
1If you have a saved file from part one, go 
ahead and open it and gather all of your 

stroke objects into a single layer. Otherwise, 
open up the CD file entitled koi.ai. Create a 
new layer, name it, and drag it between the 
Brush Strokes layer and the Template layer 
in the Layers palette.
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 When you begin to examine 
traditional Japanese art, you’ll 

notice, in a variety of instances and uses, 
a differentiation between the dimensional 
qualities of subject matter and its pattern 
fills. Subject matter is often rendered in  
a somewhat proper perspective, adhering 
to the rules of 3D, yet patterned areas 
within the same image are often flat and 
two-dimensional, giving the artwork  
a unique appearance overall.

It is this distinct style that you’ll focus 
on here, in part two of our Illustrator 
masterclass. Last time around, you created 
the line work of the illustration using 
Illustrator’s brush features. This time, 

you’ll make full use of Illustrator’s 
symbols features. This will enable you  
to use instances of a group of objects over 
and over, replicating the scales of the  
fish and giving the pattern a 2D appearance.

Feather effects enable you to add slight 
shading between the scales. And with the 
help of clipping masks you can fit the  
new pattern neatly within the desired 
shape. This will prepare you for part  
three of this tutorial, where you’ll explore 
Blending Modes and the layering of 
coloured objects to complete the design.

Illustration and tutorial by Derek Lea
www.dereklea.com
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DOWNLOAD

TIME NEEDED

1.5 hours

INFO

In part two of his Illustrator masterclass, Derek Lea explains how symbol usage, feather effects and clipping 
masks can be used to add texture, colour and perspective to your tattoo-style illustration

WORK WITH PERSPECTIVE

Derek Lea 
is an 
illustrator 
and author. 
In addition 

to writing, illustrating, 
and harbouring 
ambitions of becoming  
a tattoo artist, Derek 
teaches an illustration 
course at Toronto’s 
International Academy  
of Design. He lives and 
works in Toronto, 
Canada. Find out more 
at www.dereklea.com.

ftp://ftp.futurenet.com/pub/arts/zinio/art126_part.zip


3 In the Align palette, select the horizontal and 
vertical centre alignment options to create a 

bull’s eye from your circles. Now, select the central 
black shape and choose Effect>Stylize>Feather 
from the menu. Enable the preview option and 
specify a radius that visibly softens the edge. Don’t 
worry about pixellated appearances – the effect is 
smooth, this is just the preview.

5Lock the Brush Strokes and Template layers so that you don’t accidentally 
add symbols to them. Continue to add instances of your symbol on to the 

targeted layer. You can either drag instances out from the Symbols palette or 
Alt/Option-drag an existing instance to copy it. Resize symbol instances when 
and if necessary.

6Ultimately, you’ll want the scales near the head to be on top 
of all of the other scales. Select individual symbols that you 

wish to tuck beneath others and either drag them down in the 
Layers palette or select Object>Arrange>SendToBack/
SendBackward to move the symbols beneath others.

8 Drag a symbol instance on to the art board away from the 
fish for the moment. Click on the Break Link to Symbol 

Button in the Symbols palette to convert the instance into a 
group of editable objects once again, breaking its link to the 
original symbol. Alter the Fill and Stroke colour of the 
individual circles.

7Continue to add symbols all along the body of the fish, 
using the template layer as a rough guideline. As you move 

from left to right, each new row of symbols will need to be 
tucked beneath the previous row so that, as you approach the 
end of the tail, the last row resides beneath all the others.
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2Use the Ellipse tool to draw a series of perfect 
circles on your new layer, each one a little 

smaller than the one before. Assign each circle a  
fill and stroke colour from within the Colour palette. 
Here I’ve used reds, blacks, oranges and yellows, 
but feel free to experiment with colour. Select all  
of the circles you have created.

  
4Select all of the circles and 

ensure that the Symbols 
palette is visible. Drag the 
selected circles into the 
Symbols palette to store them 
as a single symbol. Now delete 
the selected group of circles 
from your art board. Click on 
the new symbol thumbnail in 
the Symbols palette and drag  
it on to the art board.

SYMBOL LIBRARIES

When you’ve created  
a group of symbols  
that you wish to save, 
simply select Save 
Symbol Library from 
the Symbols palette 
menu. You can then 
save your symbol 
library as a separate 
file that can be loaded 
via the OpenSymbol 
Library>OtherLibrary 
menu command in the 
Symbols palette menu. 
The symbols used here 
are included on this 
issue’s CD in a file 
called symbols.ai. Load 
this library, or create 
symbols of your own.
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10With the symbol 
instances selected 

on the art board, select the 
New Symbol thumbnail 
(the one with the altered 
colour) in the Symbols 
palette. Click on the 
Replace Symbol button  
at the bottom of the 
Symbols palette. This  
will change the selected 
instances of the original 
symbol to instances of  
the new symbol.

12Select the Pen tool. Specify an empty fill so that when you draw your shape it 
will not obscure the underlying reference artwork. Use the Pen tool to carefully 

trace the outline of the fish, creating a closed shape that does not stray outside the 
boundary set by the artwork on the Brush Strokes layer.

13Ensure that the new closed shape resides above all the symbol instances 
within the current layer in the Layers palette. Click on the round button  

at the right of the Layer thumbnail to target all of the layer’s contents. Finally,  
choose Object>ClippingMask>Make from the menu to clip the entire layer  
to the desired shape. 
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9Select all of the circles and drag them into the 
Symbols palette as a group, creating another new 

symbol. Delete the currently selected group of objects 
from the art board. Now, select a few symbol instances 
on the body of the fish that you wish to replace with 
your new symbol.
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ARRANGE 
SHORTCUTS

It is usually quicker  
to use a keyboard 
shortcut rather than 
returning to the menu 
each time. This proves 
true when creating a 
scale pattern from your 
symbols – you’ll find 
yourself placing them 
beneath others as  
you work. To send  
a selected symbol 
backwards, or behind 
the previous symbol, 
type Control/
Command+[. And to 
send a symbol to the 
back, behind all the 
symbols on that layer, 
type Control/ 
Command+Shift+[.

11This is an excellent way to add a bit of variety into the colour of the fish without 
actually altering the carefully positioned scale pattern. Go ahead and select 

some more symbol instances here and there, repeating the same procedure to 
change them into instances of the newer symbol, adding further variety to the colour 
of the scales.


