
Guide: Making Stencils with GIMP 
For: T shirt design, paste-ups, spray paint stencils, etc.  
Visual Arts :: Rivera       

L. Rivera, 2013 

  
Basics of Stencils: 
 
1.  A stencil is simply a cut-out that allows you to apply paint to the openings, or 
the part you cut away.   
What you cut away becomes the positive space once you use the stencil with 
paint. 
2. The key to making a good stencil is the contrast of the darks and lights. 
3. You must understand bridges and islands.  
4. Stencils are a good option when you want things to look clean and high 
contrast.  
5.  When you do a one-layer stencil like Banksy or Mr. Brainwash you are working 
in one layer which results in clear positive and negative space.  
 

 
Remember, you always have the option of handpainting on your design after you 
finish stenciling.  
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If you want to take your work to a different level you can also combine multiple 
layers to create a more complex look like Shepard Fairey’s work. He uses stencils 
as well but in many layers.  
 

 
 
How to make a stencil based on a photograph or image using Gimp:  

1.  Choose your photograph for it’s content (meaning) and it’s composition 
(lights and darks). The bigger the pixels the better! Save on desktop for easy 
access.  
2.  Open Gimp and then go to File>Open to open your image. If a box 
comes up to ask you to convert, click yes.  
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3.   You will most likely need to crop some of your image. If you need to crop 
go to the rectangle tool in the toolbox and select the area you want to 
keep. Once selected go to Image>Fit Canvas to Selection.   

 

 

 

 

 

4. Now, you want to erase any part of your image that you do not want as part 
of your stencil, or that will make your stencil unnecessarily difficult. This is 
usually the background of your image. To do this, select the lasso tool (also 
called the free selection tool) and begin lassoing the parts you want to 
disappear (Command or Control>x) Remember you want to meet yourself 
back at the starting point of your lasso selection.  
• Orange-yellow circle means you have completed a selection (V 2.8) 
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• Command>x to erase  
• Esc to “unstick” a lasso 
• Command>z to go back  

 

•  
 

 
Before the next step, make sure your image is in Grayscale. Go to 
Image>Mode>Grayscale. This will make your photo a black and white photo 
if it is not already.  
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5.  Now you are ready to transform your edited image into a stencil style 
image. Go to Colors>Threshold. Your image will be black and white, and a 
box will open with a control to allow you to adjust your image to black or 
white saturation. Adjust the control to your preference. You want an equal 
distribution of black and white but still maintain the look and message of your 
original image.  

 
 

 
 

 After you get your image to a good point you can use the eraser and 
paintbrush to erase any flecks and details that will not make a clean stencil 
design or to add definition where you need to.  
 
6. Make sure you have saved your image during this process and at the end. 
Rename it with the extension stencil so it saves separately than your original 
image. Example girlscout_stencil.xcf.  Ultimately, you want to save this image as 
a .jpg. Depending on the version of GIMP you are working with you may have to 
export the image first.  


