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In this tutorial you’ll take a virtual 
trip to east Los Angeles and gather 

some inspiration for a stunning Photoshop 
lowbrow masterpiece. Low-rider cars, dime 
store religious iconography and gangland 
tattoos provide everything you’ll need to 
produce this urban pop-art composition. 

As you work your way through the 
tutorial, you’ll notice many real world 
resources. When a dripping paint effect is 
required, you’ll use a photo of exactly that. 
An appropriate paper scan is used to create 
an authentic unbleached parchment 
background, and all the primary elements 
are converted drawings or photos. But it’s 
the conversion process used here that gives 
the fi nal image its signature appearance.

All of the photographic or illustrated 
elements in this composition are converted 
to high contrast black-and-white imagery 
before they’re added. Using the Bitmap 
mode is effective, because when you 
choose the Threshold method a pixel can 
only be either black or white. 

Another method for achieving high 
contrast is to use a couple of native fi lters 
that reside within Photoshop. The Stamp 
and Photocopy Sketch fi lters can prove 
very useful when it comes to converting 
colour and greyscale images, and will help 
preserve a little detail where the bitmap 
conversion method will not.

In addition to Layer Blending Modes, 
you’ll also be using Alpha Channels. These 
areas, for storing and creating selections, 
understand black and white all too well. By 
default, white areas are selected and black 
areas are not. Alpha Channels provide 
unparalleled control and fl exibility when it 
comes to creating custom selections from 
black-and-white data, as you’ll see.

1To get started, open up the bkd.jpg 
fi le provided on this issue’s CD. This will 

become the image background. Next, open 
redpaint.jpg and drag it into the bkd.jpg fi le 
as a new layer. This will act as your working 
layered fi le throughout the tutorial. Now, 
open the heart.jpg fi le and copy it.
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Derek Lea 
is an award-
winning 
illustrator 
and author. 

In addition to writing and 
illustrating, he teaches 
an illustration course at 
Toronto’s International 
Academy of Design. 
Check out the way cool 
‘thug life’ stomach tattoo 
and gold tooth on his site 
– www.dereklea.com.

You’ll fi nd all the fi les 
you need to complete 
this tutorial in the folder 
marked Tutorial\Filters 
on this issue’s CD.

PHOTOSHOP

Mastering a few unique image conversion techniques is the key to creating urban, gritty, lowbrow art in Photoshop. 
In this tutorial, illustrator Derek Lea explains the process, and proves that not all prefab fi lters are pure evil
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PHOTOSHOP STREET ART

2Click on the Create 
New Channel button at 

the bottom of the Channels 
palette to create an Alpha Channel. Paste 
the copied heart into your new Alpha 
Channel and Ctrl/Command-click the 
channel thumbnail to generate a selection 
from it. Select your Redpaint layer in the 
Layers palette and click on the Add Layer 
Mask button.

3Move the layer to the top of the canvas 
and then open up the ace.jpg fi le. Copy it 

and then create another new Alpha Channel 
in the working fi le. Paste the image into the 
Alpha Channel and use Edit>FreeTransform 
to rotate, re-size, and position it to the right 
within the new channel.

4 Deselect, 
and then 

open the dice.jpg 
fi le. Choose 
Filter>Sketch>
Photocopy and 
then set the Detail to 7 and the Darkness to 
16. Now click OK to apply the fi lter. Next, 
choose Image>Mode>Bitmap from the 
menu. Use the 50 per cent threshold method 
to remove any shades of grey, converting it to 
just black and white.
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5Go to Image>
Adjustments>

Invert and then Copy 
the dice bitmap. 
Return to your new 
Alpha Channel in your 
working fi le and Paste 
the copied dice into it. 
Rotate, scale and 
position the dice to 
the left of the channel, 
using the CMYK 
composite channel 
as a guide.

6Generate a selection from the new channel and then 
target your Layer Mask in the Layers palette. Fill the 

active selection with black to mask this area within the 
existing Layer Mask. Deselect. Open the bluepaint.jpg fi le 
and use the Magic Wand tool to select a range of colours 
from the image.

7Hold down the Ctrl/
Command key and drag 

the selected paint into the 
working fi le as a new layer. 
Next, re-size and position the 
new layer using the Free 
Transform tool. Reduce the 
opacity of the layer and 
change the Blending Mode 
to Luminosity. Return to the 
bluepaint.jpg fi le and select 
another range of blue.

8 Again, drag the selected blue paint into the 
working fi le as a new layer. Re-size, reposition, 

reduce the opacity and switch the Blending Mode to 
Luminosity. Repeat this until there are four layers. 
Generate a selection from the contents of these four 
layers and create a layer beneath them.

| TUTORIAL

10Change the Blending 
Mode of the Jesus 

layer to Multiply and erase 
any layer content that 
overlaps the car. Open the 
righthand.jpg fi le and choose 
Layer>Duplicate to 
duplicate the background 
layer. Target the bottom 
layer and then choose 
Filter>Sketch>Stamp 
from the menu. Adjust the 
sliders so that there is good balance between 
contrast and detail.

11Click OK to apply the fi lter and then target the 
top layer that is hiding the effect. Now choose 

Filter>Sketch>Photocopy. Apply a dark photocopy 
effect and then change the Blending Mode of this 
layer to Multiply. Flatten the layers and drag the 
fl attened fi le into the working fi le as a new layer.

12 Reduce the size of the layer, 
rotate, and position it to the 

upper right using the Free Transform 
tool. Then, using a hard-edged brush 
tip with the Eraser tool, erase any 
unwanted areas. Follow this same 
procedure to convert the lefthand.jpg 
image and drag it into the working fi le 
as a new layer.

13 In the Layers palette, select both Hand layers, 
the Jesus layer and the Car layer. Group the 

selected layers and then change the Blending Mode 
of the group to Multiply. Now that you can see your 
entire composition, select the Magic Wand tool. 
Disable Contiguous and enable Sample All Layers. 
Click on a black area to select it.

You can drag an image 
into an existing 
Photoshop fi le with the 
Move tool and it will be 
added to the destination 
fi le as a new layer. If you 
have a source and 
destination fi le with 
the exact same pixel 
dimensions, simply hold 
down the Shift key while 
dragging from one open 
fi le to another, and the 
layer position on the 
canvas will be preserved. 
Duplicate any layer 
simply by dragging it on 
to the Create New Layer 
button at the bottom of 
the Layers palette.

ADDING AND 
DUPLICATING LAYERS

9Choose a blue colour from the Colour Picker 
and fi ll the active selection with it on the new 

layer. Deselect and open the car.jpg fi le. Drag this 
fi le into the working fi le as a new layer and then do 
the same with the jesus.jpg fi le.

ART128.tut1   52ART128.tut1   52 11/9/06   10:15:3611/9/06   10:15:36



October 2006   | 53

TUTORIAL | 

16Use this same method again to add 
colour for his skin and hair on other 

layers beneath the existing group. Open up 
the sacredheart.jpg fi le and choose 
Image>Mode>Bitmap from the menu. 
Use the 50 per cent threshold method and 
then invert the image, before copying the 
inverted bitmap and creating a new Alpha 
Channel in your working fi le.

17Paste the inverted heart bitmap into 
the Alpha Channel and generate a 

selection from it. Create a new layer in the 
Layers palette and drag it to the top of the 
layer stack. Fill the active selection on the 
new layer with a beige colour sampled from 
the background. Deselect and re-position the 
layer if necessary.

18While you still have the beige 
foreground colour specifi ed, and the 

top layer targeted, select the Type tool. Now 
add two Type layers, one over each set of 
knuckles. Type the words ‘love’ and ‘hate’. 
Adjust the tracking and the rotation so that 
they fi t nicely across the hands.

19 Open the spraypaint.jpg fi le. Use the 
Lasso tool to draw a rough selection 

containing some dripping paint and Copy it. 
Create a new Alpha Channel in the working 
fi le and Paste your copied paint into it. 
Generate a selection from the channel and 
create a new layer in the Layers palette.

20Target your new layer in the Layers 
palette and fi ll the active selection 

with a bright orange colour. Deactivate the 
selection and use Free Transform to re-size 
the Paint layer and position it over the hand 
at the left. Drag the new layer below the 
existing group in the Layers palette.

21Use this method to add a few dripping 
paint clusters on a variety of layers in 

different colours and positions within the 
stack of layers. Use the brushy.jpg fi le and 
the overspray.jpg fi le as the basis for Alpha 
Channels to produce similar effects in 
different colours on a variety of layers.

14Open the darkred.jpg image and 
select it. Return to your working fi le 

and, with the current Magic Wand selection 
active, choose Edit>PasteInto from the 
menu. Use the Move tool to reposition the 
layer within the mask and change the Mode 
to Hard Light. Duplicate the layer and change 
the Mode to Luminosity.

15Use the Pen tool to 
make path components, 

outlining areas such as the car 
windows and the front of his 
gown. Generate a selection 
from the path and fi ll the active 
selection with brown on a new 
layer. Drag the layer down 
beneath the group in the 
Layers palette and reduce the 
layer opacity slightly.

The contents of layers 
can provide a quick 
and easy resource for 
creating interesting and 
accurate selection 
borders. You can load 
a selection from the 
contents of any layer by 
Ctrl/Command-clicking 
on the appropriate 
layer’s thumbnail in the 
Layers palette. Or you 
can Ctrl/Command+
Shift-click on other 
layers’ thumbnails to 
add their contents to an 
existing selection.

SELECTIONS 
FROM LAYERS

You may fi nd that you’re 
lacking an appropriate 
font on your system for 
the love and hate knuckle 
tattoos in this illustration. 
If this is the case, worry 
not, because there are 
plenty of appropriate 
fonts out there on the 
web. Simply do a search 
for gothic free fonts like 
we did here, and you’ll 
fi nd a plethora of hits 
offering a vast number 
of appropriate fonts 
available for free, but 
strictly personal, use.

NO FONTS, 
NO PROBLEM

22 Now use splatters.jpg as the basis for an Alpha Channel-based 
selection. Again, fi ll the selection with various colours on different 

layers. Move them up or down within the palette, and transform and 
reposition the layer contents as necessary. Feel free to duplicate and alter 
any existing layers as well. 
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