
SketchUp Pro  Illustrator 
and Photoshop CS3  
or later

3D type 
with a street 
art edge 

Combine Illustrator 
with Google’s SketchUp 
Pro for fantastic 3D 
effects, writes Aske
 Most of my work is heavily based on typography. I used 
to make 2D and 3D typographic illustrations by drawing letters on 
paper and then making vector graphics out of them, but recently I’ve 
been creating typographic illustrations in Google SketchUp Pro and 
then transferring them to Illustrator to finalise. This method 
enables me to better show the letterforms’ volume, make them 
more complex and choose the best perspective. Before using this 
technique I always drew letters in isometric projection.
 The basic process of creating a 3D typographic 
illustration is simple: trace 2D letter outlines which you’ve sketched, 
make them 3D, put them together to form words, add a background 
and some additional elements, choose the best perspective, colour 
the illustration, and add some final details. I don’t have space to 
describe all the SketchUp Pro tips and tricks in this tutorial, so 
if you’re not familiar with it,  you may find the video tutorials at  
http://sketchup.google.com/training/videos.html to be useful.

Aske
 Aske is the alias of 

Moscow-based 
graphic artist Dmitri 
Tarbeev. With 10 
years of graffiti 
experience, Aske has 
developed his own 
unique style which 
he successfully 
applies to personal 
projects as well as 
work for the likes 
of Nike, Stussy, 
Beautiful Decay 
and Montana Cans. 
See more at  
www.sicksystems.ru

On the disc  
The sketched and 
traced letters used in 
this tutorial can be 
located in 
DiscContents\
Resources\
Illustrator

Time needed  
8 hours

Skills
   Trace sketched 

letterforms
   Work with 

simple 3D in 
SketchUp Pro

   Create 3D 
typographic 
illustrations 
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02   Scan your sketch and import it into Illustrator. Trace all the 
letters precisely using the Pen tool. Once done, divide letter outlines 
into separate details which will later form 3D letters. It’s important 
that the outlines of all the objects are complete. Alternatively, 
practise with the traced letters provided on the disc. 

01  The first step is to make a pencil sketch of the letters for 
your illustration. Draw all the letters in front projection and decide 
how you want them to look when they’re transformed to 3D.

03   Import the file into a SketchUp Pro document 
(File>Import). Now, change all your outlines to surfaces. To do so, 
connect any two points on each element by using the Line tool (L). If 
you’ve done it correctly, the object you are working on will become 
lilac-coloured. Note that some letters are pretty tricky; for instance, 
when transforming the letter O, you should convert both the inner 
and outer outlines. To make holes in the letters O, R and D, select the 
holes with the Select tool and delete them.

Subscribe at www.myfavouritemagazines.co.uk/coa/p090 or see page 92 Computer Arts Summer 2010
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08  Using the Orbit tool (O), rotate your composition 
and choose the best perspective. Try out different options 
to find the most interesting and unusual one. Note that you 
can still change the perspective after you are done with the 
rest of your work.  

09  To make your illustration look complete, create some geometric shapes in 
the background. Choose any shapes you think will fit your illustration well; I thought 
it would be nice to have a few different-sized rings. In fact, I never make sketches for 
the background – I always experiment and try different things out after the letter 
composition is finalised.

06  All the elements forming each letter must be grouped using Edit>Create 
Group. This will help you adjust different elements of each letter easily – otherwise, 
when two elements are combined, they will merge. Once you have built all your letters, 
ungroup all the elements by Right-clicking and choosing Explode. This will make all 
the elements of each letter merge, making each letter a one-piece object. To make the 
process of selecting each letter easier, make each a group once again. I’d recommend 
that you remove all unnecessary outlines from flat surfaces. This will facilitate the 
adjustments which you will make later in Illustrator.

07  Once your letters are finished, make a composition 
to base your illustration on. After you put all the letters together 
to form words, you can add some more elements.
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05  Once you have transformed all your outlines to surfaces, you can start 
creating 3D objects using the Push/Pull tool (P). The height you make each element 
depends on how you want the final illustration to look; usually the main section of the 
letter is higher than additional elements.

04   When importing outlines from Illustrator to SketchUp 
Pro, sometimes the corners of some details can get 
mysteriously corrupted. You can fix this problem manually 
by using the Line tool (L).
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12  To make working on the outlines easier, get rid of the fills. Choose any object 
of any colour with no outline, press Select>Same>Stroke Color, and delete all the 
selected objects. Now all you should see are black outlines; select them and make 
them 1pt thick. All your outlines consist of a number of sections – join them into larger 
lines and remove all unnecessary points. Note that it’s essential to joint all the points 
placed on all sharp angles so that they look precise. 

13  Draw a rectangle around your image, click on the Live 
Paint Bucket tool and then click on the image to create a Live 
Paint Group. Now colour your illustration using the Live Paint 
Bucket tool (K) by choosing a colour and clicking on the 
different elements in your illustration. 

10  Now it’s time to decide on the final perspective. Use the Orbit tool (O) 
to rotate your work, and ensure that all shapes and details can be seen. This is 
an important step because you can create a really great composition by changing 
the perspective.

14  I’ve added a few large spherical shapes and some 
white circles of different sizes to accentuate the volume of my 
illustration. Add spherical shapes by double-clicking on your 
illustration and drawing them in the Live Paint Group. Small 
circles may be added on a new, separate layer. I added 
gradients to the background and large spheres: select the Live 
Paint Group and go to Object>Expand. Combine the background 
fills together to form a single object by using the Pathfinder 
tool, and add a gradient.   

11  Once you’ve decided on the final perspective, export 
your illustration back into Illustrator in .eps format 
(File>Export>2D Graphic). Open your file in Illustrator and 
choose your artboard size – in my case it’s 210x220mm. Now 
scale the image so that the artboard edges match the 
illustration edges; all the other outlines should be left outside.

15  The final stage is to 
export your vector illustration 
into Photoshop. In Illustrator  
hit File>Export and save 
your illustration as a .tiff, 
300dpi, CMYK. Now you can 
make some final adjustments 
to your colour scheme by using 
Image>Adjustments>Hue/
Saturation. To adjust colours 
use the Hue slider. You can 
also blur the outlines slightly 
by using Filter>Blur> 
Gaussian Blur, as I’ve done  
in this final step. 
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