Post-working 3D Renders

Introduction
So, you've spent a couple of evenings setting up your latest masterpiece in your favourite
3D package, waited 15 hours for it to render, and all in all, you're pretty happy with the
result. What you do to your render when it comes out of the render engine may be what
sets your image apart from all the rest. It's where you define your style. Take command
of your post-processing tools and make it pop!
What follows is a collection of hints and tips, rather than a tutorial, which covers use of
some tools in Photoshop to improve your renders.
I'm using Photoshop CS3 for this, but similar tools are available in older versions, as well
as in GimpShop and other photo editing / painting packages.
Topics Covered
•
The Power of Masks
•
Blending Modes
•
Adjustment Layers
•
Using the Liquify Tool
•
Brushes are your Friends
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Demo Image
This is the image I'll be postworking. This is the final Poser render of my Angel of
Darkness image, without postwork.

We can instantly see here that there are several items that need fixing.
I've adjusted the leg armour on the left of the picture as much as possible in Poser without
making it looking inflated, so whatever I do now needs to be done in post-processing.
It's also very dark, with a great deal of contrast, but it's not necessarily highlighting the
areas I want to draw attention to.
While the skin has a nice 'realistic' look to it, I'm going for a fantasy feel, so I'll be making
this look a bit weird later on!
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The Power of Masks

The first thing we're going to do is fix the leg armour. I've re-rendered that area of the
image, but without his trousers on (oo-er!).
You can see the edge of the re-rendered area. We're now going to mask that off.

At the bottom of the Layers panel in Photoshop, click the icon to Add vector mask.

You should now see a white mask has appeared, linked to your image layer. Click on the
white square to make sure it's selected.

Now choose a soft brush (I often start with the airbrush preset available from the brush tool

preset picker), and choose pure black as the colour.

Making sure you've still got your white layer mask selected, start to paint onto your image.
You'll see that any of the areas you've painted black are disappearing thanks to the layer
mask. I've shown this on the next screenshot, with a the artwork underneath so you can
see what I mean. Where I've painted over layer 3, you can see the trousers appearing
from Layer 0 copy 2 underneath. This allows us to see all the leg armour from layer 3, and
the trousers from layer 2.

Top Tip: You can invert the mask when selected by clicking CTRL + i. Useful if you want
most of the masked image to show through, but just paint little bits out (using white this
time, of course!). In Masks, using white makes things show, black hides them.
Once you're happy with it, you can merge your layer down onto your main artwork using
CTRL + e.
Back to top
Blending Modes

One of the areas of the picture that is drawing my eye currently is the rock ledge at the
bottom. I want to make it darker, so that it doesn't stand out so much, and I want to give it
a bit more texture, as it looks a bit pixelated.
There are lots of ways you can do this, but I'm going to use an image on a new layer with
the blend mode on multiply.
I've pasted an image of a stony texture onto a new layer, and I've used a layer mask to
hide all but the area where it covers the rock ledge.

I've set the blend mode to multiply, and you'll see that the rock ledge is darker with a more
detailed texture.

Top Tip: Playing with the blending modes, and decreasing the opacity / fill values can give
you lots of interesting effects!
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Adjustment Layers

Next, we're going to brighten up some of the dark areas of the picture. I've clicked on the
New Adjustment Layer icon at the bottom of the Layers palette, then selected 'brightness /
contrast'.

I've adjusted the brightness / contrast settings as in the picture below, but because the
figure's already so bright, I've painted onto the ready-created mask to prevent the
adjustment to brightness / contrast from affecting my figure.

So we now have a slightly brighter and more balanced picture. However, I'm not happy
that the left wing is still in darkness, so I'm going to re-render that in different light settings

I've used the same principle described in The Power of Masks section above to mask out
this new render so only the wing shows.
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Using the Liquify Tool
I'm now going to augment his expression using Liquify. This tool has tons of applications,
but I use it primarily to add ferocity to my characters' expressions!
So here's the original image. I'm just going to make a slight tweak to this, bringing his
brows down to make them angrier, and opening his mouth a bit wider.

In Filters > Liquify, I choose the Forward Warp Tool to drag his eyebrows down in the
centre, and move his chin down slightly, making his mouth look more open.

It's a subtle change, but one that makes the image work more for me.
For more info on Liquify, I've also got a PDF tutorial here, and a video tutorial on Youtube
here that shows what else you can achieve.
Top Tip: The 'bloat' tool is great for making eyes bigger!
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Brushes are your Friends
I use lots of custom brushes in my work, some free, some purchased. They are really
useful for adding effects, and for painting common items like hair.
My top 2 brush sets are the hair brushes pictured below (and to my shame I cannot for the
life of me remember where I got them!), and Ron's Fog. It's utterly awesome. If you ever
want fog in your pictures, look no further!

Below is the image with Ron's Fog added.

I've used the hair brushes to give the impression he's got longer hair like so, using the
existing colours in the rendered hair as my guide.
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Apocrypha
This is where it all turns into a dark art. The remainder of my post-processing is a
combination of the above steps, and letting the image grow organically, according to what
feels most appropriate to realise my vision.
The final version (below) has many adjustment layers applied; I've use blood brushes to
splatter fluid across his chest; I've added some layers using blending modes to give
colours to specific areas, and made his veins and eyes glow, again with a bit of airbrushing
and experimentation with blending modes.

Some of my more dramatic before and after demonstrations are here:
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