Digital Inking Tutorial
Introduction


My name is Jonathan Price, known on DeviantART as Dualmask. You might also find me on Polykarbon as Infiltrator. Quite a few people have asked me about how I digitally ink an image. First off, I am no inking professional. I have inked digitally far less than I have inked traditionally. For both, however, the same concepts apply. You ink because you want your image to look bold and clean, possibly in preparation for color. You need good line quality for the most effective inks. People have said they love how my inks look, both digital and traditional, and would like to know how I do it, so I am preparing this tutorial.


The Disclaimer: this is how I ink digitally. I use Photoshop 7.0. I’ve known others to use Illustrator, Flash and even Painter for digital inking. There is no guarantee that my method will be the most comfortable for you, and I’m pretty sure I’m not the best at it. I have technical knowledge that I hope you find useful, but to master the aesthetics of inking, you must practice, and you should ink with a pen or brush often to practice learning what good line weight and quality are. I was not taught how to do this; I practiced with inking by pen and by using the pen tool until I got to a respectable level of mastery. You will not be the greatest inker in the world by following this tutorial, but this tutorial may give you a good starting point so that you have a basis from which to practice.


Furthermore, this is not a lighting tutorial. Lighting is one of my weaker subjects, so deciding how to render your work is up to you. I don’t believe in defining shadows with the inking, I do that with my coloring, but pro comics often have large amounts of black fills for shadows. You will be able to do that easily using the same methods I will be explaining here, but I will not be explaining the basis of light and shadow, or how you should go about rendering it.


This tutorial suggests you have a version of Photoshop (to my knowledge, this should work for all versions that have the pen tool and the actions palette) and a scanner. You should have a basic knowledge of using Photoshop and its tools. You should know how to use the Brush, Marquee, Zoom, Paint Bucket and Hand tools, for starters. Optimally, you should be able to use these tools without having to select them with your mouse or stylus (know the key commands). If not, I’ll help you with that. Selecting tools with the keyboard will save you loads of time, which is important because digital inking is very time consuming. As you get further into digital inking, you’ll find that the actual process is actually quite simple, but hours will disappear as you do the same actions over and over again. Take periodic breaks. Believe me, it’ll make a difference.


My inking technique relies primarily on the Pen tool, which you can easily select by pressing P on the keyboard. The pen tool is used to create Bezier curves, or paths created by connecting and dragging control points. These paths can then be stroked, filled (if closed) or made into selections for further manipulation. Many have trouble using this tool because at first, it’s a bit confusing, but I’ll do my best to explain its use in this tutorial. With enough practice, you will be competent in its use and you will realize the many applications of the pen tool make it the best selection tool Photoshop has to offer. I rarely use the lasso tool nowadays, unless I’m laying flat colors for rendering.

This tutorial is going to teach you how I prepare my line art for digital inking, how I set up my screen in Photoshop, and all the timesaving tricks and tips I can think of. It will be lengthy, but it’ll only be so the first time. So, if we’re ready, let’s begin.

Oh, one more thing, I didn’t mention that you should have some kind of graphics tablet. Most digital inkers trace their lines using the brush and their stylus for great control. It’s nearly impossible to do that effectively with a mouse, but this is not a problem with the pen tool because you’ll be doing more clicking and dragging. You may find it easier to control your pen paths, or make minor edits to your finished lines, if you use the pressure-sensitive tablet and stylus. I use a Wacom Graphire2, but if you’re more comfortable using the mouse (or if you don’t have a tablet), more power to you. If you’re planning to color, you should get a tablet.
Setup
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I will be using a drawing I recently completed for this tutorial. Say hi to Marshall. For timesaving purposes, I will only be inking his head in this tutorial. (The finished product will be in my gallery later.) The first thing you’ll want to do is scan in your line art in at least 300 dpi. I usually go for 600. The higher your resolution, the clearer your lines will be. You can scale it down later if you wish, but I wouldn’t go below 300 dpi for any reason while rendering. If your system can’t handle a 300 dpi image, I’d suggest upgrading or using a computer that can.

Once your image is scanned in, double click its layer (should read Background) and hit OK on the dialog box that appears. This makes your line art layer into a true editable layer. Select your line art layer and reduce the opacity of the layer until it’s very light. The amount you reduce it by depends on you; just make sure it’s light enough that you can easily differentiate between your original lines and Photoshop’s brush lines on top. You should be able to see the checkerboard layout, only being able to see your artwork faintly. This is so you won’t lose track of the pen paths you will be tracing your artwork with later. You may want to lock your line art layer so you can’t edit it in any way, once you’re satisfied with the opacity (you can always unlock it). To ensure you will still be able to see your line art, you will want to put a new layer under your line art (create a new layer and drag it to the bottom of the stack) and fill it with white. This layer is your background layer; don’t do anything else to it.
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As you can see, your line art appears very faintly on the screen, but we can still see it. Now create a transparent layer above your line art. This is the layer where the actual inking will take place.


Your setup is now complete. Zoom in on wherever you want to begin inking by using the Zoom tool (Z) and select the pen tool (P).

Palettes


Now, in order to do this in the most efficient manner, you should be familiar with the following palettes. The palettes are located on the right hand side of your Photoshop default layout, and are accessible by clicking on the name of the palette (if not already open).
· Paths palette – this is used to access advanced controls for your pen paths, which will make up 99% of the lines for your digital inks. You can access most of these controls by right clicking with the mouse if you have a path active, but if you follow this tutorial, you’ll need only access the menus a few times, and only for the first time you ink digitally. This is because I’m going to show you how to record actions to make many of the tedious operations (like deleting paths after filling or stroking them) happen automatically.
· Actions palette – here is where we will be recording actions. It has controls similar to a tape recorder, making it easy to tell which buttons you will use to record your action. You will never use the play button in this case, because you will be assigning your actions to a key (hopefully).

· Layers palette – if you know Photoshop, you are probably very familiar with this palette. At the bottom are several buttons for creating, deleting and applying effects to layers. Layers are one of Photoshop’s more common functions and I will not be delving deeply into the use of this palette.

· History palette – think of it as a record of your last actions. Primarily you use this to keep track of all your commands. This will be useful when dealing with your recorded actions.

· Navigator – click anywhere on this palette to center the screen on a specific segment of your image. Works best when zoomed in, great for quickly getting around your image without having to use the scroll bars or Hand tool (spacebar). You can also control zooming with the scroll bar at the bottom.

Actions


Okay, your line art is all set and you know all about the palettes. Now what? It’s time to record some actions. What are actions? Actions are a series of commands put together to be activated with a single click. Photoshop has plenty of preset actions that I never explored, but if you want some idea as to what an action is, I suggest selecting and playing one. You can always undo or perform the action on a separate layer that you can delete. You’ll see three or four or more commands appear on your history palette, and something will happen. We will record actions to take care of the most common functions I use while digital inking: stroking/filling paths, turning paths into selections, and deleting paths. We will also set these actions to respond to keyboard shortcuts, so you won’t ever need to go back to the actions palette once you record them.
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Enough talk, here’s how we do it. Press P to select the pen tool. I will explain the use of the pen tool later; right now just click two places to create a basic path. Now, click on your actions palette. Notice the buttons at the bottom. The circle icon is for recording, the square is for stopping your recording and the triangle is for playing the action. We won’t need the play button. First things first; we’ll record an action to stroke a pen path mimicking the brush. Click the icon on the bottom right to create a new action. When you do this, you will have the option to name it. I named mine “Stroke Path” but you can name yours whatever you like. Select a key to play the action. For this one, mine is F11. You can add shift, alt or ctrl to your action commands as well. Click the record button to start recording. Now, every command you take will be recorded into the “Stroke Path” action.
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Go directly to the paths palette and click on the small arrow near the top right corner to bring up the Paths menu. Click on “Stroke Path…”, select Brush from the drop down box and leave the “Simulate Pressure” box unchecked. Hit OK. The pen path you made has been stroked, or traced, by whatever settings your brush is currently set to. Now, still in the Paths palette, drag the path towards the trash can to delete it, just as you’d delete a layer or a channel. This is the end of your action, so go to the actions palette and hit the stop button. Your action is recorded. You can go to your History palette and undo all the steps that you used to record the action, but the action is still recorded. Note that this action will not function properly if you don’t have a path present.


Practice the applications of this action. You’ll find that it makes things feel more efficient already. You can create a path and press one key to stroke it and get rid of it in a single move instead of going to the menu, hitting OK and then dragging your path to the trash. Using the same steps, record actions for stroking your paths with “Simulate Pressure” checked (I used Shift-F11 to keep them together). Then record actions for “Fill Path” (use the pen tool to create an enclosed shape, like a square first, and select foreground color. I used Shift+F10) and “Make Selection” (I used F10, and my pen tool selections are anti-aliased with no feathering. I leave the aliased selections to the lasso and marquee tools).

Once you record these four actions, you will never need to access the actions or path palettes again, unless you want to change the options. For instance, you may want to turn your path into a selection with feathering. Feel free to record as many actions as you feel are necessary. These four work for me.
Inking

Now that we have covered setting up your line art, went over the palettes and recorded our actions, we are finally ready to ink. Guess what? The next time you ink digitally, once you prepare your line art in the three-layer setup, this is the next step. Your actions will stay in the system until you choose to delete them.
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Now, get rid of any pen paths you may have made while practicing or recording your actions. It’s time for serious instruction in the use of the oft-feared but quite fun pen tool. The pen tool is actually very easy to use once you get used to it. Click once and you will create a starting control point. Click and drag a second time to start making a curved path. You’ll find that you can control the exact angle of your path’s curve by clicking and dragging in different directions and places. When making a pen path, use as few control points as possible. A path with three control points will make a much smoother shape than one with ten. Less control points means smoother paths, and easier editing of your paths. Click and drag pen paths in the center of the lines in your line art as shown below. Try using the pen tool to create an outline around your entire figure. This is how I start my digital inking. Make sure to use as few control points as possible to make the smoothest lines. Just create a starting point, click somewhere else along the path of your line art and drag until the path matches the curve of your hand drawn line. If you need to, use smaller paths. I tend to go as far as I can with the pen tool before creating a new control point. You can exert even greater control over your paths by grabbing and dragging the control handles (sticking out from your active control point) with the cursor and the Ctrl key. One handle determines how wide the curve of the path will be and the other determines how much you can manipulate the path itself. I often push one handle close to the active control point (by dragging with the Ctrl key) in order to exert the most control over my paths. You can then grab and alter the path’s curve by grabbing anywhere between two control points and Ctrl + dragging. It’s hard to explain…practice with it and see for yourself. Just remember that the Ctrl key helps you take full control of your paths.
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Once you have outlined your figure with a path, don’t hit your Stroke Path action just yet. Now’s the time to decide how thick you want that outline to be. Remember the option that appeared the first time you went to the Paths palette and selected “Stroke Path…”? You told Photoshop to mimic the brush, right? How you set your brush will determine how your stroked path will look. You can keep stroking your path and changing your brush until you get a line you like without having to switch back to the pen tool. For now, select the brush (B, or shift B until it looks like a brush and not a pencil, we don’t want the pencil tool). Use a relatively thick line for the outline, make sure the foreground color is black (hit the D key to select default colors) and make sure your brush is hard edged. You can control the strength of your brush by holding shift and pressing the bracket keys. With the pen tool, the hard-edged brush will make the smoothest lines imaginable. In the future you will be changing the size of your brush to suit the lines you are inking. 
[image: image7.png]File Edt Image Layer Select Fiter View Window Help

folf|

4 -

[EE =N =ReRo RN 24

o hitroate | ) P 0@

A08® =

[Foe Broweer Y Brusmes

gt N

EEmNe———rE
(BUx|

e Anchor Point Bl
N Anchor Point

N Anchor Point

N Anchor Point

N Anchor Point

N Anchor Point

N Anchor Point

ClozePatn

Stroke Patn

Delete Path [w]

Toers
oy
G Db @

O] B

® 7 | pencis

® b

6940‘313

B oiptalnkogTutorl-

2% @ 1osem





Stroke your path once you have a brush size you like, and don’t be afraid to undo and experiment with different sizes until you get the line you like. When you stroke your path, you may not like the way it comes out. A minor discrepancy in your path can make your stroke look weird. An easy way to edit your strokes is to use the eraser, and this is easiest with a graphic tablet’s stylus. This is also a good way to vary the width of your strokes and create line weight, though I prefer a more efficient method.

A word on line quality: hopefully you recorded that action to stroke paths with simulated pressure. This is to save you from having to edit every line for line weight; the simplest ones can be done with one click. Simple lines like the line of the chin or hair strokes might benefit from using the simulated pressure feature; I repeat, might. For example, I created a path for Marshall’s cheekbone here.
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If I stroke it normally, it looks pretty bland. 
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If I use simulated pressure, the curve looks a bit better. This will be affected radically by the size of your brush, so don’t use one that’s too big. And don’t try to use simulated pressure to fake line quality throughout your digital ink…it will look lousy. I learned this the hard way the first time I did it. You will be better off creating completed paths in the shape of a tapered line and filling them with black. More on that later. For now, create an outline around your figure and stroke it with the thickest line you plan to use for your art. Then trace the rest of your lines with progressively smaller brush sizes.
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How can you tell when to use thick lines for and when to use thin lines? Work from the general to the specific. Thick outline for the hair mass, thin outlines for the strands of hair. Thick outline for the shirt, thin lines for folds, and even thinner lines for pockets, zippers, etc (depending on the thickness of the material, of course, but that’s another lesson altogether). I used a thick outline for Marshall’s head, thinner strokes for the lines representing the shape of his eyes, nose and mouth, and even thinner strokes for his cheekbones, wrinkles and blemishes. When you do this, try to do all the lines of the same thickness at the same time. This will keep you from repeatedly resizing your brush as you stroke your paths.

I said I wasn’t going to teach lighting but I will give one tip: create thicker strokes representing areas further away from the light source and thinner ones for areas closer to the light source. This is the main idea of line weight.


Inking your entire drawing this way will take time, and you’re bound to make a few mistakes. However, because you’re working with paths, it’s very easy to fix mistakes by undoing the last couple of steps (delete path, stroke path) and making minor edits to your path. With the pen tool selected, hold Ctrl and grab a control point with the cursor. You can drag control points to edit them or marquee select the entire path if you want to move or transform the path (use Edit>Transform Path from the menu bar). Also, if you move your cursor close to your path (without holding any keys), you will see options for adding (+) or subtracting (-) control points, which further help you refine your paths.
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Now, I’m going to create more dynamic line quality by making use of closed paths and the “Fill Path” action. I’ll start with something simple: Marshall’s eyebrow. As you can see, I used a very thin line to ink this part, and it looks rather bland. With a simple move, I can make a much more dynamic line here. Using my pen tool, I created this eyebrow shape. It only uses five control points. Now, I use my Fill action and voila, instant dynamic line.
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This is how I create line quality: I create paths in the exact shape I want my lines to take, and fill them. You could actually do this for your entire project without stroking a single path, but sometimes you don’t want to go through the trouble of closing the shape; I don’t recommend it, for instance, for your initial outline. This technique is better for adding line quality after you’ve already outlined everything. For simpler lines like folds, you’ll probably want to use this technique right off the bat or use the eraser for your initial strokes. Don’t spend a great deal of time creating elaborate pen path shapes for minor lines like the lesser folds on a pair of pants. I mean, you can if you want to, but you’ll be working for much longer than you need to, especially if you intend to scale down your image when it’s finished.

Continue to lay down pen paths, stroking them with or without simulated pressure, or filling them as necessary until your image is completely traced in crisp Photoshop lines. As you go, you’ll want to occasionally zoom out and look at your entire image (Ctrl+0) to make sure it looks right. Digital inks are going to look much cleaner and smoother than your original drawing, but you need to be sure you don’t lose the heart of the initial drawing as you ink digitally. Enhancing your line weights and improved line quality will make sure it continues looking like a work of art and not just a technical illustration.
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Once you have every line looking the way you want to, you’re done inking. Go through the entire image with a fine toothed comb, using your eraser tool and your brush tool to modify any last minute issues with your line work (make sure your eraser is set to brush, not pencil or block. Otherwise you’ll make jagged edges out of your smooth strokes when you erase).


Once you are finished, you may delete the original pencil layer, you won’t need it anymore. Save the bottom layer for use in computer coloring if you choose to color it (lay your flat colors on the bottom layer, under the digital inks).

Conclusion

I hope you enjoyed my first tutorial. I also hope it answers any questions about the pen tool, or at least gives you a basis from which to practice your own form of digital inking. As I said, this is the way I choose to do it. There are other ways, and what works for me may or may not work for you. If there are any questions regarding this tutorial, feel free to note me.
Index
Action- a series of commands that can be programmed, or recorded, and activated with a single click or key press. Create a new action on the Actions Palette, name it and choose the function key to activate it (if any). Then do all the steps you wish to activate in your action, and stop recording to complete an action. Very useful for easily executing series of commands you do often, like stroking and deleting pen paths. In Photoshop’s default layout, the Action Palette is adjacent to the History Palette.

Brush Tool- Press the B key to switch to the brush tool. Primarily for drawing strokes, the settings for this tool (including the color, opacity and blending mode) can be mimicked when stroking pen paths or selections, making it useful for getting exactly the kind of rendering you want. There is also a pencil tool, which can be activated by holding Shift and pressing the B key.
Control Handles- straight rod-like graphics that extend from a path’s control point. The control handles can be grabbed with the mouse pointer and adjusted to exert greater control over paths. The control handles determine how far an adjustment to a path will go.

Control Points- these appear when you click on your image with the pen tool selected. This determines the beginning and end of the current path. Control points are used to mark the segments in the paths created with the pen tool, and can be manipulated in many ways. Control points can also be added to paths by moving the mouse between a pair or points (look for the + mark on the pointer), or subtracted by moving near a previously created control point (look for the - mark on the pointer). The more control points, the more manipulation can be done to a path, but when creating paths to trace line art, less is more. With more control points comes increased chance your stroked paths won’t appear as smooth.
Digital inking- the act of using a digital imaging program, such as Photoshop, to trace and darken lines. Instead of using a natural brush or pen, the digital inker uses the tools of a computer program to strengthen penciled art, often with a much sharper, smoother quality than the human hand is capable of.
Eraser Tool- Press E on the keyboard, or simply use the opposite end of your tablet’s stylus to use this tool. It does exactly what it says; it’s an eraser. Use it to refine strokes made during your digital inking process, and ensure that the Eraser is set to ‘Brush’ to avoid ruining your smooth digital inks with jagged erasures. You can resize the eraser just like you can with the brush and related tools. For best results, set your colors to default (D key) black and white before erasing.
History Palette- it keeps a record of your last few commands, the number can be adjusted in Photoshop’s preferences. I leave it on 15, which is usually enough. When performing an action, every step is recorded into the history palette. For instance, for my Stroke Path action, the first step is to stroke the path, then the path is deleted. You can step back one step in the history palette to restore the path, in case you wish to stroke the path again, using that action. It’s very handy for keeping track of what you do. You can also click on the side of any step in the history palette to lock the history at a certain point in your work, so no matter how many actions you take, you can always go back if you don’t like what you did.
Lasso- this consists of three selection tools: the Freehand Lasso, the Polygonal Lasso and the Magnetic Lasso. The first and last I rarely use, and I only use the Polygonal Lasso when laying down flat colors for my color work. It’s best to use aliased (hard, jagged) selections for flats so there is no fuzziness between color borders, but when I use my pen tool for rendering (it’s great for making ‘cuts’), I like those selections to be anti-aliased (soft). I use the pen tool whenever I want an anti-aliased selection (with my Make Selection action) and I use the Poly Lasso when I don’t. The lassos can be activated by pressing L on the keyboard, and Shift-L to switch between the three.
Layers- Layers are simply different templates for your art, stacked atop one another. Each layer is like a separate image on its own, and most digital art is produced by applying different effects or artwork to several layers and eventually blending and merging them. Layers are great for experimenting…you can set a layer to a blending mode instead of having to risk coloring over your flats and ruining them. For instance, I color using the Soft Light blending mode, with my brush set to black for shadows and white for highlights. However, I could just as easily use a Normal brush, create a layer above my flat colors and set the layer to Soft Light instead. That way, if I don’t like the way the color looks, I can just purge the layer and leave my original flat colors untouched. Alternatively, I could make a copy of the flats on its own layer to mess around with. Layers are very versatile and are a core feature of Photoshop that everyone who uses it should be familiar with.
Line Art- a term used for drawing done with simply lines, no shading, hatching or rendering, and usually in black and white. Line art can simply outline the details of a drawing, or could have solid fills for shadows. Line art refers to any art done in lines, whether it’s by hand, pen, brush or digital imaging.
Paths- lines connecting control points created with a digital imaging program’s pen tool. Paths are mainly for defining selections or strokes. My digital inking technique relies on using paths to trace pencil work with clean, smooth lines, taking much of the human error out of the calculation and creating nearly perfect line work. Paths are inherently a vector program function, and are more versatile in programs such as Illustrator or Flash than they are in Photoshop, but I prefer Photoshop because it’s the program I know best.
Pen Tool- press P on the keyboard to switch to this tool. It uses a technology called ‘Bezier Curves’ to create paths, through the manipulation of control points. By clicking and dragging control points and handles, the user is capable of creating paths in virtually any shape desired, making this an excellent tool for digital inking. I greatly prefer it to the common method of physically tracing line art with a brush or pencil tool.
Traditional Inking- the act of tracing and refining pencil art on paper surfaces with traditional inking tools, such as a brush or pen, in order to create a rich, permanent piece of art. The most common method is to use a brush and black ink, while others use pigment liner pens. Anything that can be used to ink a drawing by hand is considered traditional inking, though there are several ways to do it. I often use Sakura Pigma Microns for my traditional inking, but I am beginning to prefer the refinement of digital methods.
Digital Inking Tutorial
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