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CHAPTER 1
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Introduction to the Concept of Digital Painting



Fig. 1-1 Digital pastel of a garden bridge.

Humankind has felt the urge to paint since the dawn of time. Over the centuries our painting materials have varied. We have used oil as a binder to hold crushed minerals together. We have used water as a vehicle to spread pigments. Even wax has been used for centuries in a technique called encaustics. Most of these methods rely on the ground-up fragments of minerals and rocks. Modern paints have introduced new colors through the use of chemical technology.

Our palettes have changed over time because of the types of materials that were currently available.The colors available to Warhol were not available to Monet. The colors used by Van Gogh were not available to Michelangelo. In short, our materials dictate the limitations and opportunities that we, as artists, work under.

This book will offer techniques for the new field of digital painting. We will be pushing pixels instead of pigment. Our canvas is our monitor. Our palette will be described in terms such as RGB, CMYK, and the catch-all term of color space. Our work, when completed, will be printed, returning it to the world of pigments. The types of pigments used in digital printing are changing rapidly. There are dye-based inks and pigment-based inks, not to mention dye sublimation printing. It is reasonable to assume that the technology will continue to change. In response, our painting techniques will also change.

This book is directed at a diverse population. I imagine that photographers will use this book to create unique hand-painted images from their photographs. Studios may find that a painterly approach may differentiate their work from their competitors. These approaches can be used on everything from a landscape to a portrait to a still life. The possibilities are virtually endless. Artists may use this book for a new and fresh approach to painting. They may decide to dig into a digital painting with just a sketch or a concept. They may choose to work from a photograph as a reference. Illustrators may use these techniques to render different effects. College professors may use this book as a text in a course dedicated to digital fine art.

Throughout the book I will be using my own photographs, and unless I state otherwise I will be using a resolution of 300 dpi. I am comfortable with the quality of that resolution for printing fine art and it is the standard for my work.

I always recommend that you work on your own images. You will not fall afoul of copyright issues if you confine your artistic endeavors to your own imagery. We each see with a different eye. The completed piece of art should be yours through and through. I’m always astounded, as I take photographers on photo trips abroad, at how unique each person’s vision truly is. We visit the same locales, stand in virtually the same spots, but each photographer’s imagery is quite different from the others’. Trust your instinct and your creative eye. Use your own imagery, as it will bring you greater joy and fulfillment.

I do not attempt to cover the field of color management or printing know-how in this book. Each of those topics deserves a book of its own. I may, from time to time, suggest possible ways I might consider printing a particular piece, often matching the type of paper to the technique involved. For example, I might suggest printing a digital oil painting on a canvas substrate. For the pastel approach I might suggest a heavy paper with a texture. But how to print your piece is a judgment call, and the decision is yours and yours alone. Some of you might possess high-end ink-jet printers and do your own printing. Some of you may choose to send your files out to a service provider that has a high-quality printer.

Very large pieces are in vogue now. Large work requires a certain expertise, and very large pieces require more than one person to handle them. If you choose to work very large you will most likely send your work out for printing and framing. Choose a framer that is experienced in digital prints. Prints need to “de-gas”for several days, expelling chemicals from the printing process, before they are encased in a frame.

How do you select the photographs that will be rendered into a painting? This is a mysterious process indeed. It sounds wacky to say that the right images “speak” to me, but that is what happens. Before you call the men in little white coats, I should say I don’t really hear voices. Rather, I notice something about the image that suggests a certain rendering technique. As the artist, you need to be attentive to the nature of the image. What kind of mood or effect does it suggest to you? Some images suggest a lighter, more transparent medium, while others would look better with an opaque paint that leaves brush marks.

One of the best things that you can do to make yourself more knowledgeable about these art techniques is to frequently go to museums. Study the work. Get close to the canvas or paper and study the brushwork, color palette employed, composition, and the nature of the medium (oil, pastels, charcoals, watercolors, etc.). The more you understand about the medium, the more successful your digital versions will be.

Another suggestion that I like to give my students is to give yourself the gift of time. Block aside a certain amount of time every week that you devote to developing your digital skills. Mastery requires practice, whether your subject is the piano, tennis, the stock market, or surgery. You must give yourself the time to really explore these techniques.

Allow yourself the luxury of making mistakes and then forgive yourself and move on. Making mistakes is a great way to learn. There is no shortcut to perfection. Although mistakes in surgery can be deadly, mistakes in digital art can be valuable. There is not a digital police force to reign you in. Go for it. Experiment. Play like a child with a new box of crayons. You don’t have to play by my rules or those of anyone else. You can draw on top of a digital painting. You can draw on your paper before you print on it. You can collage over your digital painting. It is your art, and you are the person that must decide where your art will take you.

I wish you the best on this artistic digital ride. May your imagery give you personal joy, and may the process of creating digital art be challenging and satisfying to your spirit. My techniques should be just a starting point for you. Try not to be too literal about following every stroke that I illustrate. Trust your instincts. Take off that digital seat belt, let those artistic breezes blow through your hair, and go out and make art!



CHAPTER 2
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 The Basic Tools for Painting in Photoshop



Fig. 2-1 Digital painting of a water lily.

The techniques employed in this book have several things in common. There are basic tools and concepts that are used throughout the book. These tools and why they are important are laid out for you here in Chapter 2, as a reference.

Photoshop has many wonderful tools that can be used for painting, but they are often ignored, misunderstood, or hidden. The hidden ones are usually hiding in plain sight. They are the tools that you may have never tried. You know the ones; like the glowing edges filter. What in the world would you use that wacky filter for? It sports neon colors and a black background. What were the software engineers thinking? I’ll show you how that crazy filter can be your ticket to great sketches.

Photoshop is awash in wonderful brushes, but most users never go past the basic brushes to the libraries full of great brush tools. We will also explore making your own brushes from scratch. The same is true of textures.Photoshop has dozens of textures that can be applied to your work, giving a textural feel like canvas or the look of a handmade paper. The textures are a bit more hidden but very accessible when you realize their intrinsic value. Again, we will look at how you can create your own textures.

Last, there are great tool techniques that you can learn using the Art History Brush, the History Brush, and the Pattern Stamp Brush. These tools can greatly aid you on your painterly quest.

Brushes

Lots of tools are called brushes. The brush is a brush, of course, but so is the Clone tool. The eraser is a brush. We use brushes on our masks. Photoshop is full of brushes. Most Photoshop users know that there are hard brushes and soft brushes. The hard brushes have a hard, concrete edge, with no feathering. You can control the softness of the edge in the brush dynamics, under Hardness.

This is similar to the feather used in the Rectangular and Elliptical Marquee tools. A feather of 0 yields a solid edge. A feather of 40 yields a soft edge. A feather of 80 yields a very soft edge.This technique is good for vignetting a photo. The amount of feather needed will be determined by the size and resolution of the targeted file. Larger files contain more pixels and will need a higher feather amount to achieve a very soft edge.

Brushes are critical for how a mark is laid down. The softness of the edge is important, but beyond that, the primary consideration is the texture of the mark. Photoshop has libraries full of brushes. They can be viewed by clicking on the triangle at the upper right corner.

The Default Brush menu offers a huge array of brushes, even one for your cat, entitled Fuzzball. Some are bizarre and some are quite useful.

As a convenience for you, I’ve created a reference section containing all the various Brush Libraries and the brush names and the type of stroke that they make. They are listed here in the order that they appear in the Photoshop menu. I hope it saves time for you, as you search for just that right brush.

Fig. 2-2 Left: 100% hardness; middle: 50% hardness; right: 0% hardness.
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Fig. 2-3 Left: 0 feather; middle: 40 pixel feather; right: 80 pixel feather, using the Elliptical Marquee tool.
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That covers the brushes that come embedded in various Brush Libraries in Photoshop. However, there are more brushes to explore. You can gather more brushes from various Internet sites, many of them free, or you can craft your own brush from scratch. It is so easy, and no one will have a brush just like yours.

When thinking about what characteristics you want your brush to possess, consider the type of medium that you are working with. Watercolor artists use soft sable brushes to handle that thin layer of pigment suspended in water. Oil paints require a much sturdier brush.The bristles on an oil painting brush are generally coarse and thick. They are often made from pig or ox hair. An oil painting brush needs strength and durability to move thick oil paint around. This type of brush frequently leaves marks in the paint, showing the tracks of those coarse bristles. Pastels and charcoal are dry painting mediums. They leave their pigment deposits on paper that has texture, known as “tooth.” The mark that these dry mediums leave behind is rough, especially on the edges, but occasionally with gaps in the mark itself. They have vacant or small empty areas where the paper shows through the mark. The choice of a brush is a major factor when beginning a digital painting.

Fig. 2-4 Menu that reveals Brush Libraries (below) and how they can be viewed as thumbnails and lists.
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Fig. 2-5 Default Brush menu.
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Fig. 2-6 Assorted brushes.
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Fig. 2-7 Basic brushes.
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Fig. 2-8 Calligraphy brushes.
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Fig. 2-9 Drop shadow brushes.
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