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Inside you will find information on the equiptment I use, my design 
process and the techniques I use when I paint traditional tattoo flash.
 

The painting on the previous page will be used during the tutorial 
sections to help illustrate different parts of the design and painting 
process. 

If you are a beginner you can use the line drawing contained in the 
back of this zine to practice the painting techniques described. 

The techniques in this zine may not be how every traditional artist works 
but I will be showing you what has worked for me.
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                                    What is traditional flash? 
The simplest way to describe the Traditional style would be bold lines, 
solid colours and simplicity. 
A design should be readable from across the street.
You see a traditional dagger from afar and you know exactly what it is 
even without seeing the details up close. 
The style evolved from just needing to tattoo simple designs quickly. 
Sailors would be lining up to get tattooed before being shipped off to 
war so they wanted the tattoo finished there and then as they didn’t know 
if they would ever be coming back to get it finished.

                            Is it easy to paint traditonal flash?
It’s easy to learn the basic techniques to paint flash but the real hard 
work is in learning to draw in the traditional style.
Once you understand the basic rules of how to make a traditional style 
design you can then easily start to create your own unique designs. 

First you must learn exactly what makes a traditional peice work then 
you can start stripping things away and bringing new ideas in to create 
your own style.

If you haven’t already then start collecting images of traditional 
tattoos and old flash in a reference library. A physical library is always 
best but a pinterest board works just as well. 
Start by redrawing simple designs and you will notice that many of them 
are built of the same basic shapes and follow a few set rules.
I’m not going to go into the history of flash or the pioneers of the style 
as thats not what this zine is about but there are lots of good people out 
there creating work about the history of Traditional Tattooing should you 
wish to read up on this.

If you want to know about pens and shit then I’m your man.
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The king of dip pens is the Speedball ‘B’ 
series. They’re the best I’ve ever used.
Anything between a ‘B-6’ to a ‘B-4’ is a 
good size to use but I broke mine pressing too 
hard so I’ve been using a 
‘Manuscript Ornamental 400 1.5mm’ nib 
which I then filed down to be shaped more 
like a ‘B-6’ speedball nib.
The bottom nib just seems to come with every 
caligraphy set and is great for small lines.

Winsor & Newton is the only black ink you 
need for painting flash. It gives a nice grey 
gradient when faded and is waterproof once 
dry making it great or lining and shadng. 
Another good ink to try is ‘Black Magic’ It’s 
a bit more expensive and harder to find but 
dries blacker than anything I’ve found so far, 
great for just blackwork paintings.
 I stick with Winsor & Newton though as its 
easy to find in most art shops or online.

Dr. P.h Martens Radiant Inks are the best 
watercolours you’re going to get. Don’t be 
tempted to buy the multi packs though as 
many of the colours arent really useable with 
trditional flash’s limited colour palette.
I personally use Pumpkin, Saddle Brown and 
Scarlet as my main colour pallet. 
If I need a Blue or a Green then I use 
Slate Blue and Olive Green.
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The brushes you use is completely up to you. I’ve used cheap £1 pack of 10 
paint brushes and I’ve used a £100 Kolinsky weasel hair brush.
They’re all the same really but these are the brands I use.
The Daler-Rowney - Graduate series are great entry level brushes.
The Citadel brush is used for painting miniatures (o.g nerds know whats up).
The whole range is good but the ‘Shade’ brush is the best I’ve found.

Uni Pin pens have always been my number one choice for pens. They’re 
cheap, waterproof (kinda) and with a bit of force you can pull the end off 
and refill them with Winsor & Newton ink to get a bit more life out of them 
when you’re broke.
The only downside is the thinner sized tips can be extremly fragile and I draw 
like a chimp. Always have spares.
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Before you do anything you need to memorise the #1 rule of traditional 
painting - ‘Black shouldn’t touch Black’. 
Imagine the painting is made up of sections all seperated by the lines, if 
you paint black on both sides of the lines then the sections merge wasting 
the time it took you to line that part. The lines are the most important part of 
a traditional style design so no line should be wasted by painting black all 
over it.

A good example is the hair below.
The gradiants repeat so black shading never touches black shading. 
Light source doesn’t really matter too much in traditional flash but with 
things like hair the black shadows always follow the same direction to give 
the effect of light shining on the the raised segments of hair.

The first step in designing Traditional flash is 
finding a good reference picture from some-
where. 
As I touched on earlier, It’s a good idea to 
start collecting as many books as you can, 
create a mini reference library for yourself. 
The ‘Dover Pictorial Archive’ books are great 
for this.
Or you can just screen-shot something off of 
Pinterest like I did and turn the contrast up on 
a photocopier to darken the lines up.

Using tracing paper and a mechanical pencil 
I roughly trace over the original. Changing 
some parts completely and others I just need 
a rough outline to build upon later.
This step is a key part in the process of 
turning an image into the Traditional style.
You need to be able to simplify an image 
down to its key features that make it recog-
nisable.
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Using another sheet of paper, I then trace over the 
first sketch making the details finer and simplifying 
everything into lines.
Following the rule of black not touching black, the 
hair has to be sectioned off so it can be shaded in a 
gradient so sketch out a rough flow for the hair.

From this sketch I usually create two or three differ-
ent sketches using this one as the original. Changing 
small things or trying out ideas to see if they would 
work.

I like to use a pen that is roughly the same thick-
ness as my dip pen so I can make sure none of the 
finer details will be lost when I start painting it.
During the various sketches I decided to add a 
collar and scarf to balance out the shape of the 
whole peice. I had already drawn the head mul-
tiple times before I decided to add the collar and 
I didn’t want to draw all the hair again so I cut the 
best head out from my pen sketches and taped 
the new collar in place.
I lightly pencil in some areas of shading for future 
refernce when it comes to start painting.

Usually I just use the final pen drawing on tracing 
paper when I line my paintings with a dip pen 
but in this case, because the design is in parts it 
creates a bump between the page layers. If you 
try and line over that bump with a dip pen you’re 
more likely to have a wobble in your line.
I made a photocopy turning the contrast and 
sharpness to full to get a solid black outline ready 
for the light-box.
If you don’t have a light-box you can use a 
window to trace a rough pencil outline before 
transfering to the table for dip pen lining.
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Always clean the nib before starting to line.
You can soak it in warm soapy water, I leave 
mine in Dettol or rubbing alchohol depending on 
how badly I’ve been treating them. Once they’ve 
soaked for 10 minutes I scrub them with a nail 
brush to clear out any old ink in the reservoure.

Pick an easy line to start. Try and always do every 
line in one go with no stopping if you can. During 
the design process keep in mind how long lines 
are going to be and try make every line have a 
place where another line touches it. It’s easier to 
stop and start a line at one of these points instead 
of trying to continue a line half way through and 
match up the line thicknesses.
The dip pens reservoir should always be facing the 
line you are pulling. If you push a dip pen forward  
it’s just going to tear up the paper. 
It takes some wrist acrobatics to make sure the dip 
pen is always facing the right way but most of my 
paintings are rarely bigger than A3 paper size 
so I can just use my free hand to spin the painting 
around so i’m always pulling the line towards me 
and in a hand position I am comfortable with.

For thinner lines there are a bunch of different nibs 
that are good but I rarely do thin lines so I just 
grab whatever small nib I can find and its usually 
one of these nibs you get in pretty much every 
caligraphy set that exists. They’re good but de-
pending on what paper you are using these things 
can end up slicing a page up and clogging the nib 
with paper fibers.
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I don’t think I’ve managed to line a 
painting without smuding or splashing 
ink somewhere. 
Before you throw the painting away 
check if any of the mistakes can be 
either painted over to hide them or small 
enough to scrape them off.
If its too smudged then tough luck it’s 
time to start again.

If the smudge is small enough you can 
take a knife and carefully scrape away 
the first layer of paper to remove the ink.
If a line has smudged or bled then you 
can do a shallow cut along the edge 
of the line and then scrape away the 
smudged ink.
The higher quality your paper is the 
easier this will be but these areas can 
show up later when fading. The loose 
paper fibers can hold onto excess ink 
but you can carefully soak these up with 
a dry brush.

Dip Pen troubleshooting

- Ink not flowing.
Usually the nib just needs cleaning or dry ink is blocking the reservouire.
If it carries on it could be the ink is old and turned thick.
- Nib clicking and spreading ink.
Be careful of what angle you are lining at. Turning or twisting the nib too 
much can cause the nib sections to split apart and fire ink everywhere.
- Can I just use a sharpie?
Do what you want, I ain’t your boss.
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Set up two cups of warm water. 
One to rinse your brush and one to fade with.
Warm water helps break down the ink pigments.
If you made it through the lining without ripping 
your painting in half then it’s time for shading. 
I always do the black first as it dries waterproof so 
you can paint over it once it’s dried. 
Remembering ‘Black shouldn’t touch Black’ pick a 
section and decide which direction the fade will be 
moving. If a section has a large area of black then 
I just paint where the fade starts first and fill in the 
black section after. Use alot of ink, it should stay 
wet while you get your brush ready for the fade.
I quickly wash the brush off in the rinse cup then 
dip it in the fade cup. Some artists use kitchen roll 
to dab off the excess; I use my mouth because I’m 
hardcore, then brush from one edge of the fade 
to the other, pulling the brush onto the fresh paper 
slightly with each pass until the brush has no more 
water.
Wash the brush again, dip it in the fade cup and 
repeat until there is no more pigment left when you 
fade. Important: Let it dry before filling in the solid 
black as it can bleed into wet areas of the fade.

Once the black is filled in and dry I check it again 
as the tones will change slightly as it dries, if it has 
dried too light or I want the fade to be longer I just 
do the fade again over the original. The black is 
waterproof BUT don’t work over a dried area too 
long as the paper will start to break up and thats 
when you get loose pigment dots in your fade.
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Fade troubleshooting

- Paper is breaking up when I fade.
You’re overworking it or your paper is shit. 
The best fade is done in one pass but most of the time it’s two or three, any 
more and you’re going to start damaging the paper. Get Cotton paper it’s a 
little more expensive but it can take a bigger beating than normal 
watercolour paper.

- My ink is drying glossy or is leaving solid pigment in the fade.
I normally get this when I have about 1/3 left in a bottle of black ink.
Because I dip straight into the bottle it is left open and evaporates over time 
making it too thick to fade with and clogging up the dip pen when you line.
Get a new ink, If you can’t then add a few drops of water to the ink pot.

- My ink is drying too fast when I fade. 
Try painting the area you want to fade with water first and let it dry slightly. 
(It shouldn’t look wet from above but at an angle it will shine).
Or put a few drops of Ox Gall liquid in your fade cup if you don’t mind cow 
gall bladder juice in your mouth if you’re spit shading, it slows the drying 
time of water down.

                                         Why two cups of warm water?

Rinse cup - Use this cup of water soley for washing ink off your brush.
Fade cup - Keep this water as clean as possible as any stray pigments in 
here can be Transfered when you fade.
If you find you can fade out a colour or your fades are coming out dark then 
replace your Fade cup with fresh warm water.

Getting good fades is the hardest part of painting for alot of people. 
Practice on spare watercolour paper to test out different inks and brushes, 
test out how much water to use to get the effect you want. 
Once you know a basic fade then you can start experimenting.
Figure this stuff out before you worry about personal style as how you do 
your shading will dicate how you draw the design in the first place.
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Once all the black is dry its time to get the 
colours down. Generally I work from darkest to 
lightest when painting colour. 
I use Saddle Brown for the skin tone.
Depending on how big the fade is you want to 
do depends on how much ink you put down in 
this step. Test out on a scrap sheet how much 
ink your paintbrush needs to hold to various 
size fades. I dont like the neck and chin being 
connected by the brown so I leave a blank line 
around the jaw to seperate them.

Quickly before the ink dries I wash my brush in 
the rinse cup to get the ink off then dip it into the 
fade cup.
I use my  mouth to remove excess water. 
(or if you’re fancy, kitchen roll.)
From right to left, I drag the brush over the edge 
of the ink and the paper moving backwards with 
each pass, washing my brush and reloading it 
with water half way through to get rid of excess 
ink and make the fade shorter.

When adding red to the cheeks I usually water 
down the ink before fading it and then darken 
part of the fade with undiluted red ink to make 
the cheeks more of a pink shade than red.
This is the only time I water down inks during the 
painting process, everything else is just straight 
out the bottle.
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In Traditional flash little red bursts in the 
background like this are used to fill in any 
gaps to round off the shape of the design.
three is always a good number of anything 
to have but the only other place I could put 
a Third red burst would be in a predominat-
ly red area so two bursts will have to do. 
Less is more.

With all the red fades done add any red 
details that are just going to be solid red like 
the stripes on the scarf and the lips. 
red is the worst colour for bleeding and is 
not waterproof so should be left until all 
other colours are done especially if a lighter 
colour touches it. 

Below I break this rule by forgetting I need 
to do the eye colour still.

Because my colour pallet consists of just 
brown, red and yellow, I always do the 
eyes yellow. Using the same rule from the 
red bursts, three is always best so one more 
part of the painting should be yellow and 
preferably far away from the other yellows 
to keep things balanced. 
The shirt I was going to keep white is now 
yellow.
This is why you should plan your colours 
before you start.
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So you’ve painted something you don’t hate and want to know what to do now?

Simple answer is start the next painting and try do it better than the last.
Keep digging through books and the internet for pieces of old traditional flash and 
repaint them to understand what makes a piece work and what doesn’t.
Once you have the basics learned you can start pulling in new ideas from different 
sources and art movements to create your own unique take on the traditional style.

-Protecting your paintings.

Dr. Ph. Martin’s inks and myself both hate direct sunlight, prolongued exposure will 
bleach the colours from your paintings in a matter of days.
The best defense against this is using UV filtering glass when you frame a painting.
You can also buy UV film to stick onto glass if you have a specific frame you prefer, 
or just dont hang it infront a window, that works too.

-Varnish.

Watercolor varnish can be used to protect your paintings against water damage 
and general wear and tear. I personally prefer spray varnish as it leaves a thinner 
coat on the painting and doesn’t streak the inks.
If I want to test how a varnish will dry I draw a few lines and paint some basic fades 
on a spare sheet of watercolour paper and then varnish it to see the result before I 
use it on a finished painting.

-Getting it seen?

Now your painting is finished its time to try and get anyone to give a shit about it.
Luckily in the digital age its easy to upload a picture in seconds and get it seen by 
thousands.
Keep in mind that the painting you have just completed will now be mostly seen as a 
tiny square on a phone.
You need to make that square as interesting as you can or you’re going to get swept 
away in the current.

Go create something.
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Born and bred in Coventry, England.
Graduated from the Birmingham Institute of Art and Design

with a B.A in Visual Communication.
Apprenticed under Lee Pound at OSC Tattoo.

Currently tattooing at Queen of Hearts Tattoo Parlour in Coventry.
Freelance illustrator for musicians, record labels, clothing brands and 

other artists.

“Scrape your heart up from the bottom of the barrel.
 Keep your faith in the path that’s growing narrow. 

Kill the doubt inside your head. 
We overcome. 

We push ahead.”
First and Ellen - Modern Life is War

Instagram - @chippendaletom
Store - tomchippendale.bigcartel.com
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If you want to practice painting using the line drawing.
Cut this page out, scan it or just trace over it.
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