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■ One of the What if…?  series 
of three for Irving Gas, an 
alternative fuel company. The 
rocket was built and strapped 
onto the car and the spark was 
shot separately. The car and 
road were cleaned up and a 
colour treatment was added. 
Photographed by Rino Noto
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client list isn’t to be sniffed at either. Naming 
Coca-Cola, Dove, Mini Cooper, McDonalds and 
Harley Davidson among numerous others, 
means Fellini is certainly no small fish in the 
ever-increasing pond of Photoshoppers.

Born in Toronto, Canada, Fellini’s path to the 
top started at the Art Gallery of Ontario where 
he gained an AGO scholarship. However, most 
of his training was learnt on the job. “I got 
my start in retouching and digital imaging 
by watching the old pros do their magic 
with airbrushes and fine sable brushes,” he 
explains. “I was fascinated by what these 
old guys could do with their airbrushes, both 
artistically and mechanically. I watched over 
their shoulders and I asked a lot of questions, 
and before long my boss set me up with 
all the tools, paints, dyes and bleaches of a 
traditional retoucher.”

We now fast-forward to the computer age. 
“When computers came onto the scene, and 
specifically when Mac and Photoshop started 
becoming a serious alternative to retouching, 
well, there basically was no turning back. I 
bought my first Macintosh computer in the 
early Nineties and started to learn how to do 
what the old masters taught me with a new, 
amazing tool called Photoshop, and using a 

digital pen with tablet. I quickly discovered 
how working with these new tools gave me 
more control than ever and you could never 
spill paint on your one original image!”

Forward once again to the present day  
and Michael’s techniques haven’t altered 
all that much, even with the technological 
advances helping him out. “My techniques 
today are similar to the traditional retouching 
techniques I learnt when I was starting out. 
If you can remember, in the early stages 
of Photoshop there were no layers or layer 
masks. With the introduction of layer masks, it 
was like working with Ruby (film) masks only 
100 times better, with opacity and soft edge 
features, for example.”

reality re-rendered
in an art form overwhelmingly thought of as a mechanical, button-pushing process, Michael Fellini’s 
attention to detail is what makes him stand out from the ever-increasing crowd

■ The car was put together  
using photography that highlights 
each section individually. The light 
poles have been moved along with 
added drama to the sky and overall 
colour correction. For photographer 
Michael Lee

CONTaCT deTaIls	
Fellini aerographics
toronto, ontario, Canada

Phone: 416-686-5556
Fax: 416-686-9320
email: info@felliniaerographics.com
Web: www.felliniaerographics.com

Representative: Creativehunt  
www.creativehunt.ca   
416-803-3379

Starting out in the industry over 20 years 
ago, Michael Fellini is now a veritable master 
of his art. head of his own creative agency, 
he’s worked alongside the best in the 
photographic and advertising businesses, 
and proved himself time and time again.

“As creative directors come up with more 
challenging and creative campaigns, it’s fun 
to be part of the final solution,” he enthuses. 
“I think about how difficult or impossible it 
would have been to create some of these 
images just a few years ago and how great it 
is now to be able to create, in a very realistic 
way, whatever you can imagine.”

Twenty years is a long time for anyone to 
have been in the digital arts. After all, Thomas 
Knoll’s Photoshop was barely a toddler and 
Adobe were still wondering over its worth. 
However, out of the digital creative chasm 
came Michael Fellini. 

Starting his own retouching business in 
1984, Fellini is a genuine founding father of 
the digital-imaging market. His baby, Fellini 
Aerographics – named for the first airbrush, 
which was the main tool in retouching when 
he started out – now caters for anything from 
TV commercials to super-billboards, and tent 
cards to subway station wraps. And it’s not just 
where his work is seen that’s impressive, his 
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allow for greatest flexibility and client revisions, 
everything gets its own layer. I use adjustment 
curves to do most of my colour correction 
and I sometimes use 3D techniques to solve 
problems or complement my work.” Reflecting 
his passion for the Wacom tablet, the rest of 
Fellini’s setup has become fairly impressive 
now too: “I use Macintosh computers with 
maximum RAM, LaCie monitors and Canon 
digital cameras for support images or reference.”

Putting pen to paper – or tablet, as the 
case may be – sees Fellini Aerographics 
creating some pretty amazing art. Allowing 
cars to be pulled by kangaroos or portraying 
house-shaped waffles dripping with butter, 
gives a fairytale edge to both his retouching or 
illustrative work: “Most of the images I work on 
are concepts already worked out by the client. 
They look to me to put it all together, solve 
creative problems and give the image a new 
life. Often I am asked to attend photography 
shoots to advise or ensure that I get all the 
components I need. This will save time and 
the money, and in the end to help show the 
image or product to its best advantage.”

imageer

Introduced in 1994 through Photoshop version 
3.0, codenamed Tiger Mountain, layers were 
perhaps one of Adobe’s greatest gifts to the 
digital artist. Giving imageers new and exciting 
freedom to combine images, many perceived 
Photoshop’s layers capability to be a direct 
response to competitor Live Picture. Though 
excellent at handling massive images thanks 
to its IVUE file format, which stored an image 
as a series of tiles at different resolutions 
and used layers, Live Picture was not, in fact, 
the inspiration. In fact, Knoll had developed 
the new feature in parallel with LiveImage. 
Although the two competed for several years, 
the winner was, of course, the Adobe app.

Just like the field in which he works, Fellini 
has come a long way since his induction 
into retouching in 1984. Keeping up with 
technological changes is a must in an industry 
that simply never stands still. “I use a Wacom 
pen and tablet exclusively, as you really can’t 
do without this tool. It allows you to paint as 
soft or hard, as fine or broad, as opaque or 
transparent as you like,” Fellini explains. “To 

“don’t worry about all Photoshop can do, 
just focus on what you need it to do today. 
Get printed samples – it’s the only way to 
know if your retouching was successful”

■ [above] This is a commercial image that 
emphasises what can be done with simple 
tools and a computer. Add technical know-
how and a talent for manipulating artwork, 
and you have a successful shot. This image 
for Safeway Mortgage shows what can be 
achieved when all you have is a square 
waffle iron. Photographed by Edward Pond

■ This award-winning image is 
one in a series of two images  
for Deloitte & Touche’s “teams 
that don’t work don’t win” 
campaign. One of the challenges 
here was to blend different film 
types and merging the fake snow 
with real snow. Photographed by 
Russell Monk
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However, as any great artist will tell you, 
anyone can be told how to create something 
and be given the tools to do so, but not 
everyone can have the talent or imagination 
to do so to such a high standard as Fellini: “I’m 
fortunate enough to have learned retouching 
when it was still an art form and craft. Most 
of the people I train today do not understand 
retouching as an art form or a means to 
really show a product in its best light. They 
are surprised to see how you can greatly 
improve the look of a product or image. I 
teach them how to see and compensate for 
the deficiencies of the printing process. I try to 
educate my clients about retouching and how 
to get the best from their images.”

Fellini is one of a number of digitally 
obsessed imageers who have brought 
an artist’s hand to a discipline mistakenly 
regarded as a mechanical process: “As 
creatives, we have all seen the impact that 
computers have had on our process. But while 
the Mac has proven itself as a great enabler, 
it has also brought on a ‘push the button’ 
mindset, which runs contrary to our years 
of training and dedication to our craft. It is 
unfortunate when these compromises show 
themselves in the final product, especially 
when it doesn’t have to be that way."

Like so many in his field, when asked 
about sources of inspiration and influence, 
Fellini's are far reaching. From blues music 
– “because it frees the soul” – to movies – 
“for their simplicity and beauty” – inspiration 
is everywhere for this creative. “I also find 
inspiration in art deco for its simple lines, 
animation, Woody Allen and Bugs Bunny,” 
he says. From his own field, Fellini cites one 
of the world’s most famous graphic artists, 
M C Escher, as a fount of inspiration. Lorne 
Harris and abstract artist Vasarely also find 
their way into his list. With such an eclectic 
group of artists and genres that he is able to 
draw influence from it is unsurprising that he 
sees himself as a very diverse artist. “What 
I do is digital retouching, which involves 
understanding light, shadow, perspective, and 
being able to illustrate,” he explains. “I also get 
involved in 3D modelling, special effects and 
support photography for images.”

Experiencing this level of freedom within his 
job, it is easy to see why Fellini has lasted so 
long in his craft. And with his passion for his 
work, it is easy to see why he will last another 
20 years in the competitive imaging business: 
“I love the fact that no two days are alike. I like 
working with different advertising agencies – 
especially ones with great production people 
– design firms and a variety of photographers. 
I love the challenge of black-and-white 
reproductions and the freedom of working for 
myself. And finally I love when my children 
recognise a billboard I have just finished.”

Looking at his children’s reaction to his 
work must make this digital whiz wonder 
what youngsters are out there ready to take 
over his mantle as Photoshop guru. Keen to 

pass on his knowledge and to ensure the 
next generation understand just what a gift 
digital imaging can be, Fellini is only too willing 
to share some of his wisdom: “I would tell 
someone following in my footsteps to try to 
understand light and shadow. Would they 
know how to draw a shadow under a beer 
bottle or a soccer ball without photographing  
it first? I would suggest that they buy a 
Wacom tablet and pen, and practise drawing 
free-hand circles. And finally, know that 
Photoshop is a very in-depth program, have 
fun with it and use it every day. Don’t worry 
about all that Photoshop can do, just focus 
on what you need it to do for you today. Take 
a Photoshop course at a college. And always 
try to get printed samples of your work – it’s 
the only way to know if your retouching was 
actually successful.”

And the future for the imageer himself? “To 
try something in the film industry would be 
fun. But to quit my job, open up a recording 
studio, become a great blues drummer and 
arrive at gigs in an Italian sports car 
would be it for me!” DP

■ [above] This image was 
composed of six baby shots and 
one background (see right). Subtle 
motion blur was added to the 
leaves and the baby’s hand. It 
was used for self promotion for 
photographer Kathryn Hollinrake
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