenty of manual work 
combined with a knowledge of colour and digital blending. Nigel Dennis shows you how

3Choose an image for your main focal 
point – a photographic portrait is ideal. 

Now, using the Pen tool, create points 
around the desired crop area of your photo 
and then paste it into your illustration. 
Create a Layer Mask and then place and 
blend where necessary.

4 Now you can start to bring each of 
these separate elements forward 

through your layers using layers of colour 
that are set to a desired Layer Blending 
Mode. Spend some time experimenting with 
these Blending Layer Modes until you 
achieve a display of colour that you are 
completely happy with. It’s always a 
surprise what you can come up with!
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The main aim of this tutorial is to 
guide you through the techniques 

needed to create an organic feel within your 
illustrations. Many people try to find an 
easy way to create images like the one 
featured here, but to create a genuine colour 
palette, you’ll need to dedicate some time 
and effort. Try creating watercolour washes 
manually, scanning them in, collecting 
images, collecting clip-art (cheesy or not), 
and acquiring a good in-depth knowledge 
of Colour Blending and Layer modes in 
Photoshop and Illustrator.

This tutorial will help you take your 
illustrations to a new organic level. How far 
you take it is up to you. Everyone has a 
style they choose to work in, but blending 
the organic/analogue with the digital is 
something that must be mastered and 
understood. It requires an understanding  
of your programs and an in-depth 
appreciation of colour. 

Every illustration has an end goal. Every 
artist has an idea and vision for what their 
piece should look like. Taking a basic 
knowledge of traditional fine art and an 
understanding of digital art and illustration 
you will start to get the look, feel and 
aesthetic you have been trying to achieve. 

Whether or not you’re talented with a 
paintbrush, the techniques and approaches 
outlined here will benefit you regardless. 
Take these tips on board and you will create 
not only a definitive style, but a pool of 
resources, too – organic elements that can 
be used over and over to create a different 
depth every time. 

Illustration and tutorial by Nigel Dennis
www.electricheat.org

ftp://ftp.futurenet.co.uk/pub/arts/zinio/art117_organic.zip


You can create more 
depth when airbrushing 
by distorting and then 
blurring your strokes. 
Try applying the Filter>
Distort>RippleEffect to 
give your strokes some 
texture and then select 
Filter>Blur> 
RadialBlur and use the 
Zoom method at about 
50 per cent for a more 
subtle watery effect.

BRUSH AND BLUR

5Continue building on 
your composition, 

adding new elements, 
colours and layers and 
then edit the blending 
options further still until 
you create a smooth blend 
of colour.

6Developing an intimate knowledge  
of your blending options is key, so 

experiment with all the options on offer and see what effects they create. 
You might discover something really unusual. Pick the best blending 
options for this piece and work them into your image.    

7 Sometimes using  
a light airbrush 

setting can create an 
atmospheric wash of colour.  
Blending this with the organic 
can bring about a natural look to 
your illustration.

8 Continue to 
use the 

Airbrush tool 
combined with the blending options using 
the Gradient setting. All of these techniques 
can be achieved using simple Photoshop 
basics. If you understand the program, you’ll 
understand the use of brushes and colour.     

9 Continue layering your organic 
watercolour washes until you build up  

an effective sense of depth. The use of 
organic elements in your composition is the 
key to successfully achieving this aesthetic.

10Place images, photos or clip-art of 
your choice around the watercolour 

to create a blended feel. The additions 
should sit comfortably within the image you 
have created. If you want to retain the white 
fill, ensure all outside paths are closed.

11Continue to build up new elements – 
ink splotches always work very well. 

At this stage you could also leave Photoshop, 
open Illustrator and create a range of vector 
scribbles. Import them back into Photoshop 
and add them to your composition.  

12 Creating perspective and depth in a 
flat space can bring your work a new 

aesthetic. Although everything in this image 
is two dimensional, a real sense of depth can 
be achieved by creating Layer Masks and 
then adding and subtracting elements.
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Because your image will 
be composed of so many 
layers, you should get 
into the habit of using 
Photoshop CS’s Layer 
Comp function to record 
the state of the Layers 
palette. This will also 
enable you to compare 
different variations of 
Opacity and Blending 
Modes without having to 
remember dozens of 
complicated settings.

LAYER COMPS

13Vector silhouettes, created in 
Photoshop or Illustrator, are always 

easy on the eyes. It’s really simple to create 
silhouettes from photos without having to 
mess around with importing photographs 
into Illustrator to trace or auto-trace.

15 From the 
resources 

that you have now 
collected on your 
computer, open 
up a vector 
silhouette of any 
kind of image 
you’d like, copy 
the silhouette 
illustration from 
Illustrator and 
place them in 
Photoshop. Adjust 
the size to your 
liking and then 
choose Place 
from the menu.

17 The next step is to copy and place this element into Photoshop. 
Choose your colour lines in Illustrator, choose Copy, open your 

Photoshop window and then select Edit>Paste>AsPixels. Resize the 
image and then place it as required.

20Do a screen grab to capture 
elements of your software’s 

interface. From this screen grab you will be 
able to create geometric elements such as a 
Grid in Illustrator or Photoshop, which, when 
added to your illustration, will create a 
beautiful juxtaposition between the digital 
and the organic.

19 Add in a range of smaller elements 
where necessary to give your piece a 

feeling of detailed scale. If you want to save 
time, why not try copying fine parts of 
previous illustrations and placing them 
strategically throughout this illustration? 
Repeating these elements can create the 
illusion of random patterns.  

18 Pooling from resources, or creating 
more elements in Photoshop or 

Illustrator, develop more and more layers of 
elements and details as required. Plenty of 
clip-art and hand strokes of ink will always 
make your compositions look great.  

14 Choose an image you like and then 
select Image>Adjust>Threshold. 

Move the slider until you are happy with the 
effect and then hit OK. Using your Magic 
Wand, set the Contiguous option to Off, turn 
off Anti-Aliasing and select only a part of the 
image that is black. Now simply copy your 
selection and paste it into the illustration.

16Creating linear colour combinations, 
such as this rainbow, in Illustrator 

can create a successful flow and accent of 
colour. Create any amount of colour boxes, 
group them together, and then select the 
lines. Choose Effect>Warp followed by any 
setting you like.
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