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L
ook at the history of packaging and you’ll be there all 

day, and then... well, we’ll come back and see you in a 

week. It’s a huge sector that provides some of the most 

attractive, pure forms of design. Much of the success 

of good packaging lies in the simple shapes and folds that can be 

created. Using die-cuts is an effective way of revealing the product 

and ‘adding aesthetic value’ to a brand.

This tutorial shows how to create a ‘double wall’ cardboard box 

to hold a limited edition T-shirt and 32 plastic army fi gures for 

those destructive nights in. From template construction to screen 

printing to special die-cuts, the idea is to give you as many 

techniques as possible so you can gauge the types of fi nishes 

available to you.

We show you how to use Illustrator CS to map out the box 

template, so you can work on several die shapes at the same time. 

Die-cuts can be easily managed and locked through your Layers 

palette. (Remember that die-cuts are reversed out if you’re die-

cutting double-walled boxes.) We also demonstrate how to use a 

key system to distinguish areas which are to be folded and cut, and 

how to mark up areas that are to be glued or need any other type of 

special instruction. You must make all marks prominent so that the 

manufacturing process is understood by everyone involved. 

Packaging is easy once a few simple rules are understood and 

maintained, but don’t be afraid to be different. Somewhere there’s a 

manufacturer who can produce exactly what you’re looking for and 

if you fi nd a good one, keep hold of them, because they can make 

your products, and you, successful.

Tutorial

[illustration] Prevamp, www.prevamp.co.uk

Live or die packaging

The die-cuts, materials and artwork of packaging determine the strength 

and performance of brands. We show you how to get the balance right…

Expertise provided by Prevamp. Find out more about this design 

agency on page 65 and at www.prevamp.co.uk

You can download the completed Flatsheet.ai fi le from: 

ftp://ftp.futurenet.co.uk/pub/arts/tutorialfi les/cap92diecut.zip. 
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Part 1: Research packaging styles
Before you start your design, check out the successful brands on the shelves…

1
Packaging remains an important design process and 
accounts for a large proportion of the design market. 

Researching packaging will open up many more techniques 
and fi nishes available to you as a designer.

2
Andy Warhol was successful in masterfully repackaging 
tins of soup, so much so that Campbell’s became a 

household name. This is a testament to the power of design 
in the packaging business.

1
Working ‘fl at’ and ‘planned’ is essential – avoid using 
separate fi les for elements of the packaging. Planning it up 

will ensure that everything works the way it should. We created 
a single fl at sheet to plan two boxes side by side.

2
It will make your life easier if you work in layers, because 
there are so many elements to the fl at-sheet artwork. 

Everything should be planned to the same registration, aligned 
correctly throughout all layers.

Part 2: Getting started
Start planning your die-cut project in Adobe Illustrator…

3
We buy what we like to see, in the 
ways we like to see it. Keep this in 

mind when designing. Die-cut packaging 
can enhance a product – just one tiny 
change to shape or artwork can alter the 
way we perceive the product and 
therefore the brand as a whole.

Always keep hold 
of good bits of 
packaging, such as 
envelopes, mailers 
and perfume boxes 
that command your 
attention. Keep 
them in an ideas 
box for the right 
time. You never 
know when you 
might need the 
inspiration.

Ideas box
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3
You can control the behaviour of 
layers by selecting the layer you’re 

working on. Dim and lock a layer to 
protect the values and position of 
artwork relating to it.

Locking your layers 
in Illustrator CS is a 
disciplined way of 
managing your 
artwork effectively. 
It guarantees that 
layers do not slip 
and sizing is kept 
proportionate. This 
way, you won’t get 
any nasty surprises.

Lock layers
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Part 3: Templates and techniques
Next, we show you the nuts and bolts of putting a template together… 

1
Create a layer called Die.Cut.Box.2up. The two dies shown above sit on the 
same axis, to aid in the creasing, cutting and folding process. If you connect the 

die templates through the middle as shown, only one cut is required vertically. 

2
It’s important not to forget returning fl aps because these will give strength to the corners of the box 
when it’s ‘made up’. These fl aps will fold into the walls and fl oor of the fi nal box, linking the corners 

together by folding the horizontal fl ap shown (magenta) inside the returning fold.

3
Using the Pathfi nder tool enables you to manipulate shapes. In this case, we 
wanted to add a semi-circular perforated die to an existing line. Use the Minus 

Front and Minus Back options to combine shapes.

5
It’s good 
discipline to 

select the colours 
that are going to 
be used before 
you begin. 
Remove all 
dormant colours 
from your palette 
to avoid any fi le 
output problems 
later on.

4
Create a layer hierarchy in order of appearance. You may 
need to have several layers visible to get an overview of 

the manufacturing process. It’s much easier to move artwork 
through sub-layers than trying to move the artwork itself, and 
you also risk registration problems this way.

6
Setting up guides is straightforward enough, but why not 
set them on a separate layer? Doing this will ensure that 

they don’t confl ict with the ‘artworked’ layers.     

It’s best to mark up 
your templates in a 
way that printers are 
familiar with. Die-
cut templates are 
best indicated as a 
magenta line; 
perforations as a 
broken magenta 
line; and folds as 
a cyan line. Any 
additional fi nishes 
or techniques 
should be indicated 
clearly on the 
fi nal template.

Mark-ups
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7
A double ‘skin’ will add the strength needed for the fi nal 
box. The box sides will need to be doubled over. You can 

add strength to the bottom of the box by incorporating an 
inlay card of the same material into the fi nal packaging.

8
On the inlay card layer, we added registered die-cuts to accommodate the 
returning fold of the main box. Adding additional die-cuts ensures that the inlay 

is locked into position while adding the double wall to the base.

9
A ‘blind’ die is effectively a fi nishing technique that you’re making the manufacturer aware of. It’s an 
indication of where to apply a process. In this case, the front and side panels of the box will include a 

latex rubber adhesive in the shape of the soldiers.

4
Folds are 
created in 

exactly the same 
way as the semi-
circular perforated 
die, but it’s 
important that you 
distinguish 
between a fold 
and a cut on the 
die template. In 
this case, it’s 
shown as a blue 
line and is on a 
separate layer.

5
It’s a good 
idea to put 

instructions to the 
manufacturer on 
the fi les. There is 
more than one 
person involved in 
the packagine 
manufacturing 
process so clear 
instructions will 
ensure that all 
parties are aware 
of the processes 
involved.

6
The lid of the 
box will need 

to be folded over 
and glued. Don’t 
forget about 
‘capacity’ either. 
Capacity is 
essentially the 
space needed for 
the return fold. It’s 
shown as two 
parallel fold lines 
approximately 
5mm apart.

Templates and techniques continued...
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Often, the 
parameters of your 
packaging design 
will change mid-
project. As a result, 
you need a 
manufacturer who 
knows their stuff 
and who is able to 
work pro-actively to 
meet any project 
changes that occur.

Changes
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6
Now that your ‘artworking’ is fi nished, you need to start 
thinking about the impact of your packaging. You can 

make your fl at artwork come to life using Illustrator CS and 
CS2’s Effect>3D>Extrude and Bevel tool. First, you have to 
draw your shape in proportion to the fl at artwork, as shown.

4
Create a new white layer in the Layers palette as large 
as the fl at sheet (600x490mm). Then create boxes over 

the areas you want to screen print. In the Pathfi nder palette, 
select all, Minus Front. This reveals all the areas that are to be 
screen printed.

5
’Flood printing’ is another useful term, used when a 
screen is applied across an entire sheet. The die-cut in this 

case is for the inlay card and, because there are no knock-out 
(white) areas to worry about, the die template can be cut 
straight from a fl ood-printed sheet.

1
We’re using magenta to indicate a ‘blind’ fi nish, so we 
need to use a secondary colour to show a different fi nish. 

Most dies are considered ‘blind’ because they’re non-printed 
elements. Here it is above-right as the fi nished effect.

3
At this point, we recommend setting up a separate ‘white out’ layer that sits above the screen print ‘camoufl age’ layer made 
with your three selected spot colours. So create a box the same size as your fl at sheet document, use a fi ll colour of white 

and set this as a separate layer in the Layers palette. This layer effectively knocks out the areas that are not going to be screened.
2

Areas which are screened need to be shown bleeding 
outside of the blind die template.
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Part 4: Setting screens for print
Choose your spot colours and set them up for screen printing…
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1
Select the shape and go to Effect>3D>Extrude and Bevel. 
You will get a pop-up window with various options. From 

here you can customise the rotation, perspective, extrusion and 
even the lighting of the shape. Select the Preview option to get 
the right angle. 

2
Now you can map artwork to the box. You need to make 
a group within all the elements of each surface of the box 

(front, sides and back) and convert each surface into a symbol 
by selecting New Symbol in the Symbols palette.

3
Go to the Appearance palette and double-click 
3D>Extrude and Bevel. Click Map Art in the pop-up 

window and you can start mapping artwork to your shapes. 
All you have to do is add the symbols you’ve already created 
to each surface of the box.

Part 5: Using 3D effects
Preview your fi nished object using Illustrator’s built-in 3D effects…

1
Now it’s time to start outputting your artwork. Select all layers that require spot 
printing only and ensure they’re visible in your Layers palette. Open the Print 

window through the fi le menu. This dialog box allows you more control over output 
specifi cations for screen printing.

Part 6: Print-ready fi les
Output your fi les ready to send to your manufacturer… 

2
You can embed fi le information 
through the print function. Go 

through the various options to familiarise 
yourself with outputting a fi le.

3
The most important fi le information 
to embed into your document is 

your custom fl at-sheet size and the 
orientation, in this case landscape.

4
We selected three spot colours earlier, which we now need 
to check are set up correctly. Select Output and ensure 

that your spot colours replace the CMYK default process 
colours in the Separations window. 

5
A good generic PPD to use is the PDF or Distiller drivers. 
Select Host-Based, Up (Right Reading), Positive and ask 

your manufacturer how many lines per inch (lpi) they print at. 
This information will be embedded into the fi le.

6
Select all the screen-print layers. Ensure that all other 
layers, including the die templates, are not visible. Save 

the fi le as 3.Col.screen.separations.eps.

You should always 
mock up your 
packaging design 
before sending it to 
the printers. This 
ensures that any 
printed material is 
positioned on the 
template correctly. 
Make sure that 
you’re happy with 
a prototype that is 
as close to the 
fi nished packaging 
as possible.

Mock-ups
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BACKGROUND: 
Prevamp is a small design agency with a background in 
corporate ID, branding and communication.

YEARS PRACTISING AS CREATIVES: 
Seven.

CLIENTS: 
GKN, Orange, Ordnance Survey, H R Owen and more.

MISSION STATEMENT: 
“Prevamp embraces design and believes that through 
strong relationships, trust and discipline, a business can 
truly shine. We love to put smiles on the faces of 
investors in ideas,” the company says.

WEBSITE: 
www.prevamp.co.uk

Expert profi le: Prevamp 
This communications agency knows all too well how strong brands and packaging can put smiles on people’s faces…

Right: Prevamp designed this stationery 

set for Dcoded Uth Projects, a young 

people’s charity. It depicts the pressures 

that the youths face – the cracks are 

there, but Dcoded helps keep them at 

bay. The smiles on their faces say it all.

Far right: Having acquired the royal 

seal of approval, Croftgate wanted to 

reposition the brand of these car and 

boat cleaners. Classic in its appearance, 

the packaging is stark and clean.

Below: Prevamp designed this seller’s 

pack for Compusystems Associates. The 

designers used graffi ti to show the huge 

complexity of computer language. 

9
Here’s the fi nished product showing the inlay card with lid to hold the 36 
soldiers. It shows the thumbhole die-cut on the front of the panel and you can 

see how the inlay locks into place with the main packaging.  ca p7
Carry out the same process for the box die-cut templates, the latex template and the fold template 
using layer management.

8
So here is the constructed 
packaging with the side walls 

showing and the inlay card inserted. 
All you need to do now is secure the 
sides and front in place and you’ve got 
a limited edition box
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