
Album Cover Design 
With Natty Peterkin 

Objective

Create an EP album cover for your favourite 
band. 

Background

Album cover design is where visual art meets music! 

The artwork on a cover is essential to communicate 

something of the musician’s identity and be an 

iconic representation of their unique sound. Album 

covers are affordable artworks in their own right 

and are often key to sales of physical LP or CDs.  

Consumers enjoy the artworks as part of their 

personal collection and give their friends and family 

a sense of their interests and identity through these 

works of art.  

This worksheet has been created by NUA graduate 

and designer Natty Peterkin.   

You will need: 

  Paper

  Pen or pencil

  Camera or scanner

  Photoshop CC   
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Band name?

Album title?

Key imagery?

Colours?

Typeface?

Task 1 
– Thumbnailing (jotting 
down ideas quickly)

• Think of a band that you want to create 
an album cover for. Ideally one that you 
listen to a lot or perhaps a band you are 
in or even a friends band. Consider the 
band name and album title as well as 
any key imagery that might feature in 
the design.   

• Let’s draw! Create a minimum of 5 
ideas for the design concept as quickly 
as possible – keep doing this for a 
MINIMUM of 10 minutes– don’t worry 
about “good drawing” – this is about 
quick mind mapping and keep ideas 
flowing; 

• writing quick notes and labelling parts 
of your sketches can help – e.g. colours, 
textures, typefaces that you imagine 
might work in the final design 

• DON’T GIVE UP! The hardest part of this 
exercise is about 1/3 to halfway through, 
when you’ve already jotted down the 
first handful of ideas that spring to mind. 
Force yourself to keep drawing – it 
doesn’t matter if some of the ideas don’t 
work – you’re only spending a matter of 
seconds on each one at this point. Often 
the most innovative ideas come when 
we have exhausted the obvious ones.

Activity 

Task 2 
– Capture your favorite 
design 

When you have finished your thumbnails 
photograph or scan in the designs. It is 
worth saving these files and sending them 
to your desktop or tablet device. Have this 
ready to open in Photoshop as a JPEG or 
TIFF so you can trace and build up your 
most successful design.    
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Task 3  
– Simple Photoshop Tips

Document set up:

Open Photoshop CC (here is a Free 
Photoshop 7 day trial if needed)

When starting your project (file > new) 
be sure to set the “pixel/inch” option to 
600. pixels/inch means the number of 
pixels your image file has in each square 
inch – so choosing a high number like this 
means you’ll have a really high resolution 
image. 

As a rule of thumb, 300 is the minimum 
pixels per inch you should work with for 
print projects, otherwise your artwork will 
look pixelated.

Always add at least 3mm to the edges of your artwork (a 12” record cover is 3048mm wide, so 
you’d want a total of 3054 – 3 extra on each side) – this is called “bleed”, and it’s so that when 
your cover is printed out, the printers can then cut it down to size and your artwork will extend 
right to the edge of the cover. Without bleed, there would be nasty white lines at the edge of 
most covers. 

http://www.takeyourplace.ac.uk
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Make sure not to put any 
important images or text too 
near the edge of your design, 
as you have to assume 
anything within a couple of 
mm of the bleed zone could 
get cut off by the printers

Set up a “rule of thirds” 
to help you lay out your 
design. Do this before you 
start designing on your new 
document: view > new guide 
layout, then set 3 columns 
and 3 rows. This divides your 
canvas into thirds (a grid of 
9 squares). Looking at these 
guides can be handy when 
trying to figure out why an 
image looks unbalanced, 
too – perhaps if too much 
is happening around one 
area, you can put something 
in the square opposite 
that section on the grid to 
counterbalance it?

Quickly toggle your 
guides on/off by pressing 
“command” and “;” on mac, or 
“ctrl” and “;” on pc. 

http://www.takeyourplace.ac.uk


5 | Album Cover Design  | Create an EP album cover for your favourite band    www.takeyourplace.ac.uk  

Opening  your thumbnail: 

If you want to open a single JPEG or 
TIFF image that’s on your computer, 
go under the File menu in Photoshop, 
choose Open, then find the JPEG or 
TIFF image on your computer that 
you want to open. Click on it, then 
from the Format pop-up menu at the 
bottom of the Open dialog, choose 
the appropriate file or device, and 
click Open.

You can now use this image as a 
single layer as a foundation for your 
cover design and build it up through 
adding various texts, images, 
colours and effects in additional 
layers.

Layering

Always pay attention to the layers 
panel in the bottom right of your 
screen. There’s a little “+” in a square 
at the bottom of that panel – this is 
the “new layer” button. Make a new 
layer when you’re going to draw 
a new element or paste in a new 
image. 
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Click and drag the layers in their panel 
to change what’s on top – the top layer 
in the list will be shown on top of all 
the other layers. You can switch off 
the visibility of the layers by pressing 
the eye symbol on the left of the layer 
panel.

Layers are a great way to keep parts 
of your design safe while still being 
able to edit them. This makes it much 
easier to tweak your designs and is 
known as “nondestructive” editing – 
whereas altering the photo itself by 
drawing on the same layer is known as 
“destructive editing” because it’s effect 
is permanent.

Blending options – these are found in a 
drop-down menu just above the layers 
panel. Select a layer, then try out some 
of the different blending options and 
see what happens – they only work if 
there are other layers beneath the one 
you have selected though, because 
what they do is change the way your 
layers visually interact with one another. 
This is a tool that’s easier to figure out 
by playing with than to explain – also 
remember that if you don’t like the 
effects, you can always change the 
blending mode back to “normal” on this 
menu!

Next Steps  

These are the basic tools required to develop your design from here we 
recommend playing with the software to try building up your album cover. Perhaps 
use the type, pencil and brush tools as good starting points for redrafting your 
thumbnails. Please see the links below for useful videos on how to use Photoshop 
more extensively.  
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Conclusion 
A good album cover is one that doesn’t 
just look impressive and distinctive, but 
reflects something about the music it 
is illustrating. It is often useful to share 
your ideas with other fans of the music 
to hear their thoughts on your designs… 
would they want to buy into your 
design?
 
These skills cross over with a range 
of professional disciplines including 
Graphic Design, Packaging Design, 
Illustration and Editorial Design.

Further Resources: 
Free Photoshop 7 day trial  

Photoshop tips: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OBIWZ23NYBw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fJoeERi28vs
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TOP TIPWe would love to 
see your work! 

Share it with us on Instagram:  @NUAoutreach
@takeyourplace_he

Useful Links:  
https://discovercreative.careers/#/
www.ucas.com

Find out more about  
Natty Peterkin:  

https://nattypeterkin.tumblr.com/
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