
Digital Illustration & 3D Design Cheatsheet
A comprehensive guide to digital illustration and 3D design, covering essential concepts, tools, techniques, and workflows for creating compelling

visual content. Perfect for beginners and experienced designers alike.

Fundamentals of Digital Illustration

3D Design Fundamentals

Illustration & 3D Design Workflows

Core Principles

Composition: Arranging elements within a space to

create a visually appealing and balanced image. Consider

rule of thirds, leading lines, and focal points.

Color Theory: Understanding color relationships

(complementary, analogous, triadic) and using color

effectively to evoke emotion and create depth.

Perspective: Creating the illusion of depth and space on a

2D surface using techniques like linear and atmospheric

perspective.

Anatomy: Understanding the structure of the human (or

animal) form to create believable and dynamic characters.

Light & Shadow: Using light and shadow to define form,

create depth, and add realism to your illustrations.

Essential Tools & Software

Adobe

Photoshop:

Industry-standard for raster-based

illustration, photo editing, and digital

painting.

Adobe Illustrator: Vector-based illustration software

ideal for creating scalable graphics,

logos, and icons.

Procreate: Powerful and intuitive digital

painting app for iPad, favored for its

natural media brushes.

Clip Studio Paint: Versatile illustration software with a

focus on comics, manga, and

animation.

Wacom Tablets: Pressure-sensitive drawing tablets

that allow for precise control and

natural drawing feel.

Drawing Monitors

(e.g., Cintiq):

Drawing tablets with built-in

displays, offering a more direct

drawing experience.

Digital Painting Techniques

Layering: Building up your illustration in layers to maintain

flexibility and control over individual elements.

Blending Modes: Experimenting with different blending

modes (e.g., Multiply, Overlay, Screen) to achieve

interesting color effects and shading.

Brushwork: Varying your brush size, opacity, and flow to

create different textures and effects.

Color Grading: Adjusting the overall color and tone of

your illustration to create a specific mood or atmosphere.

Masking: Using masks to selectively reveal or hide parts

of a layer, allowing for non-destructive editing.

Key Concepts

Modeling: The process of creating a 3D

representation of an object or scene.

Texturing: Applying images or materials to a 3D

model to define its surface properties

(color, reflectivity, roughness).

Lighting: Setting up lights in a 3D scene to

illuminate the models and create

shadows and highlights.

Rendering: The process of generating a 2D image

from a 3D scene.

UV

Unwrapping:

The process of flattening a 3D model’s

surface to create a 2D texture map.

Topology: The structure of a 3D model’s mesh,

which affects its deformation and

rendering quality.

Popular 3D Software

Blender: Free and open-source 3D creation suite, widely

used for modeling, animation, rendering, and more.

Autodesk Maya: Industry-standard 3D animation and

visual effects software.

Autodesk 3ds Max: Popular 3D modeling and rendering

software for architecture, product design, and game

development.

Cinema 4D: User-friendly 3D motion graphics and visual

effects software.

ZBrush: Digital sculpting software ideal for creating high-

resolution models with intricate details.

3D Modeling Techniques

Box

Modeling:

Starting with a simple cube and

extruding/manipulating its faces to

create the desired shape.

Polygon

Modeling:

Creating models by connecting individual

polygons (faces).

Sculpting: Using digital sculpting tools to push, pull,

and smooth the model’s surface like clay.

NURBS

Modeling:

Creating smooth, curved surfaces using

mathematical curves and surfaces.

Procedural

Modeling:

Generating models using algorithms and

parameters, allowing for complex and

customizable designs.
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Advanced Techniques & Resources

Concept to Creation

Illustration Workflow:

1. Sketching: Start with rough sketches to explore

ideas and compositions.

2. Line Art: Create clean and precise line art based on

your chosen sketch.

3. Coloring: Add base colors and then build up

shadows and highlights.

4. Rendering: Refine the details, textures, and lighting.

5. Post-Processing: Adjust the overall color and tone in

Photoshop or similar software.

3D Design Workflow:

1. Concept Design: Develop the initial design and

specifications.

2. Modeling: Create the 3D model based on the

concept.

3. UV Unwrapping: Prepare the model for texturing.

4. Texturing: Create and apply textures to the model.

5. Lighting & Rendering: Set up lighting and render the

final image.

Collaboration & File Management

Version Control: Use version control systems (e.g., Git)

to track changes and collaborate

effectively on large projects.

Cloud Storage: Utilize cloud storage services (e.g.,

Dropbox, Google Drive) for sharing

files and assets with collaborators.

Naming

Conventions:

Establish clear naming conventions

for files and layers to maintain

organization.

Project

Management

Tools:

Employ project management tools

(e.g., Trello, Asana) to track progress

and manage tasks.

Optimization for Different Platforms

Web: Optimize images for web use by reducing file size

and using appropriate formats (e.g., JPEG, PNG).

Print: Prepare high-resolution images for print with

appropriate color profiles (e.g., CMYK).

Game Engines: Optimize 3D models for game engines by

reducing polygon count and creating optimized textures.

Advanced Illustration Techniques

Photobashing: Combining multiple photographs to

create a single, cohesive image.

Matte Painting: Creating realistic environments and

backgrounds using digital painting

techniques.

Character

Design:

Developing unique and memorable

characters with distinct personalities

and visual appeal.

Storyboarding: Visually planning out a sequence of

events for animation or film.

Advanced 3D Design Techniques

Rigging & Animation: Creating a skeleton for a 3D model

and animating it to create movement.

Simulation (Cloth, Fluids): Simulating realistic cloth and

fluid dynamics.

Visual Effects (VFX): Creating special effects for film and

games.

Game Asset Creation: Designing and optimizing 3D

models for game engines.

Online Resources & Communities

ArtStation: Online platform for showcasing and

discovering art and design work.

Behance: Adobe’s online platform for showcasing creative

work.

DeviantArt: Online community for artists and art

enthusiasts.

CGTrader: Online marketplace for buying and selling 3D

models.

YouTube Tutorials: A vast library of tutorials on digital

illustration and 3D design techniques.
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