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Overprinting occurs when an 
image, object or text is set to print 

over the top of the images beneath it. 
This is in contrast to a knockout, which 
removes the background images instead. 

When creating artwork for print in any 
popular design application, the default 
setting is for the objects to knockout, 
and printers tend to prefer this method. 
Because there is less ink on the page, the 
prints will dry much faster. 

There’s an element of experimentation 
when using overprint, since the computer 
screen is not able to show exactly what 
the fi nal outcome will be. This helps to 
put the designer back in touch with the 

printing process and tests and develops 
experience, because overprinting needs 
to be evaluated on a job-by-job basis.

The degree of transparency in printing 
depends on the ink, paper and printing 
method used. All black text elements at 
12pt or smaller can overprint, preventing 
the risk of getting a thin white line around 
the boundary of the type. 

In this tutorial we’ll show you the easy 
way to create an overprinted composition 
using bitmaps and vector graphics.

Illustration and tutorial by Daniel Lowe 
and Norman Hayes
www.wasteyourself.com 

Creating stunning print work using overprinting allows you to experiment with unique colour combinations 
and can sometimes create an unpredictable end result, as Daniel Lowe and Norman Hayes reveal

OVERPRINT IN PHOTOSHOP
ILLUSTRATOR • PHOTOSHOP

ON THE CD

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

TIME NEEDED

15-20 mins

INFO

Daniel Lowe 
and Norman 
Hayes, aka 
Waste, both 
graduated 

with a BA (Hons) degree 
in Graphic Arts from 
Liverpool Jon Moores 
University before moving 
to Burn Design Studio, 
Leicester, in 2002. The 
two have since founded 
Waste as an outlet for 
their design work, 
publications, posters 
and exhibitions. Visit 
www.wasteyourself.com 
to fi nd out more.

1Create a new document in Illustrator 
measuring 250mm by 125mm in CMYK 

mode and give it a name. You’ll need to set 
a 3mm bleed on the document. To do this, 
simply choose View>ShowRulers and drag 
the guides 3mm out from the art board.
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2 Now you can defi ne the colours for 
your design. You’ll want to use a vibrant 

combination to show off the overprinting, 
so, using a Pantone swatch book, choose 
Pantone cyan 2995, Pantone magenta 7424, 
Pantone yellow 102 and Pantone black.

6Create a second 
layer and name it 

Pantone 102. Choose 
File>Place and select 
waste2.svg to place the 
vector graphic on the 
artboard. Position the 
graphic so it’s slightly 
offset over the top of 
the waste1.tiff image. 

3You now need to add the Pantone colours 
to the main Swatches palette. Choose 

the Pantone Solid Coated swatch from the 
Swatches palette and type each Pantone 
number into the Find panel. Click on the 
selected colour to add it to the main palette. 

7Repeat the previous step, but this time 
create a third layer and name it Pantone 

7424. Place waste3.svg offset from the other 
graphics, making sure that the placed graphics 
bleed off the artboard.

 

5Switch back to 
Illustrator. Each 

graphic element in this 
composition needs to 
be placed on its own 
layer and the colour 
should be applied from 
the main Swatches 
palette. Choose 
File>Place to place 
the waste1.tiff on the 
artboard. Name the 
layer Pantone 2995. 

9  In Illustrator, name your fi nal layer 
Pantone Black. Now choose File>Place 

to put waste4.tiff on the artboard, lining it up 
with the bottom left-hand corner bleed guide.

OVERPRINTED 
STROKES

If you are overprinting 
a vector with a stroke 
it is important to 
remember to check 
the overprint stroke 
in the Attributes panel. 
To do this, select 
the strokes, choose 
Window>Attributes 
and fi nally select the 
overprint stroke.

HAPPY ACCIDENTS

Images and vectors 
set to overprint can 
sometimes create a 
desired effect, but 
quite often it’s done by 
accident. Be careful 
to check which colours 
you’ve set to overprint. 
Sometimes designers 
mean to knockout 
instead of overprint. 
And remember that 
when a white element 
is set to overprint, 
it’s quite likely to 
disappear altogether.

4Open waste1.tiff in Photoshop and 
select Images>Mode>Bitmap. Set the 

resolution to 300dpi and the Bitmap method 
to Halftone Screen before clicking OK. Set 
the Frequency to 40 lines, Angle at 180  ̊and 
the Shape to Round. Save as a TIFF.

8 The fi nal layer in this composition is 
another bitmap. Open waste4.tiff in 

Photoshop and choose Images>Mode>
Bitmap. Now set the resolution to 300dpi and 
this time set the bitmap method to Diffusion 
Dither. Once that’s done, click OK and save the 
fi le as a TIFF.

10 Setting the objects to overprint is a simple process. 
Open the Attributes panel by choosing Window>Attributes. 

Select each graphic and check the Overprint Fill box. Under the View 
menu, choose Overprint Preview. This shows the screen interpretation 
of how the overprint might look when printed.  
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