
Introduction to Flash - Looking at Symbols

Flash can help you animate and create wonderful presentations without the need to get involved in some 
of the advanced techniques. There comes a point when you could make your work easier to manage and 
faster to produce Flash can offer a reward for delving a little deeper with extra properties and the ability to 
create buttons, but more on that later.

First we need to look at what symbols are. Up to now you have got to grips with some pretty 
complex animation sequences and now you should be fairly confident with them. But you may, or may 
not be finding, that redrawing, copying and pasting objects, and copying and pasting frames across the 
timeline has started to get tedious and thinking there must be a more logical way, there is! Flash has in its 
extra set of tools, something referred to as the Symbols Library. If you go to Window > Library you should 
find that a empty box will appear either loosely in front of the stage or placed below your currently opened 
palette to the right of the screen as shown in this picture. 

 Symbol Library

This Library allows you to store objects to be used later in the current project, but also as part of 
other projects in the future. Its main role is storage but it also allows easy access to your objects, and 
allows you to store more exciting objects like externally created films, images and sound clips. How else 
do you think we created these training cds?

So how do we create symbols to place in the library? You can create symbols straight off or you can 
convert drawn objects you have already spent time on into symbols very simply. First start by drawing 
something on to the stage, highlight it as if you were about to group it and then go to 
Modify > Convert to Symbol.



A box will appear offering you a choice of symbol types. If you are creating a drawn object, which we 
are, choose the radio button next to Graphic and give your object a useful and memorable name. 
Then click Ok.

Immediately you do that the object with the name you gave it will appear in the Library as shown, the 
icon to the right of it tells you its type or behavior, this is a graphic and is represented as such.



You will also notice on stage that the object is now grouped. It has the box around it which in previous 
tutorials has indicated that the object is grouped, this saves us a job, it is grouped and therefore a solid 
shape to animate as before.

Because you are now using symbols rather than grouped objects Flash rewards you in a number of 
ways. First you get extra Properties when you use the selection tool. Click once on the new symbol you 
have made and then go to the Properties bar. To the right hand side of it you will notice you have a 
drop down box called Color, this allows you to play around with the properties of the object like its 
transparency. Select Alpha from the drop down menu and then using the slide bar you can adjust the 
transparency of the object, and just in case you aren't thinking it, this allows you to tween objects to 
fade in and out!



Flash also allows you to create multiple copies of the object without the need for copy and paste. Click 
on the newly created symbol in the library and then click, hold and drag the picture of it onto the stage, 
you now have an Instance of the object. 

Instance refers to a copy of your symbol, but not actually your symbol, by creating a library item you 
create a family, the parent is the original object and everything on screen is a child of that parent. 
Complicated, but try and stick with me. This means that if you change the parent the children change as 
well, designed to simplify updateability of objects in your animations. To change the parent double click 
on the picture of your symbol in the library window this will take you to the symbol editing window and 
stage will change. 



Now change the colour of your object in some way, notice it is not grouped here so it can be edited, then 
click on Scene 1 to return to the main stage. You will now notice that the colour of your children have 
changed as well. 

 Scene 1

Last thing to point out here is how to end this family relationship. In certain circumstances you may want 
to use a graphic symbol and then change it without changing everything else. All you need to do in this 
situation is click on the object on stage that you want to remove from its family and then go to 
Modify > Break Apart. The object will become independent once again and no longer affected by the 
changes made to the original parent. Try it and see.




