
We are pleased to present an exclusive article on the making of 

Jason Seiler’s Aretha Franklin caricature. Jason takes us step-by-step 

through his painting process in Photoshop, from sketch to final piece, 

and we will also be welcoming him back to 2DArtst later this year for 

an interview – that’ll be a treat for sure, as his portfolio contains some 

of the most stunningly painted caricatures you could hope to find!

“I wanted to end up with 
a warm painting, as well 
as a painting that looks 
and feels like a piece 
of art, rather than a 
manipulated or distorted 
photograph.”



page 107www.2dartistmag.com Issue 043 July 2009

Aretha Franklin Making Of

The brush I started with was a size 13 round 

brush (Fig.01a – 01b). I made sure that Other 

Dynamics was turned on and that the Opacity 

Jitter was at 0%; Control was set to Pen 

Pressure, Flow Jitter set to 0%, and the Control 

below the Flow Jitter was turned off. These 

settings gave me the control that I prefer. I 

usually paint with my Opacity set to 85-90% and 

my Flow set to 100%, although this sometimes 

differs depending on effect.  

I made sure that Shape Dynamics was turned 

off. The flesh colour I chose to use in RGB 

Mode was R: 190, G: 124, B: 104. I don’t always 

start with this colour. In fact, I rarely start with 

the same colours twice because each subject I 

paint presents a new mood or feeling that I want 

to capture. 

My photo reference had unnatural lighting and 

felt too pink. I knew from looking at my reference 

that I wanted to go in a different direction; I 

wanted to end up with a warm painting, as well 

as a painting that looks and feels like a piece 

of art, rather than a manipulated or distorted 

photograph. So I chose a violet red colour (R: 

Created In:
Photoshop

Introduction
These are the steps I took while painting my 

recent caricature, ‘Aretha Franklin’. The sketch 

was drawn in Photoshop (Fig.00), using a small 

round brush. For the painting I used Photoshop 

CS and a Wacom Cintiq; the size of the final 

painting is 13 inches wide by 14.5 inches high, 

at 300 dpi resolution.

Step 1
After I finished my sketch, I chose Select All, 

copied that layer and pasted another copy of the 

sketch above the background layer, one above 

the other. I then switched to my background 

layer, hit Select All again and deleted the sketch 

from the background layer. I then selected Layer 

2, which had the sketch on it, and set that layer 

to Multiply. 

I painted in a flesh tone directly under the 

sketch layer so as not to lose my sketch lines. 

“I rarely start with the same 
colours twice”

http://www.2dartistmag.com
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98, G: 17, B: 25) that I essentially filled the 

background with. I didn’t want any whites in my 

painting just yet. Because I tend to paint from 

dark to light, the background here was used as 

a foundation to build from.    

I created a palette layer at this point (Fig.01c). 

It’s important to create a colour palette that 

has harmony. My main priority was getting the 

values right and I knew that if I could succeed 

in that, I could do just about anything with 

the colour. When I paint, I usually create a 

variation of red, yellow, and blue. With these 

three colours most colours can be created. 

You’ll notice that in this painting my colours are 

very warm: reds, oranges, browns, violets, and 

greens.  

To create my palette, I made a new layer that 

would remain on top of all the layers from this 

point on. This layer was used as my ‘palette 

layer’. I selected my Eyedropper tool and picked 

a red-brown colour from my background. I then 

clicked my colour picker and chose a few more 

reds based off the red-brown that I chose, and 

then I created a small grouping of flesh-like reds 

and browns. I did this by squinting my eyes while looking at my photo 

reference, and then choosing colour according to the values I saw while 

squinting my eyes.  When I looked at my photo reference through squinted 

eyes, I saw reds, greens, violets, and blues, but I knew that I wanted a 

warmer painting for my final. So I create those colours and mixed my 

red-brown colour into all of them, creating harmony. This technique was 

similar to the ‘pigment soup’ technique that I sometimes use when painting 

with oils. 

Step 2     

What I typically do at this stage is use my Eyedropper tool to select the 

colour I’ve created for the background, and then use that colour to begin 

my block-in (Fig.02a – 02b). At this stage of the painting, I was mostly 

concerned about painting the correct values. It was also important, at this 

stage, to not zoom in too close. I chose to paint from a distance and used 

large brushes. This way I could focus on capturing shape and values, and 

merely suggest detail.  

“Think of it as if you are sculpting, 
chipping away small pieces”

http://www.2dartistmag.com
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Next, I created a new layer on top of the other 

layers and began to slowly paint over my 

sketch lines. By this point I’d created enough 

form and structure that I no longer needed my 

sketch lines. I also began to block in a bit of 

the background as well. The background was 

important to establish early on in the painting; it 

had to complement the portrait. The colours and 

values of the background will affect the colours 

and values in your portrait, so it’s important to 

work back and forth between the portrait and 

background while blocking in. Think of it as if 

you are sculpting, chipping away small pieces 

until the form appears. 

I usually save my bright highlights and whites 

for later on in the painting and start first by 

establishing my darks and working lighter from 

there. This stage is simply for me to create a 

balanced foundation for my block-in. Steps one 

and two take five to ten minutes – at most – to 

complete.  

Step 3     

I created another layer that would go directly 

under my “palette layer” but would remain on 

top of all the other layers. I began to paint on top 

http://www.2dartistmag.com
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of my block-in; everything up until this point was 

used as a guide for me to follow as I built up 

layers of colour.  

Next, I needed to establish my darkest darks 

and block those in. There was no need to zoom 

in; I worked at a distance and continued to use a 

large round brush. My technique when painting 

digitally is very similar to how I would paint 

traditionally with oils: start with bigger brushes, 

blocking in the largest shapes of darkest colour 

and value; as the painting progresses, I use 

smaller and smaller brushes. Also, I never 

stay in one area for too long. Painting from a 

distance with larger brushes helps you cover 

more ground in less time.

I established my darkest darks and at this point 

began to paint lighter values on her face and 

chest (Fig.03). I also started adding lighter, 

almost pure white value on her clothing. Notice 

that I have not yet added any such values to her 

face, as I saved those highlights and reflective 

lights for later on. It’s easy to become impatient 

and want to paint in highlights right way, but it’s 

better to not get distracted by them and wait. 

The reason I painted the almost white values on 

her clothing was so that I could later compare 

the lighter values in her face to the values on 

her clothing. I knew that there should not be any 

area on her face that shared values as white as 

those which exist on her clothing.  

Step 4     
As I continued to block in the painting, I found 

myself unsettled with the composition. This is 

one of the great things about painting digitally. 

With the Crop tool, I selected the entire canvas 

and then added a bit more to the bottom, giving 

Aretha additional girth (Fig.04).  

Step 5     
As the painting developed I continued with the 

same approach, squinting my eyes and mixing 

http://www.2dartistmag.com
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colour to match the value and temperature that I 

desired for the piece. Still using a round brush, I 

began to zoom in to paint details. I then started 

to refine the mouth, eyes, nose, ears, and hair. 

You can start to see a softer transition on edges 

between values (Fig.05).   

 Step 6     

I removed the palette at this stage because I 

had enough colours in my painting to work with. 

If I needed to change the value or saturation 

of a colour that I already had, I simply clicked 

on the colour picker and mixed or adjusted my 

colour there. Not much here has changed since 

Step 5 (Fig.06). 

I began to use my favourite Photoshop brush, 

#24 (follow the brush settings mentioned in Step 

1). Brush #24’s marks and strokes feel more like 

a natural paint brush and I use it as such. This 

was the brush I used to finish the painting, with 

the exception of a soft round that I used for hair.  

Step 7     

I began to focus my attention on Aretha’s face 

(Fig.07). Adjustments were made to her nose 

and right cheek, and I noticed that I could 

exaggerate her mouth a bit more, so I painted 

away the mouth and re-painted a new mouth 

lower on her face. This added more space 

between her nose and mouth, which is what I 

wanted. I also extended her mouth and bottom 

lip out a bit further, which enhanced both the 

likeness as well as humour. I continued to soften 

edges, adjust values and introduce additional 

lighter values to her face and clothing. I also 

began to soften her chest and hair.  

Step 8    

At this stage I freely zoomed in and out – 

zooming in for details, zooming out to have a 

look from a distance. It was important to often 

step back from the painting. With this painting 

it was not my intention to copy the colour I saw 

in my references. Instead, I wanted to focus on 

values and colour temperature. Squint your eyes 

for value, and open your eyes to see the colour. 

I basically finished the face at this stage, and 

started to detail her chest and clothing (Fig.08).    

Step 9     
The painting was all but finished in this final 

step, with the exception of the hair and minor 

details of clothing and composition. For the 

hair, I created a new layer. This way, if I needed 

“Squint your eyes for value, and 
open your eyes to see the colour”

http://www.2dartistmag.com
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to erase a section of hair that didn’t feel right, 

it didn’t ruin the rest of the painting. I painted 

the large mass of value and shape that I saw 

while squinting my eyes. I then blocked in the 

basic form or design of the hair a little bit darker 

than it needed to be. This way, when I painted 

smaller hairs on top, in a lighter value, it gave 

the illusion of depth. To add to this illusion, I 

also changed the size of my brush to differ the 

widths of the hairs. I used a Soft Round brush 

with a tapered point to paint smaller hairs. Keep 

it simple: study what hair does and then make it 

more interesting. 

My goal with this painting was that it would feel 

more like a traditionally painted piece, rather 

than a digitally painted image. To get a more 

traditional look for the piece, I selected some 

texture from one of my oil paintings and dragged 

it on top of my painting. In my layers window, 

I selected Hard Light and set it to 47%. This 

effect changed my colours slightly from the 

previous step. Truthfully, this was something 

I’ve never done before; I enjoyed the look I was 

getting and decided to keep it. Don’t be afraid 

to experiment with some of the tools to see 

what they can do, but be careful to not abuse 

the computer. I feel that digital paintings look best when they’re not so 

obviously digitally created. That’s my preference anyway. 

The painting was almost finished here and I felt once more that the 

composition could be better. So I selected my Crop tool and cropped a bit 

off the right side of the painting. For the final finishing touch, I wanted to 

add some noise and additional texture to the painting, so I selected a mid-

tone grey, created a new layer and filled that layer with grey, making sure 

this layer was on the very top. I then selected Noise in the Filter menu and 

chose Add Noise. When using this tool you’ll need to adjust the settings 

until they look good to you. I then selected Blur More in the Blur settings. 

I did this to soften the texture of the noise a bit. And finally, I changed my 

layer to Soft Light and brought the Opacity down to about 17% (Fig.09).  

Final Thoughts
Well, that’s it. Remember to have fun. Sketch, draw and paint from life as 

much as you can. Keep it simple. If you look at the design of my portrait 

you can see that my shapes and forms are basic and simple. When I 

combine strong values and colour to my basic design, the final appears 

more complicated than it really is.       

http://www.2dartistmag.com


Jason Seiler
For more from this artist visit:

http://www.jasonseiler.com

Or contact them at:

jseiler@jpusa.org

http://www.jasonseiler.com
mailto:jseiler@jpusa.org


With the release of 3DTotal’s latest book, 

Digital Art Masters: Volume 4, we have 

some exclusive chapters for you...

This book is more than just an artwork 

book. Not only does it feature 

full-colour, full-page images, but each artist 

has given a detailed description, in their 

own words, of the creation process behind 

each piece of published artwork. And 

they’ve done it especially for this book! 

This month we feature:
 

“Walkway” 
Gerhard Mozsi

3DTotal presents the new issue of 2dartist
magazine: a downloadable monthly magazine for 

concept art, digital & matte painting for only £2.75 (approx $3.78 - €2.93)

“I’m convinced that 

an interesting and 

dynamic composition 

contributes towards 

30% of the success of 

an image!”

visit www.2dartistmag.com 
to download the free ‘lite’ issue, the full issue, subscription offers and to purchase back issues.

Interviews
Jason Seiler

Articles
Sketchbook of Julia Udalova 
Massive Black: Interview 
with Jason Manley

Tutorials
Using 3D as a Base for 2D 
Painting:  
Part 4 by Carlos Cabrera
Custom Brushes 
Part 3 - Fur and Skin Effects 
by Kirsi Salonen
Dynamic Characters 
Part 4: Dynamic & 
Exaggerated Poses 
by Mark McDonnell 
Beginner’s Guide to Digital 
Painting 
Part 4 by Nykolai Aleksander 
 
Galleries
another 10 of the best Images 
from around the world. 

Making Of’s 
Imp Vs Angel-Warrior  
by Oleg MatsokinSci-Fi City Environment 

Carlos Cabrera infuses his Google SketchUp scene with some 80’s sci-fi movie 
nostalgia in the latest tutorial of our Using 3D as a Base for 2D Painting series  

Fur and Skin Effects Custom Brushes 
Kirsi Salonen shows us how to make customized fur and hair brushes, as well as 
taking us through the process of making some interesting skin brushes

Beginner’s Guide to Digital Painting
Nykolai Aleksander takes us  through coloring from grayscale, blending methods, 
and incorporating photos into our paintings, in chapter four of the series

Dynamic and Exaggerated Poses  
Mark McDonnell teaches us a thing or two about dynamic and exaggerated poses 
for our character concepts in part four of our Dynamic Characters tutorial series

The Gallery
Hyung Jun Kim  & Alex Broeckel, 
plus more! 
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Interview
Jason Seiler

Articles
Massive Black: Interview with Jason Manley
Sketchbook of Julia (Falinor) Udalova

• FREE brushes
• FREE base image

Intro Text

“Quote From Arti-

cle”

Chapter 1 – July

Introducing Photoshop’s Workspace, Graphics Tablets, Screen 

Calibration, Color Profiles and the Brush Tool

Chapter 2 – August 

Canvas Settings, Scanning Drawings, Swatches, Colour Pickers,  

Colour Theory, Layers and Custom Brushes!  
 

Chapter 3 – September

Composition Rules, Sketching and Perspective, Understanding 

Light and Blocking-In. 
 

Chapter 4 – October

Colouring from Greyscale, Colours beyond Blocking-In, Blending  

Methods and Using Photos - In the fourth chapter we will learn about 

colouring a greyscale sketch or painting, how to paint with colours 

beyond blocking in, including a more in-depth approach to the actual 

process, different blending methods and the tools to use for this, as 

well as how to use photos directly in your paintings.
 

Chapter 5 – November

Quick Masks, Using the Wand Tool, Liquify Filter uses, Layer  

Masks – and Painting!
 

Chapter 6 – December

The Final Part: Finishing Touches, Filters, the Unsharpen Mask  

and Saving your Work

This Workshop Series will look at, just as the title suggests, all the things that we need to know to get us started with 

Photoshop – mainly for painting, but also for other things such as matte painting and photo manipulation, which often 

use the same tools. We will be covering all the technical aspects of the programme, as well as some technical sides 

of painting that’ll help us starting to swing the virtual brush!

• Free Brushes

This series of tutorials aims to show some of the methods and processes used to design and develop characters 

from initial thumbnail sketches through to a final concept. The series will be divided into five parts and will focus on 

the general design methods commonly used by character artists. It will begin with quick sketching techniques used to 

suggest ideas and develop a theme before moving onto creating variations once a subject is established. The third 

instalment will culminate in a finished concept design, after which we will move onto the importance of posing your 

character and the impact this has on their personality. The series will conclude with a chapter dedicated to choosing 

suitable eye levels and camera views to best convey an emotional state or emphasise a storyline.

Chapter 1 | Thumbs & Silhouettes

Chapter 2 | Visual Brainstorming – Variations on a Theme

Chapter 3 | Speed Painting & Concept Design

Chapter 4 | Dynamic And Exaggerated Poses 

Chapter four will move onto the topic of posing characters and the importance this has in 

relation to personality and adding a dynamic to your designs. Choosing a suitable posture 

and using exaggeration can make all the difference and this is where we gain an insight into 

the importance of such topics when trying to describe a characters inner nature. 

Chapter 5 | Camera Placement, Framing, Fore-shortening & Distortion

“...this process of gesture drawing 

is cross-platform – from animation, 

illustration, film design, 

storyboarding, concept design, 

visual development, character 

design and everything in-between. 

It’s the root of all things. It’s the 

first step and the last adjustment 

to any amazing illustration...“…
Author of The Art and Feel of Making It Real: 

Gesture Drawing for the Animation and 

Entertainment Industry, and with a client list 

including Walt Disney, Pixar, Sony as well 

as many other impressive companies, Mark 

McDonnell takes time out from his design work 

to teach us a thing or two about dynamic and 

exaggerated poses for our character concepts 

… As well as a little something about the 

importance of growing a beard!

The more you are 

willing to make 

hair brushes, the 

more natural the 

results should 

become, since fur 

is such a massive 

and complex 

structure…”

• Free Brushes

An artist’s brushes have always been a vital part of any painter’s set of tools, and remain the 

single asset that links paint with canvas. As such, they are crucial to how we view and interpret 

an artwork, and they afford the artist with a means through which to convey an idea or feeling. 

This has always been true throughout the history of art, and is no less important within a digital 

context. Software such as Photoshop and Painter essentially combine and fuse paint, canvas 

and brushes into a single tool. However, within this complex set of “tools”, brushes retain certain 

autonomy with their own, distinct set of parameters and presets, offering artists the freedom to 

affect and vary the way paint is applied. This principle of customizing brushes forms the focus of 

this set of tutorials, and aims to show how individual artists exploit these techniques to achieve 

some interesting results!

This tutorial series will revolve around the use of 3d as a starting point for digital painting. In particular we will 

explore the value of Google SketchUp, a free program enabling users to quickly build 3d environments using 

a set of intuitive tools.

This technique is used by many contemporary artists and is used as a quick and effective way of establishing 

correct perspective as well as offering a moveable camera in order to experiment with compositions.

As a 3d package SketchUp is easy to learn and does not require hours of training and as an artist wishing 

to draw complicated scenes, this approach can prove a valuable starting point for producing a template on 

which to paint over.

“I’ve envisioned a 

sci-fi scene like the 

ones we used to see 

in the cinema back in 

the 80s.”

• Free Brushes

• Free Base Image

If you haven’t heard of Jason Manley, we’re sure you’ll have heard of his company Massive 

Black; it’s one of the premiere entertainment art and animation studio in the world with 

branches in San Francisco, Shanghai and Bangkok. As you can imagine Jason is an incredibly 

busy guy, but at long last we managed to caught up with him to bring you this interview.  

“Comes back to that 

old saying...”Do what 

you love and the 

success will come”.”

This Month we Feature:

Hyung Jun Kim

Lubos de Gerardo Surzin

Minjuan Zhong

Ghassem Farhany

Matt Ellis

Kenichiro Tomiyasu

Kian Kiani

Sasha Podgorny

James Wolf Strehle

Alex Broeckel

Julia Udalova, otherwise known as Falinor, is with us this month to take us through some 

of her recent sketchbook additions, covering cute designs for children’s games, a clumsily-

built goblin city, and mysterious female heroines. Sit back, and enjoy!

“Whilst working on designs for 

goblin architecture, it came 

to me that goblins could 

even cut caves straight 

into the rock and build 

additions over them, just 

like the residents of 

the ancient city of 

Matera 

do.”

From drawing caricatures of his grade school history 

teacher, to drawing caricatures for The New York 

Times, Jason Seiler’s career has gone from 

strength to strength over the last couple of 

years. We recently caught up with him to 

discover more about the art of caricature, 

his fascination with ducks and who his 

dream caricature subject would be.  

“What I try to 

do is capture a 

person’s essence; 

I try to capture 

their character. By 

exaggerating and 

pushing elements 

of truth, I enhance 

both the subject’s 

likeness and 

essence”

http://www.2dartistmag.com

