
Creating the Twirl Effect in Photoshop 
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I claim no originality in the effects and the idea behind the “Twirl Effect” which has been seen 

recently with people having a lot of idle time where they are experimenting with artistic effects in 

Photoshop, this effect is quite simple to do but can have startling results in producing abstract art. It 



is reminiscent of some things that may have been in the swinging 60’s but without being chemically 

induced.  

 

The effect works in Photoshop and Photoshop Elements, I am using Elements on a MAC but it is 

equally applicable to a windows machine. 

I am using the <ctrl> or <cmd> to indicate the “Control Key” for Windows or “Command Key” for 

MAC, so <ctrl>J means pressing the control and J key together.  

Also by convention “Filter>Blur>Radial Blur” indicates access to one of the commands from the 

menu options at the top of the screen. 

Steps 

First open the original photograph in PS. 

You will need to start in Expert Mode and have the layers window open 

 

 

Diagram 1 Opening original image 

  



 

Then create a new layer (in Mac it is <cmd>J in Windows <ctrl>J 

 

Diagram 2 layer created and renamed 

Click on the copy and rename it I called mine Twirl_f, you can then delete the background layer. 

  



Now you need to start distorting the image and for this you use one of the filters called Mezzotint, 

this has the effect of pixelate the image to give the effect of lines. The filter is from the top menu  

Filter>Pixelate>Mezzotint 

 

Diagram 3 Pixelating the image 

There are different options you can use the one that seems to work the best is “Medium Lines” 

  

Diagram 4 select Mezzotint options 

Click on OK then be prepared to start the magic  



The next step is to add some Radial Blur this step needs to be done several times and does take a 

little while between stages so be patient. 

Filter>Blur>Radial Blur 

 

diagram 5 adding radial blur 

You will need to make the amount 100 select a “Zoom” method and “Best” Quality 

 

Diagram 6 Radial Blur options 

Once this has been done you need to repeat this several times I do it 5 or 6 times, the picture on the 

next page shows the result 



 

diagram 7 after 5 radial blurs. 

Now you need to create a second layer (<ctrl>j or <cmd>j) and rename it I have called my second 

layer Twirl_B (for back) 

 

diagram 8 2nd layer created 

  



Select the first layer and then apply a distortions filter 

Filter>Distort>Twirl 

 

diagram 9 applying distortion  

You will then get a box where you can enter the amount of distortion, be careful Photoshop 

remembers your previous setting so mine had a setting of -145 degrees already, you can enter in an 

angle of how much you want to distort then press OK (angles greater than 100 degrees are 

recommended) 

 

diagram 10 angle of distortion note - angle 

Once you have pressed OK don’t worry if the image on your screen hasn’t changed as you are 

working on a lower layer. 



Now select the upper layer and repeat, this time put in a twist of the opposite direction, so I 

changed the angle from -145 to 145 degrees. 

 

Diagram 11 adding distortion to top layer 

 

diagram 12 setting distortion angle note positive angle this time 

This time when you press OK you will see a difference in the screen 

  



 

diagram 13 distorted image 

Now you need to blend the two layers together this is done by using the “blend” mode which is 

located in the panel just above the two layers. The mode needs to be changed from “Normal” to 

“Lighten” 

 

diagram 14 selecting blend mode 

This will then blend the two layers together by lightening the upper layer so the lower layer shows 

through. 

Now Save the image with a suitable name 

Blend Mode
Selection



 

diagram 15 saving image 

 

 

Note I have changed the format to JPEG from the default which is “PSD” 

 

diagram 16 save options 

Once OK is pressed the image becomes a single layer and you can then change colours, exposure, 

shadows, contrast etc. to your hearts content. 



 

diagram 17 going neon colours 

All text images and screen shots are copyright of Robert Snary, the idea is not, please feel free to try 

out the techniques and see how you get on. 

 

 


