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he brief – “Can you tell the 
readers how you come up 
with a dark and moody 
image?” – sounded perfect, 

but I soon found that trying to analyse 
how I made decisions was going to be a 
little more difficult than I thought. So 
many influences come to bear in an 
image that each final artwork can, and 
usually does, take a unique journey.

Part of a project I’m working on at the 
moment resulted in my watching Roman 
Polanski’s adaptation of Macbeth. This 
film, along with Kurosawa’s Throne of 
Blood, is a great interpretation of the 
play’s truly timeless and disturbingly dark 
exploration of human addiction to power. 
It also has an over-riding supernatural 
menace woven throughout the story.

One of the great scenes is the meeting 
of Macbeth with the three weird sisters, 
and their promise of glory that soon 
becomes a bloody doom.

My initial approach was to come at the 
image from a modern angle, depicting 
Macbeth as a two-bit drug dealer meeting 
the witches in the stairwell of a run down 
apartment block… then I discovered this 
approach had already been covered by the 
BBC in an excellent play for TV. Always be 
prepared to reject ideas: this is not only 
unavoidable for an illustrator, but 
necessary. So I went back 90 years and 
decided to use World War I as my stage.

As you can already tell, this exploration 
isn’t going to be in the usual ImagineFX 
step-by-step workshop format. Prepare 
to take a slightly different approach to 
learning as you embark on a short walk 
through my creative process.
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In depth A walk on the dark side
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Step-by-step: Creating a barbed wire brush in Painter

�� �A�S�b�b�W�\�U���U�c�W�R�S�Z�W�\�S�a
Open a new document and set 

the dimensions to 500 by 500 pixels. 
Next, turn Rulers on and lay out a 
couple of guidelines close together 
in the centre. These guides are 
important: once you’ve designed your 
first link, they will help you to create 
a seamless rope of barbed wire 
without any gaps or jaggedness.

� �B�V�S���T�W�`�a�b���Z�W�\�Y
Draw your barbed wire in black 

with the brush of your choice. Make 
sure that your image matches at both 
ends (where I’ve circled). Your image 
can be as elaborate as you like as long 
as the ends match exactly horizontally 
and vertically. If you want to add extra 
randomness, draw a couple of 
different knots and strands.

�! �5�W�d�S���W�b���O���\�O�[�S
Now set up some guides 

around the whole of your image as 
shown above, bracketing the image 
precisely, then throw a rectangular 
selection around your image. In the 
Pattern palette’s drop-down menu, 
select Capture Pattern. Name the 
pattern and you’re done: your link is 
ready to be replicated.
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Open up a new document. 

From the Pattern Pens menu, select 
Pattern Chalk and test your brush. If 
there are any gaps and jaggedness, go 
back to your image and tweak those 
ends until they match. This technique 
can be used to create any repeating 
pattern, such as chains or vertebrae 
in spinal columns.  
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I usually work straight into colour, but 
with this image I’ve decided to produce 
a monochromatic under-painting to 
experiment with some new colouring 
techniques I’ve picked up. This approach 
was inspired by the number of black-and-
white photographs I trawled through 
while researching. There’s nothing quite 
like monochrome for atmosphere.
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In depth A walk on the dark side
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Workshops
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