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Photoshop art is often crisp, clean, 
colourful and slick. Skin can be made 

blemish free, colours can be matched 
exactly, and photos can be painstakingly 
sharpened to perfection. All the tools are 
there, but unfortunately Photoshop has no 
idea tool or inspiration slider. 

Although we aren’t so quick to admit it, 
many of us who slog away at our computers 
all day get stuck in creative routines. We 
develop habits when it comes to illustration, 
design or photography and find ourselves 
following the path of least resistance a little 
too often. The unfortunate result is that 
everything starts to look the same.

Every once in a while you simply need to 
snap out of your routine and try something 
new. In this case, I was inspired by a home 
renovation and a visit to a neglected part of 
the city I live in. These two events provided 
found objects, such as rusted junk, flattened 
containers and a plastic doll, which all 
sparked some creative inspiration. 

Creating art in this manner requires an 
evolutionary approach. Traditionally when 
creating an illustration you’ll start with a 
conceptual drawing and then work out how 
to produce it using Photoshop tools. Here, 
the process will be reversed. 

In this tutorial you’ll use a small selection 
of Photoshop tools and layers, and by 
staying true to the nomadic approach you’ll 
allow your illustration to evolve. You’ll 
bring the items into the image one at a time, 
and the composition will fall into place. 
This is a liberating way to work, and will 
hopefully be the breath of fresh air you 
need to snap out of your comfort zone. 

1Try to get to places off the beaten track when you’re looking to find odd, discarded objects. 
This area near Toronto’s waterfront is an industrial part of town with few people walking 

around, ideally suited to find some good bits of junk that can be used to create art.

2  I gathered up some small pieces of junk 
– others were simply too dirty or large 

to be transported. This metal tube is a fine 
example of something that wasn’t portable, 
so I photographed it and left it where it was.

Illustration and tutorial by Derek Lea
www.dereklea.com

DOWNLOAD

TIME NEEDED

2-3 hours

INFO

Derek Lea  
is an award-
winning 
illustrator and 
author living 

and working in Toronto, 
Canada. In addition to 
freelancing, he teaches  
an illustration course at 
Toronto’s International 
Academy of Design, likes 
to get his hands dirty, and 
thinks that living in a 
condominium is unnatural. 
Find out more about the 
man and his work at  
www.dereklea.com.

PHOTOSHOP RECYCLING
PHOTOSHOP

Sometimes you need to step away from your computer to find inspiration, which can come from places as unlikely 
as the ground beneath your feet, but you must be willing to get your hands dirty. Derek Lea reveals how

3 You’ll soon notice items that are ideal. 
To create this background, import the 

baking sheets (pan.psd and pan2.psd) on to 
different layers in Photoshop. Move the top 
layer down the canvas to create a horizon.

4 To create the sky effect, simply drag an 
image of the sky into the file as a new 

layer and position it using the Move tool. This 
will immediately add a sense of environment 
to the scene. Next, change the Layer 
Blending Mode to Luminosity and reduce the 
Opacity a little. Duplicate the layer and 
change the mode back to Normal.
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 5The old metal toy truck (truck.psd) used here was found during 
excavation when my home renovation was in progress. In Photoshop, 

isolate the truck using a path-based selection and drag the image into the 
working file. Next, scan a piece of pipe, or import one from the CD, and 
trace it using the Pen tool.

PHOTOSHOP

 6Next, generate a 
selection from the 

path. Drag pipe2.psd into 
the working file and 
rotate and resize the 
image using the Edit> 
FreeTransform function. 
Add the pipe image a 
number of times on 
various layers to create  
a network of piping. 
Unwanted areas can be  
removed easily using the 
Eraser tool.

 7 Isolate the crushed  
drink container from  

the pieces2.psd file using  
a path-based selection. This 
will provide an excellent 
body shape for the main 
figure. Now use Free 
Transform to adjust the size 
and rotation, and change the 
Layer Blending Mode to Luminosity. Select 
the loop of metal from the pieces.psd file 
and add this as a new layer.

8 Now for the arms. Use the pieces2.psd 
file, and draw a path around the doll’s 

arm. Generate a selection from the path and 
drag the contents into the working file as a 
new layer. Next, use the Free Transform tool 
to resize, rotate, and reposition the layers.

9Use the same method to add all of the 
details seen here on top of the drink 

container body. Play around with the 
arrangement until they start to represent a 
face. Drag the layers up or down in the layer 
hierarchy to place objects in front of, or 
behind, others on the canvas.

10Some of the elements you add will 
need to have holes punched in their 

selections, including reel.psd and the 
sheriff’s badge contained in pieces.psd. 
Ensure that you make use of the Subtract 
From Path Area feature from the Options bar 
when tracing these items with the Pen tool. 
Once selected, add them to the scene. 

11Sometimes you’ll only want to use 
select portions of objects. In this case, 

just the tab from the can (found in pieces2.
psd) should be outlined by a path. Once 
selected, add it to the image and transform 
to fit. The layer should be duplicated a 
number of times and repositioned.

12 The large aluminium tube (tube.psd) 
can now be used to create legs. Draw 

a path around each section of the tube and 
bring it in as a separate layer, adjusting it 
with Free Transform. Now target one of the 
doll arm layers in the Layers palette and 
draw a Lasso selection around just the hand.

13Hit Control/Command+J to copy the 
selection as a new layer. Use Free 

Transform to reduce, rotate and position the 
hand over the end of a pipe section. Now 
select Image>Adjustments>Desaturate 
from the menu to remove the colour. Erase 
unwanted portions and duplicate the layer.

As with many operations 
in Photoshop, there is 
more than one way to 
duplicate a layer. You can 
drag a layer onto the 
Create New Layer button 
in the Layers palette or 
target a layer and choose 
the Duplicate Layer 
option from the Layers 
palette menu or the 
Layer menu in the main 
menu bar. Additionally, 
while using either the 
Lasso or the Marquee 
selection tools, you can 
right-click/Control-click 
on the canvas and 
choose Duplicate Layer 
from the pop-up menu 
that appears.

DUPLICATING LAYERS
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14 Now position the duplicate hand layer 
over the other end of the pipe section 

and rotate it accordingly. Erase any unwanted 
areas from this layer, too. Some layers can 
be duplicated in their entirety and used in 
other areas. You can now start to build 
another face by duplicating and transforming 
the layers here.

15 Continue adding objects from the 
source files on this issue’s CD until 

you’ve added a head shape to the main 
creature and a nose to the smaller face at 
the left. Next, open the Open.psd file. Draw  
a path around several metal sections of this 
old discarded vegetable steamer.

16Generate a selection from the path 
before dragging the contents into the 

working file as a new layer. Again, use Free 
Transform to adjust the size, and rotate and 
position the sections of metal. Drag this 
beneath the film reel layer in the Layers 
palette. Duplicate it and move it over a little.

17 Drag the duplicate layer beneath the 
original in the Layers palette and use 

Free Transform to distort the shape. Use the 
Lasso tool to select portions of both and use 
Control/Command+K to create new layers 
for your selections. Distort the shapes and 
tuck them beneath their original layers.

18 Continue in this manner until you’ve 
created enough layers to resemble a 

metallic wing. Target all of the wing layers in 
the Layers palette and group them. Duplicate 
the group, move it to the right, and flip it 
horizontally. Change the group’s Blending 
Mode to Luminosity. 

21Drag the selection into the working 
file. Change the Blending Mode to 

Luminosity and reduce the Opacity. Adjust 
the size of the face and position it over the 
head. Duplicate the layer a few times and 
use Blending Modes such as Linear Light 
and Normal to make it stand out.

22 Continue to 
add the scans 

of newspaper sections 
to the working file, 
experimenting with 
Blending Modes and 
Duplicate layers, and 
varying the Opacity 
settings however you 
see fit to create  
an interesting 
composition that 
contains starburst 
eyes, television sets 
and a satellite. Feel 
free to improvise 
with the tools 
available, deviating 
from what you see 
here, to customise 
a composition of 
your own.  

There is more than one 
way to generate a 
selection from a closed 
path you draw around  
an object. First you can 
Control/Command-click 
on the Path icon in the 
Paths palette. Second, 
you can target the path  
in the Paths palette and 
click on the Load Path As 
A Selection button. Or, 
when the path is targeted, 
you could choose Make 
Selection from the Paths 
palette menu.

SELECTION OPTIONS

19 Scan part of an old newspaper to get 
an eye like the one above. Draw an 

Elliptical Marquee selection around it and 
drag it into the working file as a new layer. 
Position the layer under the film reel layer in 
the Layers palette. Adjust the eye’s size and 
position so that it peeks through a hole. 
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20 Use this method to add eyes into each of the film reel holes –  
here we’re using more scans of old newspaper pages. Try and find 

a suitable image that can be used for the large face and draw an Elliptical 
Marquee selection around it. 


