
Adobe Illustrator Crash Course
Advanced: Tips and Tricks



Overview

 You have read the Superbasics, Basics & Moderate 

tutorials and have comfortable proficiency in 

using Illustrator

 We will now go over a few techniques to speed up 

your workflow



Tips and Tricks (Advanced)

 Time-Saving Websites

 Front/Rear Place

 Isolation Mode

 Magic Wand for color grouping

 Shapebuilder as a speed-enhancing tool



Time-Saving Websites

 Box Designer (http://boxdesigner.connectionlab.org/): 

creates 2D files to assemble a rectangular prism of given 

dimensions

 Gear Generator (http://geargenerator.com): creates 2D 

files of gears with given specifications

 Thingiverse (https://www.thingiverse.com/): repository 

for open-source lasercut CAD files

http://boxdesigner.connectionlab.org/
http://geargenerator.com/
https://www.thingiverse.com/


Box Designer

 This is a website that automatically generates boxes given a specific set of 

parameters – extremely useful when trying to make 3D structures

 Your final product doesn’t even have to be a perfect prism: you can edit individual 

panels of the box file generated



Boxmaker

You can open the .pdf file 
generated directly in 
Illustrator. It should look 
mostly like this.



Boxmaker

Use the Shapebuilder tool 
(Shift + M) to make each box 
panel a shape



Boxmaker

Remove the text in the bottom 
left



Gear Generator

This is a website that automatically 

generates spur gears to a specific set of 

parameters – much more useful than trying 

to design and create a gearchain yourself





Gear Generator

Again, you can read the file 
(.svg) directly into illustrator



Gear Generator

The red circles represent the 
pitch diameters: for your gear 
train to spin, these two circles 
must be tangent



Gear Generator

(When placing holes for the 
shafts, all that matters is the 
spacing of the pitch diameters: 
if the gears are overlapping, as 
shown in the picture here, 
that’s fine – they can rotate 
into place)



Front/Rear Place

Illustrator is a bit asinine in its 
copy/paste function: the 
paste/CTRL+V option will 
paste the selection in the 
center of whatever you’re 
looking at.



Front/Rear Place

Original

Pasted version, 
in the center of 
your field of 
view



Front/Rear Place CTRL+V will place the object in 
the center of your field of 
view, even if it is out of bounds 
or makes no sense.

Original (shown at lowered 
opacity) 

Pasted version, in the center of 
your field of view.



Front/Rear Place Using Paste in Front/Back 
(CTRL+F or CTRL+B) puts the 
shape directly where it was. 
This is useful for removing 
parts of your drawing, editing 
some components, and 
putting the removed parts 
back where they belong.



Front/Rear Place While the center hole is 
removed, we can delete the 
pitch diameter lines, and then 
place the center hole back 
with CTRL+F.



Front/Rear Place Compared to CTRL+V, which 
would put your circle here 
instead.



Isolation Mode

You can theoretically use 
direct select to modify any 
path you want, but it can be 
tricky when you have other 
shapes nearby. We can use 
isolation mode to edit 
individual paths without 
touching others.

Let’s pretend that we want to 
make the tabs on this box a 
little larger, but we don’t want 
to interfere with the pegboard 
pattern around it.



Isolation Mode

Double-clicking the path puts 
you in isolation mode: you can 
edit the part here and select 
whatever you want without 
changing any of the paths 
nearby.

Note how the other paths are 
greyed out, indicating that you 
cannot edit them.



Isolation Mode

We can now use direct select
on the top tabs to move them 
wherever we want



Isolation Mode

Double-clicking again lets you 
exit isolation mode.



Magic Wand
The Magic Wand (Y) tool is 
incredibly useful when 
working with groups of colors 
– it will select all colors of 
approximately the same shade 
as the one you click.



Magic Wand

You can adjust the tolerance of 
the color selection here 
(double click the magic wand 
tool). For a vector image like 
this, keep the tolerance fairly 
low (0 – 32) to guarantee that 
you’ll get your color and only 
your color.

Note that this image is already 
made of vectors – you’ll need 
to image trace first.



Magic Wand

We first want to get rid of the 
black rectangle. To do so, we 
can turn on the magic wand 
tool and click any portion of 
the image that is black.



Magic Wand

This is specifically useful for 
working with raster images.
This tool is specifically useful 
for working with files you want 
to raster.



Shapebuilder: why 
is my cut taking so 
long?

You may find that the 
lasercutter is bouncing back 
and forth on a file like this and 
cutting teeth out of order, 
rather than in one individual 
move.



Shapebuilder: why 
is my cut taking so 
long?

Your file may actually look like 
this – the lasercutter will cut 
these lines in order of their 
height (front -> back), rather 
than what you perceive as a 
continuous shape.



Shapebuilder: why 
is my cut taking so 
long?

Combining these with 
shapebuilder will make your 
cuts go much faster.


