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Tutorial

Swedish illustrator Robert Lindström takes us through
the making of his world-famous ‘nun’ desktop wallpaper,
using Photoshop for line work and Flash for colouring

Regular readers of Computer Arts will remember
the name Robert Lindström from issue 82 in 
April of this year, when we ran a showcase of 
his superb illustrative work as our lead profile. 
In that profile, we featured several of the ‘nun
illustrations’ that have adorned hundreds of
desktops – including those in the CA office. Have a
look at DesignChapel, his online portfolio site, at
www.designchapel.com to refresh your memory. 

In this tutorial, Lindström has created an
original illustration for Computer Arts which 
will form part of this ‘nun series’ – we follow 
him through the processes behind it, using a
photograph, Photoshop and Flash.

The photograph this tutorial is based on was
taken outside a chapel in Bonnstan, Skellefteå –
which Lindström refers to as a “300-year-old
churchtown in the north of Sweden.” The model
is Charlotta Lundqvist (charlotta@chalet.se),
who runs the design firm Chalet Design and has
also made the clothing worn by models in the
series. “The concept behind them is ‘nuns’
inspired by fashion and design,” says Lindström.
“Some of the ‘nuns’ are good but most of 
them are quite bad because of their sexy style,
therefore they are rejected by the local priests –
like the one in this image – The Rejected Nun.”

He continues: “With this tutorial, I will show
how easy it is to make great illustrations based 
on photos using the fast and easy-to-use Pen 
tool in Photoshop, and how to colour successfully
in Flash. I have received hundreds of emails 
from people who have asked me how these
illustrations are made, and my response is always
that it’s a very simple process. The technique 
is perfect if you want to use good-looking
illustrations on the Web too, because you have
maximum control over the size of your images –
the nun images at www.designchapel.com are 
all around 30KB.”

According to Lindström, how good the
illustration will be depends on how much time
you can spend on it. “The most challenging part
will be in Flash, when you need to set the different
tones so it looks good. The details are very, very
important. I recommend using a Wacom tablet 
for this tutorial, if you have one.”

INFO Tutorial and artwork by Robert Lindström,
rob@designchapel.com, www.designchapel.com

DESIGN CHAPEL
PHOTOSHOP & FLASH

This is one of Robert Lindström’s well-known ‘nun’
illustrations, which can be downloaded as desktop wallpaper
from his portfolio site, www.designchapel.com. Learn how
to create an image like this one by turning the page…

ART89.pshop  15/9/03  1:48 pm  Page 39

ftp://ftp.futurenet.com/pub/arts/premium/ca89_designchapel.zip


PART 1 THE
REJECTED NUN
Over the next 25 steps, we show you
how to create one of Robert Lindström’s
renowned illustrations
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1
Be sure that you are happy with your photo,
because how smooth your illustration will be

depends on how well you can see the details in the
picture. Make a high-resolution scan of your negatives,
giving you good material to work with. For this
illustration we’re using a 5000x3800-pixel photo.

2
Our first task is to make different adjustment
layers on top of the illustration, so we can see all

different combinations of shadows and lights. We do
a couple of layers with curves; two lighter (100/150,
and one layer with 50/150) and one dark curve layer
(150/100). We will use the lighter ones on all dark
parts of the illustration, so we can see the lines, and
the darker ones on the bright areas, just to achieve all
the different shadows we are looking for.

3
Now we make a couple more adjustment layers
on top of the photo; one with Brightness/Contrast

(bringing a different tone and making the shadows
even clearer), and three different Posterize layers (see
steps 4, 8 and 12). Underneath the Posterize layer we
also add a Hue/Saturation layer to take away all colour.
This combination will be used on plain parts of the
image. Don’t use the Posterize layer too much – yes,
it’s easy to trace the image from here, but if you do
this you won’t get the right look to your image.

4
Before you start drawing you’ll see that you
don’t have any layers under paths, but as soon as

you start drawing you’ll get a layer called Work Path.
Double-click on that layer and call it ‘The nun’. When
your path layer is activated – which happens when
you click on the layer and it turns blue – you will see
all the layers you draw as white lines. If you don’t
want to see your drawn lines, simply click on the 
grey area underneath.

5
Start to draw the backgrounds to get a sense 
of what shadows you are planning to use, and 

also to get used to Pen tool. You will soon get a
feeling for drawing techniques in Photoshop, and
how much detail you want to show. Use the Pen tool
quickly, and use as little nodes as possible to get a
smooth illustration. Be sure to close all paths you are
drawing; later on, when you come to put colour into
the image, it is very important that every single part is
closed so you can easily fill it with colour.

6
When you draw hard shadows and clear lines in
the wood, change between the different curve

adjustment layers to find the shadow version of 
your preference. All paths you’ll draw will now be
collected to ‘The nun’ path layer. Use the Posterized
layer to get a hint of where there are differences in the
image that you might not be able to see that easily. A
combination of these two techniques should prove
successful. If you work in the Posterize layer, put a
clear red coloured layer with the Blending mode
Multiply, and you’ll easily see your Pen tool icon
while drawing.

7
When you are starting to draw more obvious
objects like the model’s bag (which we want to

have a colour, and not be in the background), start
drawing around the objects as much you can in the
original photograph – no curves or other layers
should be on. We need to produce a clean drawing.

8
After you have drawn around the bag, start
drawing paths over light and dark elements 

on the bag. Draw any areas of detail that you think
would make a difference to the picture – all visible
shadows and light areas. Again, no adjustment 
layers should be on.

9
When you have finished drawing over the
original picture, turn on some of the adjustment

layers: Curves, Contrast/Brightness and the
Posterized layer, together with the Hue/Saturation to
get it black and white. Which combination you use
depends on what effect you’re looking for and where
you are drawing. It’s up to you as an artist to decide
how much detail you want to include.

INSIGHT

^

KEEP THE NODES DOWN
If your illustrations are made for the Web, avoid

using too many nodes or it will result in a large file

size. It’s also important to plan your drawing in

advance; decide which elements of your illustration

will be more detailed than other elements – which

areas are likely to demand the most work? The

background will not need as many nodes as the 

face and body, for instance.
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PRESCRIPTION TABLETS
If you spend a lot of time drawing on screen, then

a graphics tablet could be a useful investment.

Wacom (www.wacom.com) is the biggest

manufacturer of tablets, with a range of sizes and

models to meet the needs of the professional or

enthusiast. Other manufacturers include Nisis

(www.nisis.com), Trust (www.trust.com) and

Kye Systems (www.kye.co.uk).

INSIGHT
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10
When the background is complete, you are
ready for the ‘nun’. Use the same procedure

here as on the background. The more work you do in
Photoshop, the less you need to do in Flash later on.

11
Make your lines as simple as possible. The
stripes on her legs, for example, are made with

very few nodes, and most of them with only two or
three anchors. The mix of highly detailed areas with
simple, clean elements is a strong combination.

12
To get a feeling for the tones and shadows 
on her braids, we are using the Contrast/

Brightness adjustment layer. The hair is a very
difficult part of the drawing due to its variations, 
but for now we’ll just keep going with the paths.

13
The most detailed area is her face. This part is
very important; it needs to be as smooth as

possible. Here you need to try as many combinations
of the adjustment layers as you can to find the perfect
lines that we’re after. At this stage, you won’t know if
you’ve succeeded yet; you’ll find this out when you
start adding colour. 

14
When we are done with the lines, we’ll 
export our vector lines so we begin the

colouring process. Choose File>Export>Path To
Illustrator. Be sure that you’ve chosen ‘The nun’ 
layer, then export it as an AI file.

15
Note that you cannot import an AI file directly
into Flash – you have to import the file into

FreeHand (or Illustrator) first. Open a new file in
Flash, around 1280x1024, then copy the graphic
from FreeHand into Flash. Go to Edit>Select All and
then break it apart (Ctrl+B) many times until you 
are just left with the lines. Choose Hairline under
Properties, then change the Alpha value of the lines
to around 40, so you have the lines as guides when
you start colouring.

^

16
Paste the image (not the hi-res one – use a
reduced version so you don’t get large file size)

in a new layer under the layer with your illustration.
This new layer will help you choose which colours 
to fill areas with.

17
When you start colouring, you’ll use the Colour
Mixer. First, change from RGB to HSB, because

you will be making very small changes in the colours
when you work. When you have two areas next to
each other, and you want to create a delicate change
in tone, just vary the per cent of blue – use the ‘B’
setting in the Colour Mixer (0 is the darkest and 100 is
the lightest). Using small differences in tone will help
us create a smooth illustration.

18
Start colouring the background. We want a
clean but highly detailed background, which

leads us to use a greyscale. The darkest grey is quite
bright – H:20, S:7, B:30 – as we also want brightness 
in the details.

19
The colouring technique is very simple.
Start to fill different areas with the colours of

your choice. Make small changes in the Colour Mixer
(B) to get different levels of colour.
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THE PHOTOSHOOT
It pays to spend time planning the photography

before you arrive at your shoot, however

informal. Think about the background you want

and other details such as clothes, props and hair.

Always treat it as a ‘real’ photo session.

INSIGHT
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23
When all areas are filled with colour, start
going through all the elements you have

created. Do the lips need more light? Does the bag
seem too yellow? Would you like to have shadow on
the stripes on her legs? How does the hair look? It‘s 
at this stage that you begin stamping your own style
on the illustration – it’s the last creative touch.

24
To get the finished image ready for print or
publishing on the Web, Lindström has his own

special technique. Put the screen resolution up as high
as possible, zoom in on certain areas, take screenshots
of these areas of the image in Flash and bring them
into Photoshop for compositing together like a puzzle.
Alternatively, you can export your image from Flash
as an EPS, but be aware that this may affect the
colour tones you have worked on previously. Try 
both techniques until you achieve the desired effect.

20
On the spots, you want a particularly smooth
result – group that element (Ctrl+G) and

double-click on it, so you only have your chosen
element to work with. Take the Lasso tool (L) and
draw a selection where you want the graphic to be
lighter or darker, changing the B setting in the Colour
Mixer by 1 per cent up or down.

21
Keep working with different tones until you’re
happy with the result. Try to view your work as

an illustration, rather than copying a photo – this is
the only way to get the finish you are looking for. Try
to find new solutions on small details, which will help
create an original piece of work.

22
Check how your illustration looks from a
distance – do this several times so that you

don’t waste time on areas that people won’t see. To
get rid of the lines, just select all (Ctrl+A) and change
the Alpha value of the lines to 0 in the Colour Mixer.

FINAL STEP
Back in Photoshop, all that’s left are a couple of

small colour treatments, such as reducing the
colour using a Hue/Saturation adjustment layer. To
complete the illustration, Robert Lindström scanned
in some scratches from a broken CD cover, and used
these to add a touch more detail. The result is a
professional illo that’s undoubtedly in Lindström’s
trademark style, both visually and in terms of content:
it has strong use of colours and a strong theme, as
you’ll see when you compare it to the full series 
of ‘nun’ illustrations at www.designchapel.com.
Experiment with the techniques, use a mix of original
photography and textures, and vary the colour
schemes and combinations to generate imagery 
in your own style. 

^
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