ILLUSTRATOR BASICS FOR SCULPTURE STUDENTS
Vector Drawing for Planning, Patterns, CNC Milling,
Laser Cutting, etc.

WELCOME TO THE ILLUSTRATOR
TUTORIAL FOR SCULPTURE DUMMIES!
This tutorial sets you up for line drawing in
Adobe Illustrator or other similar drawing
program.
Names like vector-based graphics, Bezier
curves, paths, etc., are among the terms
used for the kind of computer drawings that
use a “pen” tool to draw anchor points and
curve handles in order to create line
drawings (as opposed to the raster, bit maps
common to programs like Photoshop).
The tools we’re going to study have
fantastically broad application: with the
right hardware, they can be used to cut
sticky vinyl, steel plate, wood, glass, fabric or
simply print on paper.
They also have the great advantage of being
very easy to figure out.
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Let’s start with some really basic terms.

MENUS

CONTROL BAR

TOOLBOX

PALETTES
ARTBOARD

Note: the images in this tutorial use a white “workspace”. Current default is to black or dark grey. This can be adjusted in “Preferences” > “User
Interface”. Regardless of the version of Illustrator you’re using, or whether you’re using Mac or PC, the information is basically the same. As we all
know by now, software developers thrive on minute changes.
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OVERVIEW
SELECTION TOOL

PEN TOOL

With the 4 tools highlighted to the
left, you can do most everything that
this assignment requires.

RECTANGLE/ELLIPSE/POLYGON TOOL

That is, you’ll be able to make basic
line drawings.

DIRECT SELECTION TOOL

We’ll add a couple of modifier tools
like scale and rotate as we go along
but for now let’s make sure we understand how these 4 tools work.
The 5th item highlighted here
“STROKE/FILL” is less like a tool and
more like a setting. It determines the
colour of your lines and whether or
not your shapes have a “fill” colour.

STROKE/FILL
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Let’s start with what we’ll call the
R-E-P (RECTANGLE ELLIPSE POLYGON
ETC) tool.
Left click and hold on the tool icon in
the toolbox and you’ll see a variety of
options pop up.
Choose Rectangle or Ellipse or
Polygon. Then, on your artboard, just
left click and drag with whichever
tool you have selected. Play around
with those and make some shapes.
Hold the shift key to get perfect
squares or circles. Hold the
alt/option key to draw from the
centre of the shape.

STROKE/FILL

Try tweaking the Stroke and Fill
settings to get a sense of how that
works. For our purposes, it is best to
set the Stroke to black and the Fill to
“empty”, the square with the red
diagonal line through it.
Another way to draw with these tools
is to select the one you want, then
just click once on your artboard to
open a dialog box which helps you
size the object.
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PEN TOOL

Now let’s try the Pen tool. It is
probably the most important tool in
the box for our purposes.
Select the pen tool by left clicking on
it.
Draw a line:
left click to drop a point on your
artboard. Then move your cursor and
drop another point to create a line
between the two points. Add more
points. Make a shape if you like.
Again, you may have to play with the
Fill and Stroke to get the desired
black stroke with no fill.
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PEN cont’d
Drawing curves with the Pen tool is a
bit tricky to get the hang of but well
worth the effort.
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Select the Pen tool. This time when
you left click to draw a point, drag
without releasing the left mouse
button. As you do that you’ll see lines
stretching away from the point you
dropped.
Now, do the same thing again (left
click and drag) and you’ll see that
you’re drawing a curved line. The
“handles” control the geometry of the
curve. It will take some time to
control this line but play around a bit
and you’ll get a feel for it.
The standard names for these things
is in the illustration to the left.
A great 7 minute tutorial on the Pen
tool is available here:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=
0B_IQK7hMo0
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Pen tool test!
Start by using the Ellipse tool to draw
a circle (hold the shift key to get a
perfect circle every time).
Now try to draw a circle with the Pen
tool.
Tip#1: start by using the Direct
Selection tool (white arrow) to
highlight the circle you drew with the
Ellipse tool. Click on the line at
different places. Click on an Anchor
Point.
Notice how the Anchor Points and
Handles are distributed.
Tip #2: fewer anchor points make for
smoother curves. A full circle requires
only 4 Anchor Points.
Tip# 3: the shift key comes in handy
again: if you hold it down when you
drag your curve handles, they are
constrained at 180º, 90º and 45º
Basically, if you can draw a circle with
the pen tool, your job is done.
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If you click and hold on the Pen tool
icon in the toolbox, a sub pallet will
pop up.
Take a few minutes to check these
out.
The “Add Anchor Point” and “Delete
Anchor Point” functions are pretty
straightforward: they do exactly what
they say they will.
The “Convert Anchor Point” is only
slightly more complicated, and can
be very handy. If you have a straight
line that you want to add some curve
to, use the Convert tool to click on an
Anchor Point and drag out some
handles.
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There are two “arrow” tools in Illustrator, a black and a white.
The black one is called the
Selection Tool.
The white one is called the
Direct Selection Tool.
For now it’s enough to know that the
black is for big pieces; the white for
smaller parts: segments of lines,
shapes or paths.

LESSON 1:
The Basic Tools
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The black Selection Tool enables you
to modify whole shapes. If you want
to scale a whole object for example,
highlight it with the black arrow.

The white Direct Selection Tool
enables you to work more directly
with the anchor points and handles.
Use the white arrow to highlight
individual anchors in order to push
and pull them.

LESSON 2:
Palettes and Menus

LESSON 2:
PALETTES
On the right side of your screen there
is another important panel of basic
tools.
We’ll call these palettes, which seems
to be the commonly used name.
(Some of them qualify as “Windows”
in the Windows Menu–more on that
later).
First thing we want to do if is collapse
or minimize that panel if it isn’t
already. Hit the double arrow in the
top right corner (circled in red here).
We don’t use these all that much and
they are a major visual distraction.

FIG. 1: EXPANDED PANELS

FIG. 2: COLLAPSED PANELS
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There are a few important
tools/palettes that we’ll use on a
regular basis.

STROKE

In order of importance for our
purposes, probably Stroke is number
one. It allows you to change the line
weight. Highlight a line and choose
the thickness of line you want.
Colour is a straightforward one.
Choose your line or object and adjust
the colour of the line or the fill.

LAYERS
ALIGN

Layers is good if you’re tracing something like a photo. Import the thing
you want to trace, put it on a layer
and lock it.
Align is super handy. Have some lines
that need to line up nicely? Highlight
them and hit the align option of your
choosing.
Distribute works nicely in some
circumstances to distribute things
evenly.

ALIGN
VERTICAL

DISTRIBUTE
VERTICAL

LESSON 2:
Menu Basics:
DROP DOWN MENUS
For our purposes, there are only a few
key drop down menu items to be
familiar with.
ILLUSTRATOR MENU
Like all programs, Illustrator has some
basic Preferences.
The only thing we really need in this
list is Units .
Do you prefer inches or centimeters?
Points or Picas?
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The File menu has all the usual
suspects: New, Open, Save, Print, all
where you’d expect them to be.
Place is one we might find handy as
we progress. If you want to bring a
photo or scan into a file, this is one
way to go find it. (Drag and dropping
things works just as well most of the
time).
“Placing” photos or scans of pencil
sketches and then tracing them with
the Pen tool is SOP in Illustrator.
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EDIT MENU
The Edit menu also has all the usual
suspects: Cut, Paste, and everyone’s
favourite: Undo.
Thankfully, Illustrator seems to have
countless “Undo’s”.
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The Object menu has some very
simple, useful tools and also some
very sophisticated ones.
Arrange and Group are relatively
self-explanatory and very helpful.
The Path submenus can help you do
simple things like joining lines
together, and more sophisticated
things like outlining a stroke and
offsetting a path.
To get started, click around in these
menus just to familiarize yourself with
the names and some basic
functionality.
Transform is of course useful too but
most of the important transform tools
like Scale, Move, Rotate etc., are more
easily accessed through the toolbox.
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SELECT MENU
The Select Menu items All and Same
come in handy, especially as your
drawings become more complex.
Very straightforward: use All if you
want to select everything in your
drawing; use Same if you want to
select things that have the same
stroke weight or fill colour, etc.
SHORTCUTS
This is a good time to point out that
SHORTCUTS (keyboard commands
that facilitate switching from one tool
to another) appear on the left hand
side of the drop down menus
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The various Zoom commands are the
first keyboard shortcuts you should
master. You’ll be doing lots of zooming in and out.
Guides can come in very handy when
you’re trying to draw with some
degree of accuracy.
Outline / Preview enable you to see
your work either as it will look when
you print it (Preview) or as it exists
without the line weights, fills, effects,
etc., that you have applied.
An easy way to see the difference
between Outline and Preview is to
draw a line and give it a stroke weight
of, say, 10. Then toggle back and forth
between Outline and Preview.
The next page is what this page looks
like in Outline view.

This page is what the previous page looks like in “Outline” view.
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WINDOW MENU
The Window Menu gives you access
to a large number of palettes or
windows, many of which are also
available on one or more of the
standard toolbars.
For our purposes there are only a few
here that we will put to use on a
regular basis. We’ll discuss those in
the tutorial.
So, let’s get to drawing some basic
shapes and figuring out the tools and
menus and palettes.

