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83Tutorial Photoshop character faces

W
hen building a face for your 
character, it’s important to think 
a few steps ahead. It’s one thing 
to put together a visually 

pleasing design, but bearing in mind multiple 
uses and further changes is an entirely 
different consideration. It’s the latter concept 
that we’re going to focus on here. Photoshop 
is host to numerous tools for creating fl exible 
artwork, and one of the most fl exible 
contemporary features of recent versions of 
Photoshop is shape layers.

Shape layers enable you to build up stacks 
of resolution-independent shapes that are 
absolutely perfect for creating faces. You can 
alter, edit and adjust the size of them at any 
point without any image deterioration 
occurring. The available preset shapes are 
excellent building blocks for features, and the 
Pen tool gives you the fl exibility to create any 

custom shape you desire. And the fl exibility 
of your shape areas doesn’t end there… 

When you select more than one shape on a 
layer, you’ll notice that there are a number of 
options available for creating compound 
shapes. You can add, subtract, intersect, and 
exclude shapes as well as perform a plethora 
of alignment options to get your complicated 
features placed exactly where you want them 
on the face.

And while shape layers enable you to 
create crisp and sharp vector-based faces, 
if it’s something a little more tactile looking 
that you’re after then you needn’t look any 
further than the Brush tool. The Brush tool 
enables you to paint faces which, while not 
resolution independent, will convey the 
feeling and style of traditional drawing 
techniques. Taking a quick peek in the 
Brushes palette reveals a vast amount of 

options for customising your brush strokes 
and giving your painted faces a unique 
style of their very own.

Regardless of whether you’re creating 
sharp, crisp faces with shape layers, or tactile 
and painterly faces with the Brush tool, the 
use of layers is essential for future fl exibility. 
By separating each facial element on its own 
layer, you aren’t limiting yourself when it 
comes to altering your face later on. Layers 
can be switched on and off as required so 
that you can choose from different mouths or 
eyes, offering you a number of different 
expressions. And layers can also be linked or 
grouped so that multiple elements across a 
series of layers can be moved, rotated, or 
scaled together at the same time. No matter 
what style of face you’re creating, when it 
comes to fl exibility and versatility, layers are 
the absolute key to success.

Expertise provided by Derek Lea, an award-winning illustrator based in Toronto, Canada. See more 
of his work at www.dereklea.com.

We have included a layered fi le on the CD containing the entire background area seen here. There is also a series 
of custom shape layers included within the fi le for your reference. Find this Photoshop document on the 
Computer Arts Projects disc 82 in the DiscContent\Tutorials\Tutorial Files\Faces folder.

Tutorial [illustration] Derek Lea, www.dereklea.com

Photoshop character faces 
The faces of your characters, regardless of their fi nal destinations, should be 
designed to facilitate changing emotions and diverse facial expressions…
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Shape layer colour

You can change a shape layer’s 

colour in the tool options bar, 

but there are a couple of lesser 

known methods that allow you to 

accomplish the same task. The 

fi rst method is to double-click a 

shape layer in the Layers palette. 

This opens the picker so you can 

choose a new colour. 

Alternatively, you can target the 

shape layer and type Alt/Option-

delete to fi ll the layer with the 

current foreground colour.

1
Select the three shape layers that make up the 
eye area in the Layers palette by clicking on 

the fi rst layer and then Ctrl/Cmnd-clicking the other 
two. With all three shape layers selected, choose 
Layer>New>Group From Layers from the menu to 
group them.

2
Drag the group onto the ‘Create a new layer’ 
button in the Layers palette to duplicate it. Use 

the Move tool to drag the grouped shape layers to 
the other half of the face. Type Ctrl/Cmnd-T on the 
keyboard to enable the Free Transform bounding 
box. Right-click (PC), Ctrl-click (Mac) inside the 
bounding box.

3
Choose the Flip Horizontal option from the 
resulting pop-up menu and then press enter on 

the keyboard to apply the transformation. This is an 
excellent way to make a mirrored copy of grouped 
shape layers. Use the Ellipse tool to draw an elliptical 
shape layer for the nose and change the colour to 
darker blue.

Staying organised

When you’re building up massive 

piles of layers, it’s always a good 

idea to stay organised. Double-

clicking on a layer’s name will 

highlight it, allowing you to give it 

a name that’s indicative of its 

content. Choosing layer 

properties from the Layers 

palette menu when a layer is 

targeted will allow you to colour 

code your layers as well as 

rename them.

Part 2: Using groups
You can duplicate and edit sets of shape layers by grouping them…

Part 1: Working with shapes 
Starting with vector-based shape layers is the key to unlimited fl exibility…

1
Open starter fi le.psd from the Faces folder on 
CD82. Zoom in closely on one section of the 

background and select the Pen tool from the 
toolbox. Enable the shape layers function in the tool 
options bar, which is the button at the far left. Click 
and drag to begin drawing a shape.

2
When you begin to draw, a new shape layer is 
created in the Layers palette. Continue drawing 

and return to the starting point to close the shape. 
Once the shape is closed, use the Direct Selection 
tool to select anchor points and edit the curves by 
dragging the handles.

3
Select the Ellipse shape tool, then click and 
drag inside the previous shape to create a new 

ellipse shape layer. Click on the colour swatch in the 
tool options bar to access the Colour Picker. Select a 
blue colour from the picker to change the colour of 
your shape layer.

4
Use the Direct Selection tool to select anchor 
points on the ellipse and edit the curves and 

line segments to make it appear more rectangular. 
Use the Ellipse tool to draw a circle shape layer by 
clicking and dragging. Access the colour picker and 
change the colour of the shape to purple.

5
Use the Path Selection tool to click on the new 
circle shape, then click and drag to the right 

while holding down the Alt/Option key to create a 
duplicate shape on the same layer. Now use the Pen 
tool to draw a new custom shape layer that will 
surround the eye and alter the colour.

6
Use these methods to build up two elliptical 
eye shapes on separate layers and edit their fi ll 

colours. As long as the ‘Create new shape layer’ 
option is enabled in the tool options bar, a new 
layer will be created each time you make a shape 
using any shape tool.
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Part 4: Shape movements
If you link layer groups, you can move facial features in unison…

Custom shapes

When you’ve spent some time 

creating a shape of your own with 

the Pen tool or by editing a preset 

shape, you may wish to save it for 

use later on. To do this, simply 

select the shape with the Path 

Selection tool and choose 

Edit>Defi ne Custom Shape from 

the menu. You can now name the 

shape and save it. The next time 

you select the Custom Shape 

tool, your custom shape will 

appear in the list of presets 

available in the tool options bar.

Part 3: Shape areas
Create compound shapes by using shape area options in the tool options bar…

1
Enable the ‘Add to shape area’ button and 
create two more ellipses on either side of the 

larger ellipse within the same shape layer. Then 
switch to the Pen tool and, with the ‘Add to shape 
area’ option enabled, draw the bridge of the nose. 

2
Select the ‘Create new shape layer’ option and 
draw a mouth. Change the colour to black and 

duplicate the layer by dragging it onto the ‘Create a 
new layer’ button in the Layers palette. Change the 
duplicate shape layer’s colour to light green.

3
Enable the ‘Intersect shape areas’ option in the 
tool options bar and use the Pen tool to draw a 

polygonal shape that has two points overlapping the 
mouth. The only visible areas of the shape will be 
where the two shapes (teeth and mouth) intersect.

1
With the ‘Create new shape layer’ option 
enabled, use the Ellipse tool to draw a red 

retina shape layer on top of an eye. Hold down the 
Alt/Option key and drag the stroke effect from the 
tongue layer on to the new layer in the Layers 
palette. This adds the same effect to the new layer.

2
Enable the ‘Create new shape layer’ option and 
then draw a black elliptical shape on a new 

layer. Select both of the new elliptical shape layers in 
the Layers palette and group them. Duplicate the 
group and use the Move tool to position the 
duplicate group over the other eye.

3
Select both of the groups in the Layers palette 
and then click on the ‘link layers’ button at the 

bottom of the palette to link them. Now, click and 
drag either linked group with the Move tool and the 
other will follow, so your eyes move in unison.

4
Use the Pen tool, with the ‘Create new shape 
layer’ option enabled, to draw a red tongue 

shape on a new shape layer. Add a darker red stroke 
around the tongue via the stroke option in the Layer 
Effects menu at the bottom of the Layers palette.

5
Next, use the Pen tool to draw a facial wrinkle 
shape on another new shape layer. Change the 

colour of the layer to black and then enable the 
‘Add to shape area’ option. With this option 
enabled, use the Pen tool to draw additional wrinkle 
shapes within the same layer.

6
Enable the ‘Create new shape layer’ option, and 
use the Ellipse shape tool to draw a light blue 

ellipse on the nose. Enable the ‘Add to shape area’ 
option and draw a couple of smaller ellipses. Then, 
enable the ‘Subtract from shape area’ option and 
create two ellipses that overlap the previous two.
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Combining shapes

The shape area functions in the 

tool options bar provide nearly 

everything you need to create 

diverse and unique composite 

shapes. However, there may be 

instances where you wish that the 

visible results were indicative of 

one actual shape or perhaps you 

wish to perform different shape 

area functions on the resulting 

shape. In these cases, simply 

click on the Combine button in 

the tool options bar to change the 

group of shapes into a single, 

editable shape.

Blending modes

When working with shapes and 

shape layers it’s easy to fall victim 

to vector tunnel vision. At times 

like this, when your entire image 

seems to be all about vectors and 

curves, try to remember that 

you’re still working within 

Photoshop and that your shape 

layers offer up a diverse set of 

blending modes to work with. This 

means you can deviate from the 

norm when compositing with 

standard shapes.

Part 5: Alternate features
Different facial features on separate layers can convey a variety of emotions…

1
This octopus has a face that was created in the 
same manner as the previous creature’s face. 

Although there is only one eye, it is capable of 
expressing more than one emotion. At the moment, 
his mouth is expressing a feeling of surprise.

2
The fi rst step in changing his expression is to 
switch off the visibility of the two layers that 

make up his mouth. Next, using the Pen tool and 
with the ‘Create new shape layer’ option enabled, 
a black smiling mouth shape can be created.

3
Next, use compound shape options to create a 
teeth shape layer using the same methods as in 

Part 3, Step 3. Also create some facial line shapes on 
another layer. Switching his expression from smiling 
to surprise is as simple as enabling and disabling the 
visibility of the appropriate layers.

4
For a smooth blending effect, the best method 
is to gradually build up strokes using a very low 

opacity setting. If you’re using a pressure-sensitive 
tablet and stylus, enable the Pen Pressure opacity 
control option in the other dynamics area of the 
Brushes palette.

5
When you’ve fi nished painting the base layer 
for the face, enable the ‘lock all’ option in the 

Layers palette. This protects your layer from 
accidental editing but still allows you to enable or 
disable the visibility. Create each facial feature on a 
new layer and lock each individual layer.

6
Keeping the different parts of the face 
separated means they can be switched on and 

off as required. This allows us to substitute alternate 
features that have been created on a series of 
different layers, just like we explored previously with 
the octopus made up of shape layers.  ca p

1
You’ll need to click on the ‘Create a new layer 
button’ in the Layers palette because paint 

tools do not automatically create new layers like 
shape layers do. With your new layer targeted, 
select the Brush tool and open the Brushes palette. 
Go to the Brush Tip Shape section. 

2
The list of presets include a number of nice 
tactile brush tips such as dry brush, chalk, and 

pastel options. Choose any of these tactile presets 
and adjust the size of the brush and alter the angle. 
Set the spacing to 1 and begin to paint on your new 
layer using 50 per cent opacity.

3
Use the Eyedropper tool to sample colours, or 
specify new colours from within the picker. 

Continue to paint a series of strokes on this layer at 
varying opacities in a number of different shades to 
create the base for the character’s face. Alter the 
brush diameter in the Brushes palette as required.

Part 6: Painted faces
The Brush tool enables you to create pixel-based faces with a more tactile feel…
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