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Important: Read this before using your copy of
Stardock SkinStudio.

End User License Agreement

This user license agreement (the AGREEMENT) is an
agreement between you (individual or single entity)
and Stardock Corporation for the MyColors program
(the SOFTWARE) that is accompanying this
AGREEMENT.

The SOFTWARE is the property of Stardock
Corporation and is protected by copyright laws and
international copyright treaties. The SOFTWARE is
not sold, it is licensed.

ACTIVATION FOR ENHANCED BUILDS
Registered Versions of the SOFTWARE require
Internet access to activate the installed software.
Alternatively, users may send an email with a
special code to be sent back the file needed to
activate the Registered Version on a machine
without direct Internet access.

Please see
http://www.stardock.com/StardockActivationInfo.asp
for more information.

LICENSED VERSION
The LICENSED VERSION means a Registered
Version (using your personal serial/registration
number) or an original fully working version of the
SOFTWARE. If you accept the terms and conditions
of this AGREEMENT, you have certain rights and
obligations as follow:

YOU MAY:
1. Install and use one copy of the SOFTWARE on a
single computer.
2. Install a second copy of the SOFTWARE on a
second computer only if you are the main user of
this computer (home computer or laptop for
example).
3. Install the SOFTWARE on another computer only
if you change your main workstation. In such a case
you must uninstall the software from the old
computer.
4. Use the SOFTWARE via a network, only if you
have purchased an adequate number of licenses.
The number of users must not exceed the number
of licenses you have purchased.
5. Make a copy of the SOFTWARE for archival

http://www.stardock.com/StardockActivationInfo.asp
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purposes only.

YOU MAY NOT:
1. Copy and distribute the SOFTWARE or any
portion of it except as expressly provided in this
Agreement.
2. Sublicense, rent, lease or transfer your personal
registering number.
3. Sublicense, rent or lease the SOFTWARE or any
portion of it.
4. Decompile, disassemble, reverse engineer or
modify the SOFTWARE or any portion of it, or make
any attempt to bypass, unlock, or disable any
protective or initialization system on the
SOFTWARE.
5. Copy the documentation accompanying the
SOFTWARE.
6. Upload or transmit the SOFTWARE, or any
portion thereof, to any electronic bulletin board,
network, or other type of multi-use computer
system regardless of purpose.
7. Include the SOFTWARE in any commercial
products intended for manufacture, distribution, or
sale.

WARRANTY DISCLAIMER
The SOFTWARE is supplied "AS IS". Stardock
disclaims all warranties, expressed or implied,
including, without limitation, the warranties of
merchantability and of fitness for any purpose. The
user must assume the entire risk of using this
SOFTWARE.

DISCLAIMER OF DAMAGES
Stardock Corporation assumes no liability for
damages, direct or consequential, which may result
from the use of this SOFTWARE, even if Stardock
Corporation has been advised of the possibility of
such damages. Any liability of the seller will be
limited to refund of the purchase price.

TERM
This license is effective from your date of purchase
and shall remain in force until terminated. You may
terminate the license and this agreement at any
time by destroying the SOFTWARE and its
documentation, together with all copies in any form.

COPYRIGHT NOTICE
The Company and/or our Licensors hold valid
copyright in the Software. Nothing in this
Agreement constitutes a waiver of any rights under
U.S. Copyright law or any other federal or state law.

ACKNOWLEDGMENT: YOU ACKNOWLEDGE THAT
YOU HAVE READ THIS AGREEMENT, UNDERSTAND
IT AND AGREE TO BE BOUND BY ITS TERMS AND
CONDITIONS. YOU ALSO AGREE THAT THIS
AGREEMENT IS THE COMPLETE AND EXCLUSIVE
STATEMENT OF THE AGREEMENT BETWEEN YOU
AND THE COMPANY AND SUPERCEDES ALL
PROPOSALS OR PRIOR ENDORSEMENTS, ORAL OR
WRITTEN, AND ANY OTHER COMMUNICATIONS
BETWEEN YOU AND THE COMPANY OR ANY
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REPRESENTATIVE OF THE COMPANY RELATING TO
THE SUBJECT MATTER OF THIS AGREEMENT.

Developed and Published by:
Stardock Corporation
15090 Beck Road - Suite 300
Plymouth, MI 48170 USA
http://www.stardock.com

Stardock is a registered trademark of Stardock
Systems, Inc. DesktopX, IconPackager,
WindowBlinds, Theme Manager, MyColors, and
Stardock Design are are trademarks of Stardock
Corporation. WinStyles.ini format copyright Stardock
Corporation 2001-2008.

The included skins, icons, wallpaper, media player
skins, logon, boot image, and visual styles are ©
2008 Stardock Design and may not be distributed
without express written consent.

© Copyright Stardock Corporation 2001-2008.

All trademarked names mentioned in this document
and SOFTWARE are used for editorial purposes only,
with no intention of infringing upon the trademarks.

No part of this publication may be reproduced
without written permission from Stardock
Corporation.

All rights reserved.

 

 

http://www.stardock.com/
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 Welcome to SkinStudio 6  

 

SkinStudio is a program that allows users to create visual styles for Windows XP and Windows Vista. These
visual styles are applied by the popular GUI skinning program, WindowBlinds.  A fully complete visual style will
change the title bars, borders, push buttons, scrollbars, Start bar, Start menu, and virtually every other part of
the Windows GUI.

SkinStudio 6 represents a complete rewrite of previous versions of SkinStudio.  The new version is designed to
make it much easier for new users to get into skinning. Skinners can change as much or little of the GUI as
they choose and SkinStudio will fill in the rest for them. 

Features of SkinStudio

Support for animated please wait
WindowBlinds layer support
NWA compression for animation [ED: Yes that stands for Neil WindowBlinds Animation)
Per pixel borders support layers & glyphs
Skin re-coloring
More user friendly than previous SkinStudio

Task Oriented Design
Clean New Interface
Supports New Vista Features

Sidebar support
Vista Start Menu Buttons
Edit Vista Control Panel and navigation parts
Support for Internet Explorer 7
Taskdialog controls
Vista Explorer: Command Bar, Information Pane, List View, Please Wait screen, etc.
Explorer background
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Theme Part Details tab that visually displays components of the skin for easy access
Improved support for title bar buttons.  Easily change the per-pixel settings.
Improved support for adding glow effects
Improved support for making sub-styles

System Requirements 

Windows Vista (32-bit and 64-bit) and Windows XP/2003
1GHz or faster processor recommended
120MB free drive space (including the pre-requisite of installing WindowBlinds)
512MB RAM
Note: A 16MB DirectX 8 or later compatible video card with appropriate driver support is required for
per-pixel alpha-blended skins. Some integrated graphics solutions and lower-end cards from before
2004 may not be able to use per-pixel skins.

Updates

The most convenient way to get updates for WindowBlinds is by installing Stardock Central (SDC), which
requires internet connectivity.  With SDC you can register your Stardock products, download updates, join in
discussions, chat, read Stardock news, browse for other software, visit the Stardock web site, get new visual
styles, purchase software, and blog.  The SDC will display what version of WindowBlinds you have installed
and the version number of any available update.  WindowBlinds is listed under Object Desktop  software.

If you decide not to install Stardock Central, you can get updates from: www.Stardock.com/Support/ .  Type
in the Email address you used when ordering WindowBlinds originally and an Email will be sent to you with a
link to the latest version (build).

Using Visual Styles (Skins) 

The following is a list of common file types found in SkinStudio:

.SSS - are substyles, slightly different versions of the skin.

.UIS - is an INI type text file with instructions for WindowBlinds on how to handle the substyle.  See
www.WindowBlinds.net for information on the UIS Language.
.WBA - is a compressed ZIP file containing a skin downloaded from the internet.  It includes all of the
files that make up a skin (i.e. SSS, UIS, BMP, TGA, JPG).
.ZIP - of a skin downloaded from the internet, and may contain all of the above plus other files (i.e.
BMP, TGA, JPG).

Using Visual Styles (Skins) 
To use the visual styles (or skins) that are created using SkinStudio, you need to have WindowBlinds
installed.  You can find more information about WindowBlinds at www.windowblinds.net.

Support
Please contact Stardock Support at: www.stardock.com/support/  When contacting Support regarding software
issues, please include information such your Operating System, version numbers, etc.  This and information
about the type of computer you're running will help Stardock Support respond in a timely fashion.

Documentation
The majority of the screenshots in this documentation are from Windows Vista, with some from Windows XP. 
Unless a screenshot is noted as being for Windows XP, assume it's from Vista.  Some features are only visible
in Vista or XP, these will be noted.

Please email comments or corrections regarding this documentation to: documentation@stardock.com
 

http://www.stardock.com/Support/
http://www.windowblinds.net/
http://www.windowblinds.net/
http://www.stardock.com/support/
mailto:documentation@stardock.com?subject=MyColors Guide
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  An Introduction to SkinStudio
 1 

 

What are Skins?

The term "skin" refers to the concept of changing the surface look of something. There are skins to change
the outside of cell phones. Their are skins to change what your computer case looks like. There are skins to
change the look and feel of particular applications like media players. And there are skins that can change the
overall look of your computer operating system. The skins designed to change the look of the Windows
operating system are typically referred to as "visual styles". But for our purposes, we'll use the more generic
term "skin".

Our kinds of skins are made up of dozens of little images called bitmaps. When you look at your Start bar or
title bar, you can see that these things are ultimately a bunch of images.  If these images are replaced with
new ones, you can dramatically alter the look and feel of your computer desktop.

When someone creates a skin, they have to create images to replace the parts of their computer interface
that they want to change. They also typically have to tell the program that is applying the skin how those
images should be used.

 

 

What is WindowBlinds?

WindowBlinds is an application that takes specially made skins and applies them to change the entire Windows
GUI (graphical user interface). 

WindowBlinds has been around since 1999. Back then, it would apply skins to Windows 95, 98, and Windows
NT 4.0.  At first, WindowBlinds just changed the title bars and borders of windows. Over time, it added push
buttons, scrollbars, radio buttons and other common controls on Windows.

When Windows XP came out, the Start bar was enhanced and explorer windows gained "task panels". 
WindowBlinds was updated to support skins that had those elements in them as well.

Over time, WindowBlinds came to be able to change just about every part of Windows.  Each subsequent
version of Windows -- from Windows 2000 to Windows Vista, added additional new elements.

As you can imagine, creating a skin that makes full use of what WindowBlinds can do became increasingly
complex.  To address that, Stardock created SkinStudio.

http://www.windowblinds.net/
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What is SkinStudio?

SkinStudio is an application that allows users to create and edit skins for use by WindowBlinds.  It makes it
much easier to create a skin that contains all the images and data needed to enhance and extend the entire
Windows GUI.  The finished skins are then applied by WindowBlinds. 

This tutorial documents and explains how you can use SkinStudio to create WindowBlinds skins. It covers
SkinStudio version 6 (and beyond).  SkinStudio 6 was a complete rewrite over the previous versions.  Previous
generations of SkinStudio had grown in complexity along with WindowBlinds. Eventually, it became so
complicated to use that only the truly committed could create skins with it.  SkinStudio 6 is designed to allow
casual users to make skins again. 

 

The Elements of a Graphical User Interface

When you look at your computer and how you control it, what are the primary pieces? What are the specific
parts you use to control what you do? 

1. The Start Menu.  The Windows Start menu provides access to your programs and data. 
2. The Task Bar. The task bar contains the Start button as well as displays your running tasks, your

quick launch menu, and your system tray.
3. Title Bars & Windows Frames. When you interact with your windows, they are surrounded by a

frame. Typically, the top of  a window has a title bar (though WindowBlinds skins are capable of placing
the title bar on any edge of a window). On the title bar you have the title and controls to minimize,
maximize, and close the window.

4. Window controls. You also have controls such as push-buttons, radio buttons, check boxes,
scrollbars, menus, toolbars, and lots of other little controls that let you interact with your programs and
data.

The most basic skin for WindowBlinds would include replacements for those elements of the Windows GUI. 
SkinStudio, however, will let users change as little or as much of the Windows GUI as they'd like. What the
user doesn't change, SkinStudio will fill in with the native elements of the Windows GUI.
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  A Brief Overview of SkinStudio
 2 

 

When SkinStudio is first opened, you have the option to create a new skin or to open an existing one. If you
choose a new skin you will be presented with the default Windows GUI.

This is the SkinStudio welcome screen.

When you choose a new skin, SkinStudio will ask you what kind of skin you would like to make.

Choosing what kind of Skin you want to make

The two basic choices are:

1. WindowBlinds Basic Skin. These are technically called UIS 1 skins. They are best used when you're
making a skin that is basically the same as the Windows GUI but with different graphics. They are
easier to make and faster. But they lack many of the more advanced features as they can only do what
the OS can do.

2. WindowBlinds Advanced Skin. These are much more powerful in that you can have title bars and
borders of any size, use alpha blending and shadows in your windows. They don't run quite as fast

http://www.stardock.net/brad/skinstudio/img12.jpg
http://www.stardock.net/brad/skinstudio/img17.jpg
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(still faster than Windows is by default) but they are much more flexible.

The SkinStudio Categories

Once you have chosen what kind of skin you want to make, you are presented with a preview of your current
skin along with a panel of actions you can use to make changes to it.

The categories of actions are:

Full Preview. This shows you what your skin currently looks like.

Edit Controls. This displays the various controls of Windows such as push buttons, tab controls,
progress bars, scrollbars, etc.

Edit Start Menu and Taskbar. This lets you alter the look of the taskbar and menu.

Edit Explorer / IE Shell Parts. This option lets you change the special controls that are unique to
Internet Explorer, Explorer (the main shell of Windows). This includes (on Vista) Internet Explorer tabs,
the back and forth buttons and more. 

Edit XP File Animations. When users copy or download files on Windows XP, an animation plays.
WindowBlinds can change that animation.  This is where you can assign new animations.

Edit Titlebars and Window Frames. The most basic part of the Windows GUI -- title bars and
borders.  The frames of your window also include the close button, minimize button, maximize button,
title bar text (technically called "the caption") and the system menu icon.  There are different types of
frames to choose from depending on your design choice including per-pixel frames (these are frames
with an alpha channel, use these if you want to have a shadow and have your windows be partially
see-through) or UIS2 frames which are very powerful but don't have per-pixel options.

Change Skin Colors. Windows is full of places that display text. You can control what color text is
displayed as.

Change Skin Fonts. Similarly, you can change what font face is used for different parts of the
Windows GUI.

XP Specific Sections. Windows XP has many unique GUI elements not present in other versions of
Windows (including Windows Vista).  These include the logoff dialog, control panel styles, task panels
(often referred to as shell styles), and toolbar icons. 

Backgrounds. WindowBlinds can change the backgrounds of the desktop (the wallpaper) as well as
add a background to explorer windows.

Theme Part Details. This category displays the most common parts of a skin that people tend to
care about. It provides short-cuts to get to different parts of the editor.

Now that you have an overview of SkinStudio, we'll start creating a skin piece by piece in the next chapter.

http://www.stardock.net/brad/skinstudio/img1A.jpg
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  Skinning the Start Bar
 3

 

The Elements of the Start Bar

The start bar, or as some may call it the taskbar, is one of the most important aspects of a skin because it's
the part people will see and interact with the most.  The start bar has a variety of elements that are to be
skinned, so lets take a few moments to go over them.

1. Taskbar (horizontal/vertical). The taskbar, which you will most likely see at the bottom of your
desktop displayed the open applications, and also contains various other skin elements like the start
button and system tray.

2. Start button. When pressed, the start button gives users access to the start menu.  This element can
be skinned and with SkinStudio it may also be animated giving users the option to create a stunning
effect.

3. Taskbar buttons. These buttons appear in the taskbar and show the applications that are currently
open and running.  

4. System tray. The system tray, also known as the notification bar, sits in the taskbar and displays
status notifications and sometimes minimized windows.  The system tray includes a few skin elements
such as the arrow expander and clock text.  

5. Quick Launch bar. This area in the taskbar contains shortcuts to applications.  The skinning element
here is the quick launch icon button.

6. Resizing bar. The resize bar (XP) appears when you unlock the taskbar.  You can "grab" this bar and
resize the taskbar if you so desire.

7. Rebar gripper. This element also allows you to "grab" and resize the quick launch toolbar. 
 

8. Start menu. The start menu is accessed from the start button, and shows the installed apps and
shortcuts to areas like the Control Panel.  The start menu contains several skin elements, of which we
will go into more detail in the next section.

 

The Elements of the Start Menu

The start menu displays your installed applications and shortcuts to various programs.  From the skinning
point of view, the start menu was something that many people had trouble with in years past, so this was
another area that SkinStudio 6 aims to make easier.  

file:///C|/Users/Spencer/Documents/My%20Web%20Sites/Stardock/SkinStudio6/sks6_taskbar_elements.jpg
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1. Top Part. The "top part" section of the start menu is just that....it is the image at the very top of the
start menu above the list of applications.  Users of WindowBlinds 6 should try out the included Molten
skin, as a perfect example of the animations that are possible using SkinStudio.

2. Bottom Bar. This is the bottom image of the start menu.  This area also contains the search box
(Vista) and the logoff and shutdown buttons.

3. Logoff/Shutdown Buttons. These graphics are for the logoff and shutdown buttons.  These
buttons are located in the bottom bar of the Windows start menu.

4. Popup Menus.  This element shows popup menus and the All Programs menu (XP).  

5. Programs List.  The programs list is on the left side of the start menu, and this is where you will
see the installed applications.  The left side also includes the left hand separator, more programs
background, and more programs arrow elements.

6. Places list.  The places list on the right hand side of the start menu and contains the list of shortcuts
like Documents, Pictures, etc. 

 

Making a New Start Button

We have gone over the SkinStudio interface, and covered the elements of the Start bar and Start menu, so
now it's time to put this into practice.  Lets start with one of the most noticeable features of the GUI, the start
button.

As you see in the image below, the start button has five states.  These states define what sub-image is
displayed when one of those actions is taken.  For instance, when you mouse over the start button, that sub-
image is what will be displayed.

The order of the sub-images for the start button are as follows:
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1. Normal
2. Pressed
3. Disabled
4. Mouse Over
5. Focus & Default

Now it's time to actually create the graphics needed.  You can use any graphics editor of your choice, but for
this tutorial I will be using Adobe Photoshop.  Make note that the images I'm creating for this skin are basic,
and I'm sticking to sizes that are more common among skins so it's easier for new users to follow along. 
Please feel free to be as creative as possible and experiment with different designs.  WindowBlinds requires
that images either be TGA or BMP graphics, but you can import PNG graphics into SkinStudio.

I start by creating a new start button, and then making several variations of the same button by increasing
and decreasing the inner glow for effect.  Each of these variations will represent a different state as
mentioned before.  You might notice the start button in the image below looks cut off, that's because this is a
larger start button and the "remaining" image will be added using the glow option. The glow overlay option
allows you to create larger start buttons that extend beyond the taskbar.  If you just want to create a simple
start button, just make one the same size as the taskbar you plan to make.

The start button has five states, so we need to make sure the image we use for SkinStudio has those images
included in the proper order.  You can manually arrange the graphics and have each sub-image equally
placed, or you can use the frame builder in SkinStudio 6.  This will build the image frame by frame for use in
the skin, and beginners should start with this.  More on the frame builder in just a moment.

Default Start Button image. 

 

Importing the Image Into SkinStudio

Now that we have our graphics made, we need to get them into SkinStudio.  Select "Edit Startmenu and
Taskbar" from the left hand menu, and then select "Edit horizontal taskbar" to open that section.  A new
window will open, and you will see the area to edit the Start Button at the bottom.  You will notice that it has
two sub-sections, Button and Glow, but select Button for now.
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Clicking the arrow button (see below) will bring up a menu which will give you a few choices on how you want
to get your images into the skin.  If you already the image ready to go, then using the "Quick import file"
option will probably be the way to go, especially if you are an experienced skinner.  It will bring up a simple
dialog box where you can browse to and select the image. 

Selecting the "Import" option will bring up a more advanced import menu. 

file:///C|/Users/Spencer/Documents/My%20Web%20Sites/Stardock/SKS6%20Tutorials/sks6_startbuttonwindow.jpg
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One of the most useful tools in creating your skin will be the Frame Builder.  This can be accessed from the
Import menu by selecting "create sub-frames", or opening directly from the drop-down menu.  Creating
frames and getting them in the correct order wasn't the easiest thing to accomplish, but the Frame Builder
makes the process simple. 

The Frame Builder will basically piece your images together to create the final image complete with the sub-
images in the proper order.  You can import individual images into each frame, and then let Frame Builder do
the work for you.  If you already have an image with multiple parts you can also import them and the Frame
Builder will place them in the correct frames.  The option to stack horizontally or vertically is there, and once
complete you also have the option to save the completed file. 

If you have the Pro version of SkinStudio you will also have re-coloring options in the Frame Builder.  This is
an awesome feature for anyone as it will let you re-color the entire image, or just individual frames.  It's a
great way to correct any color issues, or just make changes without having to open the image in your graphic
editors.

file:///C|/Users/Spencer/Documents/My%20Web%20Sites/Stardock/SKS6%20Tutorials/sks6_advanced_import_menu.jpg
file:///C|/Users/Spencer/Documents/My%20Web%20Sites/Stardock/SKS6%20Tutorials/sks6_frame_builder.jpg
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Remember, if you prefer just to modify any of the  current images, just click "Edit Image" and the graphic will
open in your default image editor.  This goes for any section in SkinStudio, and you can customize which
graphics editor opens the image in the SkinStudio preferences.

My start button image is in place, so now I move down to the glow section.  The image I'm using for this
section will make our round start button complete, and it will extend over the taskbar by just a couple of
pixels.  I imported the image just as I did before, but as you see in the screenshot below it needs some
adjustment to fit to the rest of the start button.  Select the "Extra settings" tab and adjust the image values
until it is placed correctly.
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SkinStudio 6 also has a new Layers feature.  Here you can specify layers that will overlay the base image. 
This opens up a wide variety of options such as overlaying a stretched image over a tiled image.

Once you have all your options set for the start button, you can check the different image states by selecting
the drop-down menus which will give you a preview of how the skin looks so far.  The other drop-down menu
will allow you to preview your skin with different background settings.  It's a great way to see how your skin
will work with dark or light backgrounds.
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Horizontal Taskbar

The start button is done, and now we have had our first taste of actually working with SkinStudio and
creating our new skin.  Moving on we are now going to tackle the images for the rest of the start bar.  Still
working in the horizontal taskbar section in SkinStudio, I'm going to prepare the taskbar background next.

The taskbar background has two image parts, bottom and top.  The bottom being where you would normally
see the taskbar, and the top if a user moves the taskbar to the top of the screen.  In the screenshot below I
have created a taskbar with a height of 30 pixels.  I created a new image and put both the taskbar top and
bottom images in one as shown, and saved that image as a .PNG.  

Creating a Taskbar in Photoshop.

 

In the same manner we imported our graphics for the start button, we will do the same for the taskbar
background and subsequent images.  Once imported the preview window should update and gives you a
chance to review how the image looks.  If you need to make any adjustments to the taskbar image then we
can now look at the various options in the tabs in the SkinStudio interface.  One option to take note of is the
"Extra settings" tab.  This will give you the option to turn on and adjust semi-transparency and blur effects. 
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Next in line is the Resizing Bar (XP), which appears on the taskbar when unlocked, giving the user a visual
guide to resize the taskbar.  You will notice that this is a Windows XP element by the XP "flag" icon next to
the text.  I created a graphic for this, imported it into SKS and moved on to the next stage, which happens to
be the "Flashing button".  For this image I took one of my taskbar buttons and re-colored it  with a brighter
overlay. 

We are still working in the Horizontal Taskbar subsection, and the last two elements are the "quick launch
icon button" and the "Rebar gripper". The quick launch button has 6 states, and if you ever need to check to
see how many states an element has, then just look at the "help" tab and it will give you the number of
frames and the order they should be in. 

 

System Tray

Finishing up the Rebar Gripper and quick launch icon button images, we are done with the Horizontal Taskbar
section, so it's time we move on to the Tray section just below.  First we have the tray section, which will be
the background image for the system tray.  I have seen many skins just use the background image for the
whole taskbar, including the system tray.  The easiest way to do this is to just use a transparent image, and
by default that is what is used in SkinStudio. I wanted the system tray to stand out a bit so I made a graphic
for this purpose.

The "system tray arrow expander" is the image you click to expand or contract the system tray area. A quick
check of the help tab I see this element has 6 sub-images for the normal, mouseover, and pressed states. 
Once this image is complete , import it into SkinStudio as we have been doing for the other images. 
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The next element is the "Clock text", which is a part where we don't have to create an image for, but can be
adjusted if you so wish.  Selecting one of the two controls will allow to change either the font used for the
clock, or the color. 

In the Edit Fonts window you not only have the option to change or add a new font, but you also have the
option to include a font with your WindowBlinds skin which will be installed when you apply the skin.  This is
very handy if you have an obscure font that users might not have.  You can find this feature by pressing the
"included font files" in the Edit Fonts screen.

Windows Vista introduced some new fonts for various parts of the UI.  You can view and change these fonts
by selecting the "Modify Vista parts fonts" button in the font window.
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Taskbar Group Menu

These components are the last part in the Horizontal Taskbar section that we need to work on.  We have
already taken care of the Start button, taskbar elements, and the system tray.  The Taskbar group menu
appears when you click on a taskbar button of a group of similar windows.  This section has a background,
and menu items to skin.  The background has one image, and the menu items have 4 states for sub-images.

Once these two images have been imported, that is the end of the Horizontal taskbar section.  Now would be
a great time to apply the skin and test out the skinned elements that we have created so far.  In the editor
window, click "Apply" to apply your skin (you will need to have WindowBlinds installed).  Make sure to check
the image states by clicking the elements we skinning, hovering over elements with your mouse, and see if
anything needs to be adjusted.  You can always go back at a later time, but this will give you a good look of
how the new skin is shaping up.
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Vertical Taskbar

We have been working in the horizontal taskbar section, now it's time to take on the vertical section. 
SkinStudio has already placed elements like the Start button, so this section doesn't have as many elements
to skin as the horizontal area.  The vertical taskbar section will focus on two areas, the vertical taskbar and
the system tray.

For the vertical taskbar image I had to slightly adjust the original taskbar image, and since this has two image
states (left and right) I made sure to include both sub-images in the final vertical taskbar image. Once
imported I noticed my image wasn't fitting the way I intended it to.  In the screenshot below you will see the
taskbar is tiled in the middle, so we want to correct that.

Open the Painting Margins tab which will allow us to adjust the margins in the taskbar.  In the drop-down
menu I need to change "tile middle section" to "stretch middle section", and that will give our vertical taskbar
a smoother look.  The margins tab also has a preview area, and there are a variety of settings to adjust
margins in  your skin elements. 

The remaining elements in the Vertical Taskbar section are:

1. Resizing bar (XP)
2. Buttons
3. Quicklaunch icon button  
4. Rebar gripper
5. Tray section
6. System tray arrow expander

If you choose to do so, replace these skin elements with your images as we have outlined in the beginning of
this tutorial.  With the vertical taskbar skinned, we have accomplished quite a lot with the start bar, but now
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we need to work on the Start menu.
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Creating a Start Menu

There are several elements to the start menu itself, and there are a couple of ways to approach skinning the
Start menu.  One method is to create the entire start menu in your graphics software, and slice the images to
their appropriate sections and then assemble them into SkinStudio using the margins to fine tune the image
placement as needed.  The other method is to simply create each image individually, and piece them together
in SKS.

As you see in the screenshot above I have created my full start menu in Photoshop.  The lines you see are
the slices which "cut" the single image into several pieces which then can be saved separately.  After the
images are imported into the appropriate sections, we need to select the Extra settings tab and enter the
sizes of the graphics so they 'fit" properly together (see screenshot below). 
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This is also another area where the Painting margins tab will come in handy.  If you need extra control over
how your graphics are utilized in SkinStudio, this is where you want to be.  We covered this a bit earlier, but
these functions control the margins of the skin elements and allows you to adjust them to your needs. 

 

The skin elements for the Start menu that can be skinned are:

1. Top part
2. User icon background (XP)
3. Bottom bar
4. Item mouseover
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5. Programs list (left)
6. Left hand separator
7. More programs background
8. More programs arrow
9. Places list (right)

10. Right hand separator

Most of these will be part of your "sliced" start menu image, and once all are imported and adjusted (if
needed) then your start menu should be nearly complete.  SkinStudio 6 also has options for animating start
menu elements as well, and you can find these controls in the Animation tab.  The animation controls will
allow you to adjust the animation rate/delay, control the start and finish frames, and even preview your
animation.  SkinStudio also has a Start Menu Animation Builder, which we will cover in later chapters.

After your images are in place, now is another great time to apply your skin and check for any problems
before moving on.

Start Menu Logoff Images

The Start menu logoff image section is where we can skin the logoff and shutdown buttons found near the
bottom of the start menu.  There are two sections in SkinStudio for this, one for XP and the other for Vista,
so take note of that when creating your graphics.  Many of these elements have several different states, so
be sure to check and make sure you have all the correct states before importing your image.

The elements for this section are:

Start Menu buttons (XP)

1. Button mouseover
2. Button icon

Start Menu buttons (Vista)

1. More options arrow
2. Normal buttons
3. Pressed buttons
4. Mouseover buttons
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This is an area where you can choose "no image defined", and SkinStudio will use the default button images
in Windows if you choose.  I made a set of images for each state and imported them into SkinStudio.

Start Menu Popup Windows

The is the final section in the Start Menu and Taskbar category, but by no means is our skin complete.  The
start menu popup is the All Programs menu in Windows XP, and the background for popup menus in the
Vista start menu.

There are three elements in this section:

1. Background.  This is the background of the popup menu.
2. Menu item.  The menu item is what appears when you mouseover or select an item from the menu

list.  This element has 3 states (normal, pressed, and mouseover).
3. New application item.  This image is displayed over a menu item when a new application is

installed.  It also has 3 states.

file:///C|/Users/Spencer/Documents/My%20Web%20Sites/Stardock/SKS6%20Tutorials/sks6_startmenu_logoff.jpg


Making a new Start Menu

file:///C|/Users/Spencer/Documents/My%20Web%20Sites/Stardock/SKS6%20Tutorials/make_start_menu.htm[8/14/2008 8:10:39 AM]

Once you have created and imported these images we are done with this section of SkinStudio, at least for
now.  With the taskbar and start menu done, we have come quite a ways in creating our new skin, but there
is still more work to do to make a complete skin. 
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Saving Your Work

We have gone through all this work, so now we want to make sure we save our creation.  In the menu bar of
SkinStudio, click File and select Save to save your current skin.  You can select "Save as" if you wish to save
you skin as another name than the one you choose when the skin was started.

By selecting Skin Properties you can also set the details of your skin, such as the authors name, e-mail,
website, notes, and the skin category.
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In the same menu you can apply your skin (you need WindowBlinds installed), and give it another check for
any problems.  Be sure to click through all the elements we have skinned so far and make sure they look
and function the way they are supposed to. 

In the next chapter will cover changing title bars and borders.

 

http://www.windowblinds.net/
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The Elements of the Title Bar and Windows Borders

The title bar and window borders are another important element in the GUI.  Before we start creating
graphics and putting them together in SkinStudio, lets take some time to learn what exactly these elements
consist of.

Vista

XP

Title Bars. The title bar is the area at the top of a window and it contains items such as the
close/minimize/maximize buttons, and the name of the application that is open.

Borders.  The borders are the frames around the edge of the window.  These consist of the top, bottom,
right and left sides of the window. 

Buttons.  The buttons contained in the title bar are ones you should be quite familiar with, as they typically
consist of the minimize, maximize, and close buttons that are often used.

 

Understanding per-pixel frames vs. UIS1 vs. UIS2

When you get into the Window Frames section of SkinStudio, you are going to see references to "UIS".  So
what exactly does "UIS" mean?  UIS is User Interface Specification and it is an INI based skin language.  UIS1
and UIS2 are both levels of skin languages and both have their own pros and cons when it comes to skinning
the frames.

UIS1 is typically associated with a basic skin.  UIS1 skins are faster and easier to create, but lacks the
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advanced features and functionality.  If you are just replacing the default images in the window frames,
then this would be your best option.

UIS2 is also referred to as an advanced skin.  These skins much more advanced than UIS1 as these
skins don't have limits on title bar and border sizes.  They can also use things like shadows and alpha
blending in windows.  UIS2 is not as fast as a UIS1 skin, but still faster than the Windows default.

Per-pixel frames allows you to have an alpha channel which will let your frames have a shadow and
be semi-transparent.  UIS2 frames do not have a per-pixel option.

As we discussed earlier in the "Intro to SkinStudio" chapter, by choosing a basic skin SKS will give you the
UIS1 frame options, and choosing an advanced skin will give you access to UIS2 and per-pixel frames. 

Making a New Title Bar

For the skin I am creating, I am going to start creating a title bar and borders that are per-pixel.  I am doing
this because I want my windows to have shadows and some of it to be semi-transparent.  Opening SkinStudio
we will now be working in the Edit Title bar and Window frames category.  From there lets start by
opening the Edit per-pixel frames section in the main SkinStudio interface.

In the per-pixel frames area we will starting working under Borders.  You will notice several elements in this
section, and to begin making our title bar we want to work in the "Caption" category. 
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If you haven't already, now is the time to start creating your images in the graphics editor of your choice.  As
I mentioned in the Start Menu chapter, you can create and slice one image to create your title bar and
borders, or you can do image by image.  If you are new to making skins, I would also suggest editing the
default skin images and taking a good look at them.  It's a good way to see how individual images look and
can definitely help you learn the process.

I once again create the image using Photoshop and I have added shadows and transparency to my image.  I
import the .PNG image into the Caption area using the "import file" button as we have with previous images. 
The title bar has two image states, one for the active window and the other for the inactive window.  As
always you can see a preview of your title bar in the preview windows in SkinStudio.  This is also a perfect
time to try out the "Test" button located just below the preview window.  Pressing this will bring up an actual
window where you can test out the elements you just skinned (note that WindowBlinds must be running).

More than likely you will need to adjust the image to align correctly to the rest of the skin elements.  For this
we go back to the Painting margins tab where, depending on your image, you can adjust the skins margins
by changing the the margins value.  For the image I used, I set the margins to tile the middle section and
made any other adjustments as needed with the number values on the right side of the window.

You also probably noticed that there is a Glass option under each element for Vista users.  This will allow you
to place a "glass" image into your skin using the same image import methods as described before. 
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As mentioned above, the title bar also contains the text of the application that is being used.  This text can
also be modified using SkinStudio.  The first thing we will change is the text position on the title bar.  By
default it's aligned to the left, but for this skin lets make the text align to the center.   

Simply change the Horizontal alignment to center to change the text position.  There are also settings to
adjust the vertical alignment, text color, and the text font.  I'm going to try several different color and font
schemes to see which one I like the best for this skin.  When changing fonts in a skin, making sure the text is
readable is very important. 

In the other settings tabs you will find the option to add a coloring mask to your skin element.  You can
import the mask in the same manner as other images, but make note that the coloring masks must have the
exact same dimensions as the original image used.

In the "Extra Settings" tab you are presented with several options for the title bar. 
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Active/inactive text alpha. Here you can adjust how transparent title bar text is on active and
inactive windows.
Sizing area size.  Allows you to adjust the amount of the border that is sizable.
Blur effect.  Gives you the option to enable or disable the blurring effect on the title bar.
OS Caption height.  This setting adjust the height of the OS title bar.
Animation rate.  This value allows you to adjust the animation rate on the title bar.
Window frame count.  Set the number of frames.
Blur values.  Adjust the blur on rounded corners in per-pixel skins.
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Creating and Importing Buttons

The title bar is in place, so now we need to move on to making the buttons for title bar.  The buttons are
obviously important as users use them to close, minimize, maximize, etc. their windows.  In the Button section
you will see the elements for several of the buttons which include:

1. Close button
2. Close button (single)
3. Maximize button
4. Minimize button
5. Restore button
6. System icon

Most of these elements have 8 image states, 4 for the active windows, and 4 for the inactivate window.  The
4 images states for each are:

1. Normal
2. Mouse over
3. Pressed
4. Disabled

The image below is an example of the default buttons that you will find in SkinStudio.  As we have covered in
previous chapters, each sub-image is for a particular state such as when a button is pressed, that will be the
image as shown. 

For my example skin I have created a button that is around 20 pixels in size.  Import the graphics as you
normally would do for each of the different buttons.  Now that your image is ready, we need to position the
button to the desired placement area.  Select the Position tab to bring up the options to position the
buttons.  In this section you have the option to select the button placement at either the left or right of the
title bar. 

Now we can position the button to the desired area by adjusting the number of pixels the button is from the
edges.  The position can be adjusted for both the normal and maximized window states, and be sure to check
both as they can be different.
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Under each button setting there is a section to add a glow effect to your buttons.  This is a great way to add a
really cool looking effect for your buttons.  When creating your button in your graphics editor, the simplest
way of making this effect is to add an outer glow to the button, and then save the glow as a separate image. 
You can then import this image into SkinStudio to use as the glow effect.  The glow option is available for
most of the buttons, and is optional if you do not want to use this feature.

The glow area has the same basic options as the buttons do.  You can adjust the margins and the positioning
of the glow effect just the way you want it. 

This covers making a per-pixel title bar and buttons.  All we need to do now is to repeat these steps for the
rest of the button images, and this part of the skin is done for now.

UIS1 and UIS2 TitleBars/Buttons

Earlier in this chapter we discussed the differences between per-pixel, UIS1, and UIS2 frames.  The skin
elements we created earlier in this section were the per-pixel variety, as they are more popular.  However, I
still want users to be familiar with the interface and options for creating these types of frames.

The UIS section, which will be utilized for "basic" skins is quite straightforward and is a great way to start
especially if you are new to making skins.  Under this section the first two options will be the Borders and
Captions categories.  Here is where you will need to import the frame and shape images for your skin.  The
"Frame images " tab is where your graphics for the basic window frames will go, both horizontal and vertical. 
The "Shape images" tab lets you add a shape image to add shaped and rounded corners to the windows
frame.

Sizing margins is the next tab where you have the option to adjust and/or stretch the frames to match your
design.  To adjust the margins to the desired position, just adjust the numerical value to the final position of
your frames.  "Frame indexes" is where you will need to define which frame is used for each of the various
window states.  The next tab is Extra settings where you will find the option to adjust the OS caption height,
and add shadows to the skin (Vista).
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UIS2 skins are a more advanced skin language, and is much more flexible than a UIS1 skin.  The UIS2
category will also start out with the Borders and Caption options.  The tabs in this section will allow you to
define the images for the top, bottom, right and left sides of the window.  The margin adjustments are now
found in these tabs, and as you can see already, there is already more options for the elements of your skin.

Even though I created the title bar and frames with per-pixel graphics, I still need to create them as UIS2 as
well.  This skin type will be an option to people who either have systems that can't support per-pixel skins, or
have older versions of WindowBlinds.
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The "Extra settings" tab gives you a wide range of advanced options for a UIS2 skin.  In addition to the UIS1
options you now have the ability to:

Enable/disable "magic pink" areas. "Magic pink" refers to the color (RGB 255, 0, 255) which that
specific color will be transparent when applied correctly.
Disabled state. This adds a 3rd sub image which will be used for a disabled state.
Random frames.  This setting says it all.  Enabling this will allow WindowBlinds to randomly select
which frames are displayed.
Explorer & IE Frames.  This setting lets you select a different set of frames for Internet Explorer and
Windows Explorer windows.
Dynamic frame mode. Allows the frame shape to change between states.  Normally they share the
same shape.

There are some other options available, but these are a few I wanted to highlight as they might come in
useful when building your skin.  The next step is the Caption section where you can fine tune the caption text
on the title bar.  Here you can set the text margins, adjust the text colors, and even add shadows or outlines
to the text.  You have a lot of options here to tailor this section to your needs. 

Next we have the Titlebar Buttons category.  You will notice this section has many tabs with plenty of
options to go along with it.  Here is a brief overview of the tab sections:

Buttons tab.  This is where you can add, delete, and arrange the various buttons used.  
Image tab.  The tab here is where you will import your graphics, and adjust the animation rate if your
buttons are animated.
Actions tab.  Here you can choose each specific button, and modify its actions.  Among the options
here you can set the button to perform a variety of actions beyond just closing a window.  You can also
link one button to another in this section.
Position.  As the tab says, this is the place to position your specific buttons.
Visibility.  You're going to see a lot of options here, but just take your time and look through them
because you never know what ability you might miss.  You can set your desired button to be visible in
a wide variety of options.
Mouseover glow:  You should already understand the button glow effect, but here is where you get
down to the details.  Set the glow image, position it, and even set fade and animation in this section.
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Colouring masks:  As we have seen before, you can place coloring mask on your buttons, and this is
the place to get that done.

The Buttons category we just covered was for UIS2, but the UIS1 section is similar but you are more limited
as far as options goes.  

Minimized and ToolWindows Windows

Two other sections in the title bar area of SkinStudio are the minimized windows, and toolwindow categories. 
The minimized windows are windows that are usually minimized inside another window.  For this section you
are for all purposes just creating a smaller version of the regular title bar and buttons. 

The toolwindow is a small window that you will occasionally run into when an application will popup a small
information window, or other similar function.  In this section you have the option to create the toolwindow,
and a per-pixel toolwindow if desired. 

This is probably the easiest part of the whole title bar/frames category, but paying attention to details here
can really make a difference in your skin. 
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Creating Borders

The borders are the images that reside on the edge of the windows.  We have already touched on this a bit in
the UIS1 and UIS2 sections, but I wanted to continue with the per-pixel frames here.  The tricky part about
creating frames is getting them together with the rest of the borders.  If you are new to creating skins and
are creating a per-pixel skin, I would first suggest opening the default images in your graphics editor and take
a good look at how it is put together.  This will greatly help understanding how some of these images come
together.

Going back into the Edit per-pixel frames section where we first created our title bar, we can now continue
with creating our borders. 
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I have used slicing to cut my border frames out, taking great care to preserve the shadows which will add a
distinct look to the windows.  Just as the title bar, the borders have two sub images which are the active and
inactive windows.  The tabbed options here are basically the same as the caption section we covered earlier. 
As usual, you have the margins you can adjust, coloring masks, and the extra settings which in this case, will
allow you to pad your borders with UIS1 frames.

The borders should consist of the left, right, bottom, maximized caption, and the caption text background. 
There is also the capability to add "Glass" to the borders as well, as described in the title bar section.
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Once all the border images are in place, test your skin and make sure everything looks the way it is intended
to.  At this point in our skin, we have skinned most of the "major" parts of the user interface.  Now is another
good time to "play" with your skin to make sure everything displays correctly.  Many times after using your
skin for a while you will notice things, sometimes very subtle things, that you might want to change. 

I'm going to take the time now to go through the skin, as I have already noticed a few small graphical issues I
need to correct.  Taking the time now and paying attention to details like this, are a good tip for creating a
great skin.

In the next chapter we will cover skinning the Windows buttons and other controls.
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Buttons and Controls

"Controls" in a skin refer to several elements in the user interface.  Buttons, scrollbars, sliders, etc. are all very
important to a skin as these are the elements that the user commonly interacts with.  This chapter of the
SkinStudio tutorial will cover these elements, and this is a big section of SkinStudio.  

At this point in the tutorial, you should know the steps for importing your own graphics into SkinStudio, and
doing the basic modifications if needed.  We have a great deal of our example skin done, but we are by no
means finished yet. 

Open the controls category by selecting "Edit Controls" from the main SkinStudio window.  You should now
see a nice list of controls ready to be skinned! 

Lets start off with the buttons, so open the first section which is labeled Edit button controls.  Windows has
quite a few buttons, so lets take a second to familiarize ourselves with some of the sections here.

Push buttons.  These are the standard buttons found in Windows, and the most familiar would be
the OK/cancel variety.

Radio buttons.  These circular buttons are often used to make a selection.  A good example is in the
SkinStudio preferences for choosing basic or advanced skins.

Checkboxes.  Also used for selecting items is the checkbox (ticks).  It's commonly used for selecting
multiple items.

Groupboxes.  The groupboxes are an element with a header and border, which usually houses
checkboxes or buttons.

file:///C|/Users/Spencer/Documents/My%20Web%20Sites/Stardock/SKS6%20Tutorials/sks6_edit_controls.jpg


Skinning Windows Buttons and Oth

file:///C|/Users/Spencer/Documents/My%20Web%20Sites/Stardock/SKS6%20Tutorials/windows_buttons_controls.htm[8/14/2008 8:10:41 AM]

The first button we will take on is the push buttons.  This is one of the most common buttons found in
Windows, so I want to pay particular attention to this one.  These buttons have 5 sub-images which consist
of:

1. Normal
2. Press
3. Disabled
4. Mouseover
5. Focus & Default

Once your created image is imported and the margins look good, the next step is to select the Text tab to
alter the text properties.  Using the drop down menu, you can adjust the text for each image state to match
your design.  In this section you can change the text color, font, and alignment.  You can preview the
adjustments to the text as you make them in the small preview area.  This makes it easy to check without
having to constantly apply your skin.

One other thing to notice in the Push buttons area, is that there is an animation tab available.  Animating your
start button, as with most other elements, is totally optional.  Once the push button is taken care of, we can
move on to the other three remaining buttons in this section.  Make note of how many image states are
needed for each button as each of them vary. 

Another option to be aware of is the Glow option.  The properties for the glow here are basically the same as
in other elements that we have covered in previous chapters.  This will put a "glow" effect around the selected
button.

Combobox Controls

The Combobox is a drop-down menu which contains selectable values.  Skinning the Combobox will consist of
changing the border and button of the Combobox.  An additional element (Vista only) is a "read only"
combobox.  The combobox has 4 image states which include the Normal, Mouseover, Pressed, and disabled
states.

HeaderBar Controls

Headerbar controls are what you see on the top of lists in open windows.  An example would be filename,
tags, date, etc. 
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For this element we need to create a Bar image, which is the image at the top of list which contains the
text.  Additional graphics needed are the 'Drop down arrow & ticks" and "Drop down button" (Vista).

When skinning the "Bar image" one of the options available is the text, which is found in the Text tab.  As
with other text elements you can modify the color, font, and alignment.  The text here can sometimes be
small, so be sure to test the head bars if you do use an alternate font than the OS default.

 

Menus and Menu Bars

Another very common control is the menus and menu bars.  You will see these in a variety of ways in the
user interface, but some examples would be the menu that appears when you right click in an application or
the desktop.  There are a few different menu selections to skin here.

Popup menus.  The popup menus as seen in when right-clicking have a few elements to skin.  The
first thing you want to skin is the menu background which is obviously the main part of this element. 
Menu items and menu icons all can be skinned as well here.

Favorites menu.  As the name says this is the menu used for Favorites, and this consists of the
background and menu item images.

Standard menu bars.  These are menus you will find when you click "file" in an application like
Notepad, etc.  To skin this part of the skin, you need to apply images for the bar itself, and the bar
items.  There is also an entry for MDI menu buttons.

 

ProgressBar Controls

The Progress bars are what you see to indicate the progress of a certain task like copying files, downloading,
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etc.  In this section there are progressbars with both horizontal and vertical positions.  Both of these contain a
border, block, and animated flash images which can be skinned.

For Vista users a few more options are included.  These are red, yellow, and blue block images which are
used to display the capacity of volumes on your drives.  These images will be created automatically if none
are used.

After you have imported your images for this section, be sure to click "test" and select the progressbar tab to
see the images in action. 

Scrollbars

Everyone should be real familiar with scrollbars, as this is common in many applications and probably most
used in web browsers like Internet Explorer.  This section also has a horizontal and vertical section.  The first
item here to get to is the scrollbar arrow, and these have 23 sub-images that need to be included.  It is
suggested that the arrow itself is done as a glyph to be included with the main image. 

The rest of the section to be skinned is the Background, Drag bar, and Small drag bar.  The drag bars are the
item that you can click with your mouse to move the item in the scrollbar.
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Spin Controls

Spin controls are small arrow usually next to an input box where a user can click up and down.  If you have
been following along in SkinStudio you probably have already used them in the margins tabs and other areas
to adjust certain values.   Both horizontal and vertical controls are needed and both have 8 image states
each. 

Statusbar Controls

The Statusbar controls are found at the bottom of a window and are divided into "panes" which displays
various information.  This control consists of the background and sub section images.

Tab Controls

Tab controls are all the items related to tabs in the user interface.  Once again, a great example of these
controls are the tabs inside SkinStudio.  In this section we are able to edit two different types of tabs.

Normal Tabs.  These are the common tabs and they consist of the border, tabs, background, and
left/right tabs. When editing the the tabs you will have the text options available to adjust the text as
we have covered before.

Internet Explorer 7 Tabs.  How to skin the tabs in IE7 was a question often asked, so now
SkinStudio offers an easy way to accomplish this.  The IE7 tabs consist of the tabs, close button,
rounded edges, and the bottom tab bar.

Toolbar Controls

The Toolbar controls are typically options at the top of a window.  There are three different elements here we
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will be working with.

Normal toolbars.  These toolbars consist of several different buttons, and several separate items. 
Adjustment are also available for text and the ability to add animation is also included.

Places toolbars.  This control is made up of a background and button image.  The button has 6
image states to create, and text adjustment is an option here too.

Rebar controls.  The rebar control is the background for some of the toolbars, and the gripper is used
to resize the sections using the mouse pointer.

Trackbar Controls

Trackbar controls are also known as sliders.  They consist of a bar and arrow image which can be moved
depending on the function.  Here we have sections for both horizontal and vertical sliders.  Each of these will
consist of the slider trackbar track, directional arrows, and a horizontal/vertical bar.

Treeview +/- Controls

Treeviews are the controls which contain values that can be expanded/collapsed with the +/- control. 
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Examples of this would be in the Registry or Windows Explorer.  Even SkinStudio has a treeview option
available.

We covered a lot in this category, and to completely skin the buttons/controls will take some decent time
working in your graphics editor.  At the end of these sections I always seem to remind you to apply and test
your skin.  The test feature in SkinStudio is another great way to test, but since this section covered many
items that the user will interact with routinely, pay some extra attention making sure everything is how it is
supposed to be.
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Windows XP Shell

While much of the work we have done already will be compatible with both Windows Vista and XP, there are
certain elements of each operating system that will require specific parts.  You have noticed the XP and Vista
icons in the many skin categories we have already covered that would show elements unique to one system
or another. 

Windows XP has a few other elements that needs to be skinned, but SkinStudio makes this process easy as it
has specific categories designated for XP.  The recommended way to ensure your skin works on both XP and
Vista, is to make separate sub-styles for each.  We will discuss this more in depth later in the tutorial.  For
now lets cover the XP specific sections in SkinStudio 6.

The XP shell sections:

Logoff and Shutdown screens.  This is the screen that comes up when you are ready to
logoff/shutdown XP.

Explorer/IE 6 toolbar icons.  You can edit the toolbar icons found in Explorer and Internet Explorer
6. 

Control panel shell style.  Here you can change the category view in the XP control panel.

Shell style icons/pictures.  This section will allow you to change the icons and pictures found in
certain folders.

Shell style bars/arrow.  The bars and arrows found on the left side of Explorer windows can be
edited here.

Logoff and Shutdown Screens
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This section will allow you to edit the logoff and shutdown screens.  In this section the first area to edit is the
Shutdown dialog box.

The Shutdown dialog contains four elements to be skinned. 

Per pixel background.  This is the background box that will contain the buttons and other associated
images for the dialog.

Background.  Same as above except this is not per pixel.

Buttons.  There are three buttons needed here which are Stand By, Turn Off and Restart.  There are
also various image states to these buttons.

"Flag" logo.  In the default XP visual style, the flag logo appears in the upper right corner as shown
in the image above.  Most skinners will just replace the image with a small image that matches the
background.

The next item we need to check out is the screen background that is used for the per pixel dialog box.  This is
the background that appears when  you select the shutdown or logoff buttons.  This is just a single image,
and I left the default picture for my skin as I think it's a good image.

Last in this category we have the "Please wait" image.  Whenever you apply a skin with WindowBlinds  you
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probably noticed a graphic in the middle of the screen, and this is that image. 

Toolbar Icons in Explorer and Internet Explorer 6

The toolbar icons are the ones you see in Explorer and IE6.  Examples would be the forward/back buttons,
home button, etc.  In this category you have four different sections to work in.

Internet Explorer 6 icons. 
Go icons
Windows Explorer icons
Misc. icons.

Most of these will consist of large and small icons, with large and small mouseover icons as well.  If you
decide to create new toolbar icons, be sure to pay special attention to the help tab which lists the number
and order of the sub-images they require. 
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Control Panel Shell Styles

This section will allow you to change the Control Panel category view.   This section is just a bit different than
what we have been working with, as you are going to add an image and configure the background element
colors in the same tab.
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The first item to tackle will be the Control Panel background.  Here we have some flexibility on how to
configure the background.  You can simply use an image for the background, or just use a solid color as the
background, or a combination of both.  Many skins will have an icon type graphic in the lower right hand
corner of the window that typically represents what that window is.  You can see an example of that in the
screenshot below.
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I like the image in the corner, so I'm going to replace that with one of my own, and adjust the background
color to match the background of the image I am going to make.  You will notice a drop down menu label
"colours", and this is where you can change the background color, body text color, body text color
(mouseover), and the title text color.  To change the color of any of these elements, just select it from the
menu and hit the "Change" button.  There you will be presented with a color palette where you can pick the
color of your choice to use. 

The next two items in this section are the Header and Vertical Separator.  All you need to do for these items
is change the background color, which consists of a background color and background color 2.  If you want a
completely solid color than choose the same color for both, or if you would like a gradient effect, then choose
two different colors. 

The last two items for this section are the "Icon", and "Do not modify image".  These are simple image
replacements and just replace these items as we commonly do.

Shell Style Icons and Pictures

When you open certain folders in Windows XP, such as the "My Pictures" folders, you will notice an icon in the
lower right hand corner that represent that folder.  This section is where we can change those logos to our
own. 
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As you see in the screenshot above we have four areas to change.  The movies, music, picture, and search
logos are all ones we can replace.  Each of these sections will need a large, small, and icon image.  For the
best results, make sure the image you create for your logo matches the folder background.

Shell Style Bars and Arrows

This is the last area to go over in the XP shell category, and this is an important section to skin.  When you
open explorer windows in XP, the task area on the left hand side is what are going to modify.  First up is the
panel background area.  You can use your own custom image, or in the same manner as the previous
section,  we can select two background colors for the panel.  I like to keep this area simple looking, so I'm
just going to find some matching colors to use as the background here.

Now we move into the Normal section, and Special section where we have several elements we can
change. 

Elements in the Normal and Special sections include:

Pane.  The Pane is another area in which you can either specify an image, or the background color. 
You can also specify the text colors and other color options from here as well.  
Bar.  Along with replacing the bar images in your skin, you can also set the text color from this section.
Down Arrow.  The arrow at the right of the bar image.
Mouseover Down Arrow.  Same as the down arrow but with mouseover added.
Up Arrow.  The arrow at the right of the bar image.
Mouseover Up Arrow.  Same as the up arrow but with mouseover.
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XP File Animations

When you move, copy, or even download files, Windows XP shows animations for these actions.  SkinStudio 6
allows you to add your own animations for the various actions.  The animations used here need to be .avi
files, RLE encoded, and at a maximum size of 272x60.

Changing the animations here are optional.  You can always select "Use OS default" to use the default
animation.  The following animations can be changed:

Change attributes animation

Copy files animation

Delete file bypassing the recycle bin animation

Delete files animation

Empty bin animation

Download file animation

Move files animation
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As always, be sure to take the time to check your skin for any errors or inconsistencies.  Being that we
covered XP elements you should obviously test the skin on an XP system.  Next in the tutorial we will cover
the specific elements of Windows Vista.
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Vista Specific Elements

In the previous chapter we covered most of the XP specific skin elements that can be skinned in SkinStudio
6.  Now we will once again focus our attention on Windows Vista, and some of its specific elements.  As
mentioned before, creating a Vista sub-style is a great way to appeal to a much broader audience, and we will
cover how to do this soon.

In SkinStudio 6 the Vista specific elements will be found in the Edit Explorer/IE shell parts category in the
main menu. 

Explorer/IE Shell Parts

The first area we are going to take on for Vista is the Control Panel.  The Control Panel in Windows Vista has
a new look to it, and seems a bit more organized than in XP. 
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The two items we can change in this area will be the "Branding" and the "Sidebar".  As  you can see in the
screenshot above, both of these elements reside in the sidebar area and can be altered by simple image
replacement.  You also have the option to leave the OS default if you so choose.

The "Search icon" is the icon in the search box which can normally be found in the upper right-hand corner of
an explorer type window.  This image has two sub-images, "search" and "cancel search" that can be skinned. 
The next set of icons are the "Navigation" icons.  These are the icons found in the navigation bar near the top
of a window.  The sub-images required here are Left arrow, Cancel, Refresh, and Drop Down. 

Next in this section is the Navigation Arrows.  This area contains four arrows, and a background element
that can be changed.  The navigation arrows let you navigate forward and backwards through screens.  Each
image needs a forward and backward sub-image, and there are four arrow images needed....normal,
mouseover, disabled, and pressed.  Each of the arrow images should be 27x27 pixels in size.  The last part of
the navigation arrows will be the background image.  This image also has four frames and each one should be
70x29 pixels in size.  You can always refer to the bottom area of the SKS windows to see dimension
requirements, if any.

Internet Explorer 7

For quite a while, people have been asking for the ability to skin Internet Explorer 7, in particular the tabs. 
SkinStudio 6 makes skinning the IE7 tabs, and several more elements much more easier. 
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The first IE7 element we can skin is the Navigational arrows background.  This is pretty much identical to the
image we created for the navigation arrows in the previous section, so just stick to those guidelines.  The
option to change the IE7 icons is also here.  As you can see in the screenshot below, there are quite a few
icons (20) that can be altered.  These icons are for items like the Home, RSS Feeds, and Options buttons in
the IE7 window. 

The IE7 icons have two sub-sections here, one for small icons and one for big icons.  The small icon image
dimension needs to be 320x16 pixels, and the big icons at 480x24 pixels.  Be sure to double check the image
frames to make sure their order corresponds with what is required.

The Expand/Collapse arrow is next, and this is a two frame image of the arrow used to expand and collapse
various options.  The Progress Animation is what you see in the tab itself when a page is loading.  This
animation has 18 frames with a dimension of 288x16 pixels. 

Now we can get working on the tabs.  The tabs in IE7 have four different parts that we can skin. 
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1. Tabs.  This is the main tab image.
2. Close button.  This is the close button on the right side of the tab.
3. Rounded edges.  These are the bottom corner images and the image needs to be 10x10 pixels.
4. Bottom tab bar.  This is the bottom bar of the tab itself and needs to be 2x10 pixels.

Each of the above items has several sub-images that need to be used.  Once you have the images imported,
now would be a good time to stop, apply the skin, and open Internet Explorer to see if everything has been
skinned. correctly. 

Task Dialog Controls

The Task Dialog Controls are something new in Windows Vista.  If you have used Vista for any time you
probably noticed these dialogs pop up from time to time for various system controls.  This is another
straightforward section with three elements to skin.

1. Expand button.  This is a typical expand button with 6 sub-images, and the arrows should be 18x21
pixels in size.

2. Buttons.  The buttons are the main element of this section, and also needs 6 sub-images.
3. Button arrows.  These arrows are placed on the buttons, and should be 20x20 pixels in size.

Vista Explorer Parts

Along with the many new features of Windows Vista, it also brings along some new UI elements in Windows
Explorer.  The Explorer in Vista has a much nicer UI than XP, but that means there's going to be more to be
skinned.

First up is the Favorite Links Background.  This element is in the upper right-hand side of Explorer and
lists various favorites like Documents, Pictures, Music, etc.  This is just a single background image, and you
have the normal margin adjustment tabs if needed.

Moving on to the Folders bar.  The Folders bar sits right below the favorite links and expands/collapses the
folder hierarchy in Explorer.   This element has 3 frames which are normal, mouseover, and pressed. 

file:///C|/Users/Spencer/Documents/My%20Web%20Sites/Stardock/SKS6%20Tutorials/sks6_taskdialog.jpg


Vista Specific Elements

file:///C|/Users/Spencer/Documents/My%20Web%20Sites/Stardock/SKS6%20Tutorials/vista_specific_elements.htm[8/14/2008 8:10:43 AM]

The Command Bar section is next in line.  The Command Bar sits below the navigation area in Explorer and
contains the buttons used to switch views, organize, and various other commands.  The skinnable elements
here include:

1. Background.  The background image used for the command bar is a single frame image.
2. Overlay.  This optional section can be used to put an overlaying image over the background.
3. Buttons.  The buttons used for the Command Bar have 6 frames that need to be included.  You can

always view the frame order in the help tab.

Once that is completed, we can move on to the Explorer Information Pane.  When you select a file or folder in
Vista with Explorer, you can see info about that file including the icon image in the bottom window pane. 
With SkinStudio, we can replace the background with our own image, and also have the option for an overlay
image if you decide to use one.

Moving on we are now at the IE7 & Explorer Glass Toolbar and Search/Address Field Background.  The glass
toolbar has 4 sub-images that can be changed. 

The next section is List View.  When viewing files and folders in Explorers list view, you can change the image
that appears in the normal, mouseover, and pressed states.  You can also change the "vertical line" in this
section as well, which is the dividers in the list view.

Last in this section we have the "Please wait" image.  This is the same image we changed in the XP specific
chapter that loads when the "please wait" screen appears.

 

Additional Vista Parts

We have covered many Vista specific parts, but we have just a few more left before we are done with this

file:///C|/Users/Spencer/Documents/My%20Web%20Sites/Stardock/SKS6%20Tutorials/sks6_glasstoolbar.jpg


Vista Specific Elements

file:///C|/Users/Spencer/Documents/My%20Web%20Sites/Stardock/SKS6%20Tutorials/vista_specific_elements.htm[8/14/2008 8:10:43 AM]

chapter. 

Drag and Drop.  When dragging and dropping something in Vista, you now get icons to show the
action you are taking.  The icons have 7 sub-images for each action, and each frame must be 24x24
pixels in size.  When the icons are dragged, a background is drawn which can also be changed.  The
last element here is the "Count background" when is drawn when the icon count is displayed.
Alt-tab Switcher Button.  When you click Alt-tab you will be presented with a list of open windows
which you can then cycle through.  You can alter the button used to mouseover and select in this
section.
Aero Wizard Arrows.  This section will allow you to change the three arrows used in wizards with
Aero.  These three include the down, back, and next arrows.  Each arrow needs 4 frames and should
be 27x27 in size. 

At this point in our skin, we have skinned just about all the elements that are possible to change.  In the next
chapter we will cover fonts and coloring in SkinStudio 6.  I know I have said this several times during this
tutorial, but take the time to apply the skin and use it for a while to find any errors or anything that might be
out of place. 
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Changing Skin Fonts

The fonts in a visual style are just as important as any other graphical image you create.   Text in the title
bars, start menu, taskbar, etc. are all things you see on a constant basis.  You have gone through the process
of creating all these graphics, so why stop when it comes to the fonts?  Well you don't have to as SkinStudio
allows you to easily change the fonts in your skin.

The screenshot below is the Edit fonts window that will appear when you select Change skin fonts from
the SkinStudio menu. 

One of the most intimidating things about changing the fonts in your skin is knowing what exactly you are
changing.  Thankfully, SkinStudio will tell you what fonts belong to what section so you know what will be
changed.
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As  you see in the example above, I selected the Title bar Active font in the selection list, and in the lower
right corner you will see the sections that this font is used in.  To change the font used, just click the Change
font button and the screen below will appear.
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Here we can select which font to use, the style, size, shadows, and text effects.  Once you have the font set
to your liking, click the OK button.  You can see a preview of the font you have selected in the preview
window in the upper right hand side of the window. 

But what if you want to change the font to something more obscure, that might not be on everyone's PC? 
SkinStudio takes care of this by allowing you to include up to 5 different fonts that will be installed on the
users system when the skin is installed.
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Changing Skin Colors

SkinStudio will also allow you change certain colors in your visual style.  There is a wide variety of color
settings in this section, and some people would refer to some of these as "classic" colors.  You can access this
section via the Change skin colors button in the SkinStudio 6 menu.  Here are a few examples of the items
in this section:

Active title bar.  If there is an application that is excluded from being skinned, or uses its own title
bar, then you can change this color to closely match the rest of your skin.

Desktop Background.  If there is no wallpaper selected, then this is the color that will be displayed.

Selected item.  When you select an item in explorer windows, this is the color that is used.

Now these are just a few of the choices that you can find, but it should give you a pretty good idea of the
types of colors you can change in this section. 
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In this configuration window you have a drop-down menu to select from the skin defined system colors, and
the skin color presets.   In similar fashion as changing the fonts, selecting each of the color boxes will then
show a description of where that color is used.  If you want to import the current system colors into this
section, then you can do that by selecting the import existing system colors button at the bottom of the
window.  Above the description you have the "Change color" button and the color picker, both of which will
allow you to change the selected color.

Another selection in the drop-down menu will be the skin color presets.  The color sets here might look
familiar because we have visited this window before when changing colors in areas like the title bar caption. 
The color changes you have made previously in the various sections of your skin will be shown here.  It can
be easier as you can change the colors again without having to go through the skin sections again.  Don't
forget, you can also change the names of the color presets for easy reference again.  You can also add your
own custom color preset here by selecting the add new color preset button.

There is also a special color section for Vista.  There are new color options for Vista and in this window you
can change those colors for the specific areas.

file:///C|/Users/Spencer/Documents/My%20Web%20Sites/Stardock/SKS6%20Tutorials/sks6_edit_colors_01.jpg


Fonts and Coloring

file:///C|/Users/Spencer/Documents/My%20Web%20Sites/Stardock/SKS6%20Tutorials/fonts_and_coloring.htm[8/14/2008 8:10:43 AM]

When changing your colors, take the time and choose colors that match the rest of your theme.  It might take
a little extra time to try different color schemes out, but it will be worth it in the end.

Well we are getting close to the end of the tutorial series.  In the final chapters, we will cover some tips and
tricks of SkinStudio 6, along with a few other things to finish off your skin. 
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Creating and Managing Sub-Styles

Since this is the final chapter in the SkinStudio 6 tutorial, we thought we should cover some "tips and tricks"
and anything else we have left off during the series.  The best way to start this out is to cover sub-styles,
which we have briefly talked about in the last two chapters. 

There are several reasons on why you might want to create a sub-style.

1. XP & Vista specific skins.  To make sure your skin is compatible with both Vista and XP, the
recommended course is to create a sub-style for each.  That way you can ensure the skin has specific
parts that work with each OS.

2. Different color schemes.  You can create a skin with variations of colors to appeal to a bigger
audience.

3. Skin Variations. You can also make skin variations like one sub-style with a large title bar, and
another with a smaller.  There are many different way you can alter your skins and have different sub-
styles for them.

To create and/or manage your sub-styles, select sub-style management in the SkinStudio file menu.

In this window you can add, rename, or delete a sub-style.  When adding a new sub-style you will be
prompted to enter a name for it.  Remember to name your sub-style accordingly so it reflects what the sub-
style is.  I'm going to make a separate style for Windows XP, so I will put an "XP" with the name.
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As you see in the screenshot above, my skin in the WindowBlinds configuration now has two sub-styles, one
for XP and one for Vista.  When you go back to working in SkinStudio, you can switch the sub-style you want
to work on by selecting "switch sub-style" in the tools menu.  

Backgrounds

Opening the Background section in SkinStudio will give you a couple of options to change the background of
Explorer windows, and include wallpapers with your skin. 
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When changing the Explorer background, keep in mind that the image used will be tiled.  You can change
both the active and inactive explorer backgrounds. 

Nothing compliments a skin more than a matching wallpaper.  If you create a wallpaper(s) for your skin, you
can include them with your skin.  You can also set the option so that a wallpaper can be applied when a user
applies your skin, if they have that option enabled in WindowBlinds.
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Re-Coloring Skins

Another feature only available in the Pro version of SkinStudio is the ability to recolor the entire skin.  You can
find this option in the tools menu in the SKS6 window.  Here you can modify the hue and saturation, along
with other variables, to create custom color schemes for your skin. 
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Theme Part Details

Throughout this tutorial we have gone through each section of SkinStudio, and the sub-sections where you
did most of the work.  If you want to quickly find or jump to a specific skin part, then come check out this
section of SkinStudio. 
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Scrolling through this section you will see images of various parts of the Windows GUI, and a brief description
of that element.  Double-clicking any of these will take you directly to that section to edit.  This can be
especially useful for a beginner who wants to take a more visual approach.

Start Menu Animation Builder

Remember that really cool start menu animation in the Molten skin that we talked about earlier?  Well
SkinStudio 6 Pro has a start menu animation builder to help you build either simple or extreme animations. 
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There are 3 sections in the animation builder:

1. Preview.  This is where you can see a real-time preview of your animation.

2. Global settings.  This area contains a slider to adjust the animation rate, adjust the canvas margins,
and the option to select random animations.  

3. Animation layer settings. This is the section that you will do much of the "building".  The options
here include layers, image importing, positioning margins, frame count, loops, and loop delays.

Creating animation images is a job in itself, so I would recommend taking a look through other skins that use
animations to get an idea of what to expect.  You have 10 layers to work with, and you can import your
animation images in the same manner as usual.  Once your image is imported you can adjust the alignment,
positioning, and margins to your desire. 

One important tip is to make sure the number of image frames in your image matches the frame count in the
animation builder.  Additional adjustments in this area are the loop count, and the delay between each frame. 
With some good animation images, you can make a start menu that will stand out to everyone.

 

Animation Compression

If you have created a skin with animations, you can use the Animation Compression feature to reduce the size
of the animation files, resulting in smaller files and better performance.
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Just select the image file to be compressed (vertical stacks only), select the quality, and then test to see how
the animation looks.  Once you are happy with the result, then you can re-encode the file to the chosen
compression.

Misc. Tips & Tricks

When you go through the process of creating your skins, there is a great chance you will have old images left
in the folder where you skin files are located.  By using the Clean Skin tool found in the SKS6 tools menu, you
can easily find and delete any of these leftover files.
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Once you finish your skin, don't rush to immediately upload it.  Take the extra time to go through every detail
of your skin looking for any imperfections.  Send a copy of your skin to a couple of friends to try out as well. 
Sometimes it's easier for someone else to spot a potential problem than yourself.

Testing your skin is even more necessary when you have created sub-styles for both XP and Vista.  If you
need help testing a skin, feel free to ask questions in communities such as WinCustomize.com.  You should
always find people willing to give advice or even possibly to help test a skin.

You did all this work, now how about sharing it with everyone else?  There are a variety of desktop
customization sites you can use, but WinCustomize is definitely the best for sharing your completed
WindowBlinds skin.  To really make your skin stand out, try creating matching wallpapers, or even ObjectDock
backgrounds if you are up to the challenge.
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Conclusion

Throughout this entire tutorial series, we have covered just about every area you need to start learning how
to create your own custom visual style (skin).  Although we have gone through as much as we can, you will
always learn so much by jumping in and creating your own skin from scratch.

Good luck!

 

Stardock Resources

Stardock (www.stardock.com)

SkinStudio (www.skinstudio.net)

WindowBlinds (www.windowblinds.net)

WinCustomize (www.wincustomize.com)

 

 

 

http://www.stardock.com/
http://www.skinstudio.net/
http://www.windowblinds.net/
http://www.wincustomize.com/
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