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Tips, B Y  L I D K A  S C H U C H

Illustrator 9
Most people use Adobe Illustrator to draw and/or position complex

and precise shapes. Often they struggle with selecting, aligning and

joining points, or positioning guides and rulers, perhaps spending

far too much time trying to be accurate and precise. So let me pass

on a few tips on how to get the most out of Illustrator (with some

notes on what you can—and can’t—do with version 9).

DRAWING WITH THE PATHFINDER

The Pathfinder has been part of Adobe Illustrator for a long time, but few people know what
it’s really good for. You’ll find Pathfinder commands in the Effect pulldown menu or by us-
ing the palette from the Window pulldown menu. Pathfinder commands build new objects
by dividing overlapping objects and using their intersections; the shape of a new object is
defined by the intersection of the original objects. New objects are either compound or
grouped, so unless you ungroup them or release the compound, you can only select them
individually with the Direct Selection (White Arrow) tool. 

Pathfinder won’t work on objects with Gradient Mesh applied, but you can draw first
and then color the drawing to avoid this problem. Almost every command works only on
objects made from closed paths except Divide, which cuts up objects with either closed or
open paths (lines). For example, drawing the simple shape of a hockey puck can be quite
tedious if you have to cut, copy and join shapes precisely. But Pathfinder tools used with the
Snap to Grid command make this very easy:

1. From the View pulldown menu choose Show Grid and Snap to Grid commands.
2. Draw an oval and drag it, holding the Option and Shift keys to make a duplicate (Fig-

ure 1). Illustrator snaps the selected point to the grid, so select and drag the oval at the point
at which you want to snap to the grid.

3. Draw a rectangle. (Figure 2)
4. Select all three objects and choose Divide from the Pathfinder palette (Figure 3) or

the pulldown menu.
5. Select the two halves of the top oval and choose Unite (Figure 4) from the Pathfinder

palette or the pulldown menu; then select only the remaining objects and Unite them.
6. Now use gradients to color your drawing. (Figure 5)

PALETTE CALCULATORS, UNIT CHANGES MADE EASY

Did you know that the best technique for quick and precise positioning and dimensions of
objects is to use the Transform palette? (Figure 6) 

Not only can you define one of the nine points as the origin point of the selected object,
but you can also perform simple mathematical calculations or even use multiple measure-
ment units. In fact, you can calculate or use multiple units in any dialog window for draw-
ing and transforming objects (Figure 7). The fast way to change the measurement unit on
the ruler is to hold Command (Mac) or Control (Windows) and click on the ruler. When
the contextual menu opens (Figure 8), just choose the unit from the pulldown list.
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Tricks & Workarounds
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THE BOUNDING BOX AND 

THE FREE TRANSFORM TOOL

The bounding box sometimes comes in
handy (e.g. when working with text boxes),
but most of the time it is a visual obstruc-
tion and can be the cause of accidental re-
sizing and/or rotating objects. (Figure 9)

You can turn the bounding box off using
the Hide Bounding Box command from
the View pulldown menu; or, better still,
learn to select objects with the Direct Se-
lection tool (White Arrow) which changes
into the Group Selection tool (White +)
with the Option (Mac) or Alt (Windows)
key depressed. The bounding box is only
visible when objects are selected with the
Selection tool (Black Arrow).

However, there’s a much better tool for
transforming objects called Free Transform.
This tool lets you not only resize and rotate
selected objects, but apply skewing, distor-
tions (Figure 10) or perspective. But there’s
a catch: to do this, you must know the mod-
ifier keys, and you have to hold them down
in the correct order after you start dragging
the bounding box handle:  

To distort an object—hold Command
(Mac) or Control (Windows).

To skew an object—first hold Com-
mand and then Option (Mac), or Control
and then Alt (Windows).

To apply perspective to an object—first
hold Command, then Option-Shift (Mac),
or Control, then Alt-Shift (Windows).

REPOSITIONING WITH NEW LASSOS 

Adobe Illustrator 9 introduced two more se-
lection tools: Lasso (black lasso) for select-
ing objects and Direct Select Lasso (white
lasso) for selecting individual anchor points
(Figure 11). They allow you to draw irregu-
larly shaped marquees—great for selecting
points and objects with completely different
coordinates. (Figure 12)

However, there’s one problem with both

Lasso tools: although they select objects
and points, you can’t reposition the selected
objects and points. You have to either
change the tool to the appropriate Arrow
tool—or learn another keyboard shortcut to
work around this problem: hold down
Command (Mac) or Alt (Windows) key to
temporarily switch to the selection tool
used last.

EXPANDING OBJECTS

Do you miss the old Illustrator object
blends—the kind that allowed you to select
and edit each blended object individually?
You’ll be happy to know that you can con-
vert any dynamic blend (Figures 13 and 14)
to the traditional variety (Figures 15 and 16)
by choosing either the Expand command
or the Blend>Expand command from the
Object pulldown menu. (Figure 17)

The Expand command can convert gra-
dients, blends, patterns and styles into
filled objects. It will also convert fills and
strokes into individual objects, and regular
gradients into mesh gradient objects.

As we all know, the more complex the
file, the more that can go wrong during
output. Since the Expand command gen-
erally converts dynamic effects into ob-
jects, it is particularly useful if you’re hav-
ing trouble printing objects containing
these effects. 

SPOT COLORS DOUBLE UP 

BUT BETTER VIGNETTES

Managing spot colors in Illustrator has been
a bummer since version 7, and unfortunate-
ly version 9 didn’t fix this problem. Illustra-

tor still doubles and sometimes triples spot
color swatches in documents with placed
duotone images. (Figure 18) Even if you
delete these duotone images from the file
and create the final layout in QuarkXPress,
an extra plate shows up when printing sepa-
rations. (Figure 19)
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Another booby trap is choosing spot col-
ors from the Swatch Libraries palettes; if you
simply click on a swatch you’ll put it in your
default Swatches palette—whether you
want it there or not (before version 7 you
had to drag it to the Swatches palette). This
is annoying since you may end up with a
multitude of similar looking swatches.

The best workaround is by trying not to
use Illustrator’s Swatch Libraries at all;
choose spot colors in Photoshop first. When
you place a Photoshop duotone EPS file, it
will bring the color swatches which were
used into your Illustrator palette. Then if
you stick to using those swatches only, you’ll
have no trouble.

There was a time when, to eliminate
banding, Illustrator spot color vignettes had
to be taken into Photoshop and smoothened
by applying noise; however Illustrator 9 now
produces very smooth gradients.

THE TYPE AREA SELECT DEFAULT

How often have you accidentally selected
type instead of the objects behind it? If this
is a regular bother, you should know that
you can change this default in the Prefer-
ences>General dialog box.

Uncheck the Type Area Select checkbox
to revert to the good old method of select-
ing type only by its baseline (Figure 20).

OPTIONS WITH OBJECT STROKES

Object strokes in Adobe Illustrator used to
always fall halfway inside and halfway out-
side an object or text. (Figure 21)

In Illustrator 9 there is also an option to
place the stroke only on the outside of an
object (unless it’s text, in which case you
must create outlines) by dragging the Stroke
icon below the Fill icon on the Appearance
palette (Figure 22). This is great for prepar-
ing artwork for use on the Internet, however
to trap such an object manually is just as te-
dious as before. You still have to Copy the
object, Paste in Front and trap the copy
with the overprinted stroke.

NEW DOCUMENT INFO PALETTE

Just as of version 9, Illustrator’s Document
Info command under the File pulldown

menu now displays a palette instead of a dia-
log box. It’s easy not to notice one new com-
mand in the palette’s popup menu which
may cause confusion. If the Selected Only
(Figure 23) box is checked, only information
about the selected objects, images or fonts
will be displayed.

Speaking of fonts, the Font Details com-
mand (Figure 24) shows more information
about fonts than the Font command, al-
though both will tell you which fonts are
used in your file. 

EPS FROM ILLUSTRATOR 9 —

QUARKXPRESS DOESN’T GET IT

As for EPS files from Illustrator 9 to
QuarkXPress 4—look out! The first thing is
that XPress does not recognize Illustrator

trapping, for which there is no solution ex-
cept IRT (in-RIP trapping). Illustrator 9

EPS files corrupt more often in Quark-

XPress; they also may not display properly.
We await a patch from Denver.

Until such time, the only remedy for
these EPS import difficulties is to save as Il-
lustrator 8 EPS format PostScript Level 2
(Figure 25). Of course this will flatten all
transparency and dynamic effects, so always
keep a copy of your original “Work in
Progress.ai” file in Illustrator 9 format.

PENALTY FOR MORE EFFECTS

It’s been almost a year since the release of
Illustrator 9.0. Since then, Adobe has re-
leased over 30 MB of patches to fix more
than 300 problems, so it’s safe to say the ap-
plication is a lot more stable and smooth to
work with than before.

And yes, Illustrator’s new dynamic ef-
fects and filters are amazing—until you
have to work with them. Then even a G4
with 80MB of RAM for Illustrator wasn’t
enough—once I applied a couple of filters
and effects to a few objects I paid the price
in performance, especially while scrolling,
waiting for screen redraws or saving.

Lidka Schuch is the president of Studio L, a Toronto

training facility offering customized courses in high

end desktop graphics for graphic arts professionals

(see www.studio_l.com for details).
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