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Become a
graffiti artist

By using only one hi-res texture, one lo-res
scan, and the simplest of tools in Photoshop 7,
you can create a stunning piece of graffiti art!
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treet art has a massive
influence on the graphic
design scene. It affects the
many different graphic

disciplines, and touches all forms of
design – just look in your local
newsagent, on yourTV, the Internet or
your nearest record store. It’s plain to see
that the ‘graffiti style’ is becoming very
popular indeed, and will soon dominate
many visual campaigns. 

It’s relatively simple to create images
within this style, especially with
Photoshop. By using only the Gaussian
Blur filter, the Paths tools, the Cloning
tool, and the clever use of layers, we show
you how to create a ‘graffic’ illustration.

We start this tutorial by sketching a
typographic graff piece, to plan the
overall composition. Then we show you
the best way to ‘perfect’ your image,
which is done by using the Paths tools in
Photoshop like a drawing package such
as FreeHand.

After the perfection of the shapes, we
use the cloning tool as a spray-can, to
get that distinctive rough edge that
graffiti art is famous for. And finally, we
give tips on how to get great final
touches to your overall piece.

Don’t get caught in the street breaking
the law – follow our tutorial and create
cool graffiti pieces in the comfort of 
your own studio!

S

Expertise and illustration
provided by Identikal. You can
visit their Website at [w]
www.identikal.com.

ftp://ftp.futurenet.co.uk/pub/arts/premium/cap41_graffiti.zip
http://www.identikal.com
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Part 1: First sketch
Give yourself an easier task by preparing properly and sketching your composition first… 

Give more visibility to the finer lines of your
sketch by giving the scan more contrast. This

makes it easier when tracing the illustration.

Once you’re happy with the sketch of your
composition, scan it in. You don’t need to have

a hi-res scanner for this part, as the scan is only for
drawing guidance.

Draw an initial sketch and try to get it as close
as possible to how you want your final image

to look. This will help you later on in the process.
Our image reads ‘digital graffiti’.
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Use the Pen paths tool to draw around the
shapes roughly, just like you would in

Illustrator or FreeHand. The best idea is to start
drawing the letterforms of your image within your
first path layer.

Create a path layer, then find a good spot in
your image to begin. You’re now ready to

begin perfecting the shape of your image. 

Now you need to clean up any other objects
that you don’t want to put in the final piece, as

they may confuse you when drawing around the
scanned sketch. Once you’re happy with the sketch
and the scan, you can go on to perfecting the
shapes themselves.
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Part 2: Paths to glory
Treat the Path tools in Photoshop like a bonus vector drawing package!

If you spot any wonky lines, editing them is
easily done by using the white Arrow tool.

Zoom in around the paths area to improve the bad
curves and straighten the lines.

Once you’ve drawn around the letterforms,
zoom out and check your paths are doing fine

by making the scanned image layer invisible, or
overlaying the image with a white opaque layer.

A good technique for getting quick accurate
results is to hold down the Option key while

drawing. You will get straight lines, and decent
curves, fast.
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Sample textures
This is the most important part of

the overall graffiti effect, in

which you need a hi-res scan of a

texture. The best way to do this is

to take photos of textures found

on the street, brick walls, paving

slabs or elsewhere. Once you’ve

got a good collection of sharply

‘focused’ texture images, get

them scanned. The best results

are from hi-res drum scanners.
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Paths to glory continued…

Zoom out, and take a good look at the image.
With all paths showing, you’ll see if the outer

graphics work well.

Zoom in closely on the details of your
letterforms, and check your paths one last time

to perfect all the details. Are the lines straight, are
there any misshapen curves?

Now you’ve checked each letter shape within
the graffiti piece, create a new path. Start

tracing the images on the outer areas. The new
‘outer graphic’ path will give you the option to give
the outer graphics different treatments to the
letterforms later on.

The masking area can be filled with any colour
you wish. You can also fill the outer graphics

paths with a different colour on a different layer. It
all depends on the colour palette you’ve selected.

By pressing the dotted circle on the bottom of
the paths window, you immediately create a

selected masking area.

Once you’re completely satisfied with your
graffiti shapes, select all the perfected paths,

and create a new layer.

Create a masked graphic area, as detailed in
steps 10 and 11 above, and copy the texture

area into a single layer, which will be the texture
graphic layer. Now turn all other layers off, to give
yourself better legibility for the next step.

If your texture image doesn’t cover the whole
image area, duplicate each layer, and move

around the whole image space until you’ve covered
it. Then merge the duplicates into one single layer.
Be as random as possible.

Create a new layer for your texture.
Remember to use a high resolution scanned

image, as this is the vital difference between the
spray-can effect working or not. The sharper the
image, the better.
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CMYK and
contrasting colours
Try to keep a simple colour

palette – for example, red and

yellow. Then add high contrasts

of shades and tones of only the

two colours you’ve selected. To

give a sharper look, add dark

contrasts by overlaying parts of

the illustration with ‘multiplied’

textured layers. We recommend

using CMYK rather than RGB,

because it’s easier to handle - if

you want more red in your image,

simply take out the cyan and

replace it with magenta, and add

a little yellow. All this is easily

done with the Photoshop

channel mixer.

Part 3: Spray-can texture 
Get your image looking ‘street’ with one hi-res texture – this is where the fun really begins...
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Now add colour. The simplest way to do this is
to work in CMYK, and use the channel mixer

to take out a high percentage of cyan. This makes
the image red. CMYK will limit your colour range
compared to RGB, but these restrictions are much
like those experienced by the graffiti artists
themselves with their spray-can colours.

With the same technique, ‘spray’ around every
graphic edge until there are no hard edges in

sight. Zoom out to a full image and you’ll see the
effect starting to take shape. After this, make all
your other layers visible.

Select the Clone tool, and clone the ‘grainiest’
section of the texture. Instead of airbrushing

flat colour, use the Clone tool to airbrush texture. This
particular step is what gives the spray-can effect.

If you feel your image is starting to get lost,
create a white Graphic layer (with the shape

drawn in paths), and turn the layer to overlay. This
will give crispness to the image. 

Check your image for texture distortions. The
above image shows the texture working badly,

and is distorting the piece. Simply ‘clone’ out these
areas with texture that you feel works.

Create a new Graphic layer and fill it with the
main colour of choice (follow the masking

details in steps 11 and 12 on the previous page).
Use the Gaussian Blur filter to a soft level, and then
turn the layer to multiply.

This next step is all about ‘fine’ editing, and is
very important. Select the Graphic texture

layer, and zoom in as much as possible. Select the
Clone tool and edit all the areas which are distorting
the letterforms.

Position the rough shape behind the graphic
texture layer, and blur it to give a smooth look.

As you can see, the shapes shoot forward, and the
spray-can effect looks great.

You now need to give the letterforms more
punch. Create a new layer. Once this is 

done, roughly draw around the inner graphic 
shapes with the Lasso tool. Fill the selected colour
with a light colour.
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Graffiti and
piecebooks
Many different styles have come

from the streets, the most

popular being the art of graffiti.

It’s the best way to get the public

knowing who you are and how

talented you are. It’s a raw and

youthful artform, and can get you

into trouble! Areas where the

best artists show their work are

known as ‘halls of fame’. Most

graffiti artists keep a piecebook

of ideas, which can be a great

source of inspiration for creating

original images.

Part 4: Layer order
With the clever use of the layers and basic Photoshop tools, make the spray-can effect work…
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Layer order continued…

When making all your layers visible you’ll see
that it needs to be sharpened up. The image

may look messy at this stage, but don’t lose heart
because you’re now ready to give the graphic areas
their final treatments.

We need to give the graffiti text more
dominance within the image, as it’s beginning

to get lost amongst the heavy texture. Select inside
the graphic layer with the Magic Wand, create a
new layer, and fill the selection with white. Place this
behind your graphic texture layer.

Once you’re happy that your graphic shapes
are looking streamlined, it’s good to lighten or

darken the individual textured shapes, to give a
random ‘overall’ look. This is simply done by
selecting the individual graphic paths, and adjusting
the levels of the shape.

Create a new layer. Select the insides of the
letterforms and fill with your desired colour

(we’ve used yellow). Turn the layer to multiply – this
helps the texture come through.

Turn the layer opacity down until it’s barely
visible. Duplicate this layer, use the Gaussian

Blur filter to muffle the edges. This is almost like a
‘white spray line’ finishing touch, which all graffiti
artists do. Note: All the levels are up to you, but
don’t overdo it! 

Create a new layer and label it Graphic Spray
Line. Select the graphic paths, and instead of

filling the selected area, add a stroke of around
12px, with any colour. We’ve used white. 

Background colouring is very important with
this piece. You’ll need to decide if you want to

keep the texture throughout, or if you’d like to have
a surrounding of flat colour. Individually edit the
colours by using the channel mixer. Taking out a
high percentage of black will give a flatter look.

To give a darker background texture, we
simply duplicate the texture layer. Turn the

layer to multiply. This will obviously darken your
graffiti type. Avoid this by simply selecting the
paths, and deleting the positive spaces on the
duplicated texture layer.

A simple tip for sharpening things up is to
select your texture layer and edit the

Brightness and Contrast. Be as playful as possible,
but remember that you’re doing this to get as much
sharpness as possible.
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Real work
Go out to your local ‘hall of fame’,

or areas that have been covered

in graffiti pieces. Look at the

colours, and the spray-can

techniques, and how the

droplets of paint from the

aerosol have hit the wall. Get up

really close, take photographs,

and make sketches if you have

to. Seeing graffiti art for real will

have a massive influence on

your final piece.
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Play with the layer effects. Does ‘darken’ or
‘lighten’ work better with the colours and the

textures you’re using? Personally we prefer to leave
the outer edges with flatter colours, because it helps
the type dominate the image.

Make a new layer and fill the selection using
the Gradient tool. This is easily done by

holding down the Option key and mouse, then
dragging across the selected area, and letting go.
Horizontal shading or vertical shading is up to you.
Use with any colour you feel works.

Now you’ve worked hard perfecting the
‘graffiti style’ graphic type, start thinking

about the outer areas. Draw a new path around the
central graphic objects. Once you feel this works,
create a masked area (as in steps 11-12 of Part 2).

Select the main graff piece and copy it, then
duplicate the background layer. Set the new

layer to overlay to intensify the background and
bring the graffiti piece out.

Flatten your image and save it as a separate
file, so you can use it to enhance the overall

effect. Check for any blemishes, or where the effect
hasn’t worked very well, and clean up.

Be experimental. Move the ‘outer graphic’
layers up and down and around, to get

exciting results. Compare them to live pieces which
you’ve seen on the street.

Congratulations. You are now a digital graffiti
artist! The final thing to do is go over your

image and check for any mistakes. ca•s

Like all graffiti artists, tag your piece of work –
be proud of it! Then flatten your image. You

can duplicate the flattened layer by turning the layer
to multiply. This gives you a high contrast effect,
which can be toned down by adjusting the opacity
levels of the layer.

To add extra detail to the piece, duplicate parts
of the image where the texture is working.

Then with separate layers, overlay them on the
sections that don’t work.
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Plug-ins
Use plug-ins wisely, or avoid

them altogether. Inject your own

techniques into Photoshop, by

experimenting with the many

different tools, with layering and

with filters. It’s the best way of

getting personality into your

work, and will later help you to

develop an original style.

Part 5: Final touches
The final stage is getting everything right and tagging your piece…


