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Animate a Butterfly in Adobe After Effects CS4 


In this tutorial you are going to use an image of a butterfly which has been edited in Adobe 
Illustrator CS4 and animate that butterfly in Adobe After Effects.   
 
 


The Welcome Screen 
 
When you open AE 
(Adobe After Effects CS4) 
you are greeted with this 
welcome screen. 
 
From this screen you can  


• Create New 
Composition 


• Open an existing 
Project 


• Access the 
Design Centre 


• Browse 
Templates 


 
In this exercise select 
close from the bottom 
right corner of the 
welcome screen. 
 
The Design Centre is the 
place to go for Adobe 
Support and Tutorials. 
 


 


 


Import Image 
 
From the file menu, 
select Import > File 
 
Then browse for the 
image file Butterfly.ia 
[This is an Adobe 
Illustrator file] 
 
Before selecting OK, 
make sure all the 
settings are correct as it 
appears opposite. 
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You should now see a 
thumbnail image of the 
butterfly in the top left 
hand corner of your 
screen. 
 
 
 
 
Double Click with the 
mouse on the thumbnail 
to reveal the layers and a 
closer view of the image. 
 
Below the image you will 
see 3 layers, Body; Right 
Wing; Left Wing 


 


 


 


Change Background Colour 
 
The Image background is black, therefore we need to 
change it to white. 
 
Select Composition> Background Colour from the Menubar 
or Ctrl+Shift+B 
 
Then click on the black rectangle to reveal other colour 
options. 
 
Next, select the white area in the top left corner of the 
menu, then select OK. 
 


 


 


 


Change the size of 
composition area. 
 
Select Ctrl+K 
 
Then, Change custom to 
NTSC, this by default 
with effectively change 
the size to 720 x 480 and 
29.97 fps 
 
We also need to change 
the Duration of the 
animation.  In this 
example we will use 3:00 
seconds. 
 
Select OK. 
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Convert Layers to 3D 
 
In the bottom half of the 
screen are the layers – 
Body; Right Wing; Left 
Wing 
 
To the right is an icon for 
3D Layer, select the box 
in this column coinciding 
with each layer. 


 
 


Locking Layers 
 
It’s a good idea to lock 
layers you aren’t 
immediately working 
with, therefore select 
the box under the 
Padlock which appears 
to the left of the Layers 
Body and Left Wing. 


 
 


Creating Rotation 
Effect 
 
Select the Right Wing 
Layer, then from the Pan 
Behind Tool to reveal the 
rotation point of the 
Right Wing.  Alternative 
– Use ‘Y’ key on 
keyboard 
 
Next, drag the Rotation 
point (blue circle) into 
position next to the 
body, at approximately 
the half way point on the 
wing join as shown. 
 
Lock the Right Wing and 
unlock the Left Wing, 
then repeat the previous 
step for the Left Wing. 
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Select, then unlock the 
right wing. 
 
Next, select ‘R’ from 
keyboard for Rotation.  
This action reveals the 
various xyz rotation 
points and their settings. 
 
Practice clicking and 
sliding the mouse back 
and forth on the Y 
Rotation to reveal the 
effect on the butterfly’s 
right wing. 
 
Next, change the Y 
rotation back to zero. 
 


 


 
 
Slide the Time Navigator 
End back towards the 
left to reveal the 
timeline in more detail. 
 
 
  


 
Select the Right Wing 
Rotation ‘Stop Watch’ to 
set a keyframe at the 
beginning of the 
timeline. 
 


 


 
Slide the Play head along 
to 03f [the 3rd frame], 
then change the Y 
Rotation +value to 930 
 
This places the wing 
slightly above vertical. 
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Click on the Y Rotation, 
this selects both 
keyframes, then move 
the playhead to 06f and 
then use Ctrl+V to paste 
the action. 
 
Slide the Time Navigator 
back towards the right to 
more clearly see the 
keyframes. 
 
Slide the Play head back 
and forth to reveal the 
sequence of rotation. 


 


 
Select Rotation again, 
which automatically 
selects all keyframes, 
then move the Play head 
to 12f then Ctrl+C to 
copy and Ctrl+V to paste.  
Repeat this until you 
have filled the 3 seconds 
on the timeline. 
 
Don’t forget to click on 
Rotation before each 
copy to select all 
keyframes. 
 


 


 
Repeat the rotation 
effect for the left wing, 
however this time 
instead of 930, use -930 


 
Also, you will need to 
lock the Right Wing and 
Unlock the Left Wing. 
 
Use the view of 
keyframes for the right 
wing as a guide when 
selecting the correct 
timeframe for the left 
wing rotations. 
 
 


 







Written by Tanya Duffy 2010  6/8 


 
Import Background 
image, then drag the file 
down below the layers of 
the butterfly. 
 
Then to adjust the size of 
the image to match the 
properties of this 
composition, select type 
‘S’ for scale and click on 
the % to adjust 
accordingly. 
 
Lock the Background 
image layer 
 


  


 


Pair Butterfly Parts 
 
In order to have our 
butterfly flying across 
the field, it is necessary 
to pair all the parts to act 
as one object. 
 
Unlock Body, Left Wing 
and Right Wings, then 
for the wings, select 
Body under the column 
labeled Parent. 
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Rotate on X & Z Axis 
 
Click on Body layer, then 
type ‘R’ for rotation.  
Then adjust the rotation 
on ‘X’ Axis to -60. 
 
Notice that the butterfly 
immediately rotates by 
600 on the X Axis. 
 
Next, adjust the Z 
Rotation to 300 
 


 
 


Adjusting Scale 
 
In order to have the 
butterfly appear to be 
flying onto the screen 
from the foreground, 
you need to adjust the 
scale. 
 
Select the Body layer, 
then type ‘S’ for scale 
and adjust the scale to 
200. 


 


 
Select the stopwatch 
next to scale under 
Body.  This creates a 
keyframe. Then slide the 
Timeline Navigator End 
to 1 second on the 
timeline. 
 
Next adjust the scale for 
the body to 18%. 
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With the body selected, 
type ‘P’ for Position, 
then take the view down 
to 50%.  This will allow 
you to work outside the 
composition area. 


 
Click on the stopwatch, 
then drag the butterfly 
all the way off the 
screen.  Then move the 
Play head along a little 
then move the butterfly 
forward, this creates a 
new keyframe. 
 
Continue in this fashion 
in a irregular fashion 
until you have a typical 
flight of a butterfly. 
 
 


  


Motion Blur 
 
This feature allows to 
make the actions of the 
butterfly appear more 
smooth. 
 
Select the Motion Blur 
feature under the icon 
for each layer. 
 


 


 
 
 
Credits: 
This activity from written from the video instructions given by J.Schuh for the Layers Magazine which 
can be found on the following website, along with an Adobe Illustrator file of a butterfly. 
 
http://www.wonderhowto.com/how-to/video/how-to-create-an-animated-butterfly-in-adobe-after-effects-278537/view/ 
 
 
 
 
 



http://www.wonderhowto.com/how-to/video/how-to-create-an-animated-butterfly-in-adobe-after-effects-278537/view/�
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