Introduction to After Effects Filters Part I

Foreword

A comprehensive guide that details every available effect in After Effects represents an exercise in futility and stupidity. There are a host of ineffective and redundant effects shipped with After Effects. Many of these will present limited options (ie- a single slider) that will limit your options and damage your work. These have been developed for first-time users looking to quickly & succinctly apply an effect to their composition. If you've developed your skills to the point that you're studying this program, you'll need to be able to recognise and avoid these effects.

As you complete more work and come to understand the resources available within After Effects, you'll also come to recognise clichés. Photoshop's Lens-Flare effect is an infamous example of digital cliché... many new Photoshop users will stumble upon this filter effect and apply it to most of their projects as, to be fair, it looks pretty good. Once this new user has completed a number of projects and had a look at the work of other new users, they'll come to realise their mistake- the Lens-Flare effect is too strong. While it will make an image look good, it overpowers the merits of a given work and makes it look identical to the work of other people that have used this filter. Effects will most often overpower and detract from your work unless you're restrained in their use and moderate in their application.
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Within these notes we'll be focusing on effects that are recognised as the 'preferred' options available within After Effects. Three things that you'll need to bear in mind are:

I) That you'll need to experiment with the program in your own time. Successful use of effects lies in finding nice combinations of effects and backward-engineering other effects for use outside their purpose. The only way that you're going to develop your preferred combinations is by experimenting.

II) That you don't have to agree with a single thing that is written here. Building up a knowledge of unique filter combinations will help define you as an AE artist, and many of the older filters that are not covered in these notes will invariably serve a purpose that has been overlooked.

III) That you're always susceptible to digital cliché. This isn't always a bad thing, but be aware that fresh new filters are going to circulate widley and, most often, mark your work. Think of the [video co-pilot .com] series of endorsed plug-ins and tutorials, for example- I've counted 20 through 40 uses of the 'demon morph transition' recently while reviewing portfolios, broadcasts and shows... no doubt you'll have similar stories. When applying someone else's effects, obfuscation and subtlety is always a good idea.

Colour Correction Filters

Broadcast Colours – Used to ensure that all colours and brightness levels used within in your composition are broadcast safe (ie- they'll appear on a PAL/ NTSC TV screen without 'blowing out' or distorting). Pick your preferred method of making colour safe (reduce luminance or saturation, whichever gives better results), or isolate (key out) pixels that don't meet compliance. The Maximum Signal slider represents the overall tolerance of this effect, so you'll want to leave it at default setting. Best used on a comp, not on individual layers.

Change to Colour – Seems to give superior results to [Change Colour], including a crisper, smoother mask. Invariably you'll need to apply a mask to your footage to get the most out of this quick colour-change, as noise always seems to accumulate some of the colour change.
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Channel Mixer – Unwittingly gives a great monochromatic effect, also great for tints. The way that this interface works is that (i) the name on the left indicates the input colour (before the effect is applied), (ii) the name on the right indicates the output colour (added once this effect has been applied). For example, [Red-Green 50] indicates that the red channel will receive a 50 unit shift into green (defaults to 0 units). [Red-Const 50] will reduce the value of red across the footage (it defaults to 100 units). A cryptic interface, to be sure- try to think of it as an ugly version of the colour-curve slider.
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Colour Balance – Just like Photoshop's native Colour Balance Filter. Use this wherever you can. Features Preserve Luminosity, which many consider an essential feature.
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Colour Link – Attempts to match the colours on a given layer to another source layer. Does not take filters into effect, so you'll need to aim it at pre-composed assets.

Colour Stabiliser – Used to smooth out footage filmed under erratic lighting conditions. Stabilises colour by analysing colours from a sample frame to determine how to conform the luminance across all frames. You can increase (or reduce) the size of the area used by the Black Point and White point by increasing (or decreasing) the Sample Size value.

Colourama - One of the most popular colour effects packed with After Effects. Colourama converts the image to grayscale, then takes those grayscale values and remaps them to a different colour scheme.

Using the controls in the Input Phase area, you can specify which pixels are affected. The controls allow you to determine which colour attribute (e.g. intensity, saturation, and

so on) will be included in the Colourama calculations. Output specifies the colour combinations that you'll use.

The Modify area allows you to control whatever attribute of your layer you want changed. Pixel Selection allows you to choose a specific colour to adjust, and in order for the other Pixel Selection properties to work, you’ll first need to change the Matching Mode drop down to anything but None. The Masking section allows you to use another layer as a matte.
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Curves- A seminal effect that you should already understand completely. Will be explained in class.

Equalise - The purpose of the Equalise effect is to redistribute luminance values across an image, so that there is a greater balance among all pixels. Use in conjunction with Levels (shown below) for best effect.
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Exposure - The Exposure effect is another luminance correcting effect, like Curves or Levels. And, although you can use the Exposure effect in projects that are 8 or 16 bits per channel, it was created for the purpose of adjusting the exposure of footage that is 32 bits per channel.

Hue/ Saturation - A seminal effect that you should already understand completely. Will be explained in class.

Leave Colour – Pretty straightforward, and seems to work really well. As per example below.
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Levels - A seminal effect that you should already understand completely. Will be explained in class.

Levels (Individual Controls) - Just like regular levels, only allows you to adjust all colour channels and the composite at the same time. Primarily used for expressions, good for keyframing.
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Photo Filter – Ripped straight out of Photoshop. These are handy, quick-to-use filters to warm up or cool down a scene.
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Tint – Quick and nasty image tinting. Use tritone (below) for greater control.
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Tritone – As per screenshot below. Nice quick tinting.
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