
Creating Mattes

Convert footage into mattes 
to create more interesting 
picture-in-picture effects.
by Chris & Trish Meyer, CyberMotion
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Figure 1: Here are some examples of abstract backgrounds that have po-
tential to make interesting mattes: Digital Aire DA102 (a), Glass Illusions 
GAS106 (b), Code Rage CDA120 (c), and Nature Abstracts NAB107 (d). 
We’re looking for light-to-dark transitions, with an obvious center.
Figure 2: Continuing with NAB107, simply converting it to grayscale results 
in an image with low contrast (a), where we want high contrast. We explored 
the red (b), blue (c), and green (d) channels to see which one would give us a 
better starting point.

Channel Surþng
The next step is converting your image into grayscale. The quick and 
dirty way is to apply a plug-in such as Tint with end point colors of 
black and white. The more advanced approach is to þnd which color 
channel of your selected image contains the most contrast, and to use 
that as your starting point.

Many programs - such as Adobe After Effects - include a color chan-
nel selector as part of their viewer window. Locate it (it’s along the 
bottom left of the Composition panel in After Effects) and switch 
through the red, blue, and green channels to see which ones yields 
the widest range of bright to dark values. You may be surprised! For 
example, since the image we’ve chosen - Nature Abstracts NAB107 
- is predominantly blue, you would assume this would be the channel 
to use. However, this overall blue cast means that blue is everywhere 
in the image; not exactly a recipe for contrast. Instead, you want to 
pick a color that is present in some places (for example, the edges) 
but not the others (in this case, the center).

We often say that one of the secrets to motion graphics is manag-
ing transparency. The more you can get away from full-frame or 
hard-edged images, the more likely you are to create a “mysterious” 
look with perceived higher production values. To this end, we want 
to share with you a few tricks for how to turn footage into a “matte” 
that can be used to partially reveal one image over another.

When employing this technique, the þrst thing we look for is a clip 
- often an abstract background, but it can be realistic as well - that 
has a pattern which we think would be interesting to use to reveal 
another clip. The main thing you are looking for are interesting 
“values”: differences between light and dark areas. A good candi-
date is an image with an obvious center that then fades off the sides. 
The center can be light or dark; you can always invert the image if 
needed. Don’t worry about the colors; we’ll be removing those to 
create a grayscale image.
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Learn how to create this complex, mysterious composite
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Figure 3: The quickest way to choose a speciþc color channel in After Ef-
fects is to use the Channel Combiner effect (top). If you prefer more power, 
use Channel Mixer followed by Tint to convert the result to grayscale 
(bottom).

After you’ve chosen a channel, return your viewer to full RGB, and 
select a plug-in that allows you to isolate a speciþc color channel. 
There are numerous plug-ins in After Effects which can do this; 
the one that requires the fewest mouse clicks is probably Channel 
> Channel Combiner. Set its To popup to Lightness, and its From 
popup to the color of your choice - in this case, Red.

Other plug-ins provide more options. Perhaps the most power stock 
After Effects plug-in for this task is Color Correction > Channel 
Mixer. Here you can mix and match varying levels of several dif-
ferent combinations of the red, green, and blue channels to try to 
optimize your contrast. In this case, the result is a color image; you 
will need to follow it with Tint to convert the result into a grayscale 
image. An alternative trick with Channel Mixer is to enable its 
Monochrome option; now just the þrst three sliders work, allowing 
you to add or subtract varying amounts of the red, green, and blue 
channels yielding a grayscale result.
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The next step is to increase the contrast between the light and dark 
areas. You can use a contrast-style plug-in; we prefer to use some-
thing like Levels, as its associated histogram display gives us good 
visual feedback as to where the gray values are, and what we’re 
doing to them.

Unlike normal color correction, feel free to go ahead and “crush” the 
black and white areas. You need pure black or white to completely 
block (matte out) the image on top, or to make it opaque in order 
to clearly reveal it. Drag the Black and White Input sliders inward 
as needed to get a strong pattern, and then use the Gamma slider in 
between to balance off the intermediate grays and transition zones.

Figure 4: After you’ve chosen your channel or channel mix (a), use a Levels 
effect (b) to increase its contrast, leaving areas that are totally black or 
white (c).
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