


March 2006   | 65

MOVIE 

ON THE CD

As time and money are very limited 
in the design world, most designers 

can’t afford to buy the latest 3D applications 
and rotoscope every shot, so this tutorial 
will demonstrate how to create rotoscoped 
video clips and composite them in 3D 
without touching a 3D application. 

The monologue on which this tutorial is 
based incorporates rotoscoped characters in 
a three-dimensional framework, accented by 
coloured streamers and typography. The 
monologue is based on personal experiences 
and is intended to convey emotions through 
a combination of audio and visual elements.  

While the rotoscoping process enables 
the motion graphics designer to add unique 
components to visual compositions, 
traditional rotoscoping practices can be 
time-consuming. The unwary designer 
could easily squander hours or even days 
staring at a monitor, tracing frame by frame. 
Using footage shot on a blue/green screen 
you can quickly and easily rotoscope using 
After Effects’ Auto-trace tool. It’s then easy 
to combine the rotoscoped footage with The 
Foundry’s Keylight plug-in. 

One of After Effects’ key assets is its 
strong 3D compositing toolset, which you 
can use to add a whole new dimension to 
otherwise flat motion graphics. This  
process allows for the addition of camera 
movements and layered Illustrator files, 
bringing depth and pacing to any project. 

This tutorial will provide new avenues to 
experiment with motion graphics, so feel 
free to use the files included on this month’s 
disc as a template. You’ll need After Effects 
and The Foundry’s Keylight plug-in, a demo 
of which can be found on this month’s disc. 

1First import the color_streamers.ai file 
provided on the CD as a composition  

and use the document size for footage 
dimensions. Next, import your QuickTime 
file (green-screen_clips.mov) and drag your 
video clip onto the New Composition button.

2 Right-click/Ctrl-click on the clip and 
select Effects>Keying>Keylight. Using 

the Eyedropper tool, select the solid green 
colour around the clip. Set the Screen 
Strength to 150, the Screen Pre-blur to 3, 
and in the Screen Matte options, set Clip 
Black to 50 and Screen Softness to 3.
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EASY ROTOSCOPING 
AFTER EFFECTS

Utilise After Effects’s Auto-trace tool and rotoscoping your video footage is easier than you think. JJ Johnstone 
reveals the best way to import your layered Illustrator files to composite eye-catching 3D visuals without a 3D app

3With your layer selected, choose Layer> 
Auto-trace from the pull-down menu. Set 

your Tolerance and Threshold to 1 and then 
select Work Area instead of Current Frame. 
This will take a minute or so. A new Mask 
Layer will be created, so delete the masks 
that don’t define the character’s shape.

4 Create a new composition, call it Comp 1, 
and set it up according to your output 

needs. Now Copy and Paste your Mask Layer 
into your new composition. Shorten the clip 
to just the sitting portion and drag it to the 
beginning of the timeline.
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 5Position the clip in the bottom left-hand corner of the screen. Set your 
Play playhead on the last frame of the clip. Select Composition>Save

FrameAs>PhotoshopLayers. This will create a ‘freeze-frame’ .psd. 
Import the .psd and place it into the timeline at the end of clip.

When keying for Auto-
tracing, it’s okay to over-
key the shot; this keeps 
your masks clean and 
smooth. Turn up the 
Screen Strength until 
only the character is 
visible and blur three 
pixels to smooth the 
shape. Don’t worry if 
your character is a little 
transparent. Mask out 
the edges of your shots – 
this limits the masks 
Auto-trace creates.

KEYING TIPS

AFTER EFFECTS

 6  Next, apply Effects>Keying>Keylight to your freeze-frame. This 
effect is for transitions. Go to Source Crops in the dialog box and set 

the right Source Crop to a point where it just barely drags part of your 
clip off the screen. Hit the stopwatch to start keyframing.

 7 Set a keyframe about 15 frames later, 
changing the Source Crop to drag the 

whole clip off of the screen. Now shorten 
your freeze-frame to the last keyframe. Go 
back and set the speed to something you are 
more happy with.

8  At the beginning of the timeline, create a 
new solid layer by selecting Layer> 

New>Solid. Make it white to match your 
rotoscoped clip. Using the Pen tool, draw a 
mask in the shape of a seat around your 
rotoscoped character.

9Now select Layer>New>Camera to add 
a camera to your composition. Select a 

smaller-lensed camera (24mm, 28mm, or 
35mm). After Effects will prompt you to let you 
know that cameras can only affect 3D layers, 
so click OK and turn on 3D for all layers.

10 You now need to Copy and Paste your Mask Layer into your main composition again, 
just as you did in step 4. Shorten the clip to only show the walking portion and drag it  

to the end of your freeze-frame. Make your composition longer, eight seconds is a perfect 
length, making sure your camera covers the entire composition.

11You can now change the x-
axis scale to -100 from 100 

to make your character walk in  
the right direction. First, you need 
to make sure that 3D is turned on. 
Drag your walking clip to the bottom right-hand corner of your screen and repeat step 5 to 
make a freeze-frame of the beginning and end of the clip.

12 Shift the camera to view the full clip. 
Move the clip to the bottom left-hand 

corner for the second freeze-frame. Open a 
new view, select View>NewView and set it 
for the top so you can see where everything 
is. Create multiple views if you have room.

13 Import your new freeze-frames and 
put them into the timeline at the 

beginning and end of the walking clip. Turn 
3D on and add Effect>Keying>Keylight. 
Move the camera around to wherever you 
need it so you can view your compositions.
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14 Repeat steps 
6 and 7 to 

add transitions to 
the beginning and 
end of the walking 
clip. Use left for the 
first freeze-frame 
and make the clip drag in instead of out, 
then use the right Source Crop for the last 
freeze-frame. Line up the transitions with 
the first and last frame of the clip.

15 Animate your camera by hitting the stopwatch for position and point of interest. At the 
beginning of the timeline, position your camera close-up to your sitting shot. Position 

the camera to pan out at the end of the last transition so that it’s partly off the screen.

16Place another camera keyframe at the end of the composition, positioning the camera 
so that it pans out even further. Now drag your colour streamers folder into the 

timeline and turn on 3D for each of the layers.

17 Using rotation and position, move the 
streamers throughout your entire 

composition. You will probably need to turn 
your Anti-aliasing off so that your computer 
can keep up, and maybe lower the preview 
resolution, too. Lock all the other layers.

18 Once the streamers are laid out,  
right-click on one of them and select 

Mask>NewMask. Now hit the Mask Shape 
stopwatch while your playhead is nested. 
Finally, double-click on the streamer to open 
it within a palette.

19 Drag the playhead back to 
the first frame of the comp 

and drag one end of the mask to 
meet the other (lengthways). This 
will create a growing or revealing 
effect. Copy and Paste the mask 
onto each of your streamers.

20 You can now go 
through and 

adjust the first keyframe 
of each specific mask 
to the point when the 
strand first enters the 
frame, and set the last 
keyframe at the point 
where the streamer is 
last visible, or at any 
speed you like.

21Now go back and double-check that no two streamers are on the 
same rotation plane and that the pace has remained fluid. Add 

more streamers as you see fit.

22 To add more colour to your rotoscoped 
characters select Effect>Adjust> 

Hue/Saturation. Set the Colour Wheel to spin 
one rotation during the entire composition. 
Your composition should now have all the 
usual bells and whistles you’d expect of a 3D 
rotoscoped video clip. 
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Adding a second camera 
to your composition will 
enable you to pan around 
and view your layout 
from different angles. 
Even if you already have 
a camera with 
movement, adding a 
second camera will allow 
you to check all of your 
3D areas, ensuring that 
intersections are precise 
and smooth. Once you’ve 
completed the shot, 
erase the camera before 
rendering out.

WIDEN YOUR ANGLES


