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29Tutorial Raster and vector collide 

Creating 
eye-catching 
imagery for print 
can be a balancing act 
between the two distinct 
worlds of computer-based design. 
Get explosive results in Photoshop…

Raster and vector collide

Tutorial

[illustration] Scott Hansen [w] www.iso50.com

T
he strengths and weaknesses of vector and raster 
graphics have long been apparent: vector is known 
for its clean lines and resolution-independent 
scalability whereas raster has a more photographic 

nature. Although vector graphics are particularly suited to print 
work thanks to their scalability, there are some things you 

can’t do without bringing rasters into the picture. 
In this tutorial we show you how to bring 

together both vector and raster elements to create 

a seamless piece that sits well in both worlds. The concepts 
we explore will lend a timeless, weathered feel to what would 
otherwise be a rather stark design. Relying on Photoshop’s 
powerful raster tools and quite adequate stable of vector tools, 
we can tap the strengths of both without leaving the familiar 
realm of Adobe’s most powerful graphics app. We can unite two 
styles of design by employing Photoshop’s powerful blending 
mode options along with advanced gradient masking 
techniques to produce an illustration style that is truly unique.

Expertise provided by California native Scott Hansen. Scott has been working in print illustration 
and design for over six years under the name ISO50. He also designs posters and a clothing line. 
Find out more at [w] www.iso50.com.

The components needed to complete this tutorial can be found on the Computer Arts Projects 
disc 79 in the DiscContent>Tutorials>Tutorial Files>Raster/Vector folder.
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Essential hardware

You’ll benefi t greatly from 
a proper hardware 
confi guration when working 
with large images at full 
resolution in Photoshop. 
The power of your CPU 
is certainly a factor in 
determining the speed 
at which Photoshop can 
perform its functions, but 
you’ll also need as much 
RAM as your system can 
handle. A good place to start 
is 1GB, but having up to 4GB 
can really help out when 
dealing with large images. 

Having a dedicated 
swap drive can also have 
huge performance benefi ts. 
You’ll need to install a 
second physical drive in 
your system (not just 
partition one drive into two). 
In Photoshop’s preferences, 
set the swap drive to the 
newly installed dedicated 
drive. This gives Photoshop 
its own drive to read and 
write the large swap fi les it 
creates when dealing with 
large images.

Part 1: The focal point
Sketch your layout, set up your document and prepare your primary photographic element…

1
Start by sketching out ideas for the layout. 
Detail isn’t really important at this early stage – 

just try to get the basic concept down on paper and 
get a sense of where your main elements will be in 
the composition.

2
For this illustration, we’re going to use a 
greyscale photo of a model in sunglasses. You 

can use a black-and-white image of your choice. To 
fi t the style of this illustration, we need to process 
the image so that it blends in with the vector shapes 
we’re going to add later. 

3
Boost the Brightness and Contrast to blow out 
the mid-range greys and leave mostly blacks 

and whites. As you increase both sliders in the 
Brightness/Contrast dialog box, you’ll fi nd that the 
greys begin to disappear, leaving a much starker, 
bolder image. Next, extract the black portion of the 
image so that the whites become transparent. 

7
Start by dragging the image of the face into 
the new document. Fill it with a dark brown 

colour and make sure you fi ll in any excess areas 
around the layer with the brown as well.  

8
You’ll notice that you can see through the face 
to the white background layer behind it (or to 

the transparency, depending on how you set up 
your document). We’re now going to replace most 
of the whites with a cream colour. So, create a 
shape layer directly behind the face layer and fi ll it 
with a light cream colour so that it shows through 
as the light areas of the face.

9
Now it’s time to start creating some of the 
main vector elements. Refer back to your initial 

sketch and use the Pen tool to create a shape. Don’t 
pay much mind to the colours at this stage: these 
are shape layers (Photoshop’s name for vector 
objects), so the colours can be changed easily later.

4
Go to Select>Color Range and sample the 
black with the Eyedropper. Set Fuzziness to 

200, to help keep your edges smooth. With the 
black selected, create a new layer and fi ll the 
selection with black again. Now you have a separate 
layer with only the black portion of the image intact.

5
Since we only want to use the face for our 
composition, we select all elements outside it 

and fi ll them with black. A new document should 
then be created for your main composition.

6
Set up a document of 480x290mm at 300dpi in 
CMYK mode. Bear in mind that standard print 

resolutions are 250-300dpi. Any less than that and 
you’ll begin to see a degradation of quality in the 
print output at full size; any more, and you’re simply 
wasting system resources because the output on 
most printers won’t be noticeably different.
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Blending modes

These are one of the most 
versatile functions in 
Photoshop. Essentially, a 
blending mode makes a 
layer interact with the layers 
below it, almost like a fi lter. 
Depending on which mode 
you choose, a layer will 
affect the layers below it in 
many different ways. Some 
very striking colour changes 
can be achieved by simply 
changing the blending modes 
of layers and experimenting 
with layer order.

Part 2: Vector creation
Use Photoshop’s shape layers to create dynamic-looking objects…

1
Add more vector shapes using the Pen tool. 
The Pen tool in Photoshop is much like the Pen 

tool in Illustrator and is a powerful way to create 
complex shapes directly within Photoshop without 
the need to switch to Illustrator. It can be a bit 
tricky at times, but with practice it’s easily mastered.  

2
Now to blend in those edges with the face. 
You can blend a shape or normal layer’s colour 

into transparency using the gradient masking 
feature. First choose Layer>Add Layer Mask>Reveal 
All. This will add a layer mask with nothing in it to 
our layer, allowing the entire layer to be visible.  

3
Fill specifi c areas of the layer mask with black to 
hide parts of the image (or with white to show 

the area). Use the Gradient tool to gradually fade 
out the tip of the shape, and make sure that the 
foreground colour is set to black and the selected 
gradient is set to ‘foreground to transparent’. Drag 
the tool in the direction you want the fade to go.

7
If you’ve vectorised your paint stroke, you can 
now copy the paths into the shape you want 

to combine it with. This allows you more freedom of 
control over blending modes, colours and more.

8
Now we’ll show you how to make some of the 
concentric circles that appear in our illustration.  

Use the Shape tool and switch to the ellipse/circle 
mode. Drag the tool to create a circle, holding down 
the Shift key to make a perfect circle.

9
Use the Path Selection tool to select and copy 
the original shape path and paste it into the 

same shape. Now hit Ctrl+T (Cmnd+T on a Mac) to 
free transform the path you just pasted. Hold Shift 
and resize the new circle path to a smaller diameter 
than the fi rst one.  

4
By its very nature, vector can look a little too 
perfect. Bring in textures and combine them 

with the shapes to give your image a more real-
world feel. For this example, we use paint strokes to 
make our shapes look more real. Start by painting 
on some white paper or foamcore board and 
scanning it in. 

5
Use the same technique on the paint stroke as 
you used to extract the face, or you can trace 

the stroke with the Pen tool to make it a shape. If 
you convert your raster elements to vector, they can 
be more easily manipulated. You can resize, reshape 
and change the colour of a shape layer without any 
degradation of quality. 

6
Converting raster elements to vector can be 
tedious, but it’s well worth the result. Now that 

you’ve got your paint stroke layer you can place it 
in the image. Set it to the same colour as the 
element you plan to combine it with.
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Gradient masking

This is a very powerful 
technique that allows you to 
‘paint’ transparency into any 
layer in a gradual way. By 
adding a layer mask you are 
defi ning white as 100 per 
cent opacity and black as 
0 per cent opacity. So by 
using the Gradient tool while 
it’s set to ‘foreground to 
transparent’ with black as 
the foreground colour, you 
can gradually fade out the 
opacity of a layer. This 
works well for blending 
elements together.

Part 3: Getting detailed with vectors
Use more advanced vector techniques to create the more detailed parts of your illustration…

1
Now select the ‘subtract from shape area’ 
shape mode in the shapes option box at the 

top of the screen. This will knock out the area that 
this path covers. By doing this several times you can 
build complex concentric circles within each other.  

2
Once you have a concentric circle set, you 
need to choose some colours and give the 

circles a backing so they don’t show through when 
overlapping. Make another circle just below the 
concentric and group them as a layer set so they 
can be manipulated together.

3
Arrange these circle sets around the subject. 
The goal here is to give a feeling of energy and 

motion to the central fi gure in our composition, so 
try varying the size and colour of the circles to lend 
an organic, random feel.  

7
To give the glasses some more depth, you can 
add some textures and patterns. For a more 

worn effect, we extracted the dark areas of a worn 
record sleeve and overlaid them – this is the scratchy 
white distressed effect you can see in the image.

8
Using the same gradient masking technique 
discussed earlier, you can fade colours in and 

out of the wave shapes, adding more depth and 
liveliness. Also try experimenting with inlaying paint 
textures at the colour transition points to give a 
more interesting fade. In this example we’ve added 
in some subtle paint splatters where the yellow 
fades to blue.

9
Now that all the main elements of our image 
are in place, it’s time to start treating it to give 

it an aged, organic feel. You’ll fi nd a scan of a blank 
page from an old magazine on the CD (paper.tif). 
Bring this into your image and place it as the top 
layer so that it covers all the other layers.

4
It’s time to liven up the face, so knock out the 
sunglasses and place layers behind them. First, 

trace the lens of the glasses with the Path tool, then 
right-click inside the path and select Make Selection. 
In the dialog box, make sure that Anti-aliased is 
checked and leave Feather Radius at 0.  

5
Now, using the resulting selection, either delete 
that portion of the image, or, for a more non-

destructive approach, simply create a layer mask 
based on the selection. Either of these methods will 
result in making the lens of the glasses show 
through to the layers beneath.

6
Create shapes with bright colours behind the 
glasses cut out to simulate a light refl ection. 

Here, we’ve faded orange into yellow to make it 
appear as if our model is looking into the sun.
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The fi ner details

When designing on screen, 
it’s sometimes hard to 
imagine what the image will 
look like in print. Remember 
that what seem like minor 
details on the screen will 
stick out in print. By zooming 
in and detailing work in your 
image you’ll lend a depth 
and intricacy that will be 
appreciated in the fi nal 
printed product. Equally, 
zooming in to 100 per cent 
while working on your design 
ensures that everything will 
look right at full size.

Part 4: Finishing with rasters
Use raster elements to defi ne the style and fi nish off your image… 

1
In the Layers palette, change the blending 
mode of the paper layer to Linear Burn. The 

paper becomes transparent, but affects the colour of 
everything beneath it. This gives a rich, natural tone 
to the illustration and also makes our image look 
like a vintage printed piece. Experiment with 
blending modes to achieve your desired effect.

2
The paper texture is a nice overall effect, but 
more texturising is needed in some areas. 

You’ll need something with a bit more texture than 
normal paper to achieve this. Open the masking 
tape image provided on the CD (tape.jpg).

3
Place the layer in your image and set its 
blending mode to Linear Burn. There’s no 

need to delete the white backing from the tape 
because the Linear Burn mode will drop out the 
white areas automatically.  

7
Try adding various other elements and setting 
their blending modes to give variance and 

texture to the image. Here, we used a watercolour 
splash on paper and overlaid it with a Color Burn 
blending mode. This gives the underlying colours 
a varied and more dynamic appearance.

8
It’s time to zoom in and give your image a fi nal 
once-over. Make sure nothing is out of place 

and that all of your elements blend together nicely.  
This is also a good time to add any last-minute 
textures or distressing.

9
You’ll now know how to combine the strengths 
of both vector and raster graphics and employ 

the advanced features of Photoshop. The result 
should be striking and dynamic imagery that 
seamlessly weaves together photographic and 
illustrative elements.  ca p

4
Now duplicate the tape layer several times to 
fi ll the areas you wish to texturise. Experiment 

with other textures as well as the tape: overlapping 
different layers with different blending modes can 
have very interesting effects.

5
Fill the open area above the face with a 
colour different from the brown to add 

some variation. Try adding other subtle detailed 
elements to give depth.

6
To fi ll out the rings arrangement and the 
transition into the blue area above, use larger 

rings in a cream colour. This also helps to provide 
some contrast.
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