
1 To start, open a video editor (I used 
Premiere Elements) and place a 

selection of video clips on to the timeline, or 
use the clips provided on the CD. The clips 
will form the thumbnails for the image, so 
get a good lively selection of shots. Of 
course, the imagery may be dictated by the 
subject of your piece.

In this tutorial we’ll be dealing with 
images in which a sequence of tiny 

thumbnails appear to form a larger image. 
They’ve been around for a while now and 
have perhaps become a little hackneyed, 
but it’s still possible to use the technique 
as part of a more developed picture.

The difficulty with this type of image is 
that the creation of the thumbnails requires 
either specialised software or a lot of 
tedious messing about in Photoshop. This 
means that experimenting to get just the 
right effect can be tricky and takes time.

Here, I’ve almost automated the 
process by using a video-editing package 
(in this case Premiere Elements) to 

quickly produce 400 thumbnails, and 
then used Photoshop’s Contact Sheet tool 
to arrange them into a single image. The 
advantage of this method is that whereas 
most similar images are created from a 
small number of original thumbnails, 
which get repeated, every still frame in 
our shot will be different.  

In addition, because the thumbnails  
are created from a series of video frames, 
it’s also possible to add a narrative theme 
to the image, with the shots telling a 
coherent story. So let’s get started.
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2Now you can export the video as a 
series of bitmaps. Premiere Elements 

lets you choose the framerate. For this 
image, pick one frame per second so that 
you don’t just get a thousand frames of 
virtually the same picture.

6Make sure the aspect ratio of the document 
matches that of your individual thumbnails, 

otherwise Photoshop will automatically 
introduce gaps between images. These shots  
are video frames with a ratio of 1:1.25, so  
this document has been set to 18x22.5cm.

3Make sure you export the frames into  
a single folder on their own – there  

will be a lot of them, and you’ll need to 
delete them later, so try to keep them 
manageable. You’ll now have your 
background images, but you won’t want  
to place each on a different Photoshop  
layer one by one – that would take all day.

7 If you need to, you can always resize the 
thumbnails and duplicate them to fill a 

larger area or to produce a more detailed 
image. Here, I’ve simply copied and pasted  
the images to produce a finer patchwork.

5Back in Photoshop, use File>Automate>
ContactSheetII to set up a contact sheet.  

Uncheck the Use Filename As Caption option 
because you don’t want titles on each image, 
and un-check the Use Auto-Spacing, changing 
the vertical and horizontal spacing to zero so 
there are no gaps between the images. Set  
the columns and rows to the same number  
(I picked 20).

9Depending on your background and 
foreground images, you may need to 

experiment with the overlay method. Hard 
Light created a good balance in this shot,  
but the levels of light and colour saturation  
in both layers will have a profound effect.

EXPERIMENT
Once you’ve got the 
contact sheet, you can 
use it in any number of 
creative ways – a soft-
edged Clone brush can 
produce sprinkles of 
thumbnails, and 
rotating or distorting 
the contact sheet can 
create other effects.  
Try setting the vertical 
and horizontal spacing 
to produce gaps – so 
that your images 
appear on a grid. Also, 
try altering the colours 
and contrast in the 
thumbnails so that  
they form a more  
solid stencil for the 
main image. 

VIDEO EDITORS

There’s a whole range 
of video-editing 
packages available, 
and most of the 
serious ones will let 
you export a video as  
a series of numbered 
frames. You can, of 
course, produce your 
still frames any way 
you like, but they’ll all 
need to have the same 
aspect ratio – you can’t 
mix landscape and 
portrait shots. Also, 
remember the images 
will be arranged in 
alphabetical order  
left to right, so name 
them accordingly.

4These shots are essentially video still 
frames, so you may want to edit them  

a little, taking out any images that are 
blurred, badly composed, or just repetitive. 
You’ll want to leave at least 400 images in 
the folder (depending on the final size of 
your shot). 400 images will provide you 
with a 20x20 grid of stills.

10 Adjusting the colour, saturation  
and levels of both the background  

and foreground images can help to balance 
the strength of the main image with that of 
the thumbnails. I’ve gone for a high contrast 
look here, boosting the levels in the eye shot 
and reducing the saturation of the 
background thumbnails.  

8The main image needs to be something 
clear and not too fussy. It must be an 

image with enough clarity and boldness to 
show through when it’s disrupted by the other 
shots. Place the shot in a new layer on top of 
the contact sheet.


