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A
strong showreel is essential if 

you want to
 

get any kind of work in moving im
ages – 

whether th
at m

eans video, effects, 2D or 3D 

animation or Flash graphics. Even if y
ou’re 

creating still 
images, it 

can be a useful sales tool, p
roviding 

a handy way for potential employers to thumb through your 

portfo
lio without having to arrange appointments and drag 

you across town.

Essentially, 
a showreel is a short v

ideo clip (around 

three minutes and rarely more than fi ve) which showcases 

your best work. There are few hard-and-fast ru
les, but if 

your showreel doesn’t show the quality
 and breadth of your 

work with im
pact and style, it’s

 lik
ely to be quickly binned.  

When creating a showreel, your fi r
st jo

b is to be very 

clear on who it’s
 going to and what you want to

 get out of it.
 

It’s not unusual fo
r someone with a range of skills

 to have 

two or th
ree diffe

rent showreels aimed at diffe
rent m

arkets.

Industry employers will b
e looking for specifi c

 things – 

if y
ou’re asking for a job in animation, th

ey won’t care much 

about te
xtures and backgrounds. Equally, 

if y
ou’re after 

work designing games characters, complex lig
hting isn’t 

going to im
press.

You’re showcasing your work to people within your 

industry in the hope of gettin
g a job, so you can drop the 

fl ashy tra
nsitio

ns and out-of-the-box effects because your 

peers will b
e able to tell a

 mile off ju
st how cheap and easy 

they are. They’ll k
now if y

ou’ve created your breakdancing 

teddybear with the fre
e motion capture data included in 

your 3D application or if 
you’ve animated it y

ourself. T
hey’ll 

be able to see if y
our spinning titl

e sequence is one of th
ose 

available in one-click fro
m After Effects 7’s presets box. 

And they’ll b
e perfectly aware if y

ou’ve used a Gaussian 

blur on your photographic background because it’s
 quicker 

than using a lens blur.

Conversely, s
omebody who draws (or commissions) 

comic strip
s for a living will b

e able to see that your style is 

unique. A professional at Framestore knows the diffe
rence 

between global lig
hting and radiosity and if y

ou’ve 

mastered hair, d
epth of fi e

ld, cloth and fl u
id dynamics to 

simulate a fur coat in
 a washing machine, th

ey will b
e 

impressed whether you’ve done it i
n a Hollywood movie or 

a school project.

If you’re just after a really diffe
rent way to showcase 

your design work – Photoshop or Ill
ustrator im

ages – the 

showreel ro
ute can also be a very successful ro

ad down 

which to tra
vel. It

’s diffe
rent enough to help you stand out 

from the crowd, it 
shows real commitm

ent and a genuinely 

fresh approach to showing off y
our work to the best effect. 

Tutorial

{ill
ustra

tio
n] www.heliozilla

.com

Fin
d out w

hat m
ake

s an
 att

ention-grab
bing showree

l an
d slid

esh
ow…

Expertis
e provided by fre

elance illu
strator and journalist Christian Darkin. 

Visit w
ww.darkin.demon.co.uk to see some more examples of his work.
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Don’t clutter your 
showreel with  
excessive 
information. You 
can always add 
supplementary 
details in a crib-
sheet on the clips 
in your showreel. 
Providing details 
in this way means 
that viewers can 
look at it if they 
fi nd your work 
interesting enough.

Keep it brief

Tutorial Stunning showreels

Part 1: Choosing material 
Be ruthless when selecting work to go in your portfolio – only show the very best…

1
Whether you’re working with still or moving images, the collection of work you present in your 
showreel is going to need to demonstrate a wide range of skills. Sort your potential material into the 

different aspects of your work you want to show off. That way it’s easier to create a balanced showreel 
which gives proportionate weight to the skills you’re selling.

2
Who is this showreel going to? You may have re-created the most realistic 
medical simulation ever rendered, but if you’re applying for a job in character 

animation or illustration, it’s not going to cut any ice. Work to your market.

3
If you’re struggling to fi nd enough material to put into 
your showreel then you need to think seriously about 

whether you’re ready to actually produce one. You can tell if 
your showreel’s going to be good because you’ll be rejecting 
great work on the grounds that there just isn’t room for it.  

4
It may be some of your best work, but if there’s not room 
for it, or if it’s just replicating material that’s already 

included elsewhere in the showreel, it’s got to go. Including 
three or four shots from a single photoshoot, or several clips 
using the same graphical elements – however good you might 
think they are – can make it look as though your experience is 
limited. Use as much variety as possible.

5
Make sure the viewer knows why they’re looking at 
each piece. A video clip, animation, or even a picture 

can be the work of many people. On quick viewing, a 
composition could be seen as a straight photo. However, a 
note that the ball is a 3D render, and the inclusion of the 
source image in the corner lets the viewer know that this is 
actually quite a tricky composite. 

6
If your work was used or commissioned by a high-profi le 
client, use that name. Your showreel will be taken more 

seriously if you’re seen as somebody the big clients are fi ghting 
over rather than somebody who’s fi ghting for a foothold. If 
your brief came in three hours before the deadline and you 
had to work like a demon, say so. It shows you know that time 
and money are the major restrictions on any professional artist.
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Professionals can 
spot fi lter effects 
but this doesn’t 
mean you can’t 
include simple work 
– you’re showing off 
your creativity as 
well as your skill. If 
one fi lter or one 
keyframe is all it 
takes to create your 
innovative shot, 
show it. Just be sure 
it’s showcasing you 
– not the software.

Faking it

69Tutorial Stunning showreels

Part 2: Creating new work
You might need to produce work specifi cally for your showreel. Here are a few do’s and don’ts…

4
Don’t waste time replicating examples of skills you’ve 
already displayed adequately in your portfolio. You might 

think you can do something better than you’ve done it before 
and showreels do need constant updating as your skills and 
technology improve, but ask yourself what you’re really 
gaining and whether you’re just looking for an excuse to play, 
or delaying having to go out and start selling yourself.

5
Create new works which display your skill in important 
areas not covered by your current work. It needn’t be 

fl ashy or polished – if an employer is interested in character 
animation, it won’t matter to them if you’ve animated a stick 
fi gure on a white background. If they’re interested in 
Illustrator work, any post work you’ve done in Photoshop 
will just be a distraction.

6
Do include work which wasn’t done for a commissioned 
brief, or project. This will be work you’ve undertaken 

simply because you wanted to and it’ll show your own style 
and fl are and your own interests. Get a job off the back of this 
work and it could be your dream job. However, this is also 
your most personal work, and the art you’ll be most precious 
about, so get somebody else to decide which pieces to include.

1
If you’re new to the design business, or changing the 
direction of your work, you may need to create extra 

material especially for your showreel. Be sure what you’re 
doing here and why. If you’ve developed an unusual new 
style, here’s your chance to fl aunt it.

2
Don’t just 
pull out the 

example fi les from 
your 3D software, 
or the standard 
effects from your 
editing or 
compositing 
package, and 
render them. 
Don’t just bung a 
couple of standard 
Photoshop fi lters 
on some holiday 
snaps, because 
professionals know 
what they’re 
looking at. You 
need to showcase 
your own skills 
not the power of 
the software 
you’re using.

3
If you need more material for your 
showreel, don’t just nick somebody 

else’s work, adjust it slightly and claim 
it as your own. If you’ve used elements 
of stock images or footage (there’s 
nothing wrong with that) or if you’ve 
collaborated with others (again, a skill 
which may strengthen your application) 
don’t wait for your prospective employer 
to ask about it – tell them what your 
part in the work was.

7
If you don’t already have a solid list of commissions and 
clients, try selecting works which display you as a very 

specifi c kind of artist. Send out a showreel that shows you can 
do everything reasonably well and you’re competing with the 
rest of the world. Show you’re the best at one thing and 
people will call you when they want that one thing done. You 
can deal with the stereotyping issue once you’ve got some 
clients. George Stubbs, for example, wasn’t the world’s best 
artist, but he was the only person who painted good horses, so 
he was never short of commissions from people with money.
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Unless you’ve got 
perfect rhythm, you 
may have to adjust 
some of the markers 
you’ve added using 
the asterisk key. If 
you’re careful 
though, you should 
be able to get them 
pretty close to the 
beat. It’s very 
important to try and 
get the beats and 
images to match up 
effectively. Like 
anything of this 
nature, the devil 
really is in the detail 
and if you get it 
wrong, the people 
you’re trying hard to 
impress will notice. 

In rhythm

Tutorial Stunning showreels

Part 3: Editing a showreel in Premiere 
Cutting a showreel is a very specifi c skill. We show you how to work with timelines in Adobe Premiere…

1
Most showreels are short and sweet – about three 
minutes – and it’s a good idea to cut them to a musical 

beat. Many artists use pop songs as soundtracks. This is illegal, 
and if you’re going to put your showreel online, you might 
well be found out. It also dates your showreel. Try using 
royalty-free music, and if you want a recognisable tune, go for 
a royalty-free performance of a classical number (we’re using 
In the Hall of the Mountain King because of its slow start and 
increasingly frantic fi nale).

2
Play through the song, hitting the 
asterisk key in time with the music 

at signifi cant points in the track. This 
adds markers on the timeline. You can 
then use these markers to cut the video 
track accurately to the beat of the song. 
This process saves endless messing about 
looking at waveforms.

3
Your showreel is about product placement and you’re 
the product, so create a caption (or animation if you’re 

feeling fl ash) at the beginning letting the viewer know who 
you are. The more often your name’s mentioned in the 
showreel the more likely the viewer is to remember it. Take a 
leaf out of www.elephant.co.uk’s book, but try not to be  
irritating. It’s also good practice to display the showreel’s 
duration time at the start.

7
Keep trying to see the piece from the fi rst-time viewer’s 
point of view. Consider whether there’s time for them to 

appreciate a shot before you cut away, or whether it’s 
displayed for too long. And check that there is time to read 
the captions as well as watch the action.

8
Our music has a natural build up, and paying attention to 
that gives the piece a strong fl ow despite the fact that 

there’s no real link between most of the pieces within it. This 
gives the showreel the feeling of a story, and lets the viewer 
know where they are within it.

9
If you have a very short clip (a particularly complex 
animation or effect, for example), try repeating it to add 

impact and give viewers a chance to appreciate it. If you’ve 
got a very long clip, split it up, peppering short segments of it 
throughout the showreel.

4
Drag and drop from the Project window to add your fi rst 
shot to the timeline. Make it a high-impact visual with 

lots to say about your skills. Your audience will have seen 
every permutation of robot battles and manga. Try to open 
with something they won’t have seen before. In this case, 
we’ve plumped for nanotechnology….

5
Drag the next shot into the timeline, and trim it to size. 
Bear in mind that the shots should be contrasting in style 

and length. At the beginning of the showreel you just have to 
persuade your audience that you’re a serious contender with 
plenty of interesting work. If they keep watching, you can 
show them the detail later.

6
As you drag the end points of each clip, they snap to 
your markers so you know your cuts are lined up with 

the beats of the music. As you reach the mid-point of the 
production and you’ve got your audience hooked, you should 
be exploring your work in more detail. This is the time for 
longer clips and captions to explain them.
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Splitting up a clip 
so that it appears a 
number of times can 
also be a good way 
of giving your 
showreel a 
storyline. Don’t be 
too prescriptive 
about it, but if, for 
example, the 
viewer’s wondering 
what is going to 
happen to a 
character who 
keeps popping up, 
they’re more likely 
to watch the 
showreel right 
through to the end. 

Storytelling

Each image has a 
default length of 
four seconds, but 
you can change 
this using 
Setup>Project 
Preferences. Four 
seconds seems to 
be the optimum 
time for your viewer 
to take in everything 
they need to in 
terms of individual 
images. If your work 
is very intricate, 
though, you can 
always increase the  
exposure time. 

View time  

71Tutorial Stunning showreels

10
We’ve used the titler to add captions so the viewer knows 
what your contribution was to a scene. You can do this 

by grouping shots (for example, with captions for character 
animation, backgrounds, effects, and so on), but we’ve chosen 
to mix and match for a more varied look.

11
Your opinion 
about your 

work is always 
going to be 
subjective. You’ve 
watched the clips 
over and over 
again. You created 
them for goodness 
sake! Ask 
someone who 
hasn’t seen your 
work before (or 
at least isn’t as 
familiar with it as 
you are) to take a 
look and tell you 
if something isn’t 
clear, or isn’t 
looking good.

Part 4: Creating a slideshow in Pinnacle Studio
If you work with still images rather than animation, try creating a slideshow to show them off… 

1
Click on the tab of the camera icon and use the folder icon to locate the folder 
containing the work you intend to use. The images appear on the pages of the 

album and you can turn the page to see more pictures using the left and right arrows 
at the top right of the right-hand page.

2
Select the images you plan to use in your slideshow and drag them to the 
timeline in order. You can Shift-select or Ctrl-select to pick more than one at 

a time – they’ll be placed in the order in which you picked them. Images which 
aren’t screen-shaped are automatically given black borders.

3
Choose a (subtle) preset menu from the menus tab of the album and drag it to 
the start of the timeline. A dialog will appear asking you if you want to create 

chapters automatically. Select yes, but set Minimum Chapter Length to 0. This 
produces a slideshow which can be played from start to fi nish, but also provides 
thumbnails for every image.

4
Click Edit and 
you can alter 

the title and 
captions for your 
menus. You can 
also set a new 
background, 
change the 
caption typeface 
or replace the 
buttons using the 
simple browser at 
the right-hand 
side of the screen. 
Next, we show 
you how to add 
pan, zoom and 
transition effects 
to bring your 
slideshow to life.
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It’s easy to go over 
the top in providing 
extras on a DVD 
showreel. However, 
remember that all 
you really want to do 
at this stage is give 
your audience just 
enough information 
for them to decide 
to call you. Once 
they’ve made 
contact, you can 
supply them with 
other examples of 
your work specifi c to 
their needs.  

Don’t overdo it

Tutorial Stunning showreels

Part 5: Distributing your showreel
Once your showreel is fi nished, you’ll need to get it seen by all the right people…  

5
Double-click on any image on the timeline and you can add a basic pan and zoom animation to it. 
Put simply, you create start and end points for the movement by zooming into the picture and 

moving it around the video frame. This technique is best used sparingly and gently, but it allows you to 
zoom in on details in your images which aren’t otherwise visible on a 720x576 resolution video screen.

6
Use the transitions tab to drag dissolves between each shot to create a more 
fl owing slideshow (avoid other transitions because they can look tacky). Also, 

add a music track. Pinnacle has its own music creation tool – it’s quite generic, but 
choice of music isn’t quite as crucial in a slideshow as it is on a moving showreel.

1
You’ll probably be enclosing your CV with your reel, but 
you could include a brief one on screen in case the viewer 

wants a simplifi ed version while they’re watching the DVD.

2
You might also want to put extras 
on your DVD. For example, a 

longer version of your most signifi cant 
works, showing how they fi t into a 
larger production, or a selection of 
clippings of your still artwork in context 
on the page.

3
It sounds obvious, but before you send out any DVD, you need to check that it 
works. DVDs corrupt all the time, and if you don’t check every one before you 

send it out, you could lose potential work.

Creating a slideshow in Pinnacle Studio continued...
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Christian Darkin drew on his experience of breaking into the competitve 
world of freelance illustration to create this tutorial…

BACKGROUND:
Darkin is a freelance illustrator and 
designer who produces images and 
illustrations for a variety of media and 
is in high demand for the news 
illustrations he has created for the national 
newspapers. He produces work in  2D and 
3D and cites Photoshop, 3ds max and 
Poser as his favourite tools.  

YEARS PRACTISING AS A CREATIVE:
Eight.

CLIENTS:
The BBC, The Guardian, The Financial 
Times, The Sun, Nature (scientifi c journal), 

La Repubblica, Dorling Kindersley, Science 
Photo Library, Oxford University Press, 
Pearson, The Scientist.

FAVOURITE TOOLS:
Photoshop, 3ds max, Poser.

MISSION STATEMENT:
Darkin says: “I don’t have a mission 
statement. They might be useful to some 
people, but I’m not really into arty jargon. 
If the artwork needs an essay to explain it, 
it’s not done its job.”

WEBSITE: 
www.darkin.demon.co.uk

Expert profi le: Christian Darkin

73Tutorial Stunning showreels

5
You can place this version of the showreel on your 
website either as a download or as a streaming video, 

but people won’t see it if you don’t encourage them to visit. 
You should certainly publicise your website at every possible 
opportunity, but you’ll often get better results by asking 
potential employers if they’d mind you emailing the video to 
them. Although don’t, whatever you do, just post it without 
getting permission to do so.

6
You can write your presentation to a full-size CD or DVD 
or you can buy business-card-size CDs (which hold 

around 50MB of data). Labels and Photoshop layouts for 
printing on them are available online. There’s no need to go 
over the top with the design here: you don’t want to look as 
though you’ve got nothing better to do, but you do need clear 
and concise contact information. Get the balance right and 
you’ve got more chance of making the right impression.  ca p

4
You can produce a web version of your showreel in most 
editors. This can be placed on your website for anyone 

to download. Again, think about your market. If you’re 
attempting to get work with media companies, post-
production houses and games manufacturers, they’ll have 
broadband access, so you don’t need to produce a low-
bandwidth version. If you’re looking to illustrate children’s 
books, you might need to offer the low-bandwidth option.

Clockwise from top right: The Cheat was produced for an 

article in Nature magazine; this accupuncture image was 

created for a stock library; Darkin created the above 

illustration for the Science Photo Library.
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