
PAINTING THE
DEATH DEALER
Liam Sharp  explains how he created an official Death 
Dealer piece with Frazetta•s blessing, without making a clone

’m not the kind of person that 
reads instructions. They 
coagulate in my head, 
causing blockages and failing 

to define themselves into anything like 
clarity. As a result my forays into the 
digital art world are based on intuition 
and random discovery. I’m not a 
mapmaker either, and I have no memory 
at all for technicalities and names, so my 

I
repertoire of recognisable Photoshop 
terminology is certainly lacking. But I 
hope I can give you fresh confidence. 

You might feel emboldened, 
prepared to take a few chances 
with the filters and settings – 
to go play a bit. It’s a medium 
that permits endless direction-
changes, alternatives and 
possibilities. Have fun.

1 Fear the Death Dealer!
When I sat down to begin this work my initial elation at being 

able to produce an ‘official’ Death Dealer piece, with the blessing of 
Frazetta himself, quickly became deeply intimidating. I realised that if 
I let myself even look at any Frazetta paintings his sheer style would 
start to overwhelm me, and I would find myself drawn towards doing 
a poor imitation. All my sketches had me thinking “no, that’s too 
much like Kane, that’s too much like Barbarian…” I could have been 
trapped in the realm of Frazetta-a-likes, because they would have 
stamped on and imposed themselves in my mind.

2 Sketches and 
compositions

So what I ended up with were odds and 
sods of bits of drawings I quite liked, 
based on my memory of the character as 
I drew him in the 1990s comic. Time 
eventually forced my hand; the best 
sketches scanned, and any issues with the 
final composition I resolved to tackle at a 
later stage. That’s the great gift of 
Photoshop, as I mentioned earlier. There 
are no limits to what can be changed. 
Everything is permitted.

Sketches can be moved around and 
changed, flipped, stretched, distorted. 
I found a composition roughly akin to 
something I could half-see in my head, 
and settled on it, heedless of the fact that 
the main figure was static and non-
interactive with the environment.

Creating a Death 
Dealer piece with 
Frank Frazetta•s 
blessing meant I had 
to steer away from 
doing Frazetta clones.

When I started sketching, I 
ended up with odds and sods 
of bits of drawings that I liked 
to get me going.
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was born on 2 
May 1968 and 
is a British 
comic book 

artist, writer and 
publisher, He lives in 
Derby with his wife and 
three children. He made 
his debut in the 1980s for 
2000 AD, and in 2004  
set up his own publishing 
company, Mam Tor.
www.mamtor.com

DVD Assets
The files you need 
are on your DVD in 

the Liam Sharp folder in 
the Workshops section.
Download a trial version 
of Photoshop from www.
adobe.com/downloads .
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3 Textures and accidents
First up, I bring in a texture layer. I’ve got a big folder full 

of these, and lord knows now where they all came from! I’ve been 
collecting them for about a decade or so. The one I use is a jpeg of some 
crudely smeared paint, which gives you immediate texture. I stretch 
and fit it to the piece, and duplicate the (now flattened) pencil art, 
putting a layer on top and one beneath. The top one I make 
transparent – using either the Multiply or Darken Layer option – and 
do the same with the texture layer, taking it down to maybe 50 per 
cent  – I’m never exact on these things, nor consistent, just intuitive.

4 Earthy 
Frazetta tone

Next I bring in yet another 
texture, this time burnished 
oak. It gives an immediate 
and lovely earthy tone, not 
unlike that found in much 
of Frazetta’s art. Again I 
make the layer transparent, altering the 
setting to Multiply. Then with the Rubber 
tool on between a 30 and 40 per cent 
setting, in Airbrush mode using different 
sizes, I start to erase that layer, revealing 
the ones below. What this does is create 
new textures. It uncovers suggestions and 
accidental shapes that unwittingly 
become part of the final piece, starting 
you off down new paths and new ideas.

5 Using photographic elements
What I need next is a little space, so I import a photo – taken by my friend Sue 

Braithwaite – to help set the sky area. At this stage there was no likelihood really that it 
would be the final sky, but it helps create atmosphere and give a sense of place. I erase 
all the bits I don’t want and, as you see, there is a lot more clarity of composition. There 
are hints of what might – or could – come out of it, and I could easily keep it a narrow 
rocky fissure, as suggested by the image, but one thing I had decided upon before I 

started was that it should be a 
snowy scene – mainly because I’ve 
never done one before.

6 Save your art
I decide that this will be a good point to flatten the image, 

too. Doing this saves memory, and I was happy with the piece so 
far, so I was safe. It’s important to save the art at key stages too, 
as the way I push the limitations of the filters and 
the like means it’s possible to crash Photoshop even on a very 
powerful Mac Pro – and who knows when there’s going to be a 
power cut? Saving will minimise your losses if this happens. 

7 Brushes
Now it’s time to do a bit of the fun 

stuff, and start building up the painting, 
initially working light out of the dark.  
Here I use a variety of brushes, some 
airbrush, some textured, from a tiny 
brush – say a 3 – to 100 or 200, 
depending on the size of the figure, and if 
I want a soft blending colour or hard edge. 

I use the Normal setting with an Opacity 
of anything between 10 and 40 per cent, 
depending on how strong I want the 
colour. I do the same using brushes on the 
Screen (to lighten) or Overlay (to enrich 
and strengthen) settings. I might use the 
Colour (to even out the colour tones) or 
Multiply (to darken, but still retain the 
detail) settings too. 
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Using the
Liquify filter
The Liquify filter is 
amazing . It•s a new 
favourite of mine and I 
thoroughly recommend it. 
This filter will enable you 
to make huge or subtle 
changes to anything you 
like … just by shifting the 
image around. I took my 
square-on torso and 
warped it with the Liquify 
filter into a new shape 
that conformed to the 
legs, sparing myself a ton 
of work on the chest, 
which otherwise would 
have had to have been 
completely repainted. 
I love this tool! Then I 
worked the legs up, 
adding snow, changing 
the shape, shortening 
them bit by bit, and a big
improvement in the whole 
piece was made.
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8 Experimenting
is good

Here I am reacting intuitively, 
and am always prepared to try 
new things, brushes and 
settings, knowing that if they 
don’t work I can simple scroll 
back through the history. It’s 
really trial and error, but it also 
requires you to know what 
you’re doing with a form, and to 
understand how to light it. After 
tinkering, I realise it was getting 
way too shiny and airbrushed 
looking, and other aspects are 
starting to bother me.

I opt to flip the piece – to 
make  sure that it’s not leaning 
too far one way – and look at it 
with fresh eyes.

9 Adjusting colours
Now I start to play with the levels in the picture itself, pulling out more form 

from the rocks and figures with the Airbrush/Screen tool, and using Image>Adjust>
Selective Colour to change the tones – taking the magenta out of the neutrals will get it 
greener, and so on. You can just keep playing until you get it how you want it. I flip the 
image again, and brave some strong white Airbrush work on the rocks, and suddenly 
found I was off in a whole new direction.

10 Natural shapes
Here I’m focusing on the naturally 

occurring patterns that are produced by 
the layers. I eke out shapes, plop some 
snow on those that revealed themselves 
as the surfaces, avoid the shadows, and 
cast a broad light blue glow over it all with 
the Airbrush/Screen tool on a very big 
brush setting – about 300 – with an 
Opacity of something like 15 to 30 per 
cent. I thought it looked pretty cool, 
having no idea I was going to completely 
obliterate that work later on! Now the sky 
was bothering me, it all needed lifting 
back into the light, so in comes another 
sky jpeg, and once again the whole 
picture took on a new life.

11Happy accidents
Here I had one of those happy accidents when the cloud in the 

photo was exactly placed to be the protagonist’s breath! This small bit 
would remain intact all the way to the final image! There was another 
cloud that formed the breath of the leaping ape. (I’ll admit, if this 
hadn’t happened I might well have neglected these details all 
together… a lucky break.)
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12 Adding movement
I’ve now found myself at the point where I was going to have to face up to 

something that if I didn’t deal with then would have impacted much more forc ibly 
upon the piece at a later stage. The main figure is as stiff and lifeless as any formal early 
Greek or Persian statue. He isn’t interacting with the scene. There is no motion, 
Frazetta’s greatest strength, and there was very little invested in the story. So I go in with 
a big hard brush and just start chopping away at and changing the configuration of the 
legs, bringing the right leg forward to create a believable swing. It seems crude, but it 
was the right direction.

13 Finishing touches
The image is near completion, 

and everything else is just working up, 
shifting around, and yet more painting. 
I had to really play with the top ape to 
bring him into the piece, completely 
changing the orientation of the figure. 
I lose the first lot of rocks and make them 
into ruins, giving the image more inner 
story, and tying it into the hinted at 
structures embedded in the distant 
mountains. I settle on the original layout 
with a final flip of the image, and last but 
not least, I adjust the levels to make the 
figures pop – toning down the sky and 
mountains with the Airbrush set on a 
thin colour transparency.

14 What, no shortcuts?
I’m a self-confessed Luddite, and I 

run the tools where I can as though they 
were real tools. I don’t run any actions, 
though I should. I don’t know any 
shortcuts, and I’m certain I wouldn’t use 
them if I did. I never run any presets, or 
even come close to doing what this 
program is really capable of doing – but 
for me it’s the results that matter more 
than any tool. Indeed, shortcuts leave my 
poor brain reeling, as do many 
completely alien terms I sometimes come 
across in workshops. Ultimately we all 
find our own way, and we all use this 
great program differently. So find your 
way, have fun, and be adventurous!

It’s art, not science! 

Liam Sharp interview
Learn more about Liam’s work 
and how he became a successful 
artist in our exclusive interview. 
Turn to page 56 now for our 
Portrait of an Artist feature.
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Bas Relief
Several pieces of the 
image were created 
using the Bas Relief filter 
… the helmet, the apes• 
faces and hands, the 
Death Dealer•s gauntlets. 
I selected the areas and 
ran the filter, modifying 
the levels for each and 
fading the filter once I 
returned to the art. It•s a 
powerful, flattening tool, 
but used subtly it can 
jump-start ideas, offer 
new perspectives and 
create unexpected form. 
It•s very a matter of 
much trial and error.

TURN
TO PAGE

56!
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