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Saul Bass is arguably one of the 
greatest graphic designers of our 

generation. Before Bass, film titles were 
nothing more than scrolling credits. But his 
groundbreaking work turned graphic 
design on its head, and transformed title 
creation into an art form in its own right. 
Without his revolutionary ideas, the 
elaborate title sequences of today’s films 
would not have been made. 

Bass was responsible for some of the 
most influential and iconic title sequences 
ever created, famously working with the 
likes of Alfred Hitchcock, Stanley Kubrick 
and Martin Scorsese. These days, his 
influence is still very apparent on big-
budget films such as Spielberg’s Catch Me 
If You Can and the recently released cop 
flick, Kiss Kiss, Bang Bang.

In this tutorial you will be shown how to 
pay homage to Bass’s legacy using modern-
day packages to imitate traditional 
techniques. This film tells an intriguing 
story about one young samurai and his epic 
quest to be first in line at the ice cream van.

Using both Illustrator and After Effects 
you’ll be shown how to animate your 
illustrations and combine them together to 
create a modern yet traditional-looking 
animation. And, as a finishing touch, you’ll 
add a great soundtrack courtesy of Gavin 
Hislop (AKA Babyshaker).

1First, in Illustrator, draw the character 
that you’ll animate later in After Effects 

using the Pen tool, or use the character file 
named samurai_tiptoe.ai provided on this 
month’s cover CD. When you have finished 
you will need to split the character up into  
a range of movable parts.

2Separate the 
individual 

parts of your 
character, 
ensuring that 
each body part is saved onto a new layer. 
Here you can see that the character has 
been split up into eight main parts – head, 
body, lower arm, upper arm, lower leg, 
upper leg, shoe and sword. Try to stick to 
these sections, because this will make the 
animation process much easier. 
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James 
Wignall is  
a graphic 
designer 
based in 

Leeds. His work includes 
an advert for the latest 
Santana album, stings  
for the BBC National 
Television Awards and a 
contribution to the Semi 
Permanent New York 
book. He has also worked 
on projects for Attik, Nike, 
BBC, ITV and various 
other blue-chip clients. 
Find out more by visiting 
www.mutanthands.com.

ANIMATE YOUR IMAGES
ILLUSTRATOR • AFTER EFFECTS

Looking to bring your illustrations to life? After Effects expert James Wignall demonstrates the skills needed  
to transform vector images into a Saul Bass-inspired animated sequence using Illustrator and After Effects

3Once you have separated the body parts 
you can give your character a more 

hand-drawn look. Simply select each of the 
parts and choose Chalk Scribble from the 
Brushes menu. Now play around with the 
stroke size until you are happy with the 
effect. You can use the same technique with 
each of the characters you include.

4 Now import your Illustrator files into 
After Effects (Command+I), making sure 

you choose Import As>Composition–
CroppedLayers from the Import pop-up 
menu that appears. This will ensure that all 
your layers remain complete while you 
import. You should now be ready to start the 
animation process.
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ftp://ftp.futurenet.com/pub/arts/zinio/art118_tut1.zip


 7 Now it’s time to start animating. Select 
the layer you want and press R to call up 

the rotation options. Click the stopwatch to 
activate keyframes, move along the timeline 
and change the value. You should now see 
movement! This is where you’ll see the 
benefit of parenting layers, too.

 6Now you need to set up parenting. In this image, the upper leg 
controls the lower leg, and the body controls the upper leg, so parent 

the upper leg to the body and the lower leg to the upper leg. Now when 
one moves it will affect the other, just like a real body.
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 5 For a relatively natural movement you need to set 
up pivot points. For example, the arm should pivot 

at the elbow and shoulder. To do this select the lower 
part of your arm and press A to call up the anchor 
points. Now move them to the relevant location.
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8 It’s common for 
your anchor points 

to be imperfect, so you 
might notice a weird 
bend on your arm or leg. To correct this, 
select the layer with the error and press P to 
call up Position options. Click the stopwatch 
to add a keyframe, and then move the layer 
into the correct position along the timeline.

9 Repeat each of 
the previous 

steps for the rest of 
the characters you 
wish to add to your 
animation until you 
achieve some nice 
natural-looking 
movement. This will 
be a time-consuming 
process, but once 
you’ve animated all 
your characters you 
can move on to the 
next step.

10Create a new composition 
(Command+N) at 1,024x576 

resolution, and either import the various 
elements provided in the Scenery.ai file on 
the cover CD or try to create your own. Drag 
all the elements into the new composition 
and put them into 3D space by clicking the 
small cube to the right of the layer name.

11Now add a camera into your scene  
by choosing Layer>New>Camera, 

and select 35mm from the preset box. 
Arrange the parts of the scenery until you 
create a complete landscape ready for your 
characters to inhabit. Use Front View and  
Top View to help position the layers.

12 When you’ve set up the scenery and 
are happy with the way it looks, you 

can start to animate the camera. Select the 
camera and press P to call up the Position. 
Again, click on the stopwatch icon and then 
animate it as you would any other layer.

13With the 
camera 

movement set 
up, you can now 
start placing 
your character 
animations into 
the scene you 
just created and 
synching the movement with the camera.  
To do this, drag your animations into the 
composition and click the cube to put them 
into a 3D space.
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Here is a quick and easy 
way of looping 
keyframes. Select the 
keyframes you want to 
loop (eg, Position), then 
click Animation>Add 
Expression. A little box 
will now appear. In the 
box type ‘loop_out 
(“cycle”,0). This 
command will tell After 
Effects to go back to 
frame one when there 
are no more keyframes.

LOOPING 
ANIMATIONS
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When you import vector 
files into After Effects 
you get the option to 
‘continually rasterize’ 
them, which means your 
vector will start sharp no 
matter how close in you 
get to it. To select this 
option click the small 
star box to the right of 
the layer so it turns 
black. Be warned that 
this will increase your 
render times, so try to 
save it until last!

14 You can now move and drag your 
clips along the timeline so that the 

animation starts only when the camera has 
that clip in view. It is also possible to 
animate the clips themselves in exactly the 
same way as any other layer – by clicking on 
the little stopwatch.

15 If the camera moves a little sharply 
you can smooth it out using the 

Curves tool under the Position section. Click 
the triangle next to Position and a small 
graph should appear. Drag the handles next 
to the keyframe and this will immediately 
alter the look of the curve. It can take a little 
experimentation to get it right.

16Up until now 
this process 

has been pretty much 
a black and white 
affair, so now you should create a 
new solid (Command+Y) the same size as 
your composition and turn it this lovely deep 
baby blue colour. Make this the top layer of 
your composition and then set the Layer 
Mode to Colour.

17 Create a new composition 
(Command+N) that’s the same 

resolution and length as your main 
composition. Label the new composition Final 
Render. Drag your main composition into the 
new composition and then import Paper 
Texture.jpg from the cover CD. Place this 
layer underneath your main composition.

18 Set the Layer Mode of the main 
composition to Multiply. This should 

allow some of the paper texture you have just 
imported to come through the animation.

19 At this stage you’ll notice that the 
characters you have added are too 

clean compared to the paper texture, so you’ll 
need to give them a bit of noise. Go back into 
your main composition and import noise.mov 
from the cover CD. Drag noise.mov into your 
scene and put it into the 3D space.

20 Find one of your characters and 
match up the position of noise.mov 

with that character. Click the noise layer and 
parent it to your character, then select the 
character’s layer and click on Track Matte. 
Now select Luma Matte Noise and voila! 
Repeat this for all the scene’s characters.

21Now’s the time to add some audio to 
your animation. Go back to Final 

Render and import the Babyshaker 
soundtrack named babyshaker.mov from 
the cover CD. Place it around 12 frames in 
and it should sync to the visuals quite well.

22 To finish your animation off, go through your entire project and set 
everything to Anti-aliased (tick the \ boxes) and Motion Blurred 

(tick the M boxes). Press Command+M to bring up the Make Movie 
options, put all the settings to Best Quality and click render. Check out the 
finished product on the cover CD and see how yours compares!  
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MAKE YOUR  
VECTORS CRISP

Using After Effects 3D 
can be very CPU 
intensive, so use the 
Wireframe mode (Layer
>Quality>Wireframe) 
instead. When it’s 
selected, all your layers 
will be represented by 
boxes instead, which will 
really speed everything 
up. Note that this will 
only affect the workspace 
– when you do a preview 
or final render the image 
will appear normal.

WIREFRAME MODE


