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Tutorial [illustration] Parent [w] www.parentdesign.co.uk

Create a retro logo
Get inspired by movie posters of the 70s to create an 
illustrative logo with a funky contemporary feel…  

Y
our logo can be much more than just 
a corporate badge. After all, if you’re a 
design business, it ought to refl ect the 
‘design’ part as much as the ‘business’ 

part. Here we’ll create a new twist on the classic 
70s Blaxploitation illustration-based logo. In the 
70s there was a huge wave of Blaxploitation movies 
such as Shaft, Superfl y and the original Foxy Brown. 
Like the fi lms themselves and their soundtracks, the 

posters were funky, fresh and very original. Mainly 
illustration based, they featured a cool mix of funky 
type juxtaposed with elements from the fi lm’s plot, 
all layered up in varying perspectives and angles to 
create a rich tapestry that told the story. See some 
examples at [w] www.blaxploitation.com.

The logo created in this tutorial is loosely based 
on the style of these Blaxploitation posters, but with 
a simpler and more contemporary feel.

Expertise provided by Parent, a Brighton-based design practice which believes in the power of simplicity 
and the strength of good ideas. See more of the company’s work at [w] www.parentdesign.co.uk.
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Keep it neat

Don’t be too concerned 
about getting every shape 
perfect at the beginning. We 
tend to work fairly roughly 
at fi rst to speed things up 
and then return to certain 
sections of the illustration 
later to tidy up the curves. 
Do this by using the Direct 
Selection tool to select 
points or handles and then 
fi ne-tuning them close-up.

Part 1: Tracing your characters
Begin your logo by tracing your chosen photographs in Illustrator…

1
First, you need to do some research. The 70s 
Blaxploitation movie posters usually included 

a number of different elements set at different sizes 
and perspectives, so think about what you’d like to 
feature. We decide to keep things fairly simple with 
two characters and a car.

2
After a quick web search we found some 
appropriate photos on which to base elements 

of our illustration. We download this one from 
[w] www.istockphoto.com to use as a base for 
the male character in our illustration.

3
Fire up Illustrator and open a new document. 
Create a new layer within this document by 

opening the Layers palette and selecting the arrow 
button in the top-right corner. This should bring up a 
layer options menu. Name the layer ‘photo’ and click 
OK. Using layers will help to make the illustration 
more manageable as it becomes more complex.

7
Next you’ll need to create three more layers. 
Call them highlight, midtone and shadow. Use 

these layers to separate your traced shapes into the 
different tones as explained in the previous step.

8
Now you’re ready to start drawing the fi rst 
section of your illustration – we start with the 

shadows. There’s no need for the shapes you draw 
to be overly detailed or in any specifi c colour at this 
stage. Simply make sure you have the shadow layer 
selected and use the Pen tool to trace the rough 
shapes of each tone.

9
Next you can begin tracing the midtones of 
the illustration in the same way as you traced 

the shadow sections. You don’t need to trace your 
source image slavishly – we improvised a little at 
this stage to give our drawing a more retro feel.

4
Now place one of the photos you intend to 
trace into Illustrator by clicking File>Place. This 

should bring up a browser window that will enable 
you to fi nd the fi le you need. This image will now 
be in the ‘photo’ layer you just made – you might 
fi nd it helpful to lock this layer by selecting the 
empty square to the right of the eye icon.

5
We keep things fairly simple by tracing the 
image as three separate shades: highlight, 

midtone and shadow. You may fi nd it helps to take 
the image into Photoshop to increase the contrast 
so that the areas of light and shadow are more 
clearly defi ned.

6
If that’s still not enough, you could open the 
image in Photoshop, select Image>Mode> 

Greyscale, then Image>Adjustments>Posterise and 
input 3 as the number of levels. This should give 
you a good base to help you trace the image 
in the three different tones needed.
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Tracing your characters continued…

10
Select the highlight section and repeat the 
same process. Try to pick out only the very 

brightest sections of highlight, otherwise the 
illustration could become very messy, with too 
many different areas of highlight.

11
Now you can begin creating the next element 
of your illustration – in this case, a photo of a 

girl. Trace it in exactly the same way as before, 
keeping the image separated into the three different 
tones on their own layers (make sure you use the 
same tones as in the other element you just created).

12
It’s now time to merge the two illustrations. 
Give your composition a unique look by 

extending the areas of shadow to create a fl uid feel, 
as if the shadow areas were ‘fl ooding’ the entire 
image like paint. Also, add extra highlights to the 
drips to introduce some movement to the illustration.

4
Next, add some vertical drips to the bottom of 
the illustration. Don’t be afraid to experiment 

with your illustration – you can always undo things 
if you decide later that you don’t like them or if 
they just don’t work.

5
After looking at the illustration as a whole, 
we feel that the car we chose isn’t quite 

working, so we decide to replace it with a more 
landscape image of a more ‘pimped-out ride’. 

6
We traced the new car in the same way as the 
other elements of the illustration but decided 

to add more areas of highlight to enhance the 
overall look and feel of the image. 

1
When you’re happy with the existing elements 
of your illustration, you can add an extra image 

in the foreground. We decided to include a ‘pimped 
out’ car to add to the hip-hop theme. Choose an 
image that works well with your composition and 
trace it in the same way as the previous elements.

2
Next, you need to bring the characters and 
foreground images together. We created a 

large ‘gloopy’ area of shadow that envelopes and 
unites the entire illustration in a soft, loose way to 
create more of a complete ‘logo’ image.

3
Add to the organic, ‘dripping’ effect by 
carefully merging more shadow areas of 

the illustration. This adds to the feeling that the 
shadows are fl owing into each other and are 
about to fl ood the entire image.

Smart Guides

Smart Guides have their 
place: sometimes they’re 
awesome time-saving little 
gems; at other times (like 
when you’re trying to get a 
curve just right) they can be 
a real pain by snapping to 
the wrong points. Simply use 
Ctrl/Cmnd+U to turn them 
on or off. 

Part 2: Adding foreground elements
Combine your characters with other elements to bring the composition together…
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Customising type

Don’t be afraid to outline 
some type and start playing 
with it to make your logo 
individual. Look at each 
character and its relation to 
the next one – could there 
be a link? It might mean 
spending hours drawing the 
right shape for a custom 
ligature, but it’ll be well 
worth it in the end.

Part 3: Adding type
Once your graphic elements are in place, add some funky text…

1
Now the car is fi nished you can add it to the 
other elements and then create a large area 

of shadow to surround the image in the same way 
as before. We created some interesting effects by 
overlapping the main shape of the car with 
dripping effects from the shadows.

2
We set the title in a typeface called Perla from 
Alias, because it has some beautiful characters 

that fi t really well with our modern twist on 
Blaxploitation. You can customise the characters by 
converting the text to outlines (select the text box 
and choose Type>Create Outlines). This converts 
the characters into editable vector shapes.

3
Once the text is converted to outlines you 
need to ungroup the characters so you can 

work on each one individually. Select Object> 
Ungroup, or Ctrl/Cmnd+Shift+G.

7
Select the ampersand and the offset path, then 
select Object>Arrange>Bring to Front. Now 

you’ll be able to set other characters behind this 
shape to create more of a wraparound look.  

8
Once you’re happy with the arrangement 
(bearing in mind how it will sit with the rest 

of our illustration) you can join some of the letters 
in a more fl uid way by creating custom ligatures.

9
We decided to play around with some of the 
serifs, tails and swashes of the type. We typed 

characters a-z, outlined them, and then cut off the 
bits we wanted to add to our existing letters. This 
gives the logo a more unique, customised feel.

4
We decided on the title Bump & Hustle, mainly 
because we love the ampersand from Perla. 

We want this to be the central focus of the type, 
with the rest of the lettering arranged around it.

5
We decided to alter the scale of some of the 
characters to give the logo a more dynamic 

feel, allowing for some interesting relationships, 
particularly between the ‘s’ and the ‘t’.

6
Give the ampersand an offset path to help the 
characters wrap around it. Do this by selecting 

Object>Path>Offset Path. In this example, we gave 
it an offset of 1mm, and coloured it white.
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Adding type continued…

10
Use the offset path you drew around the 
ampersand earlier to cut out any shapes it’s 

currently hiding. Copy and paste the offset path 
in the same place. Keeping this active, select any 
shapes it overlaps and then select ‘exclude 
overlapping shape areas’ from the Pathfi nder 
window. Then select Expand. 

11
It’s a good idea to turn what’s selected to 
black then use the Direct Selection tool to 

remove the unwanted areas that will form. Select 
their points and delete them. Then it’s time to join 
it all together – select ‘add to shape area’ in the 
Pathfi nder window, then select Expand. Now 
your type is all one vector shape.

12
The next step is to combine the type with the 
rest of the illustration. It’s a good idea to use 

separate layers for the various elements here as well, 
so that you can retain the option to adjust them and 
work on them separately at any later stage.

4
Select a section of the tone you want to colour 
and then click Select>Same>Fill Colour. This 

will select every item of the same tone, enabling 
you to change colours in the usual way. 

5
If you’ve worked using the Layers palette as 
suggested then you might fi nd it easier to lock 

the layers that you don’t want to be affected.

6
Choosing the right colours for your illustration 
is an important element, so experiment with 

different combinations that suit your subject matter. 
We stick with a fairly retro colour palette because we 
think it best suits the underlying 70s theme.  ca p

1
At this point, we decide it would look better to 
reverse the type out of black so that it interacts 

better with the fl uid inky illustration elements. So 
we colour the type white and then create another 
offset path as before, which we colour black.

2
Once the type is positioned in relation to your 
image you can begin adding extra drip effects 

to the outline around your text. This will help to 
give your illustration a more unifi ed look.

3
At this stage, you should still be working in 
black-and-white, so your images probably 

look a bit lifeless. It’s time to breathe life into 
your illustration by adding colour.

Part 4: Combining text and image
In the fi nal steps, bring together all your elements and experiment with colours…
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