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Using Illustrator with Photoshop
with Dave Cross
From Illustrator to Photoshop

1. File>Open
When you open an Illustrator file in Photoshop you 
will see a dialog box with options for sizing, mode, 
resolution etc. Imagine this dialog is asking you “at 
what resolution do you want to Rasterize the Illustrator 
artwork?” That should remind you that using the Open 
command, you basically have one opportunity to get 
the file the size that you want – and that rasterizing 
means there is no longer a link back to the original 
graphic.

2. File>Place Linked
Placing an Illustrator file into an existing Photoshop 
document means that you will be creating a link back 
to the original file. Note that the dialog is called “Open 
as Smart Object” (although it should really be called 
Open as Vector Smart Object).
Once the file is placed, you can double-click on the 
Photoshop thumbnail to open and edit the original 
artwork in Illustrator.
Keep in mind that if you edit the Illustrator artwork 
for this Photoshop document, any other document that 
uses this artwork will be affected. Also, if you move 
the Photoshop document you would need to move the 
Illustrator file as well to preserve the link.

3. File>Place Embedded
The result is the same as Place Linked, (including the ability to edit the 
original in Illustrator), except you do not need to include the Illustrator file 
if you were to move the file.

4. Copy and Paste
If you Copy in Illustrator and then switch to a Photoshop document and 
Paste, you’ll see these options in the Paste dialog. Paste as Smart Object 
creates a link back to Illustrator that’s similar to Place Linked – except that 
the artwork you’d be editing in Illustrator is not the original artwork.
Paste as Pixels means Rasterize.
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Paste as Path would be used if you wanted to paste just the path, without any fill or 
stroke, to then do some Photoshop operation using the Path (this is perhaps the least com-
mon use).
Paste as a Shape Layer can be used to then create a Custom Shape in Photoshop. To do 
this, after pasting select the shape with the Selection tool and then use Edit>Define Cus-
tom Shape.

5. Library
Drag selected artwork in Illustrator into a Library, and then in Photoshop drag from that 
Library into a document. The result acts similar to a Vector Smart Object, except if you 
edit and save in Illustrator, it will also update the graphic in the Library.
If you wish to take a graphic from a Library and “break the link” to the Library, hold 
down Option (PC: Alt) when you drag from the Library into the document.

Paste as Smart Object

Paste as Pixels

Paste as Shape Layer

Drag from Library

Drag from Library with
Option/Alt

Place Linked

Place Embedded
Here are the different icons that appear 
on the Layer thumbnail depending on 
which method you use. (Note there is 
no icon on the Paste as Pixels layer 
thumbnail since there is no option to 
edit the original once it is rasterized).

Also, double-clicking on the Shape lay-
er opens the Color Picker. There is no 
option to edit the original artwork.
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6. Export as a PSD file
This one is more unusual and is intended for times when 
you’ve started a document in Illustrator and want to con-
tinue editing in Photoshop – in layers.
In Illustrator use File>Export>Export As.
Change the Format to Photoshop (psd)

In the Export Options dialog change the Color Model to 
CMYK*, choose the Resolution and check Write Layers.

*Even if you need an RGB file, start with 
CMYK or else you will be unable to 
export the layers

Here’s a portion of the Layers panel in Photoshop after opening the re-
sulting psd file. Generally it does a very good job of separating the Type 
layers.

The only disadvantage of this method is the graphic elements are raster-
ized using the setting you chose in the Export Options dialog, so you no 
longer have any options of editing the original artwork in Illustrator.
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Examples

1. Symbols
Illustrator doesn’t have much in the way of “clip art”, but you can use 
artwork found in the Symbol Libraries. Under the Window menu use 
Symbol Libraries and open one of the 25+ libraries. Click and drag one 
of the symbols into a document. 

You can either use the symbol as is [left], or use Object>Expand to ac-
cess the elements that make up the design and edit accordingly [right]. 
(Then use one of the methods for moving the design into Photoshop).

There are all kinds of options in the Symbol libraries, from complete 
graphics to design elements. In this example, I used 2 different elements 
from the Dot Pattern Vector Pack to create a design in Illustrator.

After pasting into Photoshop, I rotated the 
graphic and used it as a Clipping Mask.
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2. Brushes
Look inside the Brush Libraries to find some interesting design elements 
that can be used in Photoshop as borders, edges, or even to make a Photo-
shop brush. In this example I dragged a brush from the Artistic ChalkChar-
coalPencil Brush Library.

You can also make a shape and apply 
the Brush to the stroke of the object.

In this example I copied and past-
ed this artwork to Photoshop (as a 
Smart Object so I could tweak the 
results) and then used Edit>Define 
Brush to make this into a Photoshop 
brush [below].

In this example I created a rectangle in Illustrator 
and used a couple of the above brushes as a stroke.

Again, this was copied and pasted in Photoshop to 
use as a Clipping Mask.
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3. “Hidden” Artwork
The latest version of Illustrator CC has some “hidden” artwork, some of which might be 
useful for Photoshop projects. To access it, use File>New and then click on the Art & 
Illustration tab at the top.

You’ll see a series of templates that are from Adobe Stock, but provided for free. Down-
load the file, open it in Illustrator and use one of the methods to move the artwork (or 
portions thereof) into Photoshop.

Here part of the Grunge Textures 
set was used to create a Clipping 
Mask.
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4. Patterns
Unfortunately you cannot take Illustrator patterns and use them directly in 
Photoshop (or vice versa), but with a bit of work you can (often) take advan-
tage of Illustrator patterns to make Photoshop Patterns.

Drag a pattern swatch from an Illustrator Pattern library into a document.

Change to Outline View (Command/Control-Y) to see 
where the “bounding box” is that defines the pattern, With 
the Direct Selection tool, Option/Alt click on the rectangle 
and then Copy and Paste in Front.

Now switch back to normal (Preview) view.
Select all. 

Use the Shape Builder tool with Option/Alt held down to drag over the areas outside 
the rectangle. You may want to zoom in closer to make sure that you’ve removed 
every area outside the rectangle.

Select all and copy.

Go to Photoshop and create a New document. It should automatically create the size 
based on the information in the clipboard (that you copied).

Paste as a Smart Object and press Enter.

Go to Edit>Define Pattern.

In Photoshop apply the 
pattern using the Pattern 
Overlay Layer Style.
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From Photoshop to Illustrator

For the first methods, it’s important to remember that the pixels from Photoshop can be 
used as part of a design, but will remain pixels. You can scale everything else up without 
losing quality but the Photoshop elements may lose quality depending on the resolution 
you started with.

 1. Copy and Paste
In Photoshop select a photo (or an area of a photo), Copy, switch to Illustrator and Paste 
onto a document. There is no connection between the original photo and the pasted infor-
mation.

2. Place
Use File>Place and find the Photoshop file. Unless the document contains Layer Comps 
(see below) it will appear as a single image. To edit the original Photoshop document, 
hold down Command and Option (PC: Control and Alt) and double-click on the placed 
image. Save changes in Photoshop and when you return to Illustrator you’ll see a dialog 
about missing or modified files. Click OK to update the placed file.

3. Open
You can Open a PSD file in Illustrator, but the results will vary depending on the contents 
of the file. For example, a layered file with shape layers and type layers will turn into 
editable paths and type in Illustrator.

You’ll see this Import Options dialog with the option to Convert Layers to 
Objects and “make text editable where possible”.

Here the shape layer and 
type layers are all editable, 
and transferred nicely.

If text does not come across 
properly you could choose  
to Flatten Layers to a Sin-
gle Image.

Note: a PSD file without 
layers will open as a single 
image much like copying 
and pasting.

If your Photoshop document contains Layer Comps you can choose be-
tween the comps before opening (or placing) the document. Later if you’d 
like to switch to another comp you have to relink the file (in the Links 
panel).
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Note: working with jpeg files works the same as a PSD without layers.

4. Paths
You can use Photoshop Custom Shapes as basic artwork in Illustrator. Change the 
Options Bar setting to Path and drag out the shape. Copy, switch to Illustrator and 
Paste.

In the Paste Options dialog choose 
Compound Path (fully editable).

Note: the pasted shape will have no 
stroke and no fill, so if you deselect it, 
it will “disappear”.
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