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Dear Reader,

Thank you for choosing The Digital Matte Painting Handbook. This book is part of a 
family of premium-quality Sybex books, all of which are written by outstanding authors 
who combine practical experience with a gift for teaching.

Sybex was founded in 1976. More than 30 years later, we’re still committed to pro-
ducing consistently exceptional books. With each of our titles, we’re working hard to set a 
new standard for the industry. From the paper we print on, to the authors we work with, 
our goal is to bring you the best books available.

I hope you see all that reflected in these pages. I’d be very interested to hear your com-
ments and get your feedback on how we’re doing. Feel free to let me know what you think 
about this or any other Sybex book by sending me an email at nedde@wiley.com. If you 
think you’ve found a technical error in this book, please visit http://sybex.custhelp.com. 
Customer feedback is critical to our efforts at Sybex. 

	 Best regards,

	
	 Neil Edde
	 Vice President and Publisher
	 Sybex, an Imprint of Wiley

mailto:nedde@wiley.com
http://sybex.custhelp.com
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To Cathleen, with my love.
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Foreword

Matte painting is all about storytelling. Every good movie tells the audience something 
relatable—something they already know, but in a way that is new and different. To be a 
great matte artist is to be a great storyteller. Certainly, there may be only one or two matte 
shots in a film, or perhaps dozens, but each individual shot has a responsibility to move the 
story forward. It isn’t about how beautifully the artist renders a tree or a rock or a space-
ship; it’s about the collaborative process of continuing an emotional response.

I was fortunate enough to get a job as an apprentice matte artist in the early 1970s at a 
Hollywood film studio, long before a little film called Star Wars began to make special (visual) 
effects special. It was a time when studios had understaffed matte painting departments and 
were frustrated that art school students weren’t interested in becoming matte artists because 
“painting like a photograph,” wasn’t the work of a “true artist.”

It turned out to be somewhat ironic that I was hired for Star Wars not because I was 
good, but because I was one of the few matte artists in the industry. It was a turning point 
in my life.

I’ve seen bad matte shots in great movies and great matte shots in bad movies. So, often 
it’s difficult for matte painters to know if they’re any good. Movie success isn’t about how good 
the matte paintings are—it’s a gestalt about the whole, not the parts.



	 xxvi	 Foreword

The Digital Matte Painting Handbook isn’t necessarily just about technique. It will 
also show you how to touch your viewers’ collective emotions: how to make each of them 
feel that there is meaning in their lives, over and above the mundane.

Matte painting is mystifying; you’ll never fully understand the process, the techniques, 
or the final product. I never have, and neither will you. However, like Buddhism, it’s the seek-
ing of enlightenment—something you can never achieve, but still you must try. Frustration is 
part of the process; and whether you’ve an artist or not, here is insight into communication 
through the visual image in a most important way. Pay attention.

—�Harrison Ellenshaw (Matte Artist: Star Wars, The Black Hole, The Empire Strikes 
Back; Visual Effects Supervisor: Tron, Dick Tracy, Dave); Los Angeles, California; 2011



Introduction

From an early age, I wanted to be an artist. I was drawn first to comic books and then to 
science-fiction literature because of the wondrous images that fed my artistic imagination. 
When I read Edgar Rice Burroughs, Robert Heinlein, and Isaac Asimov as an adolescent, 
I would spend as much time studying the covers as I did reading the books, and I began to 
compose pictures to go along with the narrative. Movies brought these pictures to life. I 
became an avid fan of fantasy and science-fiction films as much for the visuals as for the sto-
ries. I was acutely attuned to special effects and how moviemakers made the fantastic real 
on screen. With cinema’s magical combination of fantastic imagery and motion, is it any 
wonder I became a matte artist? In fact, I distinctly remember the first time I became aware 
of a matte painting in a feature film.

My Story
It was 1968, and my father took me to see Planet of the Apes. It was my kind of movie: at 
12 years of age, I put myself in the place of the protagonist, Charlton Heston, fearlessly 
challenging a society ruled by sentient apes. The two hours flew by.

In the film’s final shot, the camera pulls back to reveal the Statue of Liberty, three-
quarters of which is buried in sand at the ocean’s edge. This iconic shot still packs a wallop 
to this day! In dumbstruck awe, I wondered aloud how the scene was done. My father, an 
inventor and college professor, suggested that it was a model. I couldn’t believe a model 
could look that real.

I lived in a small town in Colorado, and not many people were knowledgeable about 
the then-arcane art of special effects. Nevertheless, an older friend who was active in com-
munity theater informed me that it was a “matte shot.” What exactly that was remained a 
mystery until I made a visit to Denver.

In a well-stocked bookstore, I happened upon a book on special effects called The 
Technique of Special Effects Cinematography, by Raymond Fielding. I bought the book, 
and it answered many of my questions, including what a matte shot was.

In those days, artists who created matte paintings were given scant credit; and with-
out the Internet or a DVD you could rewind, it took some sleuthing to find out who did the 
mattes on a movie. All through my childhood, I sat through effects films to the final frame, 
hoping to discover who did the mattes. I felt special, knowing about the invisible painted 
creations of Peter Ellenshaw, Albert Whitlock, and Matthew Yuricich. These artists, along 
with Frank Frazetta, James Steranko, and Jack Kirby, were my heroes.

I got my first job as a matte artist through pure happenstance. I was a student at the 
Art Center College of Design in Pasadena, CA when the first Stars Wars movie came out. As 
the end titles flashed by, I noted that the mattes were credited to P. S. Ellenshaw. Naturally, 
I assumed they were done by my idol, Peter Ellenshaw. This misinformation was corrected 
when I read an article about the film in Starlog Magazine, one of the first publications to cover 
special-effects movies in depth for a popular audience. The paintings were actually done by 
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Peter Ellenshaw’s son, then known as P. S. Ellenshaw. P. S. Ellenshaw, whose birth name 
is Peter, later changed his name to Harrison to avoid confusion with his father. The article 
also revealed that he worked at Disney Studios. 

On a crazy impulse, I called the switchboard at Disney Studios and asked for P. S. 
Ellenshaw. Much to my shock, I was put through directly, and he answered the phone. 
Overcoming my surprise, I told him I was a long-time admirer of both his and his father’s 
work, and that I aspired to be a matte painter. He invited me to come to the studio for 
an interview. Two days later, he offered me a job. Ignoring my parents’ apprehension and 
alarm, I quit school mid-semester and started working at Disney. 

When I joined Disney, the studio was ramping up for one of the biggest and most 
expensive pictures in its history: The Black Hole (1979). Harrison trained and mentored 
me during the production of this film. His father, Peter Ellenshaw, served as production 
designer on The Black Hole, and I personally benefited from his comments and advice. I 
also had the priceless opportunity to watch him and Harrison paint. 

After working at Disney Studios for seven years, I became the head of the matte depart-
ment after Harrison left to set up the ILM matte department. While working at Disney, I 
began freelancing in my spare time as a science-fiction book cover illustrator. Although I 
love movies, cover art gives an artist more freedom to explore their personal vision. When 
Ballantine Books offered me a two-year contract, it was with the provision that I move to 
New York City. This was a very difficult decision, but I ultimately saw the offer as too good 
to refuse. To date, I have done more than 1,200 science-fiction and other book covers.

Even with the switch in my career focus, my love of matte painting and films never 
waned. Although most effects-heavy films are still made in California, I took assignments as 
a matte artist whenever I got the chance, primarily for commercials and independent films.

Seven years ago, I heard that the School of Visual Art wanted to add a matte painting 
course to its class offerings, and I applied for the job. I had no idea how much I would enjoy 
teaching, especially a subject I’m passionate about. When I was offered a second teaching 
position at Pratt Institute, I jumped at it. Every semester is a journey, with smart, challeng-
ing, and wildly talented students. I expand the syllabus yearly to embrace new ideas and 
emerging technologies. This book is the product of seven years of classroom experimenta-
tion to define and communicate the essential skill set for becoming a matte artist.

How This Book Came About
When I began teaching digital matte painting, I searched for a good textbook. Books were 
available on digital painting, but nothing specifically dealt with the art of digital matte 
painting. In the intervening years, some excellent resources have come out, including DVDs 
by Dylan Cole, Yannick Dusso, and Chris Stoski, yet all of them assume a fairly advanced 
knowledge of painting.

What I wanted was a book that would take students step by step through the process 
of making a matte painting, and one that didn’t assume knowledge of the software or tools 
up front. Because my classes at the School of Visual Arts and Pratt Institute are electives, I 
have students enrolled from many different disciplines. Some students have never painted 
on the computer; others have never painted with anything other than a computer; and some, 
like my film majors, have never painted at all. The one thing that unifies them is an inter-
est in matte painting. My challenge has been to design coursework that all of them can do, 
while giving a comprehensive introduction to the craft of matte painting.

Three years ago, I added camera projection to the class using Maya, a 3D modeling and 
rendering program. This important matte painting technique is a complex process consist-
ing of many discrete steps. Again, I looked for a how-to manual that all my students could 


