
Bill Browning  May 4, 2013, Scrollers Club Meeting 

Intarsia Sketchup 
Handout 

 
Note: The video titled Using SketchUp for Intarsia Projects that I developed especially to show 
at the May 4, 2013, meeting can be found on YouTube HERE. Especially if you are not familiar 
with 3D modeling programs, you might want to preview it before the meeting. 

Introduction 
Katie McBride, my better half (or perhaps three quarters), has asked me to spend some time at 
the May Scrollers Club meeting facilitating a discussion about how SketchUp can be applied to 
Intarsia and other woodworking projects. I say discussion rather than presentation because I see 
it as a sharing of ideas instead of a monologue. 

I’m far from an expert on SketchUp, but I’ve been using it deeply and often for a year now in my 
hobby, designing 3D components for computer-based flight-simulator aircraft. During that time, 
I’ve researched SketchUp up one side and down the other, learning how to use it for my hobby. 

In case you don’t know, basic SketchUp is a 3D modeling program available as a free download. 
A for-fee professional version is also available, but I’ve never seen a need to upgrade to it. 
SketchUp was introduced in 2000 by a company named @Last Software. Google acquired that 
company and the program in 2006. Last year, Trimble Navigation acquired the program from 
Google. 

If you want to learn more about the history and capabilities of SketchUp, the Wikepedia article is 
an excellent starting point. 

SketchUp was the first 3D modeling program I had ever used. Although I’d had a lot of 
experience with 2D drawing programs—especially Illustrator—and photo-editing programs like 
Photoshop, SketchUp opened a whole new world to me. It has been described as an intuitive 
program, which I suppose is another way of saying a program for dummies. When I began, I was 
all thumbs and elbows, but after a while, everything fell into place. If you haven’t used a 3D 
modeling program before, you may have a similar experience. All I can say is, keep at it. 
Suddenly you’ll get the hang of it. 

Uses of SU for Intarsia 
A program like SketchUp can be very helpful for anyone who creates their own patterns. The 
program allows you to see what the finished project will look like before you have put blade to 
wood. You can, for example, experiment with different shapes and wood grains before 
committing to the final design. 

Getting Started 
To download the free, basic version of SketchUp, go HERE. 

What’s to Like 
There are a lot of things to like about SketchUp. For example: 

User Friendliness. Most important, SketchUp was designed from the beginning to be used by 
people who are not especially computer savvy or familiar with CAD (Computer Aided Drawing) 
programs. For example, unlike other modeling programs I’ve looked at, SketchUp’s images are 
crisp lines on a white background, instead of fuzzy lines on a green background. And most of the 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0RPKD0pUuas&feature=youtu.be
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/SketchUp
http://www.sketchup.com/intl/en/download/gsu.html
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tools are easy to use. An excellent example is the Push-Pull tool, which is demonstrated HERE. 
And did I mention, unlike most 3D modeling programs, SketchUp is FREE. 

Learning Resources. Because SketchUp is intended for novices as well as advanced users,  
many resources are available to show you the ropes and help you along the way. Below are 
examples of what’s available: 

• Trimble Video Tutorials. For anyone new to SketchUp and/or 3D modeling, these video 
tutorials are an excellent place to start. They are professionally done and very helpful. You 
will find an excellent getting-started YouTube video HERE. 

• Numerous other SketchUp video tutorials can be found on YouTube. Just type in words to 
describe what you want to learn, such as “Sketchup Rounding Corners” or “Sketchup 
Intarsia.” Of course, as is true of YouTube videos in general, the quality of the tutorials 
ranges from dreadful to excellent. 

• SketchUcation.com. This site includes numerous forums where you can post SketchUp 
questions and look at answers to questions others have posted. Registration is free. In 
addition, under the Resources tab are links to website pages on plugins (see the next section) 
and tutorials. 

 

Plugins. One reason basic SketchUp suffices for all but the most advanced applications is 
because many users have written and uploaded free plugins that greatly expand basic SketchUp’s 
capabilities. For Trimble’s lists of some free plugins, go HERE. and HERE on Trimble’s 
SketchUp website. An explanation on the second link shows how easy it is to install the plugins. 

An excellent plugin list can be found at: “SketchUcation: Must-Have Plugins.” Each one on the 
list has a thumbnail animation showing how the plugin works. This list continues to expand, so 
you might want to check back to it from time to time. 

From just a superficial search while preparing this handout, I’ve found a couple plugins that 
intarsia hobbyists might find especially useful. Click on the plugin name to go to a download 
page. 

• Cutlist.   While intended mainly for projects using larger pieces of wood, this plugin also 
may be helpful for some intarsia projects. It calculates how much of each material you 
will need for a project. It also lays out all of the pieces on boards or sheet sizes of your 
choosing.  For a detailed explanation of how Cut List works, go HERE. By googling 
“cutlist,” you will find many more tutorials. 

• Sketchy Physics 3. If you want to develop an animated intarsia project, such as an 
animated toy or wooden clock with gears, this plugin can help you model the moving 
pieces in advance, making changes before cutting the wood. The link explains how to 
install this plugin, and points you to where to go to download the latest version. 

At first, the variety and, in some cases, complexity of the plugins may seem overwhelming. But 
as with any learning curve, it’s a matter of mastering the tools one at a time, as you find a use for 
them. 
 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=miC1hvWQjlQ
http://www.sketchup.com/training/videos/new_to_gsu.html
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gsfH_cyXa1o
http://sketchucation.com/forums/
http://www.sketchup.com/intl/en/download/plugins.html
http://www.sketchup.com/intl/en/download/rubyscripts.html
http://forums.sketchucation.com/viewtopic.php?f=323&t=16909
http://code.google.com/p/cutlist/downloads/detail?name=cutlist4.1.4.zip&can=2&q=
http://www.srww.com/sketchup/cut-list-ruby-script.html
http://code.google.com/p/sketchyphysics/wiki/LatestVersion
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Trimble 3D Warehouse. With a SketchUp file opened, you can go to the 3D Warehouse, an 
online treasure trove of SketchUp models built by other SketchUp users and uploaded to the  
Warehouse. In a SketchUp file, simply go to File  3D Warehouse  Get Models. If you see 
something you can use, simply download it for free to your SketchUp file. Then you can use all 
or part of the model in you project. 

Or contribute your SketchUp creations to the Warehouse by going to File  3D Warehouse  
Share Model. 

For more information about the Warehouse, go HERE. 

Conclusion 
I hope this handout helps you see the possibilities of SketchUp.  

Bring your questions and/or insights to the May 4 meeting or, better yet, email them to me 
ahead of time at bmb18@comcast.net. Please type “INTARSIA SKETCHUP” in all caps in the 
Subject window so that I won’t overlook your message.  

Hopefully, you will find SketchUp to be as helpful and fun as I have. Below is an image of the 
first complex model I created from scratch in SketchUp. While not perfect, it shows what you 
can do after just a little time working with this fun-to-use program. 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 

http://www.sketchup.com/intl/en/product/3dwh.html
mailto:bmb18@comcast.net
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