
CAP90.tut_stick   50CAP90.tut_stick   50 26/9/06   18:15:0726/9/06   18:15:07



W
hen you start to view the city around you as a 
canvas, ideas for enhancing it will naturally 
begin to fl ow. There are so many locations that 
could use some added interest – the hardest 

part of the process can often be deciding where to begin. 
Over the years, we have been bombarded with signage 

and advertisements in such abundance that we barely 
even notice the environment around us. We take the 
ordinary for granted and exist in a world of fi ltered tunnel 
vision, not noticing our surroundings unless something 
different catches our eye. In this tutorial, we’re going to 
create a number of characters in Photoshop to remedy this 
indifference in passers-by. Perhaps world-famous graphic 
designer Paul Rand didn’t have sticker art in mind when he 
stated, “The problem of the artist is to defamiliarise the 
ordinary”, but defamiliarising the ordinary is exactly what 
we’re going to set out to do here.

The medium of the urban artist can be many things. 
Alongside stickering, there is the ever-popular spray can, 
as well as the trusty old permanent marker. And while the 
latter two have their benefi ts, stickering allows us to 

achieve much more in terms of detail. Creating elaborate 
pieces with spray paint or markers requires a certain time 
commitment, and for obvious reasons you don’t necessarily 
want to spend a lot of time in a single location. Stickering is 
quite different – simply peel, stick, and go.

In the following tutorial, we’re going to show you exactly 
how to create a number of different characters within 
Photoshop. Starting with scanned drawings, ours or your 
own, we’ll explain how to create a sharp outline and then 
fi ll in colours on a number of layers. Keeping the image 
components separated into layers means we can perform 
numerous colour alterations, allowing us to create a 
variety of versions in different hues.

The Photoshop art is then strategically positioned on 
the page to use all of the space effectively and is then 
printed out on full sheets of sticker paper. Once printed, 
you simply have to cut them out and hit the streets. If it’s 
a reputation you’re after, do a substantial amount of 
stickering in a single area. Sticker the same location with 
similar characters every so often and, before you know it, 
people will recognise and talk about your mysterious art.

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

Add interest to drab environments by enhancing them with 
characters of your own. Derek Lea brands the streets…
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Expertise provided by award-winning illustrator 
Derek Lea, www.dereklea.com.

You’ll fi nd some sketches to use in this tutorial on the 
Computer Arts Projects CD90. Navigate to the 
DiscContent\Tutorials\Tutorial Files\Sticker art folder.
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3
Select the 
Pen tool from 

the toolbox. In the 
tool options bar 
along the top of 
the screen, ensure 
that the ‘Add to 
path area’ option 
is enabled. Zoom 
in closer and use 
the Pen tool to 
begin to trace the 
outside of the 
entire character, 
clicking and 
dragging to create 
smooth Bézier 
curves, and 
refi ning the shape 
as you go.

4
Close this path component by going all the way around 
the character and then clicking on the original starting 

point. This will eventually provide the outer edge of your 
selection. Now, hold down the Ctrl/Cmnd key and click off the 
path component so that it’s no longer targeted.

5
Next, remove areas from the eventual selection by clicking 
on the ‘Subtract from path area’ option in the tool options 

bar. With this option enabled, begin to trace one of the white 
inner shapes of the character. Close this path component when 
fi nished and begin to trace another white shape area.

This tutorial involves 
meticulous path 
creation in 
Photoshop, but  
Illustrator can also 
be used. Once your 
scanned sketches 
are in Illustrator, Live 
Trace allows you to 
automatically create 
paths, which can 
then be pasted into 
Photoshop. Once 
in Photoshop, you 
can generate 
selections from the 
pasted paths using 
the same methods 
discussed here.

Illustrator
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Part 1: Create outlines 
Sketch, scan and trace your art to generate sharp black outlines…

1
The fi rst step 
to creating 

interesting stickers 
is to design the 
characters 
themselves. So 
begins the process 
of scribbling down 
initial ideas. We 
refi ne our 
favourites and 
then scan them in. 
Shown here are 
the sketch fi les 
included in the 
‘Sticker art’ folder 
on CD90. Feel free 
to use these 
illustrations to 
follow this tutorial 
or draw some 
of your own to 
get your street 
identity started.

2
Choose a sketch – it doesn’t matter which one, because 
the process will be the same for each character – and 

open it in Photoshop. Once you’ve opened a fi le, create a new 
layer on top of the background layer and fi ll it with white. 
Reduce the Opacity of the layer so the sketch is dimly visible.

6
Use this method to trace all of the white areas within the 
initial black outline. Don’t worry about areas within areas 

just yet. When fi nished, Ctrl/Cmnd-click your path in the Paths 
palette to generate a selection from it. Create a new layer. On 
that layer, fi ll the active selection with black.

7
Deactivate the selection (Ctrl/Cmnd+D) and, again, 
choose the ‘Add path to area’ Pen tool option in the tool 

options bar. Now trace the outer areas of black-outlined 
shapes within the creature. These path components will create 
a new path in the Paths palette.
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Part 2: Add colour
The next step is to add colour to areas surrounded by black…

1
Set the Opacity of the white layer to 100 per cent so that 
the background sketch is entirely hidden. Create a new 

layer beneath the black outline layer in the Layers palette. 
Ensure that this layer is unlocked and that all other layers are 
locked to prevent mistakes.

2
Target the black outline layer temporarily in the Layers 
palette and select the Magic Wand tool from the toolbox. 

Ensure that the Anti-alias and Contiguous options in the tool 
options bar are enabled. With the Tolerance set to its default 
setting of 32, click in an area surrounded by black outlines.

3
This new selection will defi ne an area to be fi lled with a 
single solid colour. Now, hold down the Shift key and click 

with the Magic Wand in other areas surrounded by black 
outlines that you’d like to be the same colour as the previously 
selected area. Target your new, unlocked layer.

8
Ctrl/Cmnd-click anywhere on the canvas while using the Pen tool to ensure 
that no path components are targeted. Then, select the ‘Subtract from path 

area’ option. With the subtract option enabled, go ahead and draw closed shapes 
within the existing path components anywhere that you wish to punch a hole.

9
Generate a 
selection 

from the path. 
Return to the layer 
that has your 
existing black 
outlines on it and 
fi ll the active 
selection with 
black on the new 
layer. Use this 
same method 
again and again to 
create compound-
path based 
selections and fi ll 
them with black 
until you’re happy 
with the outline.

4
Choose Select>Modify>Expand. By expanding the 
selection, you’ll eliminate any white halo effects between 

black outlines and colour when fi lling your target areas. Expand 
by 1 or 2 pixels and ensure that your expanded selection does 
not extend beyond the edge of your black outlines. 

5
Click on the foreground colour swatch in the toolbox to 
access the colour picker. Select a colour to use as your fi ll 

colour from within the picker. Once you’ve chosen a colour, fi ll 
the contents of the active selection with the new foreground 
colour on the unlocked layer by typing Alt/Opt-Delete.

6
Deactivate the currently active selection, and use this 
same method to select other areas contained within the 

black outlines. Choose new colours from the picker to suit your 
newly selected areas and fi ll these areas on the unlocked 
colour layer. Deactivate any active selections.

CAP90.tut_stick   53CAP90.tut_stick   53 26/9/06   18:15:3826/9/06   18:15:38



You’ll fi nd yourself 
performing 
repetitive tasks 
when creating your 
characters, 
specifi cally the act 
of expanding a 
selection. Try 
recording an action 
for this task to save 
time. Simply create 
a new action in the 
Actions palette and 
hit record. Perform 
the task, assign a 
function key, and hit 
stop when fi nished. 
You can now expand 
a selection with the 
touch of a single key.

Using actions
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1
Once you’ve 
created all of 

your characters, 
go ahead and save 
them as separate 
layered fi les. 
We’ve separated 
our black line art, 
colour fi lls and 
shading on 
separate layers, so 
these fi les lend 
themselves nicely 
to alterations. 
Target the layer 
directly beneath 
your black outline 
layer and create 
a new Hue/
Saturation 
Adjustment Layer.

2
Signifi cantly alter the Hue (here, it’s set to -42) and you’ll 
immediately see the benefi ts of this adjustment. The 

colour changes throughout the design, except that of the 
black outlines because the black layer resides above the 
Adjustment Layer and remains unaffected. Click OK and then 
save this fi le as a copy so you don’t overwrite the original.

4
Use this method to defi ne areas of shadow too. For the 
tentacles, draw path components around the outer sections 

within the green, then generate selections from the paths and 
fi ll them with a darker green colour, adding depth. Use this 
method for all areas of solid colour that require shading.

5
For highlight areas, draw closed path components over the 
desired areas with the Pen tool. Next, after generating a 

selection from your path, choose the Gradient tool. In the tool 
options bar choose the ‘foreground to transparent’ gradient 
preset from the picker, and select the radial gradient option.

6
Now, click and drag within the selected areas to create 
gradient highlights. Choose colours from the picker that 

are signifi cantly lighter than the underlying fi ll colours. Use this 
method to create highlights anywhere on your characters. It’s 
a good idea to create all of your gradients on a separate layer.

Part 3: Add shading
Defi ne coloured areas with the Pen tool, adding highlights and shadows…

1
Each character you create will require some highlights and 
shadows to give it a sense of depth. You will also need to 

defi ne areas of colour that aren’t surrounded by black outlines. 
For instance, here we want to create red veins in the eye. The 
Magic Wand isn’t suited to this particular task.

2
Select the Pen tool and use it to draw a series of closed 
path components that will represent the shape of the 

veins within the eye. Create smooth Bézier curves by clicking 
and dragging as you draw and close each path component by 
returning to each original path component’s starting point.

3
Generate a selection from the path by holding down the 
Ctrl/Cmnd key and clicking on your path thumbnail in 

the Paths palette. With the selection active, return to the 
Layers palette and create a new layer that lies beneath the 
black outline layer. Fill the selection with red on the new layer.

Part 4: Colour alterations
Use Adjustment Layers to create duplicate characters in various colour schemes…
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6
The eye, 
which was 

mainly yellow, was 
most affected by 
altering the yellow 
colour component, 
whereas the 
purple spots were 
affected by 
altering the 
magenta colour 
component. 
Again, save the 
layered character 
as a copy so that 
you have more 
than one 
combination to 
choose from later.

4
In addition 
to the Hue/

Saturation 
Adjustment Layer, 
you should also try 
using the Selective 
Colour Adjustment 
Layer to alter 
individual colour 
components. The 
result is changes 
that are more 
specifi c than those 
achieved via a 
Hue/Saturation 
adjustment. Start 
by creating a 
Selective Colour 
layer beneath the 
black outline layer.

5
Change the 
blue within 

this character by 
altering the 
amounts of colour 
within the image’s 
cyan component, 
removing 
magenta, then 
adding yellow and 
cyan. The effect is 
then made more 
drastic by 
performing similar 
adjustments to the 
neutral colour 
component of this 
layer, resulting in a 
greener look.

We used full sized 
sticker sheets on 
which to print our 
characters, but if 
you want to save 
yourself some 
cutting, have a look 
at the label papers 
that are available. 
There are numerous 
rectangular shaped 
stickers on a single 
sheet of paper. By 
scanning a sheet to 
use as a template 
you should be able 
to carefully position 
your art so that 
there is one 
character per label.

Other options

If you can only print 
in black and white, 
why not add colour 
to your stickers 
manually? Print your 
stickers after you’ve 
created the black 
outlines and use a 
variety of different 
coloured permanent 
markers to fi ll them 
in. The results will 
vary depending on 
your printer and 
paper. Do a test fi rst 
to see if the markers 
are causing the 
printed outlines to 
bleed or run.

Manual colour
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1
Now, create a new fi le that is the 
same size as your sticker paper. 

Depending upon which printer you’re 
using, you may lose a bit of your image 
around the edges. Consult your print 
specs and create some guides in 
Photoshop to defi ne the print area.

2
Open up one of your character fi les. Flatten the image 
and then copy it. Return to your new fi le that matches 

your sticker paper size and paste the character in as a new 
layer. The pasted size will be your printed size of sticker. Use 
Edit>Free-Transform to resize or rotate the layer as required.

3
Paste different characters onto the same sheet and alter 
the sizes to fi t. You really are only limited by the amount 

of paper you have. So have some fun fi lling up the sheet with 
duplicated characters of varying sizes. That way you’ll have 
more options where you’re out there stickering on the street.

3
Experiment 
with different 

Hue/Saturation 
adjustments. 
When you hit 
upon an 
adjustment you 
like, save the fi le 
as a copy. The idea 
here is to end up 
with a variety of 
different colour 
variations that you 
can print out and 
choose from. And 
if you want to alter 
a Hue/Saturation 
adjustment, simply 
double-click on
the layer.

Part 5: Print preparation
Size and positioning are important things to consider when printing…

Colour alterations continued…
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6
So whether it’s on the side of a trash can, a post box, or decorating a parking 
machine, your characters can add some life to otherwise drab locations. And if 

you cover a lot of things within a certain area, people are bound to recognise your 
art, giving you an identity within the region.
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4
Certain areas lend themselves nicely to more than a single sticker. By carefully 
positioning stickers that were created to act together, you can create a single 

piece of art from the various bits and pieces. This cluster of stickers acts as a sort of 
mini-installation on the side of this paper box.

5
Don’t be 
afraid to add 

stickers to 
backgrounds that 
are colour 
compatible with 
your character 
designs. As you 
can see here, the 
blues and yellows 
within this transit 
shelter map are 
the perfect 
complement to 
the blues, purples, 
and yellow-greens 
within this group 
of sticker designs. 
Remember, the 
entire city is a 
canvas, so be 
creative with 
your stickering.

1
When you’ve fi nished preparing all your character fi les, 
the next step is to print them out, one at a time. 

Depending upon the paper and printer you’re using, you may 
not be able to use a paper tray. If that’s the case, you’ll have to 
manually feed the sticker paper into it.

2
Once you’ve 
printed your 

characters on 
sticker paper, the 
next step is to cut 
them out. You’ll 
need to use a nice 
sharp scalpel here, 
so you can cut 
around curves with 
ease. Ensure that 
you don’t stray 
outside the black 
outlines or you’ll 
get white edges on 
your stickers.

3
After you’ve 
cut out all 

your stickers, 
gather them up 
and hit the streets. 
There are so many 
uninteresting 
places that could 
benefi t from some 
livening up, that 
you can be really 
creative with your 
applications. Here, 
you can see how 
single sticker 
applications 
add life to stale 
urban fi xtures 
like bus stop 
signs, parking 
machines, and 
even rubbish bins.

Part 6: Print and stick
And fi nally, print the stickers, cut them out, and get to work…
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BACKGROUND:
Art director, graphic designer, photographer, illustrator, author and 
aspiring tattoo artist.

YEARS PRACTISING AS A CREATIVE: Sixteen.

CLIENTS:
Young & Rubicam, TBWA Chiat Day, Canadian Imperial Bank of 
Commerce, the Royal Bank, Canadian Geographic, New Scientist, 
Wired, The Toronto Star newspaper, Computer Arts, Ilex Press and 
Focal Press.

Also, watch for a new Derek Lea Photoshop book in 2007 
published by Focal Press, a title not just for photographers but for all 
the artists who use Photoshop too.

MISSION STATEMENT:
“I don’t really have one, except I know that life without art would 
seem empty to me,” says Lea.

WEBSITE: 
www.dereklea.com.
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Above: This was the cover 

illustration for a recent issue of 

Patient Care magazine. The edition’s 

focus was on contemporary health 

concerns such as avian fl u, lime 

tick disease, and West Nile virus. 

This was a good opportunity to 

use 3D software in a less than 

typical manner.

Right: Editorial illustration for 

Today’s Parent magazine to 

accompany a story about children 

and splinters. The hardest part 

about this illustration was getting a 

three-year-old girl to hold her foot 

still for the photo shoot.

Expert profi le: Derek Lea
Award-winning illustrator Derek Lea rose to the challenge of stickering drab locations, but it’s not his normal area of expertise…
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