Introduction to After Effects Expressions and the Expression Effects

The sole purpose of Expression Effects is to allow you to add keyframes to scripts written in the After Effects 'programming language', which are referred to as Expressions. The rule-of-thumb with regard to expressions is that if you can possibly avoid using them, you should do so. Coding is horrible and locating your errors will most likely drive you insane. They're very helpful in situations where you need to complete numerous variable or repetitive tasks, and can deliver fantastic results where implemented correctly.

"An expression in a programming language is a combination of values, variables, operators, and functions that are interpreted (evaluated) according to the particular rules of precedence and of association for a particular programming language, which computes and then produces (returns, in a stateful environment) another value. The expression is said to evaluate to that value. As in mathematics, the expression is (or can be said to have) its evaluated value; the expression is a representation of that value." (Wikipedia)

Resources

1. Dan Ebberts- master of expressions coding, currently hosts a fantastic web resource- http://www.motionscript.com/.

2. AEEnhancers- http://www.aenhancers.com/ a forum full good advice and a great expressions library.

3. Adobe provide a great Expression Reference- proceed to help/ expression reference to access this resource.

To Access Expressions in After Effects

To add an expression- hold [alt], click on keyframe stopwatch for a given layer. You can remove an expression by repeating this step.

Note that each expression requires a timeline marker ([asterix key] will create one easily) to act as a starting point, and won't work without one.

To copy & paste expressions- toggle the relevant layer, then select the layer variable (ie- scale or position) that has the expression applied. Proceed to the edit menu and select edit/copy expression only. You can press control + v to paste this expression into new layers.

To modify an expression over time, we use the expression slider control:

i) Add a slider control effect to the layer that features the code you want to modify.

ii) Highlight the value (And only the value!- ie [amplitude = 90;], highlight the [90] only)

iii) Select the pickwhip in the expressions pickwhip, drag & release on the slider control within you effects panel.

iv) This will make the slider control take charge of the amplitude in this example. Its' a good idea to rename each effect as you link them, as you'll quickly lose control without reference.

Effect Rundown

It will quickly become evident that each of the Expression Effects are self-evident in nature:

1. Angle Control- for controlling properties with angle controls, if has degrees and can keep track of the number of complete revolutions.

2. Checkbox Control- For controlling effects with an on/ off switch.

3. Colour Control- To select and animate the colout change of a colour swatch. Can be used to change the colour of multiple properties at once.

4. Layer Control- Only allows you to select a layer. This effect doesn't animate. Useful as a 'switch'.

5. Point Control- For controlling properties with an effect point control (usually properties with X and Y position values).

6. Slider Control- Allows you to animate from one value to another. Highly used.

A Quick Example 

In this example I've created a solid and added the fractal noise effect. I've then added an expression to the brightness variable of the fractal noise effect, replacing effect("Fractal Noise")(5) with wiggle (5, 10). A screen-shot is shown below. This will create random brightness values within 10 units of the existing value for the Brightness property five times every second.
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See if you can link this code to a slider control so that you can animate the intensity of this flicker over time (Hint- Highlight the 10, then follow the instructions on page one).

