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Crossing the Line

by Chris & Trish Meyer, CyberMotion

Ideas for putting the new
Line Elements collection to work.

We love stock footage collections that contain elements which we
can blend with other clips. The resulting composites are often more
intriguing than using single clips, plus this allows us to build custom
looks for clients out of otherwise stock shots.

The new Line Elements collection from Artbeats contains numer-
ous clips of animated graphical drawings that vary from elegant to
psychedelic. There are a couple of basic ways to use them includ-
ing blended on top of other clips, or as mattes to reveal other clips.
We’ve discussed some of these techniques in general terms in previ-
ous articles (Creative Mattes and Artificial Lighting), but the unique
qualities of Line Elements benefit from particular applications of
these concepts. We’ll give you a few examples here.

Figure 1 above: The new Line Elements collection contains a nice variety of

thin, graphical line art animations. Most are in grayscale (making them ex-
cellent elements to blend with other clips), although some are also in color.
Clips pictured here include LNE101, 108, 119, and 135.
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In general, to blend an abstract stock footage clip onto other imagery,
you assign a blending mode (sometimes referred to as a mix, blend
or transfer mode) to it. Since the Line Elements collection consists
of primarily black and white imagery, there are a limited number

of modes you can use successfully with the unaltered clips. Add,
Screen, and their related “brightening” modes will add illumina-
tion to the underlying footage just where the Line Elements are gray
or white; if you choose a “darkening” mode such as Multiply, the
underlying clip will only be revealed where the Line Element clip is
gray or black. Adjusting the Opacity of the Line Elements clip will
alter the intensity of the effect.

Figure 2 below: At the simplest, Line Elements clips can
add lighting effects to other footage (a). Adding a Tint
effect allows a wider range of colorizations (b). Here,
LNEI108 (shown earlier) is applied on top of Artbeats
Animal Safari clip VAS110.

Figure 2a
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But that’s certainly not where the story ends. For starters, you can
reduce the contrast of the Line Elements clips to more subtly alter
underlying clips. What we refer to as the “lighting” modes — Over-
lay, Soft Light, and Hard Light — pivot around the 50% gray point. If
the image on top is 50% gray, nothing changes underneath; devia-
tions from this increase the contrast of the underlying layers. Putting
this into action, apply a Levels effect to a grayscale Line Elements
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clip. Edit the Output Black and White to meet at 50% gray. Now
start to reduce Output Black and increase Output White to “burn”
and “dodge” (add shadows and highlights) to the underlying clip as
desired.

More fun can be had if you colorize these clips. Instead of Levels,
apply a simple Tint effect to a grayscale Line Elements clip. This

will allow you to map black and white to new colors of your choos-
ing, which will in turn colorize as well as add contrast to underlying
clips when you use a blending mode. If you select a Line Elements
clip with considerable intermediate gray values (such as LNE101),
replace Tint with Tritone to select three colors. In either case, you
can still follow these with Levels if you like to tweak the contrast
without having to alter the colors you’ve chosen. Or select Color
mode for the Line Elements clip, which replaces the colors in the
underlying clip without affecting its own luminance values. Again,
Opacity will control the intensity of the effect.

Cutting a Matte

Whenever we see a clip with strong black and white values, we im-
mediately think “that could be a track matte.” Track mattes are used
to cut out an underlying layer and give it a new alpha channel. This
new alpha is based on either the alpha or the luminance values of the
matte layer.

To do this in Adobe After Effects, place the matte layer (the Line
Elements clip) on top of a second layer (which will now act as a
“fill”’), make sure the Modes panel is visible (press F4), and set the
Track Matte popup for the underlying layer to either
Luma (which says “show the fill layer where the
matte layer is white”’) or Luma Inverted (show the fill
layer where the matte layer is black). Be sure to turn
off the visibility of the matte layer: You don’t want to
see it anymore; you just want to borrow its luminance
as alpha for another layer. If you are using another
program, then follow its procedure for borrowing the
luminance of a layer as an alpha.

Candidates for this trick among Line Elements include the time
tunnel-ish clips LNE109 and LNE110, or others that have larger
solid white areas such as LNE112. If you like the pattern in a clip
that otherwise has a lot of intermediate grays, apply Levels to it and

Figure 4: Clips with strong black, white, and gray patterns — such as Line
Elements LNE112 (a) — are great candidates to be used as luminance mattes
(b) for other clips (c). Matted footage is Artbeats Retro Healthcare HR105;
background is Digital Moods DMD122 with its hue rotated 70°.
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manipulate its Gamma control to “beef up” these intermediate grays
so the fill layer can be more opaque. Once you have set up a track
matte, you can still choose a blending mode for the fill layer to have
it combine with underlying layers in more interesting ways.

A problem with track mattes in After Effects is that it can be tricky
to apply additional effects, which use this new alpha, such as glows
or drop shadows. Normally, you would want to set up the track matte
composite in its own composition, then nest the resulting comp as a
new layer in a second comp where the effects are applied. However,
After Effects CS3 has added a wonderful feature called Layer Styles
which recreate Photoshop’s more complex glows, shadows, bevels,
embosses, and other looks inside After Effects. Select the fill layer
and use Layer > Layer Styles to pick one of these effects (such as
Drop Shadow), and it will be applied after the track matte is calcu-
lated.

Figure 5: After Effects CS3 now
supports Layer Styles, which
make it possible to apply bevels,
shadows, and other edge effects
to a matted layer without the need
to precompose. Here we used Line
Elements LNE109 as the matte (a)
and Virtual Insanity ANT125 as
the fill (b), then applied the Drop
Shadow plus Bevel and Emboss
styles (c).
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Zooming Out

Most of the Line Elements clips have a fairly fast pace. We discussed
ways to slow down clips in another previous article (A Change of
Pace). We should note that the Line Elements clips lend themselves
particularly well to a Cycore plug-in called CC Wide Time. This ef-
fect creates a “persistence of vision” look where prior or later frames
are blended into the current frame, helping fill more of the screen
with soft lines — particularly useful when you’re using Line Elements
as mattes. CycoreFX has come bundled with After Effects for a few
versions now, but they used to require running a separate installer on
the After Effects disc; they are installed automatically with CS3. If
you are using another program such as Final Cut Pro, you may find
another plug-in that performs similar tricks (such as Temporal Blur
from Boris Effects).
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