
1 Create a new FreeHand document, import 
an image and place it in a layer. Lock the 

layer, then open a new layer for the face 
shapes. Choose a light colour for the outlines, 
which will make it easier to distinguish them 
from the original colours. Now choose a 
hairline and begin to trace the first shapes of 
the face using the Bezigon tool. 

The easiest way to vectorise an 
image is to use an Autotrace tool 

like the one featured in Illustrator. You’ve 
probably already tried that, and discovered 
that the results aren’t always satisfying. 
So, in this tutorial, I’ll show you how to 
use FreeHand to create high-quality 
photorealistic illustrations path by path.

Compared to many other vector 
programs, FreeHand’s Path tools are easy 
to use, which saves time and doesn’t 
require you to fiddle with handles and 
control points. The program itself won’t 
relieve you of the hard work all together, 
because there are still some tasks you’ll 
need to bear in mind. For example, study 

the original picture carefully before you 
start, and try to figure out which parts are 
key to the overall effect – not all the 
details will have the same importance.

This tutorial will give you the good 
technical grounding needed to create a 
vector illustration. I’ll show you how to use 
a range of preferred tools, and give you an 
example of the colours that could be used.

With a little practice, you’ll be able to 
concentrate on the illustration rather than 
the techniques, rely on your eyes and 
develop a feeling for colours and shapes. 
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2After 
tracing 

the eyes and 
mouth, place 
them on a 
new separate layer and lock it. Blind the 
layers out if you wish so that you don’t get 
distracted by the existing outline. Now  
you can start to trace the highlights and 
shadows. Begin to trace the most 
important highlights of the forehead, nose, 
chin and cheekbones using the Pencil tool. 

6Choosing the right colours will be the 
most difficult step for some people. 

FreeHand enables you to retrieve the colours 
using the Eyedropper, but I wouldn’t 
recommend this way – although this tool 
might be helpful for beginners. In this 
image, the skin consists of multiple brown 
tones. There is a dark red-brown, a lighter 
yellow-brown and a relatively light rose. 

3Now you can 
create a 

smooth gradient  
of highlights and 
shadows, simply  
by generating 
multiple interleaved 
areas using the 
Insert Path tool. 
These areas will be filled with a transparent 
colour later on. 

7You can start the colouring process as 
soon as you have chosen your colours.  

I recommend starting with eyes and lips and 
locking their layers once you’re done. All 
highlight and shadow groups should be 
given a transparent filling. In the beginning, 
set all groups to 10 per cent transparency. 
Note that it will still be possible to adjust 
these settings later on. 

5Trace the rest of 
the body and the 

clothing in the same 
way. For bigger 
areas, such as the 
body’s highlights, 
it’s okay to increase 
the distances within 
the Insert Path options. Use the Variable 
Stroke pen for strands of hair. Set the 
minimum value to 0 and the maximum to 2. 
Use a graphic tablet to make this step easier. 

9Do the same to the rest of the body, and 
then move on to the background. Simple 

palm trees can be drawn pretty quickly using 
the Variable Stroke pen. Just draw individual 
leaves, and then select and combine them 
with the Union tool. Combining selected 
areas into one will make the process easier, 
especially if the elements to be displayed are 
of a single colour. 

CHOOSE YOUR TOOL

Large areas that can  
be used as a trimming 
area should be drawn 
using the Bezigon tool. 
Use as few points as 
possible to create a 
clear line. Highlights, 
shadows, eyelashes, 
eyebrows and hair can 
be drawn freestyle 
using the Pencil tool to 
create a natural look. 
You’ll no longer be able 
to recognise any clear 
shapes anyway, 
because of the smooth 
transparencies. 

DETAIL SELECTION

It can be difficult to 
distinguish important 
highlights and shadows 
from dispensable ones. 
Sometimes it’s helpful 
to shut your eyes a little 
until everything looks 
blurry. This way, non-
relevant areas will fade 
out and the important 
ones will stand out. 
Eyes and lips should 
contain the most detail, 
because they’re the 
most important areas 
of the face.

4With such a multitude of shapes, 
overlays like this can be confusing, so 

trim them to make things a bit clearer. It’s 
best to use the Punch tool, which can be 
found in the Xtras menu. Simply select the 
trimming surface, place it over the area that 
needs to be trimmed and activate the tool. 

10 Finally, use the Polygon tool 
to place the stars and give 

them a transparent white colour. 
Now fill the background with a 
gradient of your choice and your 
illustration will be finished.  

8Fill the face’s basic shape with a Radial 
gradient of the selected skin colours. 

Here, the lightest point of the gradient is 
placed on the cheekbones. Now you can 
adjust the transparency of the highlights and 
shadows. This will require some patience and 
intuition, but it’ll get easier with practice.


