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Custom Icons are useful for quick recognition of Applications, Folders, Files or Aliases, especially in
the Dock, in Stacks, on the Desktop, and in CoverFlow view because they are larger in these
settings. In addition to making your Mac a little easier to use, customizing the look of your computer is
fun: sort of like Graffiti that you won't get arrested for.

In OS 10.5 (Leopard) and later, replacing a standard lcon with your own custom Icon for a File,
Folder, etc., has become very simple. Basically all you have to do is "Get Info" (Command-I) on the
target item, then Copy almost any new image in almost any format (.jpg, .png, etc.) and Paste it in
place of the old icon in the upper left of the Get Info window.

There are a few quirks associated with replacing icons inside dock folders and in aliases, and with trying to
copy images in the Finder rather than in Preview. See Appendix 1.

If you are using an older version of Mac OS X you can replace icons with custom icons too, but it is a
slightly more complicated process because they have to be put into a special format first using some third-
party software. Details are given in Appendix 2.

I'll go through some examples, starting with a simple one, just replacing one Icon image with another,
and progressing to more complicated examples that involve customizing the images by creating
transparent backgrounds, superimposing one or more images, and changing the colors in an image.
There is a Summary of these operations in outline form at the end. The good news is that all this can
be accomplished using only three applications already built into every Mac: the Finder, Preview, and
Grab.

Simplest Case - Replace an Icon with an existing Icon

Suppose, for convenience, you have a folder in the dock or on your desktop with all the Photo-related
apps and utilities you frequently use. On the desktop it will look like the standard blue OS X folder. In
the Dock, it will look like either the standard blue folder or the icon of whatever inside it is first in
alphabetical order, depending on how you choose to display it.

Date Created

Right-click (Control-click) _
to make the display choice FoIderT
| Stack

Fan

And this is what you see

Neither of these icons offers much of a visual cue as to what's
inside, so let's replace the folder icon with something clearly related to photos.
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Fortunately, several existing apps already have such icons, and we can easily steal borrow one. For
instance, here is the icon of Image Capture, as seen by doing a Get Info (Command-l) on the
application.

® O O & image Capture Info

It looks very suitable, so let's copy it by clicking here ] e S
to select it, then pressing Command-C or going to Edit/Copy.

screen photo capture

Next we want to do a Get Info on our target folder. But first we

have to find the actual folder (the folder shown in the dock is v cenera:

actually a sort of alias). To do this we click on the folder in the dock ¥ More info:

to open it (as either a Fan or a Grid) and click on Open in Finder. Lastopened: TuesoaApr 2L 2010 B TO TN

¥ Name & Extension:

oto Apps ‘ Image Capture.app

Z‘ Hide extension

¥ Preview:

o
&

A Better ...ributes 4 A Better ...ename 8 Capture Me

o i
54 )
S N

HoudahGeo Image Capture

@ I Preview

Recmes .ueo Archive

tel<->pp; °°"|Vene

SnapNDrag VueScan Open in Finder.

Once we've found the folder we can right-click on it and select Get Info (or just click on it and do
Command-1) to get this window. =—

—> £ 102 |L_I¥noto Apps Into.
v s i s £ Photo Apps 1.8 MB
| Favorites ' 4 A Better ...ename 8 m 3 1 2
I'®® Photo Apps ® Capture Me Modified: Today 4:28 PM
! == Uf'l't'es ; 8 EasyCrop ¥ Spotlight Comments:
" (1 Video Apps ' & HoudahGeo ’ i
! % Image Capture
" &8 Megapix...converter
P General:
¥ More Info:

Now we click on the icon in the upper left to select it LSt openec: Today AT TH

(notice that it has a fuzzy blue outline when selected), Yiame & Extenslon:
and do a Command-V (or Edit/Paste) to insert the icon 'Photo Apps
that we copied previously from the Image Capture [ Hide extension
application- ¥ Preview:
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O D O & Photo Apps Info

Photo Apps 2 MB

Modified: Today 5:13 PM

And this is what we get now in the Get Info window. ———»

While the icon has been changed in the Finder...

L ravorit |
oto Apps |

Sl F CH H Y P General:

¥ More Info:
...It may still be the same old one in the Dock. If it is, right-click  Last opened: Today 4:57 Pm
on the dock item.

¥ Name & Extension:

| Photo Apps

"] Hide extension

Folder

Stack [} V¥ Preview:

If "Display as" is set to Stack, just click on Folder. If
"Display as" is set to Folder, click on Stack, then right-click
again and re-select Folder. this should fix it. You should now

see your folder with its new icon in the Dock. - .
\ V Sharing & Permissions:

Note: you can also get pre-made custom icons on-line. A Google search will find lots of them, some
for purchase but many free. For example, here are some that appealed to me, as | was a chemist in a
former life. | have to admit they

aren't very readable, though.

CDicon DVD icon

The replacement process is the b h

same: Copy the icon, select the $) )

old icon in the Get Info WindOVV, 0S9 folder icon 0OSX icon

then Paste the new one. In most ,

cases you can also just drag and 9 y \

drop the new icon to the old one ' s
Apple menu icon Applications icon

in the Get Info window.
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Substituting an unmodified image for the old icon.

Suppose you have a nice photo from your garden that you would like to use as the icon for your list of
things you've planted this year. (It is a Numbers Spreadsheet document.)

() [¥] Rose.jpg

Find your image, then open it in Preview, —p
Edit/Select All (or Command-A), then
Edit/Copy (or Command-C).

Once you have the image you want copied,
Get Info (Command-I) in the target document
and Paste it here as before.

¥ Spotlight Comments:

¥ General:
¥ More Info:

Last opened: Today 5:54 PM

¥ Name & Extension:

Garden Plants 2010.numbers . )
You can use your own images, or find them

[} Hide extension . ;
on-line with a Google search. A good way to

Yo ith: P A
it do this is search for the subject, then near the
- .
o i + top of the upper left sidebar, select Images.
Use this application to open all documents like
this one.
Change All...
¥ Preview: Web Images Videos Maps News Shopping Gmail more ¥

GOUSle flowers

About 37,100,000 results (0.25 seconds)

*J Everything =% | Save $10 on Flowers Toda
? Maps 4% | www.Teleflora.com  Guaranteed Mother's Day

Hand-Delivered by a Local Florist

Garden Plants 2010.numbers 467 KB
Modified: Today 6:57 PM

A& F] ¥ Spotlight Comments: Any size
Medium
You Large
Icon
Larger than...
Exactly...
_& An Achenes (in
3 y type 450 x 449 - 41k - jpg 304 x 353 - 20k - jpg
n b General. Face missouriplants.com theflowerexpert.com
Phot: Find similar images Find similar images
¥ More Info: clip :n
Line drawi
Last opened: Today 5:56 PM eSO , .
i A e ey ]
(] ¥ Name & Extension:

Related searches: mothers day flowers flowers clip art

Carden Plants 2010.numbers

[T] Hide extension

¥ Onen with:
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Modifying images to use as icons.

Cropping

The simplest modification is cropping, when you want to use only part of an image as an icon.

Open the image in Preview.
In the Toolbar, choose the
Select tool and Rectangular
selection (or you could use
elliptical selection if you
want an oval or round icon).

Hold the mouse button
down and drag the pointer
to select the part of the
image that you want to use.

Go to Edit/Copy
(Command-C) to copy it,
then Paste it into the old
icon in the Get Info window.

If you want to save the
cropped image for future
use, in Preview go to File/
New from Clipboard. A new
Preview window will open
with the cropped and
copied image. Save it with
File/Save As.

00O [¥] Molly,JPG =

Rectangular Selection

Elliptical Selection

Lasso Selection

Smart Lasso
Instant Alpha

@00 [ MollyJPG

0
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Removing the background (transparent background)

Most icons don't look like square or rectangular photos. The are usually an object with no frame or
background surrounding it. You can do this too, to make your icons look more professional.

Removing Simple backgrounds
If you have a relatively uniform background that has colors different from the object itself, the easiest
way to make it transparent is with the "Instant Alpha" tool in Preview. (Single color backgrounds are

ideal.)

Choose Instant Alpha from the Select tool menu.

3 Rectangular Selection

£ Elliptical Selection

=2 Lasso Selection

CB Smart Lasso

Now put the pointer on some area of the

background, hold the mouse button down
and and slowly drag in any direction. As you B icwew sne un wen v uvis wvvnmmine v

do, more and more of the background will 600 _ iplanejpg =)
turn pink (this is what will be removed). Stop D SR &Y =
when you have selected all of the — -
background and none of the image.
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When you release the mouse button you will see
dotted lines around the background and around the
object.

Now go to Edit/Cut (Command-X) and you will see
the background disappear (actually it has been
made transparent).

@no | plane.jpg =
AR o ‘JL_\lv{u}" = . ‘ —

After going through the effort of creating this type of
image, we want to save it to use later in another
type of icon. With images containing transparent
background, it is important to save them in .png
format. Other formats do not support transparent
background. (Actually, an older format, .gif, also
does, but has some limitations.) In the Preview
window go to File/Save As, and in Format, choose
PNG and save it to the desired location.

I B
Bl Save As:lplane.png l E‘] .
1

i—' CIF L pe
g > 38 = bam) [ ]I:’:EIGS I Q D)
f v pevices m & JPEG-2000
i Peter'sL. [ Pete  Microsoft BMP g
g PBD.. 2 |4 plan  Microsoft Icon pgc
4 ZiPeDDes.. OpenEXR ¢
( Ll supe... & 4 PDF A
A Bilsndanae 1Y Ph mi
i PICT I | re

| Format L or
B ‘ SGl .
o TGA

‘ TIFF
[

|
El
g |
B
'y e
g File Size: 86 KB |
" Hide extension New Folder @

4

To Copy this image, go to Preview and Edit/Select All (Command-A), then Edit/Copy (Command-C)
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You can now Paste this over the old icon in the Get Info Travel ltineraries 57 KB
Window of any File, Folder, Alias or Application. — s Modified: Today 9:57 PM

¥ Spotlight Comments:

¥ General:

¥ More Info:
Last opened: Today 9:56 PM

¥ Name & Extension:

Travel Itineraries

[] Hide extension

¥ Preview:

Note: If the areas of an image you wish to remove are not
contiguous, you can repeat the Instant Alpha
Process.
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H e AWl L) ¥BL ZULU —)
Removing Complex Backgrounds 22 - ™ SEECE . &2 &) a
; Mov g@ Rectangular Selection
Open the image in Preview and select the g e i

Smart Lasso Select Tool.

4 Sma tLasso
| Instant Alpha

Now hold the left mouse
button down and trace around
the area to be retained. You
don't have to be super

ST T TR

accurate, but the desired : | Il
border between object and g ‘ .‘7_
background should be within i)

the red line.

Now when you release the
mouse button, you will see a
dotted line around the object

but not around the 006 [ PBD 2010 =
background. _Thls means t'hat wheq G E0) (el CO T B WS (2 (M3 a
you go to Edlt/CUt What Wl" be Cut IS Previous  Next Zoom Move Text  Select  Annotate Sidebar Search

the object, not the background.

@®@enon [/ PBD 2010 =

<p.£3.-a/{ LENQ

P - B

C.
[
qr
’(
>

I

-
o *

ereress
-
‘.
2
"'
=
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@00 _ Untitled - =

Now we need to go to File/New From Clipboard,
which will create a new background-free image.

N
Now go to Edit/Select All (Command-A) then Edit/
Copy (Command-C), Then you can go to the Get
Info window of choice and Paste the background-
free image over the old icon.

Peters Docs 287 KB
Modified: Today 10:37 PM

¥ Spotlight Comments:

» General:
¥ More Info:
Last opened: Today 10:37 PM

¥ Name & Extension:

Peters Docs

("] Hide extension

¥ Preview:

¥ Sharing & Permissions:

To save this one as a .png, In the Preview window go to File/Save As, and in Format, choose PNG
and save it to the desired location.

Combining or overlaying images

Creating background-free (transparent background) images also allows you to create more complex
icons by overlaying two or more images. One useful situation is when you want a custom icon for a
Folder, but still want the icon to look like a folder. Here is an example:

We'll use the Airplane .png image we created earlier, along with the standard blue image of an OS X
folder. How do we get the standard folder image? Here is one way.
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Choose any folder and do a Get Info. Click on the icon
in the upper left and copy it with Command-C. Go to
Preview and File/New From Clipboard. You will get a
new Preview window with four images of the standard
folder ranging from tiny to very large.

Select the largest
in the sidebar and
save it as a .png
file, named, for
instance "Std Blue
Folder" via File/
Save As.

Now open the
Airplane .png file we created earlier in Preview.
Select All (Command-A) and Copy (Command-C).
Go back to the Preview window with the Folder
image, click anywhere on it and Paste (Command-V)
the Airplane image over the folder. You can re-size it
by dragging the little circle "handles"

and move it around by clicking in the center and
dragging until it fits on the Folder image the way you
want it.
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When you are finished, Select All (important or you won't
save the combined images) Save it as a .png file, then
Select All, Copy, and Paste it over the old icon on the @ Travel Itineraries 352 KB
Folder of choice. — Modified: Today 11:31 PM

¥ Spotlight Comments:

¥ General:
¥ More Info:

Last opened: Today 10:09 PM

¥ Name & Extension:

‘Travel Itineraries

(| Hide extension

¥ Preview:

Using Text as an icon image

¥ Sharing & Permissions:

Create the Text you want in TextEdit or any other word

processor. Then use Applications/Utilities/Grab to convert it to an image. In the Grab menu choose
Capture/Selection. Click and drag to outline the area around the text. When you release the mouse
button, a small window with the captured image will appear.

File/Save the captured area, then open it in i o LM il e )L

. . ¥
Preview and use the Instant Alpha technique on ~ F——H—H—+—HF———"—"—"—%~

p. 6 to remove the white background if you don't

want it. 2009
e-mail

[i76, 133]k

Drag over the portion of the screen you want to
ﬁ capture.

( Cancel )
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Colored Folders

Some of you old-time Mac users will remember back
before OS X when you could have different colored
folders, not just Blue folders with different colored labels.
You can create colored folders with Preview too*.

Open your saved Std Blue Folder.png file in Preview.

Move the Tint slider and the temperature slider to change
the color. (This a very trial-and-error process.)

You will notice that you can only get a limited range of
colors this way. However, there is a little trick to expand
the range:

Suppose we are trying to get to Yellow. Do you
remember the mnemonic for the order of the colors in
the spectrum (or in a rainbow) "ROY G. BIV"?

Red Orange Yellow Green Blue Indigo Violet

What we want to do is get as far towards the Yellow part
of the spectrum as we can, in this case green. Leave
the color adjustment window open and Save As a new
temporary file, for example Temp Color.png. This resets
the Temperature and Tint sliders. Play with them again
to get as close to yellow as you can, and Save (don't
have to Save As this time), which resets the sliders
again. Repeat this a few more times until you get to
yellow, then Save As, for example Yellow Folder.png

You can also try playing with all the other sliders, including
the center one under the Red/Green/Blue histogram to get
some interesting colors and effects.

*If you are adept with Photoshop or Aperture and the like,
you can create colored folders more easily, including
folders with color gradients and other special effects, but
this Preview method will get you decent looking plain
colored folders.
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Summary
In Outline Form

» Get the image
« Use existing icon from another file, folder, alias, or application

« Find the source item in the Finder
» Select it and Get Info (Command-I)
« In the Get Info window, Select the icon at the top left
» Copy (Command-C)
« Paste directly into target item Get Info window or optionally
« Save with Preview for future use
« File/New From Clipboard
» Select largest image in Sidebar
« Save as .png
« Your own photos, export from iPhoto etc
» Google search
« Pre-made custom icons
» Search for subject like "flowers"
» Select Images in upper left sidebar of the Google window
« Click on an image to show full size
« Right-click on image to Save Image (any format)
» Text as image
« Create text in any Word Processor
» Open Applications/Utilities/Grab
« Capture/Selection
« Click and drag to select text area
« Save (any image format)

» Edit the image if desired/necessary
« Crop
» Preview, open image
« Tool Bar/Select/Rectangular Selection
» Copy (Command-C)
« File/New From Clipboard
« Save As .png!
« Remove background (make transparent)
» Simple backgrounds
« Preview, open image
« Tool Bar/Select/Instant Alpha
« Click and drag on background to highlight in pink
« Command-X to cut background
» Save as .png
« Complex backgrounds
» Preview, open image
« Tool Bar/Select/Smart Lasso
« Click and drag the pointer to outline the area to be saved (thick red line)
« Command-C to Cut Object
« File/New From Clipboard
» Save as .png
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« Edit the image -continued
« Combining or Overlaying images
« Find the Background image (.png) in Finder
» Open with Preview
» Find image to overlay (.png, transparent background) in Finder
» Open with Preview
« Select All (Command-A)
» Copy (Command-C)
» Return to the Background image window in Preview
« Click anywhere on the image
» Paste (Command-V)
« Adjust the position of the pasted overlay by clicking in middle and dragging
» Adjust the size of the overlay by clicking and dragging the little circle "Handles"
» Select All (Command-A)
» Save As .png
« Changing the color of folders
» Open the saved .png image of the standard blue folder in Preview
» Select Tools/Adjust Color
« Play with the Tint, Temperature and slider below the R/G/B histogram to move toward the
color you want
« SAVE to a temporary file
« This resets the sliders, and you can play with then again to change the color more
» Repeat the above
« SAVE AS when you get the color you want.

« Use the image as new icon
» Find the image file in the Finder
» Open with Preview
» Select All (Command-A)
« Copy (Command-C)
« Find the target file, folder, alias, or application in the Finder
» Get Info (Command-I)
» Select the old icon in the upper left of the Get Info Window
» Paste (Command-V) the new image over the old icon




P. DeGroot - AshMUG 5/13/10 Creating Custom Icons p. 16 of 17
Appendix 1.
Some Quirks

When you replace the icon of an alias, the Preview image stays the same

as the original. You can leave it this way or change the original's icon t00. fama = recipesing

In this example the Recipe alias points to Bento which also contains - Recipes 848 KB
several other databases, so | would not want to change Bento's icon. e i Sl

@ M O B Creating Custom Icons.pdf Info
Similarly, when you change the icon of many g cresing Custom conspat 2.1 2 e
kinds of documents (Pages, Numbers, etc.) the Last opened: Today 8:28 AM
icon changes, but the Preview image stays as a Yo
thumbnail image of the actual document, which Ecies Reclpes___
is what it should do.

al
=2 B
AR

¥ Sharina & Permissions:

When you first add a new item to a dock folder, or

change the icon of one that's already there, it may show
up as either a blank white icon or the old icon rather 2 : P
than the new one. This will get fixed the next time you AR GlETEs O ATEIE - GRS A0 M OF S IO
log out and back in, or you can drag the whole folder out ” 7 :
of the dock, (it will go "poof") then drag the original folder &
in the Finder back to the dock again. / ¥ b

HoudahGeo Image Capture Megapix...onverter Preview

SnapNDrag VueScan Open in Finder

O M O [ untitled folder Info

If you just Copy an image directly from the Finder and Paste it in -va :’;Z:;‘;"::;:;*LZSAM 168'K8
place of an old icon, what you get is the default file-type icon . ' '

instead of the image itself. That's why | open the image in
Preview, Select All, then Copy it.

¥ Spotlight Comments:

» General:

¥ More Info:
Last opened: Today 9:25 AM

¥ Name & Extension:

untitled folder

Hide extension

¥ Preview:

-~
=<
-,

Appendix 2 >

PNG
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Replacing Icons in Earlier Versions of OS X

Almost all of the discussion in this document about creating and modifying images to use as icons
applies to earlier versions of OS X, although earlier versions of Preview may not have all the editing
capabilities described.

The biggest difference is that replacing the existing icon with a new one is slightly more complicated.

Earlier versions of OS X required icon images to be in one of two special formats called .rsrc or .icns.
In OS 10.5 and later images are converted to the proper icon format automatically just by pasting an
image in any format over an existing icon in the Get Info window. However, in earlier versions of OS X
this conversion to the proper icon file type must be done with third-party applications. Here are two
free ones that | have used.

Iconverter http://www.versiontracker.com/dyn/moreinfo/macosx/16468
Icns2Rsrc  http://www.versiontracker.com/dyn/moreinfo/macosx/11781

I'm not positive about this, since it has been a while, but | think in OS 10.4 (Tiger) you can paste or
drag and drop an image in .icns format directly into the icon area of the Get Info window, but for 10.3
and earlier versions the image must be in .rsrc format. In any case, .rsrc files will work in all OS X
versions, even in 10.5 and 10.6.*

To create and use an .rsrc file as an icon:
1. use lconverter to convert a .jpg, .gif, .tif etc., image file to .icns format

2. use lecns2Rsrc to convert the above .icns file to .rsrc format
3. Drag and drop the .rsrc file on the old icon in the Get Info window.

*While there is no need to convert images to .rsrc for 10.5 and 10.6, the fact that they will work is
handy if you want to use some old .rsrc icons in Leopard or Snow Leopard.


http://www.versiontracker.com/dyn/moreinfo/macosx/16468
http://www.versiontracker.com/dyn/moreinfo/macosx/16468
http://www.versiontracker.com/dyn/moreinfo/macosx/11781
http://www.versiontracker.com/dyn/moreinfo/macosx/11781

