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In this tutorial you’ll be shown how to 
combine different mediums – abstract 

art and photography – to create visually 
appealing effects. You’ll take a simple black 
and white photo of a girl and add colour, 
textures and lighting effects to create a 
vibrant and lucid piece of artwork. 

The image featured here is inspired by 
the concept of lucid dreaming, a 
phenomenon that has fascinated me since  
I first discovered it, in which the conscious 
perception of one’s state while dreaming 
enables a more cogent (‘lucid’) control over 
the content and quality of the experience. 

Lucid dreaming is very different from 
normal dreaming; the person becomes 
aware that they’re dreaming during the 
experience, and the scenes within the dream 
often expand suddenly and dramatically in 
richness and colour as the dreamer becomes 
aware that the world being experienced, 
although appearing believable, is imaginary.

Among the techniques we’ll look at here 
are how you can use gradients to create a 
palette of colours, and how these colours 
can be manipulated using Blending Modes 
such as Soft Light, Overlay and Colour 
Dodge to create the illusion of depth and 
vibrancy. As always, the best way to get the 
results you want is to experiment.

You’ll also use Blending Modes to add 
light and highlight effects, which will create 
focal points within the image and further 
enhance the dreamy feel of the piece. I’ll 
also show you how to create a particle 
effect, which is great for adding detail and 
really easy to create, and we’ll also look at 
how to give an illusion of depth by using 
blurs and transforming certain elements. 
Let’s get down to it.

1Open Canvas.psd from this month’s CD. 
Create a new Floor layer under the Girl 

Sitting layer. Select the Gradient tool then 
Radial Gradient in the Options bar. Set the 
foreground colour to white. Open the 
Gradient Picker and select Foreground to 
Transparent style. Draw the gradient shown.

2Now select the Floor layer and use the 
Free Transform options to reshape the 

gradient as shown. Create another new 
layer and name it Floor Shade. You can now 
use the Brush Tool to paint a black area on 
the floor and create a shadow for the girl. 
Use the Smudge tool to smudge the black 
area, making the shadow more realistic.
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VIVID COLOUR EFFECTS
PHOTOSHOP

Photoshop wizard Jort Braam combines abstract images with black and white photography, using gradients, blurs  
and Blending Modes to create a stunning composited image that’s bursting with colour and movement

3Open the Girl_formation.psd and press 
Command/Ctrl+A to select the whole 

canvas. Now press Command/Ctrl+C to Copy 
the selected area. Close the document and 
return to your original file. Press Command/
Ctrl+V to Paste the selection into the main 
document. Position the layer as shown, and 
name the layer Grouped.

4 Now duplicate the layer you have been 
working on and use the Free Transform 

options to rotate and scale the layer as 
shown here. Name this layer Grouped2. 
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 5 Hide the Grouped and Grouped2 layers. Duplicate the Grouped layer 
three times and use the Free Transform options to position them as in 

screenshot a; refer to screenshot b to help. Set the Blending Mode of 
each layer to Soft Light. Make the layers visible again. It will look like 
they’ve disappeared, but they’re blended into the background – we’ll come 
back to these. It’s important to keep your Layers palette organised, so 
select all of the layers except for the first three and put them into a new 
folder named COMP/Girl. Refer to screenshot c to see how it should look.

PHOTOSHOP

 6 Create a new layer under the 
new folder.  Pick the Gradient 

tool and set the foreground to the 
following hex value: #8E9274. 
Create a Radial gradient as 
shown, and name the layer 
Gradient1. Duplicate the layer, 
set its Opacity to 50 per cent and 
name it Gradient2. Duplicate the 
layer, set the Opacity to 20 per 
cent and name it Gradient3. 
Position the Gradient3 layer in 
the upper-left to get a wider glow 
range. You’ll now see that the 
layers set to Soft Light blend into 
the Radial gradients.

 7 Next, create a new 
layer, and name it 

Brush Highlights. Select 
the Brush tool, choose a 
300-pixel-wide brush, 
and set the Opacity of 
the brush to 60 per cent. 
Add some random 
highlights across the 
image, as shown here.

8 In the next few steps you’ll start to create 
the main colour scheme. Do this by 

creating three Radial gradients. First choose 
a strong red foreground colour using the hex 
value #F2000. Draw a large gradient as 
shown. Now set the Blending Mode of the 
layer to Hard Light, and reduce the Opacity to 
20 per cent. Name this layer Gradient4.

9 Create a new layer above the COMP/Girl 
folder and name it Gradient5. Draw a 

gradient as shown, using 00F1F5 as the 
foreground colour. Set the Blending Mode to 
Hard Light, and set the Opacity at 14 per cent.

10To stop the girl being affected by the 
colour of the blue gradient you have 

created, apply a mask to the Gradient5 layer. 
Now select the mask and brush over the girl 
using a black 100-pixel brush.

11This will be your last gradient. Create 
a new layer and select a foreground 

colour with the a hex value of #A59670. Draw 
a gradient as shown above and set the Opacity 
to 69 per cent. Name this layer Gradient6. 
Leave the Blending Mode on normal.

12 Open the Screen base.psd file from 
the CD. Select the Brush tool and 

select a hard, round 5-pixel brush. Set the 
foreground colour to white. Create a new 
Lines _overlay layer above the Background 
layer. Set the Blending Mode to Overlay. Use 
the brush to paint lines, as shown, changing 
its size to create different width lines. 

13Create a new layer under the Lines _
overlay layer and name it Glow _

colourdodge. Set the Blending Mode of the 
layer to Colour Dodge and select a 200-pixel 
brush. Set the Opacity of the brush to 50 per 
cent and add highlights to pick out the parts 
of the lines created in step 12. Add spots and 
play with the brush size and Opacity.
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Hate repeating the same 
steps? Why not save 
various objects or effects 
that you’ve created to a 
local folder as a resource 
library? Then, whenever 
you create a nice new 
effect or shape, you can 
save it to your library for 
further use. If your PSD 
contains lots of layers, 
group the layers in a 
folder and then save the 
folder to be used again.

RESOURCE LIBRARY

14 For a more dreamy effect, duplicate 
the layer you’ve just painted in, and 

select Filter>Blur>GaussianBlur. Enter a 
Radius of 80 pixels. You can add some 
details by creating a new layer and drawing 
additional lines and sparks with the Pencil 
tool. Set this layer to Overlay.

15When 
you’re done, 

select the whole 
canvas by pressing 
Command/Ctrl+A, 
then select Edit> 
CopyMerged (Shift 
+Command/Ctrl+ 
C). Close your 
document. Return 
to your original 
document and hit 
Command/Ctrl+V 
to paste in the merged layers as a new layer. 
Place this layer at the top of the stack, and 
set it to Screen. Your document should look 
like this screenshot. You can erase 
unwanted areas by creating a mask, and 
painting on it with a 100-pixel brush.

16Open the Water texture.psd file from 
the disc. Select the whole canvas, 

and Copy it. Close the document, and Paste 
the selection into the main file as a new 
layer. Set the Blending Mode of this layer to 
Hard Light and lower the Opacity to 23 per 
cent. Rename the layer Water texture.

17 Create a new layer and name it 
Highlights. Select a 300-pixel brush, 

set the foreground colour to white and paint 
some strokes as shown. Go to Filter>Blur> 
GaussianBlur and enter a radius of 100 pixels. 
Lower the Opacity of the layer to 30  
per cent, which will result in a light glow 
effect, softening the image a little.

18 Create a new document that measures 
1,000x1,500 pixels. Fill the background 

with black, and create a new layer. Select the 
Elliptical Marquee tool, create some selections 
and fill them white. Repeat this process and 
create some fills as shown above. Duplicate 
the layers and transform them to different 
sizes. Change the Opacity of the layers, too, 
and erase random sections from some dots.

19 Now merge (Command/Ctrl+E) all of  
the layers except for the background 

layer. Duplicate the merged layer, go to 
Filter>Blur>GaussianBlur and enter a 
Radius of 8 pixels. Now merge the blurred 
layer with the original copy – again, don’t 
include the background layer.

20 Copy and Paste your canvas into the 
main document. Name this new 

layer Particle1 and set the Blending Mode to 
Overlay. Duplicate the layer and play about 
with the particles by moving the layers and 
using Free Transform. When you’re happy 
with the results, create a new folder and 
place your particle layers in it. 

21To add more contrast to the top of the 
image, create a new layer and name 

it Top Shade. Set the Blending Mode of the 
layer to Soft Light, and select the Gradient 
tool. Choose Linear Gradient in the options 
bar and set the foreground colour to black. 
Draw a gradient as shown – you’ll see that 
the top part of the image gets darker.

22 To complete the image you’ll need to 
add some Adjustment Layers. Create a 

new Adjustment Layer and select Channel 
Mixer from the menu. Double-click on the 
layer and insert the following values: Red 
+104, Green +30, Blue –22; Red +14, Green 
+76, Blue +18; Red +8, Green –6; Blue +88. 
Now add a Color 
Balance Adjustment 
Layer and enter: -1, +19, 
+64. Next, add a Levels 
Adjustment Layer with 
the following Input 
Levels values: 0, 0.84, 
221. On top of that 
create a Hue/
Saturation Adjustment 
Layer with these 
values: +9, -16, 0. To 
finish off, isolate the girl 
from the effects of the 
Adjustment Layers, by 
applying a mask 
across her layer.  
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When you’re working in a 
large Photoshop file it 
can be easy to get lost 
among all the layers –  
it’s often hard to identify 
the layer that contains 
the element you want to 
edit. The thumbnails in 
the Layers palette don’t 
help very much, but 
there is a solution: hold 
down the Command/Ctrl 
key and click on the 
element you want to edit 
– a menu will pop up, 
showing the name of the 
layer it’s on. Select the 
layer to make it active.

KEEP TO THE POINT


