
Orton Effect Processing   

© Karl Williams Photography 2012 

1 

 
 

 
1. What is Orton Effect Processing? 

 
The Orton Effect, sometimes known as the Orton Slide Sandwich, was originally a technique 
developed by Michael Orton whereby two over-exposed transparencies – one sharp (i.e. 
“normal”) and one focus-blurred – were sandwiched together to provide a quasi-soft-focus result 
as shown below: 
 

 
 

 

Orton Effect 
Processing 

http://www.michaelortonphotography.com/ortoneffect.html
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Since the days of film transparencies are long gone for most of us, the effect nowadays has to be 
simulated by photo-editing software. 
 
This tutorial will detail a couple of methods using Adobe Photoshop CS5. It is assumed, by the 
way, that you have a basic understanding of the use of Photoshop, particularly regarding the use 
of adjustments and layers – if you don’t, then you’re at the start of a steep learning curve to say 
the very least! 
 

 
Please note that all Photoshop screenshots in this tutorial are based on the Mac version, but don’t 
panic: the Windows version is more or less the same. 
 
 

2. The Basics 
 
In order to produce the necessary images for “sandwiching” (or “blending”, as it’s more properly 
known) in Photoshop, we need to consider the following basic operations: 
 
(a) Over-exposure: 

 
Using Photoshop, there are any number of methods by which an image can be lightened to 
simulate over-exposure, e.g. “Brightness” adjustment, “Levels” adjustment, “Exposure” 
Adjustment, “Curves” Adjustment – all of which produce slightly different results. Whichever 
you choose is a matter of personal taste, but I’ve always found that the most satisfactory 
results come from using the “Levels” adjustment. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(b) Blurring: 

 
Whilst there are a considerable number of options available under the Filter/Blur menu item 
– which will leave you gasping in positive amazement at the number of ways there are to blur 
an image – the most sensible one to use is “Gaussian Blur”. OK, it’s perhaps not as good as 
“Lens Blur” when it comes to simulating focus blur, but it’s a lot simpler to use, can be 
previewed directly in the image (which “Lens Blur” can’t), and is a hundred times faster! Apart 
from anything else, the difference in end result (in the context of Orton processing) is, to all 
intents and purposes, negligible. 
 
 

(c) Image Blending: 
 
The over-exposed “sharp” and “blurred” images are contained in separate layers in the image 
stack and are blended using the “Multiply” blending option. 

 
 
Now that you’re up to speed on the basics, we’ll consider two method of Orton processing: a 
simple one and a slightly more complicated one. Like all “alternatives” in this life, it’s the usual 
compromise between effort and end-result: if you’re prepared to put in a little more effort, you’ll 
get a better result – simple as that! 
 

In case the more adventurous amongst you are tempted to try the other cited lightening 
adjustments to see what happens, by all means go for it – but you should be aware that 
the “Curves” adjustment is NOT available in Photoshop Elements. 

To forestall the usual cries of protest along the lines of “but I can’t afford the arm-and-a-leg 
price of Photoshop like you!”, I should emphasise that most, if not all, of what is described can 
be carried out using Photoshop Elements - the cut-down version of Photoshop which retails for 
about a tenth of the price – or any other half-decent photo-editing package which permits the 
use of layers and adjustments. 
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3. Method 1: Two-Layer Orton Processing 
 
This is the simplest of the methods and identically replicates the original “slide sandwiching” 
technique used by Michael Orton. 
 
Step 1: 
 
Open your image in Photoshop and set up the layer stack as shown below. 
 
 

 
 
 
The Levels adjustment dialog box is shown below with annotated details: 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“Background” duplicated and renamed. 

Levels adjustment layer added; neutral 
point level set to 2.00 (see below). 
Note: The layer is “unclipped” so that it 
applies to ALL image layers below it. 

Neutral point level set to 2.00. 

The “clipping” indicator should look 
like this (indicating that the layer is 
“unclipped”); if it doesn’t, click it 
once. 
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Step 2: 
 
In order to correct the over-exposure which results from the Levels adjustment, select the 
“Blurred” image layer and change the blending option from “Normal” to “Multiply” as shown below: 
 
 

 
 
 
The two over-exposed images are now blended together and the overall exposure level is now 
correct. 
 
 
Step 3: 
With the “Blurred” layer still selected, select Filter/Blur/Gaussian Blur from the menu and set the 
amount of blur to taste – the more the blur, the greater the soft-focus effect. Providing the 
“Preview” checkbox is checked in the Gaussian Blur dialog box, you can see the results on your 
image; as a guide, a blur radius of 10px in the Gaussian Blur dialog box is a good starting point. 
 
Flatten and save the image when you are satisfied with the result – noting that if you wish to keep 
the original “un-Ortonned” image, it’s advisable to use “SAVE AS” (with an appropriate name 
change) rather than “SAVE”! 
 
 
General Comments: 
 
Whilst this method gives good results, it suffers one major deficiency in that the “soft focus” Orton 
effect is global. 
 
Suppose, for example, you wanted some areas in the image – perhaps an area of attractive detail 
in an architectural image, or the eyes in a portrait – to retain a degree of sharpness, the obvious 
solution (you would think) would be to apply a layer mask to the “Blurred” layer and mask out the 
appropriate areas. Yes – OK so far – but don’t forget that, in using a layer mask here, you are not 
only masking out the blur, but are also masking out part of the “Blurred” layer – thereby revealing 
part of the over-exposed “Background”. 
 
This deficiency can be remedied by using an additional layer as follows: 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“Blurred” layer blending 
mode set to “Multiply” 
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4. Method 2: Three-Layer Orton Processing 
 
Step 1: 
 
Open your image in Photoshop and set up a layer structure as shown below. It’s not a matter of 
life and death whether or not you carry out the operations in the order indicated as long as you 
end up with the layers as shown. 
 
 

 
 
 
Step 2: 
 
Select the top three layers (“Sharp”, “Blurred” and “Sharp/Blurred Levels”) and select 
Layers/Group Layers from the menu – which will group those three layers into “Group 1”. Select 
“Group 1” and change the blending mode from the default setting of “Pass Through” to “Multiply” 
as shown below. You should now see a correctly exposed image (as opposed to the over-
exposed image in the “Blurred” layer which you saw after Step 1). 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. “Unclipped” Levels adjustment layer 
added and renamed; neutral point level 
set to 2.00. 

1. “Background” duplicated and renamed. 

2. “Sharp” layer duplicated and renamed; 
layer mask added. 

4. “Unclipped” Levels adjustment layer 
added and renamed; neutral point level 
set to 2.00. 

“Group 1” blending 
mode set to “Multiply” 
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Step 3: 
 
Click the little arrow to the left of the “Group 1” icon to display the contents of the group as shown 
below: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Step 4: 
 
Select the image thumbnail (NOT the layer mask) in the “Blurred” layer (see above) and apply the 
required amount of Gaussian Blur as described previously – and VOILA, you have your Orton 
Effect! 
 
Now comes the clever bit – the bit that you couldn’t do with the previous Two-Layer technique: 
 
 
Step 5: 
 
Select the layer mask for the “Blurred” layer (see above) and use a black brush to “sharpen up” 
those areas of the image you feel would benefit from a little sharpness. 
 
Although by no means compulsory, the advice is to use a softish brush (about 25% hardness) set 
to about 50% opacity – which enables you to “build up” the sharpness bit by bit until the requisite 
level is reached. 
 
Flatten and save your image when you’re satisfied with the end result. 
 
 
 

“Blurred” image thumbnail “Blurred” layer mask 
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5. Method 2: Three-Layer Orton Processing with added Levels control 
 
“So what’s all this ‘added Levels control’?” I hear you ask. 
 
With the “standard” Three-Layer Orton method described above, the “Sharp” and “Blurred” layers 
are BOTH controlled by the “Sharp/Blurred Levels” adjustment – meaning that any increase or 
decrease of such applies to BOTH layers. The “added Levels control” gives you the facility to 
adjust EACH layer separately if you require. 
 
 
Step 1: 
 
Open your image in Photoshop and set up a layer stack as shown below. As above, it’s no big 
deal whether or not you carry out the operations in the order indicated as long as you end up with 
the layers in the positions indicated. 
 
 

 
 
 
Note that the Levels adjustment layers for the “Sharp” and “Blurred” layers are “clipped” this time 
(indicated by the little downward-pointing arrows to the left of the adjustment icons – which means 
that each adjustment ONLY applies to the FIRST image layer below it. To ensure that these 
adjustment layers are “clipped”, either ensure that the “clipping indicator” in each Levels 
adjustment dialog box indicate that the layer is “clipped” (hover the mouse pointer over the 
indicator to see what the current setting is) or, failing that, right-click on the name of each 
adjustment layer in the LAYERS window and select Release Clipping Mask from the drop-down 
list. 
 
 
Step 2: 
 
Apply the requisite amount of Gaussian blur to the “Blurred” image layer, sharpen up the requisite 
areas of the image as indicated in Step 5 above and adjust the Levels of the Sharp and/or Blurred 
layers as required. 
 
 

------------------------------------ o0o ------------------------------------ 

5. “Clipped” Levels adjustment layer 
added and renamed; neutral point level 
set to 2.00. 

2. “Sharp” layer duplicated and renamed; 
layer mask added. 

1. “Background” duplicated and renamed. 

4. “Clipped” Levels adjustment layer 
added and renamed; neutral point level 
set to 2.00. 

3. “Unclipped” Levels adjustment layer 
added and renamed; neutral point level 
set to 2.00. 


