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PHOTOSHOP:
BLENDING MODES
Designer and illustrator John Randle’s website,

Agentfriction.com, is a showcase for his work. Here he 

demonstrates how the striking image below was created.

PHOTOSHOP

ON THE CD

“THE IDEA FOR this image came to me

one day when I was looking though

some of my previous work,” Randle says.“I had

wanted to develop a purely creative site for

some time but was having problems coming

up with a theme until I came across a piece of

work I had produced several years back of

some blurred figures. Looking at the figures

again, I noticed the blurring created an air of

mystery which captured the essence of what I

was thinking of perfectly.”

Having decided on the visual concept, he

then needed to think of a name for the site.

“Being a designer I am acutely aware of the

brand identity issues and spent a long time

thinking of a name,” he explained.“Although

the site would include my personal work and

some experimental design, I didn’t want to

work under my own name as I didn’t want it to

feel like a one-man ad agency. I’ve always

liked the expression ‘ghost writer’ as it conjures

up images of mystery in my mind and I spent

several hours brainstorming phrases around it.

In the end I came up with the phrase ‘agent

friction’ which I felt was equally mysterious.”

BLENDING
With the visual concept and identity decided

upon, he then set about recreating the effect

of the blurred figures with a more up-to-date

spin.“Using the original image as a starting

point, I decided I need to go out and shoot

some photographs of people. As I planned to

heavily retouch any images I took, I opted to

use a digital camera which also gave me the

benefit of being able to check the images

immediately. I found the perfect spot in a busy

pedestrian underpass in London which was

also poorly lit, providing the sort of stark light

and dark contrast I visualised.

“I like to use layers and blending a lot in my

Photoshop work as I find it enables me to create

a sense of depth to my work and provides a

unique, ethereal effect. Adding several images

in different layers and blending them into

each other would achieve exactly the

‘mysterious’ effect I wanted to get across.To

help avoid the figures becoming lost on the

page, I knew I’d have to add a strong

background as well. In the end, I think it

appears as if the figures are the two

mysterious ‘ghost designers’ – faceless and

moulded; something I quite liked as I

produced the work for the site.”

➔
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These screenshots are
from the first website I
designed when I was at
Bill Smith Studio. As a
print illustrator, I was
interested in colours and
style and had to learn
how to control the size of
the images in order to
deliver the kind of image
I was used to designing
over the web. There was a
lot of work in learning
how to adapt print skills
to make the job of
building the site a lot
more straightforward.

This piece was commissioned by Cre@teonline for the DVD issue and was one double
page spread of two I did for that issue. The image was used as a backdrop on which
quotes and other text found in the magazine were layered. The idea for the image was a
laser and of the data capacity a disc can hold. I wanted to illustrate a laser cutting
through all the layers of data in a very stylised way.

This image is from a studio calendar I produced while at Bill Smith Studio. The original images which make up
the final montage were a series of pictures of train doors I had taken. They showed up years  worth of scrape
marks from opening and closing and I have always felt that they had this raw beauty to them.

This image was one of my own experiments and was the image which helped
me develop the idea of mysterious characters  that turned into the image
illustrated in the tutorial. ➔

Showcase
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WALKTHROUGH: Blending modes

1 The pictures used to build up the final image were

taken with a digital camera in a pedestrian

underpass on a busy road in south London. I tricked the

camera’s light meter to accept a lot of light so I could

overexpose the images, creating a lot of contrast, and so

the people would be blurred.

2 I started by adjusting the colour balance and

working with the midtones as this affects the overall

appearance of the image. As I planned to have the

predominant colour of the final image as red, I moved

the cyan-red slider over by a value of +60 and the

magenta-green slider by -23.

3 To give the entire image a red bias, I moved the

yellow-blue slider over by -70 to take away most of

the blue (which is the cold side of the colour palette).

4 The brighter areas of the photo are burned out and

therefore unaffected by midtones setting, so I’ve

chosen the highlights next. As with the midtones, I’ve

added red (+20) and yellow (-10) to give the highlights a

red bias, but to a lesser extent than the midtones.

5 I then created a new file at 800 x 600 at 72dpi 

and used a background colour of the shade of red 

Iwant the page to have.This file is the start of what 

will eventually become my finished image.

6Next I select the manipulated image of the

pedestrian underpass and copy it into the new

image file. Once I’ve pasted it in to its own layer, I scale

down the size a bit and position it where I want it on 

the page.

7 To get the look I want, I change the blending mode

for the layer from Normal to Lighten. 8 I’ve decided to resize the image of the underpass to

make the people smaller on the overall image and

also to help keep the file size down, as the final image

will be used for a web page.

9Although the original image lacked definition, it

wasn’t exactly blurry. I want to create a more

mysterious air about the two figures so here I’ve

duplicated the first layer and moved it slightly. I’ve also

kept the blending mode set to Lighten.

John Randle

■ SHND and BA in
graphic design.

■ Print designer at Bill
Smith Studio
designing music
covers.

■ Moved to AMX
Network as an
interactive designer.

➔
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http://news.

bbc.co.uk/

http://linkdup.com/

www.heavy.com/

www.rustboy.com/

Computer Graphics

International

IEEE Press. ISBN: 0

76950 1850

Joseph Muller-

Brockman: Pioneer

of Swiss Graphic

Design

(Lars Muller) Lars

Muller Publishers.

ISBN: 3 90670 0895

Wolfgang Weingart

Typography

(Wolfgang

Weingart) Lars

Muller Publishers.

ISBN: 3 90704 486X

On your cover CD:

There’s a copy of

Adobe Photoshop

6.0 demo

GOING
FURTHER10After placing the figures, I introduce another

shot of the underpass in a separate layer to

help build up the final shot.

11 I’ve set the blending mode of this new layer to

Screen, which creates an effect almost like a

giant lens flare but without losing any of the detail in the

figures. I use blending a lot in my Photoshop work,

together with the eraser tool in its mode to paintbrush,

which gives me a flexible range of sizes and opacities.

12 I continue to add several more layers of detail

in order to give the image a feeling of depth.

I’ve airbrushed in a lot of white to add contrast with the

deep red of the background.

13 I need to cover the image partially, so that I can

now introduce the typography and other

supporting artwork. In a new layer, I use the rectangular

marquee tool to create a selection and fill this with the

foreground colour.

14 I then create another rectangular box to set the

typography into. 15After placing the type in the box, I look at ways

to make it more interesting and to add contrast

against the image. I opt to use a combination of white

and coloured text to make it stand out better.

16Next I decide to “cut” the corners off the box.

This creates an interesting angular effect that

matches the box to the text and looks good against the

backdrop of the image of the figures.

17 I decide to place the title of the site in the

white space of the background image and use

the foreground colour from the text box to tie the two

parts of the image together so that they work better.

18With the image completed, all I need to do is to

optimise it for web use and it’s done.
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