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	I'd avoid calling this Tip really a Tip.  What I'm going to speak about is such a matter that everyone seems to have his/her own opinion about.  It's rather difficult to admit that your graphics is not professional, especially if you have had some experience in Web design already.  Moreover, your notion of professionalism may be quite different from mine. 

Nevertheless, I feel justified to share my views on this matter.  I believe that many people don't make good Web graphics not because they can't but because nobody taught them, and they've had too little experience to discover some of the tricks of the trade themselves.  I'll try to avoid vague declarations and restrict myself to the sort of advice that has proven useful and that can be followed unambiguously.  I'm not going to grant you artistic talent if you lack one; but you could learn here how to fool many, many people into thinking that you possess it. 

Of other Tips on this site, those about seamless backgrounds and about GIF palette reduction may also be of interest for a beginner Web graphic artist. 
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always!  anti!  alias!
	
	

	 
	 
The first and foremost commandment of any Web graphic artist is: Never produce an image without anti-aliasing.  If you're new in the business, you should know that anti-aliasing is the term applied to those "soft", non-jagged edges of image elements (say, letters) that are composed of---if you zoom into the image---pixels that are neither the color of the foreground letters nor that of the background, but somewhere in between.  Such an edge makes a human eye believe that the image is, in some miraculous way, of higher resolution (and, consequently, of better quality) than the screen itself.  No anti-aliasing, on the other hand, is the giveaway of an amateur artist. 

I'd better not teach you how to achieve this effect, because this very much depends on the painting program you use.  The general rule is, the better (and more expensive) is the program, the easier it is to make anti-aliased images with it.  For example, in Microsoft Paintbrush the trick is simply impossible, whereas in Adobe Photoshop, on the opposite, it is rather difficult to make a non-anti-aliased image. 

If you're unsuccessful in looking for "anti-aliasing" in your program's Help, try doing this:  Make an image twice or thrice bigger than necessary, make sure it is in 24 bits color mode (this may be called "RGB color" or "true color" in your program) and then resize the image to the desired size.  If this won't give you anti-aliased edges, chances are that you need something more powerful for your work. 

Well, actually there are situations when anti-aliasing should be avoided---but these cases are quite rare.  For instance, if your image contains only horizontal and vertical lines, edges, and outlines, then it should be better left sharp without any anti-aliasing. Also, very small text characters sometimes look better without anti-aliasing. 
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avoid rectangular shapes
	
	

	 
	 
So far, no graphic format I know of allows making really non-rectangular images.  On the other hand, rare is a professionally designed site where much of the graphics would not be (or, rather, look) non-rectangular.  Consider the Microsoft page; even though its gradients and toolbars are all rectangular, probably the most eye-catching touch of class is the "e"-shaped logo offset from its background.  Alta Vista gives you another hint:  Dull rectangularity in the title bar is camouflaged, first, by little drop shadows, and second, by the segments visually continuing one common picture. 

With text heads made as images, this rule becomes almost obligatory. Unless you plan to make a background for your text that is a graphic element by itself (as is the gradient on the above mentioned Microsoft site), you'd better make no background at all---that is, make it transparent or the same color as the page background. 

The rationale behind this suggestion is quite simple.  For human perception, rectangular shape is a synonym for being closed, restricted, detached;  therefore, avoiding rectangularity makes the impression of the graphic having no boundaries, merging with other images and with the text on the page into one complex design.  This is what makes it really a page, not just a text accompanied by some separate graphic chunks. 
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restrict number of colors
	
	

	 
	 
(Here, I'm speaking about "number of colors" not in a technical sense, which is a topic of another Tip.  I use the term just as a non-computer artist would use it.  Say, an image may have thousands of colors, but if these colors are all close enough hues of blue, this image is simply one-colored "blue" for human eye.) 

Restrained use of colors is another clear indication of a professional design.  Unless you're employing some complex graphics, you should always try to restrict the entire design of your page to no more than half a dozen of colors, including those of the background, body text, links, and all the graphic elements.  If you're going to use photographic images, you should consider the overall tint of the images you choose so that they would match other design elements.  (A good graphic package such as Photoshop will make it relatively easy to change the color spectrum of a photo.) 

The next step towards professionally mastering your colors may be called "color symbolism."  After you've chosen several well matching colors for your page, you should spend some time deciding which of the design elements should be which color---and why.  The two rules to have in mind are:  First, elements similar in form or function (say, all section heads, or all gradients, or all horizontal rules) should be, if possible, of the same color; and second, the hierarchy of colors should be observed.  This means that your whole page, like any separate image, should be dominated by no more than two colors, and the farther is any particular color from these color dominants, the less space should it occupy. 

It seems, however, that here I face the risk of running into the very ambiguity I've promised to avoid.  The truth is that any of the above suggestions may be accompanied by, "unless breaking this rule yields better results."  Cases where any number of these rules are disobeyed with great benefit are innumerable.  So, to defend my point, I'd better add that you should not blindly follow what I suggest here unless you've tried some other variants and decided for yourself which is better. 
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combine crisp and blurred
	
	

	 
	 
In real world, we often observe both crisp and blurred outlines or edges at the same time.  No surprise, therefore, that combining these two opposite concepts in computer graphics drastically improves its impact.  The most popular graphic effect of nowadays, drop shadows, is based exactly on such a combination of crisp letters with their blurred shadows. 

Whether you're going to join the Great International League of Drop Shadow Addicts, or you're trying to make a not-so-obvious use of the same concept, I'd like to point out that here, too, you should keep in mind the above mentioned color symbolism requirement.  Remember that blurred elements sort of form a layer of their own on your page, and if you follow their logic and allocate them a separate domain in the page's color space, both these elements and the viewers of your page will readily approve of your taste and understanding. 
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be natural
	
	

	 
	 
The allusion to "the real world" in the above is the hint for another way to improve your graphics.  Looks like human perception is best pleased neither by realistic reproduction of the nature nor by purely abstract graphic forms, but by creative combinations of these two.  And not surprisingly, computer graphics tends to be short more of natural than of artificial components. 

The remedy may be quite simple:  Take any photograph you like, scan it (or borrow a file from a photo clip art collection), and use in your design!  Don't let yourself be stopped by the fact that the photo may have nothing to do with the contents of your site.  Unless you take an image of Pope or Bill Clinton, trust me, nobody will ever ask himself, "why in the world this photo is here."  On the other hand, the impact of a simple photo may be unachievable by any amount of painting and drawing by hand. 

Don't get me wrong, however.  Remember that I'm talking about combining natural and artificial elements, that is, using a photo not as such but rather as an integrant part of the design.  Say, if you just take a random photo and put it bordered and centered to the top of your page, this may really stumble your readers.  Instead, think of making the photographic image a background for your logo, or text head, or navigation map.  (Never make a photographic background for the page itself, however.) 

There's no need to make a photo the center of your composition.  No need to cut out the main part of the photo, either.  Take whatever fragment you like, be it a corner of the window pane, a standalone tree, or a girl's leg.  Cut out a tiny element from the photo and magnify it.  Make the edges of your cutout non-rectangular and blur them out.  Amalgamate the photo layer with the text and other artificial elements of your image---for example, make the text drop a shadow on the photo.  Use the wealth of image filters in Photoshop or other painting program---most of these filters are especially cool when applied to "natural" images.  In a word, be creative! 
	
	


