
“Fake” 3D Text

Introduction

After Effects CS6 introduced “true” 3D Text and Shape layers via its ray-traced engine, but there were ways 
of “faking” 3D text in versions prior to CS6, and this one, using precompositions and an expression to create a 
“sandwich” effect, is arguably the best. The first part of the tutorial describes the basics of this method, and 
then goes on to describe how it can be quickly jazzed up. CS6 users might also find this technique useful for 
making quicker, time-saving 3D renders and for extruding objects other than Text or Shape layers.

Basics

Create a New Composition (Composition>New Composition/Ctrl+N) of your choice (I chose the 
HDV/HDTV 720 25 preset at five seconds in length) and name it “Fake 3D”. Then add some text (Ctrl+T, 

 ) and type something. I chose to type “FAKE 3D” using Arial. Centre it up using the Align panel 
(Window>Align) and click on the horizontal and vertical centre alignment buttons.

Now, with the text layer selected, precompose it using Ctrl+Shift+C or by choosing Layer>Precompose. In 
the resulting dialogue, name the precomp “Fake 3D Original Text”, leave “Move All Attributes” selected and 
untick “Open New Composition”. Click OK.

With the newly-coloured brown precomp layer selected, make it 3D by clicking on the 3D box ( ), then use 
the disclosure triangle beside the layer name to expose the Transform properties and navigate down to 
Position (or just press P on the keyboard to jump straight to the Position property). Alt+click on the 
stopwatch to enter an Expression, type in: z=index;[value[0],value[1],z]; and finally click away from the box 
when you have finished typing to apply it. This will offset any duplicate layers by one pixel in Z space, 
helping to create the “sandwich” effect.



Close up the Position property, then select the layer and duplicate it forty or fifty times by holding Ctrl+D. 
Now select all of the layers using Edit>Select All (Ctrl+A) and precompose them together by choosing 
Layer>Precompose or by pressing Ctrl+Shift+C. Name the precomp “Fake 3D Multiple Layers”, untick 
“Open New Composition”, and press OK.

Make the new layer 3D and then click the Collapse Transformations button ( )to make the three-
dimensional “extrusion” effect work. Press R to reveal the layer's Orientation properties, and try rotating the 
text by 45° on its Y axis. 

Bingo! Three-dimensional text...!

Jazzing it Up

With the basic principles of how to create this kind of 3D nailed, let's move it up a gear and add a new light 
(Layer>New>Light/Ctrl+Alt+Shift+L). Let's make it a white Point light with the following settings:

• Intensity: 100%



• Falloff: Smooth
• Radius: 500
• Falloff Distance: 500
• Casts Shadows: On
• Shadow Darkness: 200%
• Shadow Diffusion 100px

and with its Position property set to 640, 360, -444.4:

The result is that while one end of the text is lit and the other appears to disappear into the shadows, the 
“edges” of the text aren't catching any shadows, which is slightly disappointing; without the ray-traced 
renderer of CS6, After Effects isn't able to accurately model how light moves, bounces and reflects. However, 
we can improve this greatly. 

Go to the Project panel and double-click the Fake 3D Multiple Layers comp to open it, then choose 
Edit>Select All/Ctrl+A, and Ctrl+click the very top layer to deselect it. Hover over one of the selected layers 
and choose Layer>Layer Styles>Bevel and Emboss. This is then applied to all of the layers except for the top 
one; I also leave the settings at their defaults, although feel free to experiment:



Now switch back to the “Fake 3D” composition and check out the results:

Much more convincing, but let's do some more work to further improve things. 

First set the text's Rotation back to 0°, then import the file stockvault-pallet-with-color-smears108100 from 
the 25-stockvault-textures folder and drag it to the bottom of the layer pile in the Fake 3D comp. Make it 
3D, then switch the Composition panel to the Top view. Push it back in Z space so that it isn't too close to 
the text; Position values of 640, 360 and 200 should be fine. Switch back to the Active Camera view.

The precomposed text layer (unfortunately) won't cast any shadows (we would normally do this by pressing 
AA on the keyboard to show the Material Options and turn on Casts Shadows), so we'll have to fake one 



instead. 

In the Project panel, double-click on the Fake 3D Original Text composition and copy the original text layer 
(Edit>Copy/Ctrl+C). Click on the Fake 3D comp and paste it in (Edit>Paste/Ctrl+V). Select the Text tool 
(Ctrl+T) and highlight this layer, then, in the Character panel, set the colour to be black. Now align the layer 
to the white text and push it back so that it sits on the same Z position as the  stockvault-pallet-with-color-
smears108100 layer; I used figures of 636.4, 425.7 and 200. Add a Fast Blur (Effect>Blur & Sharpen>Fast 
Blur) and choose a suitable Blurriness value; I used 20. Press T to expose the shadow's Opacity and set it to 
80%. Naming layers is always good idea, so press Enter on the main keyboard and rename it “Fake 3D 
Shadow”.

Now for the final touches: add a camera by choosing Layer>New>Camera/Ctrl+Alt+Shift+C. Make sure it's 
a Two-Node Camera, and choose the 50mm preset. Click OK.

Click on the Unified Camera Tool in the Toolbar and hold the left mouse button to reveal the sub-menu for 
it; choose the Orbit Camera Tool, or press C to cycle through the tool's settings until you reach the orbit 
option.

Make sure you're at the first frame of the comp (Home) and then click on the stopwatch for the camera's 
Position. In the Composition panel, click-and-drag down and to the right to offset the view. The beauty of 
choosing a Two-Node Camera earlier is that it will remain centred on the text as you rotate around it:

Now jump to the end of the composition by pressing End, and click-and-drag up and to the left to end up 
with something like this:



Once you're happy with the results, hit 0 on the numeric keypad to make a RAM Preview ( ).

And that's about it for the techniques involved. However, there are still some interesting things to note:

• If you want to change the font at any time, double-click the Fake 3D Original Text comp and edit 
that single layer we created at the very beginning, and the changes will update instantly across all of 
the other comps; such is the beauty of using precompositions. This technique works well with a wide 
variety of fonts, although not all are suitable. However, if you do this, remember to also change the 
fake shadow layer in the main composition...!

• Try adding something like a Gradient Overlay layer style to the top layer in the Fake 3D Multiple 
Layers composition. 

• You don't just have to animate the camera – try animating the Position and Rotation of the Fake 3D 
Multiple Layers precomp nested inside of the main Fake 3D composition, but don't go beyond 90° as 
this will expose the “fakeness” of the fake 3D! 

• If you want to add Motion Blur, select all of the layers inside Fake 3D Multiple Layers and press the 
Motion Blur switch, and also enable it for that composition AND the main Fake 3D comp – you 
won't be able to enable it for just the layer in the main comp. If you're not happy with the results that 
this provides, add an Adjustment Layer (Layer>New>Adjustment Layer/Ctrl+Alt+Y ) to the main 
comp above the layers to be affected and apply Effect>Time>CC Force Motion Blur to it. This will 
slow down render times considerably, but gives impressive results.

• Enable Per-Character 3D animation can still be applied to the text in the Fake 3D Original Text 
comp with the results being instantly updating in the main composition; see the tutorial on Text 
Animators for more details...!

• Check out the example movies in the Dropbox folder for more inspiration...
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