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Fractal Mapper 8:                        
Case Study - Archipelago 



As part of an ongoing project to more closely mimic a natural Archipelago, this document will focus on a 
Case Study of one specific Archipelago located at Los Roques, Venezuela (seen on the cover of this 
document). While many Archipelagos exist in the world, this particular one is extremely picturesque but 
also photographs of it traditionally show more clarity in the colors of the water, and most importantly 
their near surface/yet underwater shelves of land. The image included herein will be the source for our 
color-grabbing exercise. 
 
Goal: 
My goal is to use Fractal Mapper 8 from NBOS http://www.nbos.com/ and its powerful transparency 
feature to design an Archipelago approximately 40 miles in length, with multiple islands. 
 
Items Used: 
For years I’ve used a small Case Study sheet I created that serves as a capture utility for colors from 
photographs. I’ll grab the desired colors, and then paste them onto this sheet. The very top row is for 
the main palette, while each sub-level is used for complimentary colors that serve as tweeners.  
 
Case Study Sheet  

 
 
You can go absolutely nuts here in capturing colors and building a massive palette, but two things over 
time have become apparent using this system:  

1) Having too many colors only confuses you, so try and stick to 10-12 colors per color grouping. 
2) No matter how many colors you use, blending and overlapping (feather/blur) can cover a ton of 

ground.  
 

When capturing colors for your own palette, I’d recommend using some source images and actually 
mark them with palette grabs. Then when you’re creating your features, you can refer instantly to the 
exact spot you’re trying to mimic. The following examples will hopefully illustrate these points.  
 
 
 
 



To begin, we first need to look at a Case Blue study of the waters that make of this region. There are 
hundreds of shades of blue in this picture, but I’ve built a small palette from the following spots:

 
 
Below is the associated Case Blue color palette:

 
 
While this palette only has 10 colors, when they are pulled onto their own sheet to sit side by side, I 
quickly can see the color banding and how everything fits together 

 A is a slight highlight that reflects the first hint of a higher elevation rising out of the water. 

 A tweener could be added to compliment (5) and (6), and (8) and (9), but this is one example of 
trying to minimize the amount of colors used. Mainly it’s my hope that by not using a tweener, 
these 2 regions can be blended effectively with feathering and transparency. 

 



Next, we need to examine the shelves/land mass:

 
 
It’s associated Case Green color palette:

 
 
You’ll notice that a couple blue/greens are on this sheet. Since these are part of the land, yet 
underwater, I’ve elected to isolate them with the Case Green palette, to make my job easier.  

 A is brother to (B), while blending with (3) and (4). 

 B is brother to (A), while offsetting (5) and (6) 

 C is white sand, surrounded by its wet brother (8), and bordered by the paths/roads (7) 
 
So our main color palettes consist of 21 colors – which should cover the color spectrum we need for this 
project.  
 
Now we can add the various colors we’ve chosen to our Fill and Line Color section in Fractal Mapper 8. 
Choose a blank area of your fill and line color and then add each color in order. For clarity, here is what 
it should look like: 

 
 
The white spaces (denoted with the X) in between the colors is just to keep groupings together visually 
for me and the X at either end shows starting/ending points. 
 
Note: The Transparency Slider – this will play a key role as we proceed through the build phase. 
 



For those wanting the RGB colors I’m using, here they are: 

Color R G B 
 0 34 76 

 17 60 115 

 26 73 127 

 11 82 138 

 14 105 158 

 49 147 184 

 58 164 206 

 92 183 228 

 161 202 222 

 25 72 140 

 7 58 89 

 64 105 125 

 106 95 93 

 119 115 114 

 163 154 147 

 100 109 114 

 135 136 128 

 113 125 113 

 220 212 201 

 226 226 226 

 254 255 253 

 
 
History of the word: 
 Webster’s Dictionary gives the definition of ARCHIPELAGO as: 
 
1: an expanse of water with many scattered islands  
2: a group of islands  
 
The history of the word comes from Italian Arcipelago, literally, chief sea, from arci- (from Latin 
archi-) + Greek pelagos sea. The first known usage dates to 1589.  
 
Although generally the result of volcanic activity, archipelagos are also shaped by other forces of 
nature, including erosion and rising or falling sea tables; as dynamic land masses, archipelagos tend 
to offer dramatic scenery. 
 
Indonesia is often referred to as the world's largest archipelago, a name which aptly represents its 
17,000 or so islands which span more than 5000 km (around 3,200 miles) eastward from Sabang in 
northern Sumatra to Merauke in Irian Jaya. If you superimpose a map of Indonesia over one of 
Europe, you will find that it stretches from Ireland to Iran; compared to the United States, it covers 
the area from California to Bermuda. 
 
 
 
 

http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/archipelago


Los Roques Archipelago National Park (the subject of this paper) was created in 1972 to protect a 
marine ecosystem of exceptional beauty and ecological value dominated by coral reefs, mangroves, and 
seagrass beds. It is without a doubt one of the most beautiful natural areas of Venezuela. The park, 
located about 80 miles (128 km) north of the port of "La Guaira" in Caracas, covers 221,120 hectares 
(546 acres), making it the largest marine park in the Caribbean Sea. Included below is a map of the 
entire National Park. 

 
 
Some other famous and perhaps overlooked archipelagos include: 
 

 Tristan da Cunha - The volcanic rocks are the most remote scraps of land on Earth. The 
closest land is the island of Saint Helena, where Napoleon was exiled, and that’s still 1,500 
miles away. 

 The Thousand Islands – in the Saint Lawrence River between New York State and Canada. 
 Svalbard - a group of islands found halfway between Norway and the North Pole. 
 The Dodecanese - off the southwest coast of Turkey. 
 Galapagos - is a province and a national park of Ecuador. 
 The Croatian Kornati - located in northern Dalmatia, south of Zadar.  
 Stockholm Archipelago - is made up of over 24’000 islands in the Baltic Sea. 

 
 

 



We’re now ready to begin building our Archipelago. Start by laying down the darkest Sea level, 
which is #1 on our Case Blue reference map.  

 
 
You have a couple choices here on how you wish to do this, so I’ll present 2 methods for variety. 
 

 In Fractal Mapper you can choose to set the background color to this dark sea color by going to (Map-
Map Setup-Background Color) and then plug-in the RGB values (0, 34, 76) and click okay.  

 

 
 
 

 Or, you can elect to simply draw a square on your map, and then stretch it to fit the entire 
dimensions of your image. Follow the visual steps below if you prefer this method: 
 



 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
Then draw a Square that is just inside the border of your maps total size – by left clicking and dragging.. 
 

 



I prefer the second method because I like to save the background for a reference image if I need to 
import one in. To add a background image (Map-Map Setup-Background Image). Browse to the folder 
that contains your image, then click Okay to load it. 
 
Note: When you are done using the background image and you wish to unload it from the screen. Go 
back to image (Map-Map Setup-Background Image) and highlight the path of your image – then hit 
delete, then Okay. This clears the image from your background.  
 
Now that our background color is set, I like to start with a mid range tone, which is equal to #5 on our 
Case Blue reference map as this gives a good base to build both lighter and darker shades onto: 

 
 
Draw your shape, and then use a Mid Feather Blur set at strength 6 to fade into your background. I also 
use Color #2 to draw in some faded accents above and below (with the same Mid Feather Blur set to 6) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Then continue adding in different levels of color. After laying down all of our Case Blue Colors, here is 
the result: 

 
 
In looking at our source image, many overlap, and even hide parts of each other. So don’t feel you need 
to have every single color completely 100% visible. This overlapping helps build the visual of depth and 
also adds some variation and what I believe is a more natural look to an Archipelago. 
 
I tend to spend time after laying down each color subtly altering transparency and adjusting what 
constitutes visible sections of each layer. There really isn’t a fast/simple method I’ve discovered that 
works all the time.  
 
Note the small red arrows refer to areas where higher colors hide part of lower/darker colors 
 
Next begins laying down the land mass (Case Green). I start with the wet sand base, since this stands as 
a good reference and also is a solid counter to all the blues that have been added. Then I slowly build up 
each island color, shifting between the green/brown mid tones just to get a feel of vegetation. Shown 
below is a partial build with the very base set in place to mimic the “near surface/yet underwater 
shelves of land” that I’ve been trying to capture. 
 



 
 
A close-up of work in progress: 

 
 



After finishing the first near surface features, the design is coming together slowly, and features like the 
land mass and deeper highlights are starting to pop. 

  
 
A closer look at the underwater features: 

 



Next is adding more underwater features, darker in contrast to what already exists. I’ve also started 
adding in some surface features. If the tide rises by a couple feet, these areas would be submerged. 
These also tend to be areas that connect islands together, and also can be used as highlight points to 
pull the eyes from the depths upwards to the land mass regions.  Forested regions on the islands proper 
are added, to get a feel for how they will combine with the textures/color choices:  

 
 
Lastly we arrive at underwater highlights, reefs and finishing off the project. I created a dark reef 
texture, and dropped highlights to break up the underwater regions. Then went through and connected 
all the reefs together, and finally added a few darker regions to give the sea grass style look. 
 
***** 
Hopefully, this has been of some benefit to those that enjoy using Fractal Mapper 8, and that the Case 
Study of a classic Archipelago inspires you to create your own. 
 
Cheers, 
Silverleaf 
 
 
The last two pages contain images of the final project. 
 
 
 



 
 

 



 
 

 


