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s an artist, it’s hard to put 

into words the feelings that 

you get when you create. 

The key to the creation 

process is hidden in your heart and 

in your soul – it’s something that’s 

completely individual. 

To me every new assignment is 

a challenge and gets me involved 

in a new adventure. A challenge of the 

mind and the imagination, a battle to 

overcome all the boundaries, prejudices 

and complexes I’ve imposed on myself.

Materials don’t matter – whether it’s 

analogue or digital, what counts is the 

Svetlin Velinov demonstrates how to draw a character 
with a clear story while retaining an air of mystique

FIERY DRAGON 
PRINCESS 

inspiration and the energy you can use 

to transform your artwork. 

Every character I draw has a story. 

I’d rather challenge the imagination 

of the viewer than present a ready 

product with clear, visible conclusions. 

For me, it’s important to have a bit of 

mystique, so the perceptions can be 

teased. I had the concepts of “sexy” 

and “chick” in mind, but I wanted to 

put a twist on my dragon princess.

I wanted her to have the aura of 

someone gentle and gracious, but 

at the same time strong and decisive. 

All of this had to be contrasted 

A

2 Creating the colour 
conception

A very important stage in creating 

your artwork is to decide which 

colour solution is best for that particular 

painting. The first thing that comes 

to mind with a dragon is fire. Fire is 

warm, and I decide to give it a real 

red colour, which has an added bonus, 

because red is also a natural sign of 

danger. This, combined with the 

innocent but straightforward expression 

of the princess, makes for an interesting 

piece. Through the vibrancy and the 

richness of colour I want to insert some 

dynamics and tension into the seemingly 

static composition. 

3 Decorative elements 
Accessories and other supporting 

elements strengthen the impact of your 

character. I’ve chosen ornaments that 

combine organic elements, interwoven 

with mechanics and the coldness of 

metal. I want the jewellery to have 

a dimmed and matted look. 

Now I’m going to start building 

volumes, because the colour is flat at the 

moment. To ensure that I only paint the 

areas I want to, I use the Colour Range 

function, limited to a certain colour 

or halftone.

For the links of the chains I use a 

custom brush that I’ve made myself, 

and with some adjustments to spacing, 

direction and angle, I produce a chain 

that fits my princess perfectly.

Svetlin Velinov 
COUNTRY: Bulgaria

CLIENTS: 

Konami, Backbone 

Entertainment, Keen 

Games, Blizzard, Games 

Workshop, Wizkids, 

Imaginary Friends

Svetlin 

studied 

fine art and 

animation 

then went to 

work for an advertising 

agency. Feeling he wasn’t 

getting enough time 

for drawing, he turned 

freelance. Svetlin has 

worked in many fields, 

including concept art. 

Web: www.velinov.com

DVD Assets
The files you need 

are on the DVD

FOLDERS: Brushes, 

Textures, Full Screenshots

SOFTWARE: Photoshop  

CS2 (demo)

1 Base sketch and 
image composition

I briefly mark out a sketch. I don’t like 

working through my sketches, but prefer 

working directly with colour. I start with 

a silhouette, built using a standard hard-

edged brush with Spacing set to 2. I set 

the blending of the layer to Multiply. 

Once the form is more or less clear, I 

zoom out and with the lighter shades 

work on the volume before making a 

final decision on the lighting.

Photoshop

with a non-typical 

environment.

I soon had several 

keystones: a beautiful 

heroine; dragon; fire; 

colour. Now I could 

sort out the relations 

between the elements of my 

composition, and settle on the colours. 

I decided to put her in the middle of 

the flames, making her strong and 

invincible, in control of her situation. 

This instantly puts the dragon in a 

subordinate position, because his most 

powerful weapon is fire. 

Clipping mask 
Ctrl+Alt+G (PC)

Cmd+Alt+G (Mac)
Make changes to an area 

without affecting the 
rest of the image.

Clipping mask

In depth Fiery dragon princess
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4 Solving a headache 
I give the canvas a quick flip 

to check for any problems, and realise 

there’s something wrong with the head. 

I’ve distorted the whole skull and mixed 

up its geometry. There are areas in which 

I have to cut and others in which I have 

to fill. The eye sockets are distorted and 

don’t fit the direction and the tilt of the 

head. The tiara isn’t right either, so I have 

to work on this too. 

5 Repeating elements 
I’ve repeated some elements 

in different parts of my painting. 

Everywhere there are the round red 

stones, which were a direct reference 

to the eye of the dragon. This is a 

necessary element, which was 

embedded from the initial sketch. Now 

the clothes are starting to look realistic.

6 Changing the dragon 
There are certain things irritating 

me. It takes me a while to work it out, 

but then I crack it: the dragon is way 

too close to the princess’s head, and the 

huge stone on her tiara is almost on the 

same line as the eye of the dragon, 

which leads to a conflict between the 

two. Deliberately, I haven’t done much 

work on the dragon yet, and I now think 

about moving him up and to the left, but 

the canvas appears a bit narrow for this. 

To the side, the dragon is touching the 

outer border and the horns need to be 

cut terribly. So I rearrange the whole 

format and enlarge the canvas a couple 

of centimetres. This finally enables me to 

find the optimal layout. After tweaking 

the tiara some more, everything’s good 

with the face. I add some more decorative 

chains and so the character begins to 

look more like what I had in mind when 

I sketched the piece. 

7 Fire 
I need to make the foreground 

elements stand out more from the 

background. For this, I need an element 

to add value and hierarchy to the 

composition elements. I need to work 

on my fire. My initial idea is to put 

the princess in stylised flames that don’t 

burn her. This could help me to separate 

off the dragon, while adding values to 

the front and background. I decide to 

further develop the idea by continuing 

the flames upwards, so they wrap and 

envelop the dragon. If the flames are 

behind the princess, and at the same 

time in front of the dragon, this will 

separate the background, giving the 

composition depth. I don’t want these 

Brush softness

Tablet scroll + Shift (Mac & PC)

Use this shortcut to control the 

hardness or softness of the 

brush, from the scroll pad
of the tablet.4

5
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flames to look like ordinary fire: I want 

something more like a stream or a draft, 

but controlled and subdued by the 

power of thought. So I make a custom 

brush, with a gradient at 90 degrees 

from black to translucent. With the 

Direction turned on from the Settings 

panel, dependent on the swing of the 

brush the gradient follows the 

movement path or flips vertically. 

This, in combination with the 

foreground/background colour switch 

–  [X] by default – makes the whole 

process of the building volume easy. 

8 Accessories 
Time to do some more with the 

accessories. Her jewellery was meant 

to be semi-organic; a mix between 

living form and metal, a part of 

the princess. I look for a definitive 

symbolism and association. I want 

to show the strength of the spirit and 

the power of will forged in the 

burning might of the fire and 

synthesised in the jewels’ ornaments.

The time has come to breathe life 

into these elements, by making them 

look complete. I start working on the 

speculars and shadows. Once I’ve made 

one element I have the look, the vision 

and the model to proceed with the rest.

Fade
When you use a given 

filter, you fill something 

with colour or make a 

mask using a paintbrush, 

you can change the 

density and the effect of 

the last thing you did 

using the Fade option. 

This is a useful feature 

which you can access 

through Edit>Fade 

or through the direct 

shortcut Cmd+Shift+F, 

entering your changes in 

the pop-up window. 

PRO
SECRETS
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Lock 
transparent 
pixels
When you have put some 

elements of your image 

in a different layer 

and are ready to start 

working in colour, you 

can activate Lock 

Transparent Pixels by 

pressing [/]. You can 

also activate it from the 

Layer panel. This is less 

irritating than having 

the pixels marking out 

the edges of your chosen 

object, constantly 

moving and getting 

in your way.

PRO
SECRETS

9 Clothing
Next, I turn my attention to the 

clothing, which is still a little dry and 

flat. I have to bring it to life by adding 

specularity and shadows, and I also want 

to put it inside the environment, by 

adding some shine. This moment is 

delicate because in the desire to do all 

this, I could end up breaking the form 

beneath the clothes. The creases have 

to help underline the structure beneath, 

by following the anatomical forms and 

adding to their volume.

10 Texturing 
I’m going to add some texture 

to the jewellery. I use Overlay mode 

and make a clipping mask. There are 

two ways to create a clipping mask – 

through a shortcut (Ctrl+Alt+G or 

Cmd+Option+G) or by holding down 

the Alt/Option button and clicking 

between the layers you want to work 

on. Then simply make a layer mask, 

and retouch the places of the texture 

that you want to sink back. In this 

way, I add texture to the metal parts 

and the corset, giving them a more 

convincing look.

11 Final accent
Time for some more work on the 

flames – mainly on the idea of wrapping 

them around the dragon in a way that 

separates him from the foreground. The 

flames themselves are separated on a 

different layer in order for me to work 

with each one individually, because 

the fire actually wraps around itself 

as well. With the help of a mask 

I retouch the parts of the fire that I 

want to disappear and slightly blur 

the edges. The next step is the glow 

effect. I make a copy of all the layers 

in the flame set and combine them. 

I add a 40-degree Motion Blur and set 

the Blending mode to Hard Light, then 

use a mask to retouch some areas. After 

doing this, I decide to add speculars and 

reflections on every other element to 

connect them to the light. Enveloping 

the whole picture in light makes the 

overall image more homogenous. 

I use the Blur tool to add values to the 

different parts of the painting and bring 

the most important to the front. 

12 Final colour correction 
I use Curves and Photo Filter 

and from the Layer menu choose 

New Adjustment Layer. This way all 

the changes and corrections are on a 

separate layer, which you can add 

different settings to, play around 

with the opacity and so on. 

With the help of the Dodge tool 

I mark out the places where accent has 

to be made, while switching the mode to 

Highlights. This will enrich the colour, 

as long as you don’t overdo it to 

overexpose the painting.

Workshops
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