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[illustration] Happy Pets, www.happypets.ch 
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Special inks such as metallics, fl uorescents and varnishes are 
surprisingly easy to manage in Photoshop, Illustrator and InDesign…

S
pot colours – or ‘specials’ as they’re often 
called in the industry – are one of the last 
dark arts left in printing. The process of 
creating and managing spot colours for vector 

and raster images is shrouded in mystery, thanks to their 
inability to be cheaply hard-proofed, but with a bit of 
confi dence – and Adobe Acrobat Professional – the 
process is actually very straightforward.  

Spot inks can either knock out the background (which 
punches a hole through the CMYK inks ensuring the spot 
colour is crisp and vivid) or overprint the background 
(meaning that they sit on top of the CMYK inks and the 
colours blend). Previewing the different effects of knocking 
out and overprinting inks was virtually impossible until 
Adobe revamped how spot inks and additional channels 
were handled in Photoshop, InDesign and Acrobat. 

And while it’s still expensive and diffi cult to accurately 
hard-proof spot-colour jobs, soft-proofi ng spot colours has 

come on in leaps and bounds. Acrobat Professional enables 
you to preview individual plates, and the effects of different 
plates blending together has taken the crossed-fi ngers out 
of spot-colour work.

In this tutorial, we’re going to create an A3 poster made 
up of a raster image with a silvery sheen and spot colour 
vectors. Remember, most printing presses are fi ve-colour, 
so CMYK and a special can be printed in one pass. An 
additional spot colour or varnish will substantially increase 
the cost of the print job, because it must be passed through 
the press again. 

Expertise provided by Jason Arber, Founder of Pixelsurgeon 
(www.pixelsurgeon.com) and Creative Director at design and 
media agency Children of Finland (www.childrenoffi nland.com).

The fi nished tutorial fi les can be found on the Computer Arts 
Projects CD85 in the DiscContent\Tutorials\Tutorial Files\
Spot colour folder.
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Part 1: Image manipulation
Use a Pantone colour to enhance your image before bringing it into InDesign…

1
Open a photograph in Photoshop. 
Ensure that the resolution is 300ppi 

(pixels per inch) or higher because this is 
for print. At resolutions lower than 
250ppi you begin to lose sharpness. If 
the image is RGB, convert it to CMYK 
(Image>Mode>CMYK Colour).

2
Go to the 
Channels 

palette (Window>
Channels) and 
from the pop-out 
menu in the top 
right select New 
Spot Channel. 
Don’t be tempted 
to name the new 
spot channel at 
this stage.

3
Click on the colour chip in the New Spot Channel window; this will bring up a 
new window containing a dropdown menu of Colour Libraries. Choose 

‘Pantone solid coated’ and skim down the list until you fi nd Pantone 877 C (which 
will be towards the end of the list). 877 is the colour for Pantone’s silver ink. 

Part 2: Poster layout
Bring your prepared image into InDesign and add a logo and text to the layout…

1
Save the fi le as a Photoshop fi le – 
this will retain the spot channel 

information. If you’re using Quark 
XPress to create your page layout, you 
may want to save the fi le as a 
Photoshop DCS 2.0 fi le (see right).

2
Open a new document in InDesign. 
In the New Document dialog box 

uncheck the Facing Pages option as this 
will be a single-page document. Click 
the More Options button and create a 
bleed of 3mm on each side.

3
Draw an image box from top left to bottom right that fi lls the bleed area (the 
box should snap to the edges). Place your freshly minted Photoshop fi le into 

the box (File>Place...) and use the Control Strip options to fi t the contents to the 
frame. The key thing to ensure is that the spot colour channel’s ink colour now 
appears in the list of Swatches (Window>Swatches). 

5
We want to add a silvery sheen. 
Rummage through the CMYK 

channels to fi nd one that has a broad 
range of tones but a light ink coverage. 
Here, the cyan channel is perfect. Copy 
the channel and paste it into the empty 
Pantone 877 C spot channel.

6
With the silver ink now in place, you may want to 
double-click on the ink name in the Channels palette to 

bring up the Spot Channel Options window and adjust the ink 
solidity to preview the effect. Changes made here will not 
carry through to Adobe InDesign or Quark XPress.

4
The spot channel now inherits the name of the Pantone 
ink. The Solidity option in the New Spot Channel window 

adjusts the transparency of the new ink so you can try to match 
how the ink looks in real life when CMYK colours are printed 
on top. This only affects how it appears on screen.

Printers are your 
friends, so before 
starting a design 
containing spot 
colours or 
varnishes, speak to 
them. They’ll be 
able to advise you 
on all aspects of the 
print process, with 
some printers 
even providing 
guidelines and 
settings for Acrobat 
Distiller or Adobe 
InDesign so that the 
PDFs are set up 
exactly as expected.

Printing

InDesign is fl exible 
when it comes to 
placing image 
formats, but Quark 
XPress is less 
forgiving. If you want 
to place a raster 
image containing 
spot colours into 
XPress, save the fi le 
in the Photoshop 
DCS 2.0 format. 
DCS stands for 
Desktop Colour 
Separation and is a 
special EPS format 
that allows channels 
in addition to CMYK.

Save as DSC
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4
Add some text to your design, fi lled with Pantone 877 C 
from the Swatches palette. By default, spot colours are 

set to knock out the background in InDesign, and because 
that’s the effect we want for punchy text, we don’t need to 
adjust the overprint setting. 

5
Open a logo in Illustrator. From 
the Swatches palette choose the 

‘Pantone solid coated’ library. Change 
the ‘Pantone swatch library’s’ 
appearance to List View and scroll to 
Pantone 877 C and apply it to the logo.

6
Rather than ‘Place’ the logo, either copy and paste or drag and drop the logo 
into your InDesign layout (this is because InDesign won’t let you change the 

overprint setting for placed vector fi les). Pasting or drag-and-dropping creates a 
fi lled vector shape which can be edited within InDesign. Select the shape and check 
the Overprint Fill box in the Attributes palette.

7
Initially there will be no change to the vector logo shape, 
because by default InDesign displays items that knock 

out or overprint the background in exactly the same way. 
However, by choosing Overprint preview from the View menu 
the logo will become transparent to simulate how it will look 
when it’s printed. 

8
You can create and apply a new spot colour within 
InDesign quickly by choosing New Colour Swatch from 

the Swatches palette’s pop-out menu. Name it ‘Spot UV 
Varnish’ – an effect which is usually overprinted – and ensure 
the Colour Type is set to Spot. Varnishes are transparent, so 
you can set the CMYK value to anything you like. 

9
After clicking OK, the new Spot UV Varnish will now 
appear in the list of Swatches. Choose the logo and apply 

the new colour. Don’t be alarmed by the fact that the logo is 
now the colour you gave the varnish: it’ll print off as a 
separate plate and the printer will use the appropriate process 
to create the varnish effect.

Part 3: Ready for print
Liaise with your printer to export a print-ready spot-colour fi le…

1
After saving your handiwork, it’s 
time to export your design as a 

PDF, the preferred fi le format for 
printers. Export the fi le (File>Export...) 
or use one of the existing PDF templates 
(File>Adobe PDF Presets>[Press 
Quality]...) to create a PDF.

2
Check with 
your printer 

to fi nd out the 
settings they 
prefer (which you 
can save for later 
reuse with the 
Save Preset... 
button). In general 
for press work, 
ensure that all 
Marks and Bleeds 
are selected and 
the destination is 
CMYK. Choose 
the highest 
possible version of 
Acrobat in the 
Compatibility 
dropdown.

3
In Acrobat Professional you can use the Output Preview 
function to check your separations (Advanced>Output 

Preview...). If everything is correct, you should be presented 
with a dialog box showing the CMYK colours and the spot 
colours you’ve created. Check that overprints and knock-outs 
are working as expected by turning the separations on and off.

Hard-proofi ng 
systems may break 
down your spot 
colours into the 
nearest CMYK 
equivalents. This 
can be a problem 
for varnishes, 
metallics and 
some overprinting 
situations. The 
alternative is to 
soft-proof your work 
using Acrobat 
Professional or shell 
out for an analogue 
cromalin made 
from the plates or 
a wet proof. 

Hard proofs
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Expert profi le: Jason Arber
Jason Arber’s experience as a design agency director and online editor means his knowledge of colour is spot on…

52

BACKGROUND:
Jason Arber is Creative Director at design 
and media agency Children of Finland as 
well as Co-Founder and Editor-in-Chief 
of online art and culture magazine 
Pixelsurgeon. He also has a pen-knife with 
an attachment for getting stones out of 
horses’ hooves which he has yet to use. 

YEARS PRACTISING AS A CREATIVE:
Sixteen.

CLIENTS:
Arber’s list of clients include: BBC, MTV, 
NOWWASHYOURHANDS and The 
Opera Group.

MISSION STATEMENT:
“Children of Finland create cutting-edge 
designs for the web and print.”

WEBSITE: 
www.childrenoffi nland.com
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4
The silver 
ink in the 

background image 
is automatically set 
to overprint, so 
turning off the 
Pantone 877 C 
ink should make 
the background 
image lighter as 
the ink is removed 
from the preview. 
The silver used in 
the text was set to 
knock-out by 
default so when 
the silver ink is 
turned off you 
should be left with 
a white space.

5
Sometimes 
overprints 

can be hard to 
spot in preview 
mode, so by 
clicking Colour 
Warnings in the 
Output Preview 
window you can 
check a box to 
highlight any 
overprints. After 
you’re happy 
with your soft-
proofi ng of the 
fi le in Acrobat 
Professional, you 
can fi nally send 
your job to the 
printer.  ca p

Ready for print continued…

Left: Microsite for 

MTV advertising its 

Mono series of short 

fi lms and a competition 

with QuickSilver. 

Above: The fi rst 

preview of the 

brand new 

version of 

Pixelsurgeon. 

Arber say, “It’s 

bigger, better 

and faster!” 

Left: 

Forthcoming 

Pixelsurgeon 

Annual volume 

featuring the best 

of the web.
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