
Photoshop Basics 
for illustrators who like to draw on paper.

Assembled by Liam O’Donnell



Basic Photoshop Work Space

(in full screen mode. To toggle hit the “F” key)



Tool Bar:
A quick overview of the tools we are going to use (Hot keys)

Move - To move around the content on active 
layer.(hold ⌘) or (V)

Marquee - To make a selection of an area 
in a certain shape. Hold down tool icon for 
other shape selection shapes. (M)

Lasso - To make a selection shape freehand. 
(L)

Crop - To change the image and canvas size. 
When you crop and image all information 
outside of your selection will be deleted. 
(C)

Eye Dropper - To select a specific color 
from screen. (hold Option) or (I)

Brush - To draw or paint. (B)

Eraser - To erase. (E)

Paint Bucket - To fill large areas or    
selections with color. Hold down tool icon 
to access the  gradient tool.(G) Use back-
ground  color to fill. (⌘ + delete)

Foreground Color - The active color that 
will be used to paint or draw. The 
destination of eye dropper selections. 
(Click to access foreground color picker 
window)

Background Color - The secondary color 
that will be used if a layer is filled or 
something is erased when a transparency is 
locked. (Click to access background color 
picker window)

Active color switch - The foreground color  
will switch with the background color. (X)

Type - To add text. (T)



Color Picker:
Not as scary as it looks.

O - Use the little circle 
to select a tone from the 
gradient.

> < - Use the arrows on 
either side of the color 
spectrum to slide to the 
hue you want.

Selected color - The new 
color that is currently 
selected.

Previous color - The color 
that was selected before 
entering this window.



Layers:
The more the merrier. Keep ‘em organized.

Active layer - The layer 
you are interacting with. 
It will be highlighted.

New Layer - Click here to 
make a new blank layer.

(in)Visibility - The eye 
icon means the layer is 
visible. No eye means it 
is invisible.

New adjustment layer - 
Click here to make a new 
layer with an adjustment
(levels, hue/saturation...
etc.)

Opacity - This percentage 
shows the active layer’s 
level of opacity. Click 
for slider adjustment bar 
or type percentage amount.

Trash - Click to delete 
active layer(s). You can 
also drag layers into 
trash.

Locked layer- Keeps locked 
layer from being edited or 
transformed.

Background layer - Usually 
the layer you start with. 
You can make this into a 
regular layer by double 
clicking and then “OK in 
the dialogue box (below) 
that pops up.

Lock transparency - To 
make changes only within 
the existing contents of 
the layer.

New folder - Click here to 
make a new folder. Drag 
and drop the layers you 
want to put in folder.



Adjustments:
The two we will use are Levels and Hue/Saturation.

Shadows - Moving arrow will 
adjust the darkest point in 
the image.

Midtones - Moving arrow 
will move the weight of the 
midtones toward the darker 
(left) or lighter (right) 
end of the tonal scale.

Highlights - Moving arrow 
will adjust the highlights. 
Determining the lightest 
point in the image.

Hide adjustment - To make 
this adjustment (in)visible.

Overall vs. Specific - 
Allows you to select which 
section of the color wheel 
you will be adjusting. The 
“Master” will adjust entire 
spectrum.

Hue - Slider will maintain 
the color relationships 
of the image while moving 
the hues around the color 
wheel.

Saturation - Slide left to 
take color out of image and 
right to boost color.

Lightness - Fills image 
with white (left) or black 
(right). Slide to increase 
the opacity of fill.

Colorize - Converts im-
age into a monochrome image 
with a base hue selected by 
hue slider above.

Histogram - This shows the 
tonal distribution of the 
image. Higlights on the 
right and shadows on the 
left.



Process: Getting Situated
How to get from a pencil/ink drawing on paper to a colored digital piece. 

Open scanned file
Hopefully you have a high 
resolution (+300 dpi) scan 
saved in tif or psd format.

Enter full screen mode 
Hit “F” key. If you dont 
like this hit “F” two more 
times to cycle back to  
window mode.

Set background of workspace 
to white
Right click
on the area 
outside of 
the image.

Select the pure white in 
the upper left. This will 
give you a rough estimate 
for how bright the whites 
are in your image.



Create Hue/Saturation 
Adjustment Layer

Process: Adjusting Drawing Part 1
If you work on toned paper or have an under drawing in colored pencil you follow these steps. If you work 
on white paper skip to the levels adjustment (part 2).

Depending on the 
tone of paper you 
are using or the hue 
of the underdrawing 
you are trying to 
get rid of 
select
a hue 
on the 
pull down
 menu.

Adjustments 
Set the saturation to -100% 
and the lightness to +100%.

Repeat

The same 
adjustments 
on each of 
the hues
you want to 
get rid 
of or on all 
EXCEPT the 
“Master.”



Process: Adjusting Drawing Part 2
Using levels to get a white background and making your drawing less wimpy.

Create Levels 
Adjustment Layer

Shadows
Move the slider to 
the left side edge 
of the histogram. 
This is the darkest 
tone in the image.

Highlights
Move the slider 
into the right side  
of the histogram. 
This is when having 
a white background 
is good. Watch the 
drawing  and stop 
when you see the 
most delicate lines 
begin to disappear. 

Midtones
Move the slider to 
the left side edge 
of the histogram. 
This is the darkest 
tone in the image.

Tip: Adjust 
shadows first 
then adjust 
hightlights 
and finalize 
with midtones.



Convert Background to Layer 
Double click on the active 
backgound layer.

Flatten Image 
or
Merge Visible 

Process: Adjusting Drawing Part 3
Final steps before seperating drawing from background.

Right click 
on one of the layers
Either “Flatten Image” 
or “Merge Visible.” 
This can also be 
achieved with(⌘ + Shift + E).

Unlocking and converting 
the background layer into 
a  regular layer lets us 
seperate the drawing from 
the white background.



Process: Isolating Linework (Part 1)
Using channel as selection tool to seperate the drawing from the white background.

Channels Tab

Load Channels as Selection
Click on icon to select  
everything but the drawing.

Hit delete
Removing everything but the 
drawing.

Deselect

 Right click 
with the Marquee 
tool in the image 
area to “Deselect.”



Process: Isolating Linework (Part 2)
Using channel as selection tool to seperate the drawing from the white background.

Add New Layer

Rearrange Layers
Move the new blank layer 
below the layer with the 
linework.

 Set white or whatever 
color you would like your 
new background to be as  
foreground color. 

 Paint bucket   Fill the 
blank layer with the new 
background color.

Add Levels Adjustment 
Layer (if needed) 
Sometimes the midtones 
can need a little 
boost.

Finished! Ready to start adding color.



Process: Color Blocking (Part 1)
Painting color areas under the linework.

Add New Layer Under 
The Linework

Start with linework 
that has been seperated 
from background color.

 Select Color
Choose a color you can 
see. You can always 
change it later.

 Brush Tool
Right click and make 
sure that your brush 
hardness is 100%. 
Check brush opacity
at the top of the 
screen it should be 
100% too.

Paint
This part is all about 
edges. Either paint really 
carefully or quickly cover 
the area with a big brush.

 Eraser Tool
Erase around the edges 
with smaller brush size. 
Then use a larger brush 
to clear the remaining.

Zoom In
Use (⌘ + plus) and (⌘ + minus) 
to zoom. 



Process: Color Blocking (Part 2)
Painting color areas under the linework.

You now have a block 
establishing the edges 
of the color under the 
linework.

Add New Layer and Repeat
Repeat this process for 
each of the color fields 
you want to have under 
your linework.

Repeat. 
Repeat..
Repeat...



Process: Coloring The Linework
Changing the color of the drawing itself with a locked transparency and the brush tool. 
You can also use this to change the color of the color blocking under the drawing.

 Brush Tool
Use the brush to paint in the color changes you 
would like to make. You can use multiple brush sizes, 
opacities, colors, and hardnesses on a single layer. 
Gradients can also achieve some interesting results. 

Lock Transparency
A lock will apear on 
the right side of 
the layer.

Select the layer you 
want to re-color.

Combined With Color Blocking
You can get some pretty 
great results. This allow 
you to achieve lots of tones 
and color variations with a 
limited palette.



Additional Techniques: Clipping Masks
Making a new layer’s content only show within the bounds of what is on the layer below it.

Add Layer or Adjustment 
directly above the layer 
you want it to affect. 

or

Note: Normally you would add the clipping mask to the layer before you paint 
or adjust so you can see what it will look like. In this example I have  
painted first then applied the mask because it shows the function more clearly.

 Brush Tool
Paint and don’t worry about the edges. Only the 
areas over the shape of the layer content below 
will show once the mask is applied.

Right Click
Select “Create Clipping 
Mask.”

To Remove Clipping Mask
Right Click and select 
“Release Clipping Mask.”



Additional Techniques: Layer Masks
Painting in or masking out a layer’s contents.

Note: I am using a layer with a solid color in this example but this can be used for any layer content.
(More drawing, textures, adjustments...etc.)

Subtractive Masking  

 Set foreground 
color to black.

 Brush tool
Use the brush tool 
to paint in the 
area you wish to 
remove the content. 
The layer mask 
should reflect the 
changes.

Additive Masking 

 Set black as the 
foreground color. 

 Paint bucket   
Make sure layer 
mask is active (not 
the layer content) 
and fill.

 Switch white to 
foreground color.
(X). 

 Brush tool - 
Use the brush tool 
to paint in the 
area you wish to 
add the content. 
The layer mask 
should reflect the 
changes.

Add/select layer 
you want to mask

New Layer Mask  
Click icon to add a 
layer mask to the 
active layer. It 
should be a blank 
white showing that 
the whole area is 
visible.



See more of my work
@

http://www.odoillustration.com


