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Trends go around in circles, old 
becomes new, new soon becomes 

old, and illustration, design and fashion are 
often at the mercy of the latest trend. 

The world of T-shirt design has recently 
been swinging around to the old in terms 
of looks and execution. Manufacturers are 
printing on thinner, softer cotton so that the 
shirts look like old vintage T-shirts that 
have been washed a thousand times over 
the years. The designs that are being printed 
are not only traditional and retro in terms of 
design, but they are also given an aged and 
distressed look as part of the execution. 

In this tutorial I’ll show you how to 
create your very own traditional American 
collegiate T-shirt design. And for the 
ambitious readers among you, I’ll even 
explain how to transfer your artwork on to 
a T-shirt. The bulk of the art is created in 
Illustrator, but as with any successful 
design, an imported sketch proves to be 
a very helpful template to work from. 

Once the Illustrator work is complete, 
your design will be pasted into Photoshop, 
where you’ll learn a thing or two about 
Alpha Channels and masks. These two 
functions, combined with a scan of genuine 
scratched paper, will have you producing 
a useful effect that will scratch and distress 
your art until it looks as if it has been worn 
a few too many times. 

When your Photoshop work is complete, 
you’ll simply print out your artwork onto 
paper made especially for T-shirt transfers. 
After that, the process of transferring your 
work from paper to fabric is as simple as 
purchasing a blank T-shirt, getting out the 
ironing board and heating up the iron. 

 

1To start, launch 
Illustrator 

and create a new 
document with an 
art board that 
matches the size 
of your transfer 
paper. In this case 
I’ve used US letter 
size. Choose 
File>Place from 
the menu and 
place the sketch.
jpg fi le from the 
CD into your new 
Illustrator fi le. 

Tutorial and illustration by Derek Lea
www.dereklea.com

ON THE CD

TIME NEEDED

2 hours

INFO

Derek Lea 
is an award-
winning 
illustrator 
and author 

based in Toronto, Canada. 
Look out for his new book 
on creative Photoshop 
techniques, published by 
Focal Press, out in 2007. 
To fi nd out more go to 
www.dereklea.com.

You’ll fi nd all the fi les 
you need to complete 
this tutorial in the folder 
marked Tutorial\T-shirt 
on this issue’s CD.

ILLUSTRATOR • PHOTOSHOP

It’s easy to create authentic collegiate T-shirt designs using Illustrator, Photoshop and a good old-fashioned iron. 
In this tutorial, illustrator Derek Lea reveals how combining both applications can create stunning results
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DIY VINTAGE T-SHIRTS

2Re-size the placed image by dragging the 
bounding box handle while holding down 

the Shift key. Next, double-click the layer in 
the Layers palette. When the Layer Options 
box appears, enable the Template option. 
Change the Dimming setting to 30 per cent to 
reduce the visibility of the sketch and click OK. 

3Lock your new Template layer in the Layers 
palette and create a new layer on top of the 

existing one. Select the Type tool and click to 
add a text insertion point on the new layer. Type 
the word ‘Pirates’ and choose an appropriate 
font. Adjust the bounding box to re-size the text. 

4 With the text 
selected, create 

a new brown fi ll 
colour from the 
available sliders in 
the Colour palette, 
fi lling the text with brown. Keep the text 
selected and then choose Effect>Warp> 
ArcLower from the menu. Enable the 
Horizontal option and adjust the Bend slider 
to -52 per cent. Adjust the Vertical Distortion 
to -8 per cent and click OK. 
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5 To get just 
the right look 

you’ll need to add 
more than one 
Warp effect to the 
text. From the same menu, choose the Arc Upper option, 
enable the Horizontal option and set the Bend to 12 per 
cent. Now adjust the Vertical Distortion to 16 per cent. The 
settings will vary depending on which font you choose. 

6Click OK and then choose 
Object>Expand 

Appearance from the menu to 
convert the text into a group of 
objects. Using Alt/Option, drag 
it upwards to copy and move it. 
Click on the Swap button in the 
toolbox to swap the fi ll and 
stroke so that the duplicated 
object group has a brown 
stroke and transparent fi ll. 

7 In the Strokes palette, increase the Stroke Weight to 4pt 
and click on the Align To Outside button. Select the Butt 

Cap and Round join options in the Strokes palette. Now, 
Option-drag the duplicated text object to duplicate it again. 
Select it, along with the previous duplicate. 

8  In the Align palette, click on the Horizontal Align 
Centre button and then click on the Vertical Align 

Centre button so that the objects are placed directly on 
top of each other. Reposition them if required and then 
select only the top object group. Change the stroke 
colour to a very light yellow. 

| TUTORIAL

10Alter your workspace to view both the Gradient 
and the Colour palettes at the same time. Click 

a gradient slider in the Gradient palette and then 
choose a different colour in the Colour palette. Do this 
for each slider to change the colour of the gradient 
from black and white to blue and yellow. 

11 Ensure that the gradient is set to Linear in the 
Gradient palette and then select the Gradient 

tool in the toolbox. Click-and-drag upwards to change 
the orientation of the gradient within each selected 
object. Edit stroke thickness and colour if required. 

12 Lock your layer and create a new one on top 
of it. With the new layer targeted, select the 

Pen tool from the toolbox. Choose View>Outline from 
the menu to switch your viewing mode. Notice that 
even in Outline mode your Template layer still displays 
properly. Begin to trace the outer edge of the sketch. 

 

13 Continue to carefully trace the outer edge until 
you have made your way around the entire area. 

Click on your original starting point to close the shape. 
Now give the shape a brown fi ll and no stroke. You can 
sample this brown from the original text shape with the 
Eyedropper tool. 

When pasting copied 
art from Illustrator into 
Photoshop, you’re 
presented with a number 
of options. In this tutorial 
we’ve chosen to use a 
Smart Object. This is a 
way to embed one fi le 
within another. When you 
edit the source content 
of a Smart Object, all 
instances within the fi le 
are automatically 
updated. If you double-
click the Smart Object 
thumbnail in the Layers 
palette, your Illustrator 
fi le will open, allowing 
you to edit the source. 

SMART OBJECTS

9 Align the stroke to the inside by clicking the 
appropriate button in the Stroke palette. This will 

make the text look as if it has two strokes around it. 
Target the fi ll in the toolbox and click on the Gradient 
button to fi ll the object with the default gradient. 
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16Go back to Outline viewing mode 
and now trace all of the details, such 

as the eye socket, nose and dark outlines, as 
separate objects. Fill these new shapes with 
dark brown so that they stand out against the 
lighter areas of bone detail. Trace the skull on 
the fl ag and fi ll it with light yellow. 

 

17Use this method of tracing shapes in 
Outline view and then fi ll them with 

colour to create the other main shapes. Create 
the scarf on his head, the eye patch, the sword 
and important details, including those on the 
fl ag. Check out the Preview view once fi nished. 

18Now you can draw some areas on the 
headscarf to indicate a few highlighted 

areas. Fill them with a lighter colour than that 
of the underlying shape. Use this technique to 
create some highlight shapes on the skull as 
well as the sword. Unlock the underlying layer 
and choose Select>All from the menu. 

19 Launch Photoshop and create a new 
document that’s the same size as your 

Illustrator art board and Paste. Choose the 
Smart Object option when prompted. Now open 
up the scratches.jpg fi le from the CD and copy it. 
Return to your other Photoshop fi le and create 
a new Alpha Channel within it. 

20Paste the copied scratches into your 
channel and generate a selection from 

it. Generate a selection from the new channel 
by Ctrl/Cmd-clicking the channel thumbnail. 
Create a new layer in the Layers palette and 
fi ll the active selection with white on the new 
layer. Now choose File>Print from the menu. 

21Depending on 
the printer you’re 

using, you may need to 
manually feed your paper 
into it. If that is the case, 
be certain to adjust your 
print settings accordingly 
and then feed the paper 
into the printer when 
required. Be very careful 
not to cause a paper jam. 
Collect your printout when 
it’s complete. 

14Choose View>Preview from the menu 
to have a look at your image in colour. 

Now switch back to Outline viewing mode and 
trace one of the interior sections of the skull. 
Carefully follow the contour of the shape using 
the sketch as your guide and be sure to close 
the shape when fi nished. 

15Choose a very light yellow fi ll colour 
and then use the Pen tool to draw the 

other closed shapes for the rest of the skull, 
including the teeth. Switch back to Preview 
mode and notice how all of your light-coloured 
shapes appear to be outlined in brown due to 
the colour of the larger, underlying shape. 

Template layers are 
excellent when it comes 
to tracing placed images 
in Illustrator. The main 
advantage, in addition to 
being able to reduce the 
opacity, is that the placed 
art on a template layer 
remains visible in both 
Preview and Outline 
viewing modes. This 
makes it easy to change 
modes on the fl y while 
you work. You could use 
a placed image on a 
normal layer, reducing 
the transparency in 
the Transparency 
palette. But, if you do 
this you’ll only see the 
image bounding box in 
Outline mode. 

TEMPLATE LAYERS

22 Finally, you’ll need to carefully follow the instructions for ironing the 
transfer on to your T-shirt. Each paper transfer manufacturer will 

have specifi c instructions. When you’re fi nished, peel back the protective 
layer and check it out.  
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