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This guide is copyright protected and can not be copied, reproduced or 

redistributed, without the written permission of Jim Bowes. 

Natural Media Experts 2015

Introduction to this guide

To keep your costs as low as possible, I have put together this guide so that you can deliver artwork 

files that are ready to be cut without any additional modification or preparation needed. 

Designing and preparing files that can be cut into templates is not difficult. You will need to have 

some basic Desk Top Publishing skills and be able to use a program like Adobe Illustrator, Corel Draw 

or any number of vector based illustration programs that can export a file that can be opened with 

or imported into Adobe Illustrator. 

This template artwork guide will help you understand how to prepare your artwork files so that they 

can be cut using either a laser cutter or a CNC cutter. It covers the four materials we offer. There are 

many different materials you can use. The materials we have chosen are all sustainable materials 

that we have worked extensively with. 

Since, 2007, I have produced hundreds of templates for many natural media campaigns. This guide 

covers templates that can be used for reverse graffiti, chalk, paint and powder techniques but they 

can also be used for other techniques as well. 

There are many ways to prepare your artwork. If you decide not to have your templates produced 

by Natural Media Experts, you will want to speak to the company you will work with to find out how 

they would like the files prepared and delivered. 

Your concept and design will influence how much attention your campaign will attract. Though 

I have produced many very simple templates, I highly recommend designs that support clever 

concepts or are aesthetically pleasing as they will be more effective and get more engagement than 

just large text, a logo and a URL. 

I am always open to learn new things and to improving on my processes. If you have any tips or 

tricks that you would like to share, if they are appropriate, I will include them in the next version of 

this guide.

Please feel free to contact me if you have any questions or comments. 
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Designing and preparing your templates 
for production
The type of material you use in combination with the technique you will be using will determine how 

you will prepare your artwork. The goal is to produce a strong template that holds together and will 

not break easily yet still looks great.

Our Template materials
Recycle plastic templates
We work with a company that uses a CNC cutter with a very small knife that cuts the plastic 

material. This technique is perfect for softer plastics that cannot be laser cut. However, there are 

some things you need to keep in mind when designing your template. 

Where two lines intersect, the knife will cut a little beyond the intersecting lines. This means bridges 

need to be made wider so that they remain strong and compensate for this over cut.

Original outline artwork. The letter “O” has a 

bridge added to connect the inside of the letter 

“O” with the template.

When cut the corners where the lines meet will 

have a small over cut. This weakens the bridge

MDF wood, plywood and silicone templates
We work with a company that laser cuts these materials. Laser cutters are very precise. There is 

no over cutting as there is with CNC cutting. This means you can use thinner bridges that will not 

distract as much from your template design. 

Lasers cutter used to cut MDF wood, plywood 

and silicon are very precise. There is no over 

cutting. This makes it possible to create thinner 

bridges that are still strong.

Natural media techniques
Reverse graffiti
Using only a template, clean water and a power-washer, reverse graffiti literally cleans a message or 

an image out of the dirt  creating a contrast between the original color of the surface and the dirt 

that has built up on that surface over the years.
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Chalk
Chalk paint comes in several forms. It can be bought as a powder and mixed with water to produce 

a paint. It can be purchased as a liquid paint and also comes in disposable spray cans. Though spray 

cans produce a lot of waste they are simple to use and do not require special equipment.    

Chalk paint can be applied with a home paint sprayer, a garden sprayer, rechargeable spray canisters 

and disposable spray cans.

Milk Paint
Milk Paint comes in a powder form and is mixed with water. Natural oils can be added to the milk 

paint to make it last longer.

Milk paint can also be applied with a home paint sprayer, a garden sprayer or rechargeable spray 

canisters. 
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Powders
Any number of powders or even sand can be 

sprinkled on a template to produce an image. 

These techniques are very temporary but 

can also be used indoors. I have worked with 

powdered sugar, baking floor, backing soda even 

carpet freshener. The type of powder you use is 

only limited by your imagination.

File types
There are two kinds of digital files; vector based files and pixel based files. Vector based files (.ai, 

.dwg, and .eps) can be enlarged without any loss of quantity to the image. Vector files are used 

to create most logos and illustrations that will be used in a variety of sizes. The most common 

application used to produce vector files is Adobe® Illustrator but there are many.

The vector based files you will be submitting will have outlined artwork. Think of it as a path the 

cutting equipment will follow when cutting your template. 

Pixel based files (.jpg, .png, .gif, .psd, and .tiff) will lose quality when they are enlarged. Pixel based 

files are generally photos. There is no outlines for the cutters to follow so these kinds of files are not 

appropriate for our cutting equipment.

Original vector based 

file of a logo

Vector based file when enlarged over 

400%  remains sharp

Original pixel based  file 

of a logo

Pixel based file when enlarged over 400% 

looses quality and begins to look fuzzy

Note: Pixel based files that are placed in an 

illustrator file and saved as an .ai file are still 

pixel based and will not work. 
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Templates
Creating a proper template is pretty easy but it does take a little thought. The goal 

is to produce a template cut out of one piece of material that is strong and holds 

together. To achieve this  you will need to strategically add  what are called “bridges”. 

Using bridges in your artwork
A bridge connects an inside detail to the rest of the template. A simple example is the 

letter “O”. Without a bridge the inside of the letter “O” will fall out of the template 

creating just the outside shape of the letter “O”. By creating a bridge, the inside of the  

“O” is attached to the template and will look more like the letter “O” and not just a 

circle. I will cover bridges in greater detail, later in this guide.

Templates

The letter “O” without bridges When cut, the center of the “O” falls out 

producing an “O” that doesn’t look like an”O”

Bridges added to the letter “O” When cut, the inside of the letter “O” remains 

connected to the rest of the template.
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Design using negative and  
positive spaces 
Templates can be quite tricky because they need 

to “hold together”. For instance, if you wanted to 

create a template of a smiley face, it will be very 

difficult to attach the mouth and the eyes to the 

template without creating bridges and those 

bridges will not look nice. This is where thinking 

in positive and negative space comes in handy.

Think of the negative space as the space that will 

be cut out of the template exposing the surface- 

the smiley face. Think of the positive space as 

the template material that protects the surface- 

in this case the eyes and the mouth. 

Using positive and negative space strategically 

can help you create templates that will produce 

the image you are trying to create. To solve 

the problem of the smiley face, you could use 

a positive image. In this case, the smiley face 

shape is created by protecting the surface and 

then using the outside of the smiley face to 

define the face. Then using the negative space to 

expose the mouth and the eyes.  

Another solution is to create a border around 

the face to produce the circle. Both will work and 

both have a different look and feel.

This is the image you would like to 
produce. The eyes and the mouth 
are not attached to the rest of the 
template. 

If you cut the template using this 
artwork, the eyes and mouth will fall 
out of the template. You could try 
holding them in with your hand but 
aligning them up properly will take a 
lot of time.

One solution would be to use the 
shape of the face as a positive and 
spray around the outside of the 
template. In this way, the nose and 
mouth are cut out of the material and 
are in place.

Another solution is to create a border 
that outlines the shape of the face. 
These are just two ways to solve 
the problem of the floating eyes and 
mouth. 
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Creating your artwork to suit the 
template material you choose
The natural media technique you will use (reverse graffiti, chalk, paint or powder) influences the size 

of the letters and the amount of detail you can achieve. 

Templates made for the reverse 
graffiti technique
Reverse graffiti cleans a message out of the 

dirt- the more dirt the better the contrast. Not 

all surfaces that  you use will be equally dirty so 

you want to produce a template that will work 

on a surface that may not produce the best 

contrast. 

The contrast you achieve is also influenced 

by the color of the original  surface material. 

Dark, red brick or a dark grey surface color will 

not produce a strong contrast with dark dirt. 

By using larger letters you will be giving your 

message the best chance of being legible on as 

many different surfaces types as possible. 

The types of surfaces you will reverse graffiti on 

also have to be taken into consideration when 

designing your template. In the Netherlands and 

much of Europe, the surfaces are made up of at 

least 20 different types of materials and come in 

many different sizes. 

The challenge is not so much the surface of 

the tile, brick or cobblestone but the spaces 

between them. The spaces between these tiles, 

bricks and cobblestones confuse the eye and 

make the image harder to recognize and the 

words harder to read. Working on surfaces that 

have smaller tiles, bricks or cobblestones means 

there will be more spaces. Using larger letters 

will give you better results.  

Templates made for chalk, milk-
paint, spray-paint and powder 
techniques. 
Templates made for chalk, milk paint, spray 

paint and powder techniques need to be strong 

but since they are not being blasted with a 

power-washer, they do not need to be as strong 

as reverse graffiti templates. Because a light, 

usually white, material is being sprayed onto the 

surface through the template, the material will 

still cover the sand, dirt or mortar between the 

tiles, bricks or cobblestone. This allows you to 

use smaller letters and finer detail.

For these techniques, your letters can be as 

small as 3 cm though if they are too small they 

will also be difficult to read from a distance. 

That’s why I would recommend using letters 

that are at least 4 or 5 cm in height.

Another advantage of using techniques where 

you are applying a material is that the image 

is quite bright and sharp so you do not need 

to produce such large templates. Traditional 

outdoor posters and billboards have to be large 

because they are seen mostly from vehicles that 

are passing by so they have to be quite large. 

Natural media techniques are placed for 

an audience that is walking or riding their 

bicycles giving them more time to look at your 

message. In my experience people are much 

more tolerable of messages that are clever, 

look good and are not too aggressive or in-your-

face. Posters and billboards are a better choice 

of media if “visual confrontation” is your goal. 

Sometimes a whisper gets more attention than 

a scream.

Designing for 
surfaces
If you know that your messages will mostly 

be on one type of surface, try to design your 

template so that letters and smaller images 

avoid the spaces. The fewer spaces your text 

crosses the easier it will be to read. 

If you are lucky enough to be in a country where 

sidewalks are made from large slabs of concrete 

or asphalt, with few spaces to interfere with 

your image you can use slightly smaller letters. 

For surfaces made from tiles or bricks, using 

reverse graffiti, I recommend that the absolute 

minimum size of your letters is an x height of 8 

cm (this is the height of a lower case “x”). If you 

can make the minimum height of your letters 

10 to 12 cm high, I would do so. The bigger the 

better.

For surfaces that do not have a lot of spaces, I 

recommend a minimum of 5 cm. Keep in mind 

that if your letters are two small in general, they 

will be hard to read from a distance.

Light surface with larger tiles and 
fewer spaces makes the message 
easier to read

Light surface, very dirty but lines 
begin to distract the eye

Light surface, okay dirt but very clear 
and easy to read

Dark red brick, dirty. Spaces are very 
distracting and it is difficult to read 
the message
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Creating bridges
The natural media technique you use in 

combination with the template material you 

use will also determine how thick your bridges 

need to be. Reverse graffiti uses a power-

washer to clean the surface. The force of the 

water blasting away the dirt will also be hitting 

your template so bridges for reverse graffiti 

templates need to be thicker =stronger than for 

chalk, paint or powder techniques

Bridges are important but bridges also can 

distract from the design of your message. 

Thinner bridges do not distract as much as 

thicker bridges. Fewer bridges distract less 

than more bridges. Getting the right balance of 

bridges is your challenge. 

Bridging letters
Where you place your bridges in a letters is a 

matter of taste. You can bridge the top and 

bottom of a letter or just the top or the bottom. 

This choice will affect the strength and the 

design of your template.

Rarely does the spraying of the material damage 

the template. Usually templates are damaged 

when they are being put into or taken out of 

a vehicle or being carried around. If you are 

careful, you can bridge just the top or the 

bottom of a letter especially when using chalk, 

paint or powder techniques. When using reverse 

graffiti I would recommend bridging the top and 

the bottom of letters just to be safe. 

TIP: there are many stencil fonts available. As 

long as the bridges in these fonts are not too 

thin, using these fonts can save you a lot of time.

Bridging borders
If you would like a border around your image, 

you will need to place enough bridges so that 

the template material inside your border does 

not fall out. I usually make these a bit thicker 

than bridges in letters because they are not so 

distracting. You can use many thin bridges or 

fewer thick bridges depending on your taste. 

Bridging images
Complex images or images where there are positive details inside a negative image can be tricky. 

These details will need to have a bridge that connects them with the template material. In the case 

of this file, to make sure it would be strong enough, I strategically added some bridges. I also used 

more organic shaped bridges than the straight bridges used in letters. Notice how in this design not 

using bridges in the “O” is part of the design of the image. 

Placing the bridge in this position 
looks better but can be weaker

Placing bridges in this position is 
stronger and less likely to be twisted

Another solution is to make a 
horizontal bridge
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Testing your 
template design.
How do you know for sure that you have 

created a template that is strong and will hold 

together? Here is a little trick that I use. 

Print out your design on a piece of paper. 

Take an X-acto or other blade and cut along 

the outlines on the print. Once you have cut 

along all the lines, lift the piece of paper off 

the table. If it holds together and it still seems 

quite strong, you have succeeded! If pieces you 

wanted in the template are still lying on the 

table or the template seems very weak, you 

will need to go back and adjust your artwork. 

It may take a couple of tries to get it right but 

it will make sure your template design works.

Now that you have created a file you know will 

work, it’s time to make sure it is prepared so 

that it will work with the cutting equipment.

Preparing the 
artwork 
All cutters follow a line in your artwork. That is 

why all elements and letters must be outlined 

without any fills. The outline stroke thickness 

should be 1 pt.  

You will need to place an outline around the 

edge of your template as well. Your templates 

will be cut from a larger sheet of material and 

this line is needed to trim your template out of 

the larger sheet.

Live area

Template size

Template size vs 
“live area” size
Most techniques will require a border around 

your image. This will make the template strong 

and will also protect the surface from “over 

spray” (when the material drifts over the edge of 

the template and onto the surface.)  Over spray 

looks sloppy! You may also want to bring along 

some addition materials to place on the outside 

of your template to protect the surface from 

over spray. The harder the wind is blowing, the 

more chance of over spray. 

I recommend an 8 to 10 cm border around your 

image. The area within this border is call the 

“live area”. If you are producing a 100 x 100 cm 

template, your “live area” is 80x80 cm (100 cm 

minus the 2 x 10 cm borders =20 cm.  100 cm 

-20 cm = 80 cm. You can use a larger live area or 

thinner borders but if you make them too small 

the template may be weak.
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	 Template	size: 75 x 75 cm 
  29.5 x 29.5 inch

 Live	area: 55 x 55 cm 
  21.5 x 21.5 inch

	 Template	size: 150 x 100 cm 
  59 x 39.5 inch

 Live	area: 130 x 80 cm 
  51 x 31.5 inch

	 Template	size: 150 x 150 cm 
  59 x 59 inch

 Live	area: 130 x 130 cm 
  51 x 51 inch

	 Template	size: 200 x 100 cm 
  79 x 39.5 inch

 Live	area: 180 x 80 cm 
  71 x 31.5 inch

	 Template	size: 200 x 150 cm 
  79 x 59 inch

 Live	area: 180 x 130 cm 
  71 x 51 inch

	 Template	size: 100 x 100 cm 
  39.5 x 39.5 inch

 Live	area: 90 x 90 cm 
  35.5 x 35.5 inch

Size of the artwork
Artwork needs to be made to size. If your template is 100 x 100 cm your artwork dimensions should 

be 100 x 100 cm.

Groups, masks and compound paths
Make sure to ungroup all elements and release all compound masks and clipping paths. 

Checklist
 ❏  Artwork is made at 100% of the files

 ❏  All elements are outlined with a 1 pt stroke. No fills

 ❏  All elements are ungrouped

 ❏  All compound masks and clipping paths are released

 ❏  All layers are flattened into one layer

 ❏  File name contains your name (for example:  Jimbowes_ 100x100template.ai)

 ❏  Vector file is saved as an .ai, .eps or pdf 

Email your files to jim@naturalmediaexperts.com. Please include your name and order number.

Please note: Files submitted directly to us for cutting will be cut directly without our checking them. 

Saving money also comes with the risk that if your file is not prepared properly that your template 

may not work properly. If you would like us to check or prepare your file for you, please purchase one 

of our preparation service packages available on the Natural Media Experts website.

Recycled  
Plastic Templates 

Quick bridge size reference chart 
Reverse graffiti technique bridge minimum width

Recycle plastic 5 mm

Plywood 4 mm

Silicone 5 mm   

Chalk, paint and powder techniques bridges minimum thicknesses

Recycle plastic min. 4 mm wide recommended 5 mm

MDF wood 3 mm thick recommended 4 mm

Plywood 3 mm thick recommended 4 mm

Silicone 3 mm thick recommended 4 mm
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	 Template	size: 75 x 75 cm 
  29.5 x 29.5 inch

 Live	area: 55 x 55 cm 
  21.5 x 21.5 inch

	 Template	size: 150 x 100 cm 
  59 x 39.5 inch

 Live	area: 130 x 80  cm 
  51 x 31.5 inch

	 Template	size: 150 x 150 cm 
  59 x 59 inch

 Live	area: 130 x 130  cm 
  51 x 51 inch

	 Template	size: 200 x 100  cm 
  79 x 39.5 inch

 Live	area: 180 x 80  cm 
  71 x 31.5 inch

	 Template	size: 200 x 150 cm 
  79 x 59 inch

 Live	area: 180 x 130  cm 
  71 x 51 inch

	 Template	size: 100 x 100 cm 
  39.5 x 39.5 inch

 Live	area: 90 x 90 cm 
  35.5 x 35.5 inch

MDF wood, 
Plywood, Silicone 
Templates 

®®

Albertneuhuysstraat 10-1 
1058 SB Amsterdam 
The Netherlands
jim@naturalmediaexperts.com


