Introduction to Keying and Matte Effects

Keying is the process of removing a range of pixels from an image and replacing them with alpha transparency.

This process usually involves a number of stages, including:

I) Making the colour or saturation of your source material consistent.

II) Introducing a garbage matte to your footage to ease your workload.

III) Applying a keying effect to remove the relevant pixels.

IV) Refining this result, tweaking the settings of your key for best results.

V) Reviewing your results and testing for better alternatives- use of channel blur, colour correction and matte effects on your source material, for example, might well yield better results.

Remember that matte effects are fundamentally used to shrink ('choke') and expand ('spread') an alpha mask. They'll be very useful to your keying work.

Most often you'll need to layer multiple keying passes to get a good result.

Keying Effects

Colour Difference Key

This key is great for very fine effects like hair or smoke, but only really works on very high quality footage. This effect creates two mattes (named partial A and partial B) then combines them together to create a final alpha (using the matte controls).

The fastest way to use this key is to remember that each of the controls and views presented at the top of the effect refer to partial a, partial b and matte respectively. Use the eyedroppers to select each matte, and remember to update the view to review each one of these mattes as you go. Fine tune using the sliders once you're done with these options at the top of this panel.

Colour Key

Quick and easy to use, results usually poor. Avoid it unless you're in a hurry.

Colour Range Effect

Use the droppers to gradually remove colour from your scene. Very similar to Photoshop's colour range selector.

Difference Matte Effect

Looks at two pieces of similar footage, then attempts to eliminate differing pixels, usually without much success. Good at generating stylised gunk.

Extract Effect

Attempts to pull a key looking at a layer's brightness. Only works well where you have heavily contrasting luminance. Heavy use of the levels and curves effects will get the most out of this key. Interesting as you can isolate channels.

Inner / Outer Key

A very useful keying tool that enables you to use several masks in one effect. It also allows you to restore pixels and clean-up masks. This filter gives great results on the layers that it keys, and is often used on a single mask. 

A good option that allows you split your footage into layers, although limited in power once you want to keyframe or add effects- if you can manage your layers and pre-comps well, I'd recommend isolating keyed layers instead of using this key option.

Keylight

Chroma keying is the technique of filming a subject against a background of uniform colour. Most often a light green screen is used, primarily because this colour does not naturally appear in human skin.

If you're lucky enough to have access to a green-screen, this effect is going to generate some fantastic results. Easily the most powerful chroma-keying effect in After Effects.

Linear Colour Key

Another quick key effect, although somewhat more effective than the other 'quick fixes' discussed here. Another effect that uses a dropper tool to gradually remove colour from a scene, although this effect makes good use of additional soften tools and numerous matte preview options.

Luma Key

Just like the extract effect, only a little more limited in scope. Gives good quick results, nonetheless, so worth experimenting with.

Spill Supressor

This effect eliminates the pesky outlines that gather to outline most of the keying work that you'll do. As such, it is an essential tool and you'll want to use it often.

Unique as it works by desaturating pixels or a particular colour, rather than eliminating them. Can be used in conjunction with faster keys for acceptable results, or for fine-tweaking extensive keys.

Matte Effects

Matte Choker

Used as both a spread and a choke matte. This first 3 controls of this effect are used to spread (and restore) the matte, while the second set of controls are intended to be used to shrink it back down.

Refine Matte

Additional smoothing, chatter-removal and decontamination tools.

Simple Choker

Smooths the matte in addition to spreading it or choking it. Simple, but very useful.

Mocha Shape

Used in conjunction with track mattes and shapes built within Mocha and then imported into After Effects.

