
CREATE A STORY 
THROUGH A COVER
Michael Chang Ting Yu  explains how to tell a fantasy story though a 
cover or poster using Painter and Photoshop

here are many ways to express 
stories; one of the most 
interesting ways of telling a 
story for me is visually 

through comics. Before I start to read the 
first page of the comic, I usually take time 
to study the cover and try to get a feel for 
the story. I think that a good cover helps 
to bring out the atmosphere of the story at 
first sight – this applies not only for 
comics, but animation, video games and 
movies as well. By using things such as 
environment, custom, expression, 
composition and contrast, we give the 
audience insight into the story being told. 

In this workshop, I would like to 
introduce to you some important factors 
I have learned about making a cover or a 
poster. Every story has a topic, and it’s 
important to choose the right style to fit 
the topic. For this piece, I chose a style 
mixing Western and Eastern elements.

First, I start with the composition of 
the cover. The position of the characters 
shows their individual relationships and 
the importance of the characters in the 
story. However, a cover or poster usually 
needs to save some space for the title, 
usually located at the top of the image. 
This is an important point to keep in 
mind when you’re considering the 
composition of the piece. After I have 
decided on the composition, I start 
adding background in order to build up 
the atmosphere of the story. Once that’s 
done, I start to work out the details of 
each character, such as costume, 
expression and pose.

T

1 Sketch the outline
After deciding on what you’re going to paint, you should start with the outline. 

Different artists have different ways to paint; mine is to simply to do a rough sketch. By 
sketching only a main outline and showing a clear composition, I save time and won’t 
limit any new ideas that come along while painting it. Of course the more you do for 
the outline, the more it will help for colouring as well. 
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DVD Assets
The files you need 
are on your DVD in 

the Michael Chang Ting 
Yu folder in the 
workshops section.
SOFTWARE:  Painter X 
Photoshop CS3 ( demos ).
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2 Base colour
There are many characters with 

different styles and characteristics in this 
painting. I choose blue for the base colour 
because the story background will be a 
night battle and blue will depict a unity 
and the serious atmosphere. Using 
Painter, I create multiple new layers for 
painting the base colour, under which 
you can still see the clear outline of the 
base layer. I use the Airbrush to create a 
soft and comfortable feeling.

3 Shadows and colour
There are six characters in the painting and I would like to paint each one of 

them individually. I’m using the Airbrush again to add skin colour to the man ’s face, as 
well as the shadows on his nose, eyes and lips. I’m doing this to make his face more 
solid. I leave a blue light for the other side of his face, which is the base colour I chose. 
That helps maintain the unity for the whole image. The skin colour also shows a great 
contrast with the blue. Please bear in mind that the skin colour shouldn’t be in high 
saturation, as that will make the portrait jump out too strongly.

4 Painting the girl
After the basic structure of the man 

comes out, it’s time to start painting the 
girl. In the same way I painted the man, I 
add a light skin colour to the girl, which 
should be the cold colour base, a little 
pink and a little blue. The Airbrush is the 
best for painting the girl to show the 
smoothness of her face. Remember, a 
female’s facial structure shouldn’t be too 
hard, or have too many edges – they 
should be round and smooth.

5 Differentiating 
between characters 

After the structure of the girl in the 
middle comes out, it’s time to start 
painting the sub characters in the back, 
which are the girl on the left-hand side 
and the sinister-looking guy on the right-
hand side. Obviously, the main character 
is the girl in the middle; she should 
appear much sharper than the sub-
characters. So how do I separate them? I 
add sharper colours to contrast the blue 
colour of the base. This will cause her to 
stand out from the image’s other 
characters. You also want to keep much 
more blue for the sub characters, so that 
the viewer can immediately tell who the 
main character is.

6 Facial expressions and characteristics
Each character has his/her own characteristics and status in the 

story. I will start with the sub character on the bottom right-hand 
corner. Before I start, I need to make sure I have a clear idea about his 
characteristics, and how I should express it with colour and facial 
expressions. I decide that he’ll be a malicious villain and make the 
light come from the top of his head, creating deep shadows on his face. 
This gives the character a look of malevolence. Add that to his sinister 
smile and we get a very unpleasant-looking villain. As for the colour, I 
will use green and blue tones. This makes him look more demonic.

Swit chi ng t ool s
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Avoid too 
many layers
Your computer will start 
running slower if there 
are too many layers. It•s 
more secure to save the 
layers into a new file and 
merge them into one. 
This will make the 
computer run at the right 
speed and you still have 
the layers backed up on 
file. You can open the 
layers up at any time if 
you need to go back to 
the previous step.
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Zoo m
Ctrl/ Cmd [+]  & […] (PC)This is h elp ful  to r emember if you•re fre quently  zoo ming in a nd out  to che ck f iner  detai ls and  

the  overv iew .

7 Gestures and poses
Gestures and poses are also very 

important elements to show the 
backgrounds and personalities of the 
characters. Since I only started out with a 
rough sketch, I can still make some 
changes to their gestures and poses before 
I add more details. At this point, in order 
to make them look more righteous, I 
change the angles of the main character’s 
head and the man on the left-hand side. 
Also, I change the position of the main 
character’s left arm to extenuate her body 
shape and to give her a more feminine 
and sexier feel.

8 Adding details 
After everything is set, I start to 

add more details to the painting, such as 
costumes, hair, eyebrows and eyelashes. 
For the female faces, I click into the Brush 
Creator of the Airbrush and change the 
minimum size to zero percent, so the 
spray pressure will be very high, but the 
stroke will be soft. This helps to create a 
dissolve effect when I put shading on the 
girl’s face. As for painting hair and eyes, I 
use Acrylics’ Captured Bristle, which is 
stronger compared to the Airbrush. It’s 
perfect for painting hair since it shows a 
better stroke.

9 Costume 
Costumes are very important in 

showing the background of the 
characters, such as their class and 
profession. The main character’s 
profession is that of a scout, but with 
stronger armour and a weapon. I wanted 
her to be able to move fast but to have 
some form of defence as well. I gave her a 
normal-sized sword, which isn’t too weak 
or too strong.

10 Evil green eyes 
The green eyes of the villain at the 

bottom right conveys not just the air of 
mystery, but also gives him a more 
sinister feel. The green is also a very 
suitable colour for matching the 
background. The overall colour of this 
character conveys a cold mood, and the 
pair of shiny green eyes really stands out 
in the shadow. 

11Define and colour 
adjustment 

It’s now almost 70 per cent done so now’s 
the time to define and adjust the colours. 
At this stage, I need to make sure the 
outline of each character is very clear and 
the colours are harmonised. Also, we have 
to make sure which direction the light is 
coming from, and the importance of each 
character in this painting, so everything 
in the painting fits together comfortably. 
If it does, the atmosphere of the painting 
will be right.

12 Background and portrait behind 
The portrait in the background is the most difficult part to 

paint, because though he’s at the back, he has an important role to 
play. The outline of this character is attached to the basic outline of the 
whole painting, so the portrait should be in same colour tone as the 
background. Again, there is light that comes from the right side of his 
face to make him look more solid and stand out a bit more. After the 
basic structure is done, I start doing the background, which is a hill 
with a full eclipse of the sun above. This landscape is used to show the 
background of the story and to balance the whole painting.
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13 Review 
The painting is now 90 per cent done. We have added all of the 

details such as hair, skin and costume to the characters, and the 
shading of the landscape. It’s time to review the painting and make 
sure everything is well defined. Sometimes you’ll find some mistakes 
after a load of work, so it’s very important to stop and review the 
painting. This time I find that there’s a bit too much empty space on 
the right side and the  painting as a whole has a bit too much blue.

14 Things to add 
After looking at an overview of the 

painting, I decide to add a soldier about 
to draw his sword to fill up the empty 
space on the left-hand side. This also 
helps to build up the atmosphere with a 
feeling of war and excitement.

15 Detail of 
the soldier 

I use the Acrylics’ Captured 
Bristle to create the texture 
of the soldier’s armour. In 
order to make the armour 
appear battle-worn, for he 
has been in many battles, 
rust and battle damage are 
necessary, so I make sure 
the strokes I use give this 
appearance effectively.

16 Colour Re-adjustment 
As I mentioned before, the colour tone is a bit too blue. In order to correct this, 

I bring the image into Photoshop. In order to counteract the effects of the blue, I add a 
contrasting yellow tone to the outside of the picture.

17 Texture
Now it’s time to add the texture to the picture. First, with the armour, I find 

photos of various metals on the internet as reference , especially those that are rusty or 
appear worn. Then, to create texture, I make several new transparent layers, slowly 
removing the unwanted parts, a bit at a time.

18 Finishing 
the image

Lastly, I add some stars with the 
Airbrush. I notice that the pink 
stars that seemingly rise from 
the main character to the 
eclipsed sun serve two 
purposes. First, the colours help 
to emphasise the main 
character and truly bring her to 
the forefront. Secondly, it 
serves as a connection between 
the main character and the 
eclipsed sun above her. 
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Backup
Computers can crash 
any time while you•re 
working on a painting. 
The best way to prevent 
losing all your hard effort 
is to save every five 
minutes. Also, it•s better 
to save as a new file 
sometimes too, because 
the file you have saved 
may become corrupted.
If you do this, all 
you lose is five minutes 
worth of effort.

Brush size
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Changi ng bru sh size us ing  shor tcu t bu ttons  enabl es you  to g et the  right  br ush for  the ri ght  job 
ver y quic kly.
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