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the classic P.D. television series; The Cape, a recently cancelled superhero drama on NBC; and
the NBC sitcom Outsourced are on the roster of recent television shows Branit and his team of
four VX artists have tackled.

LIGHTWAVE 3D PROVIDES THE KEY

The key to understanding how Branit could locate his visual effects boutique so far away from
its main client base and develop a thriving business revolves around building a talented staff
well-versed in NewTek’s LightWave 3D, and the prominent role the 3D program plays in the TV
visual effects industry. LightWave™ is the primary 3D tool used at BranitFX. Coupled with the
powerful compositing functions of eyeon Software’s Digital Fusion, the pair of applications gives
BranitFX artists the ability to get the job done. “With LightWave,” says Branit, “I know there’s
always a way to accomplish what’s needed.”

Branit, who long ago teamed up with a college friend, split what little money they had and bor-
rowed the rest from parents to buy an Amiga-based NewTek Video Toaster® just to get LightWave,
has leveraged his knowledge of the program to position his business for success.

After graduating from the University of Kansas in Lawrence with a background in industrial de-
sign and spending a brief period with a Topeka ad agency, Branit began focusing his attention on
LightWave-based visual effects. In 1995, he headed to Los Angeles to take an animation position
with Digital Muse, where his work with LightWave for television visual effects intensified.

In the year 2000, Branit and friend Jeremy Hunt pushed the limits of their LightWave visual
effects talents with 405, a two-and-half-minute movie about an L.A. driver who has the mis-
fortune of being southbound on an empty stretch of 1-405 when a McDonnell Douglas DC-10
makes an emergency landing right behind him. The video, one of the first to go viral on the
Internet garnering an estimated 2 million views, quickly brought notoriety to Branit and Hunt
for their visual effects skills.

“That caused us to have to take what turned into a permanent absence from Digital Muse,”
says Branit. “In doing that, jobs started falling in our laps for visual effects work as well as
commercial work.”
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The pair started their own company where
they did music videos and visual effects shots
for various TV shows, including a two-year
stretch of steady work for Star Trek: Enterprise.
“We were based in Santa Monica, and Star Trek
was out of the Paramount lot in Hollywood,” re-
calls Branit. “I went two years and never saw
them face to face. We did everything through
QuickTime —back and forth—sending frames
and sending files.”

It didn’t take long for Branit to figure out
from that experience that he was free to live
anywhere there was a fast Internet connec-
tion. Having met his future wife and con-
sidering cost of living issues, Branit began
seriously contemplating a move back to the
Midwest. “I started thinking, ‘Why not just
move and not tell anybody?’” he says. “We
didn’t go that route, but we did move back
to Kansas City.”

TV DEADLINES

With years of LightWave experience now,
Branit acknowledges that part of what makes
the program his primary tool for visual effects
is familiarity. “I don’t want to say, ‘Old dog,
new tricks,” but I just know exactly what | can
make it do,” he explains.

The other quality that keeps him a committed LightWave animator is the program’s interface.
“I've never seen this documented, but there is just something about the way the interface works
and something simpler about it that allows artists to solve problems and not just rely on the
software to solve the problem.”

That intuitive access to LightWave tools is exactly how BranitFX solved a difficult problem
last season for the producers of Breaking Bad. One particular shot called for two men to be run
down by the Pontiac Aztec belonging to the show’s protagonist, Walt White. As Branit recalls, the
directions for the shot were quite specific. One of the men hit by the car was to go up and over the
car and survive for about 20 seconds, while the other was to get caught up under the car and be
killed instantly. Stunt people weren’t an option, and the show’s producers were considering using
mannequins when BranitFX came up with an alternative.

“We took the initiative and set up some physics simulations in LightWave, and really did a fairly sim-
ple cloth rag doll physics body and set up two guys. We ran some collision objects through them shaped
like a car and just started playing with it and adjusting the elasticity —the gravity,” says Branit.

“The trick of the shot was that the guy who got hit and went over the car needed to land where
he was hit. That would never happen in real life. We found out immediately that he would get
ejected 40 feet down the road,” he says.

“In LightWave, we were able to take the scene and tilt it so the gravity was a little different. It
looked great through the camera. You'd never know there was something tricky going on. But we
were able to show five different examples of how it would play out before they ever shot.”

Satisfied with one of the LightWave generated solutions, the crew shot the first half of the scene
with the actors starting to move and then they shot the car running through the scene. BranitFX
took it from there.

“And that was before LightWave had its bullet engine, which is way better,” says Branit. “Our
approach was hacking it —that is using something LightWave was meant to do broadly and us-
ing it almost in an unintentional way for a specific solution.”

Solving problems quickly for television shows has made LightWave a favorite among many
visual effect houses. Often a studio will be asked to develop a solution in mere hours for

television, says Branit. LightWave offers the
flexibility to develop innovative approaches to
problems and a workflow that’s suited to the
quick turnaround required for TV. “You don't
have to worry about dividing a shot up be-
tween somebody who is going to do surfacing,
and someone else who will come in later and
light it. You can just have one guy sit down
and bang all of those pieces out.”

One of the new features in LightWave 10
helping BranitFX maximize efficiency and
meet the demands of television is the View-
port Preview Renderer (VPR), which delivers
photo-realistic rendering to the viewport. “With
the VPR, you can actually render your scene on
top of the wireframe as you are looking at it in
real time, just for surfacing and lighting,” says
Branit. “We saw it at SIGGRAPH in L.A. and
said, ‘That’s pretty cool, kind of a neat thing.”

That mild praise turned into an enthusiastic
endorsement as soon the BranitFX artists be-
gan using the new tool. “By the end of the first
day, we were all just using it in our day-to-day
pipeline. It became, within one day, part of the
way we work,” says Branit.

Recalling the earlier days of his career,
Branit was reminded of the emergence of
OpenGL and its impact on animators. When
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Physics simulations in LightWave solved the problem of depicting two
characters getting hit by a car in Breaking Bad.
Image: Courtesy of Sony Pictures.

OpenGL came along animators could actually see shaded, lighted versions of objects they were
working with. “I joked with the guys about those times and told them, | was kind of like, ‘Yeah, it's
going to be cool, but really?” And then OpenGL became something you absolutely had to have, and
| think it's kind of the same with VPR,“ he says.

MOORE’S LAW OF EXPECTATION

While tools like LightWave’s VPR improve workflow, it would seem that steady progress in com-
puting power should also help visual effects artists like Branit trying to meet the tight deadlines
of television. Most people involved with technology are familiar with Moore’s Law, named for Intel
co-founder Gordon Moore. In 1965, Moore observed that the number of transistors per square inch
that could be packed onto an integrated circuit doubled every year —a rate that has slowed to
about every 18 months.

For animators, nothing could seem to be better. With the ever falling price of computers, Moore’s
Law has translated into an equation where the same amount of money buys twice the processing
power about every 18 months. Looked at another way, for the same dollar amount spent on hard-
ware, the time required to render a frame should drop by about 50 percent every year and half.
Surprisingly, however, it doesn’t work that way in television, says Branit.

“There’s also a Moore’s Law for the expectation for visual effects,” explains Branit. Recalling
conversations with animators at Digital Muse who worked on effects for Star Trek: Voyager in
the early days of the series, Branit says the facility was only allowed to use one light in a scene
because more than that would take too long to render.

“That became two lights, which became 50 lights. That became radiosity rendering. Standard-
def went to high-def, and now we are getting into stereoscopic 3-D —doing the same render
twice,” he says.

“As computers get faster and faster, there is always something that comes on that’s more
demanding,” he explains. “For television, a rendered frame can take anywhere from five minutes
to an hour. We have had things that have taken eight hours per frame for some special shot, but
it just kind of seems like the five minutes to one hour per frame render is where we are today and
where we were 15 years ago, t0o.”
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THAT'S A WRAP

Branit has proven with his boutique that it's
possible to run a successful TV visual effects
house from the Midwest, even if the main source
of business is half a continent away. To clients,
Branit explains, it's not so much about where he’s
located or even the tools his team of animators
use, as long as BranitFX produces the quality
they expect at a pace that meets their demanding
deadlines. However, to Branit much of his facil-
ity's success stems from having staff animators
who know the best way to make efficient use of
LightWave to meet client expectations.

Working from Kansas City has let Branit as-
semble a stable team of staff LightWave anima-
tors. “This facility probably takes one-tenth what
it takes to run a comparable one in Hollywood or
Burbank,” he says. “The cost of living here is
so affordable, and we can find artists and pay
them, maybe not as much as they would make
in LA, but we can offer them a staff position
where they are not going from gig to gig.”

Building a reliable team of staff artists is
an invaluable asset in the visual effects busi-
ness, says Branit, and having a reliable tool
like LightWave, which Branit knows will deliver
the quality and efficiency needed for television,
gives him the confidence to work so far from
Los Angeles.
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Proactive CG and VFX studios, such as Pixomondo, are answering
the call for more innovative and complex visual effects on the small
screen. New television series are bringing graphics to the forefront, in-
corporating more 3D elements and environments, character animation,
realistic lighting and simulations, virtual sets and more.

Burgeoning in Burbank

How are CG and VFX studios meeting the growing demand for in-
novative graphics on TV? In the case of global visual effects company
Pixomondo, it is expanding and adopting agile, timesaving tools, such
as NewTek’s LightWave 3D® modeling and animation software.

“We just recently started a North American television division (in
Burbank, Calif.), and that's when LightWave started coming up in
conversations,” recalls John F. K. Parenteau, managing producer at
Pixomondo Los Angeles in Santa Monica, Calif. “The Burbank division
initially was solely our television division, and most of the 3D artists we
had hired were very eager to use LightWave.” Parenteau, himself a self-
taught and longtime user of LightWave, understood the attraction.

Parenteau began his career running LightWave Beta Version 0.9 on
a Commodore Amiga computer. “I was one of the people who called
NewTek and asked ‘Why can’t we have more than 10 lights?’ They re-
sponded, ‘Why would you ever want more than 10 lights?’ I've been
around a long time,” Parenteau admits.

In fact, before helping to establish and oversee Pixomondo’s U.S. divisions
in Los Angeles and Burbank, Parenteau enjoyed a celebrated career as a
LightWave artist, a LightWave animator, supervisor on television shows produced
exclusively with LightWave, and founder of Digital Muse, a LightWave facility.
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A Rich History
Thilo Kuther, who founded Pixomondo in Germany in 2001, hired Par-
enteau more than two years ago to establish and manage the company’s
first U.S. facility. Together, they set up what was essentially a traditional
production pipeline designed to deliver around-the-clock visual effects
production and supervision, CG character creation, 3D animation, and
pre-visualization to the feature film and commercial industries.

Pixomondo’s newly established LA division quickly gained promi-
nence, contributing impressive visual effects to writer/director
Roland Emmerich’s award-winning film 2012. More VFX work soon
followed, with Pixomondo artists worldwide working on an impressive
list of feature films, including Sucker Punch, Green Hornet, Iron Man
2, Ninja Assassin, and currently, Green Lantern, Red Tails, and The
Invention of Hugo Cabret.

“Before | helped establish the Los Angeles division, Pixomondo was
only in Germany. Since then, we've also opened offices in Burbank, Bei-
jing, Shanghai, London, and Toronto,” Parenteau describes. Each divi-
sion is a generalist, able to stand on its own and handle its own work,
without reliance on other Pixomondo facilities.

“Generally speaking, every division is an autonomous unit that
provides all services. The beauty of it is that we can ban together
and service a much larger project that way,” Parenteau adds. “That
being said, certain divisions are also specialists: The Stuttgart office
has an excellent compositing team; Berlin has a crack effects divi-
sion that can do everything under the sun; and along the same lines,
Burbank can provide every service, but does a lot of television work
and character animation.”
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Generalist Artists

Pixomondo’s novel generalist approach also extends beyond the mul-
tiple divisions to 3D artists working on television VFX at its Burbank
facility. When it came to staffing, Parenteau found that virtually all the
artists were, like him, self-taught on LightWave, proving a testament to
the software package’s ease of use.

“They taught themselves everything—modeling, lighting, animation,
everything. That's a unique ability, and it’s very difficult to find a true
CG generalist working in any other [software] package,” Parenteau en-
thuses. “You'll get lucky and find someone here and there who is good
at three of five major tasks. To find somebody who knows them all or
who is comfortable in a wide range (of CG work) is very difficult; but
with LightWave, that’s a common thing, and it's wonderful, especially
for television, when you need one artist to be able to handle a number of
shots on their own.
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“LightWave is very well suited, as it always has been, to a very quick
turnaround, very general nature—a single artist that can do many dif-
ferent tasks,” Parenteau continues. “I like to say that features have
three people work on one shot, whereas in television, one person will
work on three shots. It's a different mentality.

“LightWave and the artists who use it are just so advanced in understanding
many different facets of it that you can hand them a lot of work, and they can
handle it all on their own,” Parenteau explains. “That’s really what has been
helping. It isn't necessarily a component of LightWave 10, but of LightWave
in general. I'm really happy to have it in the Burbank division now.”

Tackling Television

Pixomondo’s production pipeline has traditionally followed a feature
film structure. “We have a group of modelers, a group of lighter/shaders,
a group of animators—it is separated,” Parenteau describes. “It doesn'’t
work for television; artists literally could be turning around 100 shots
in a week, and that pipeline just is not fast enough. | knew that, given

the way television works, it is sometimes difficult both financially and
speed-wise to use a software package that is designed more for depart-
mental use, with everyone being in a separate department and different
people doing different tasks.”

Parenteau and Kuther, nonetheless, initially sought to acclimate the
Burbank division’s staff to Pixomondo’s existing production pipeline and
software tool set.

“I was trying to encourage them to use (our current workflow) because
we have such a massive pipeline and so many resources around the
world utilizing it. Still, it was not fully able to accommodate what they
needed to do in the timely fashion they needed to do it in,” Parenteau
reveals. “We, of course, wanted to push forward our own pipeline first.
We didn’t want to replace our entire pipeline, but it quickly became clear
that LightWave could play an integral role (in our existing infrastruc-
ture), especially with the release of Version 10.”

Pixomondo Pipeline

“We adopted LightWave as we realized that the television division
was a bit more demanding than our existing pipeline could provide in
terms of services and speed,” Parenteau describes. “I said, ‘I'd love to
get these artists married into some concept of the LightWave pipeline.’
We acquired a couple copies of LightWave 10 to start off, and just ex-
panded from there.”

LightWave 10 integrated easily into the Pixomondo pipeline, which
is populated by several software programs from different vendors. Fea-
tures new to version 10 ensured that the seemingly disparate software
not only harmonized in a single pipeline, but also worked well together.

“We were able to utilize elements from all (the software packages),”
Parenteau explains. “We seamlessly cut shots created entirely in Light-
Wave with shots from other packages.”

Pixomondo artists working on a Super Bowl ad for Terra Nova—a much-
anticipated, sci-fi drama television series scheduled to air on FOX—even com-
pleted effects in LightWave that were first begun in other software programs.

Artists leveraged LightWave 10’s support for Autodesk’s FBX file for-
mat and its Geometry Cache to port animated caches from Autodesk’s
Maya into LightWave, where they finished the shots. “It was much quick-
er for us,” Parenteau explains. “That was the beginning of us realizing
just how valuable LightWave could be. From there, artists on other shows
wanted to use LightWave, and we ended up doing a lot of set extensions
with it, as well.”

Powerful Features

Today, Pixomondo’s Burbank division uses LightWave 10 throughout
its workflow. “We are using LightWave for everything—from lighting and
shading to working on material from other pieces of software, as well as
just producing everything in it—from soup to nuts,” Parenteau notes.
“LightWave provided a very fast turnaround for us. It has become a great
tool, particularly with some of its new capabilities.”
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Pixomondo artists value several specific features new to version 10.
At the top of the list in the company’s workflow are LightWave 10’s new
data interchange tools, which support MDD, Autodesk Geometry Cache
and FBX, and COLLADA file formats and simplifies data sharing between
software applications.

“They also love the new linear color space workflow,” Parenteau
raves. “We mainly use EXRs—Industrial Light & Magic’s OpenEXR high
dynamic-range (HDR) image file format—for our various renders, so
it's great to have the ability to preserve the details for the comp.” The
new utility supports consistent gamma, color space and custom look
up tables (LUTs) to enable more realistic lighting, as well as to provide
compositing flexibility in the professional pipeline.

Compositing is key for Pixomondo Burbank artists, who are working
on such popular television series as Outsourced and Hawaii Five-0.
Outsourced is, surprisingly enough, a fairly large visual effects show,
for which Pixomondo artists do a lot of interesting work—from set ex-
tensions to compositing, they place the action and the actors in India.

Pixomondo artists further innovate on Hawaii Five-0 with the production
of numerous 3D matte painting shots and its attention-grabbing “pow-
ers of 10” introduction.

“Viewport Preview Renderer (VPR) stills and previews have been a
huge help,” Parenteau says. With the VPR, Pixomondo artists gain in-
stant feedback and a realistic view of scenes and objects incorporat-
ing all interactive light, nodal shading, and scene set up elements. In
particular, he says, “it really speeds up the process of texturing and
lighting, and it's one of the main tools and features of LightWave 10 that
we really enjoy.”

Pixomondo Burbank artists harness LightWave's FiberFX Strand
Modeler for hair and fur simulation. “We're using LightWave on a CG
rat for one of our shows, rather than another software package, be-
cause of the new FiberFX capabilities. It's a great feature to have,”
Parenteau admits.

Continued Growth

Pixomondo continues its aggressive growth, even as some CG and
VEX studios are downsizing and even closing their doors. “The company
has been growing immensely—we’re up to 500 people worldwide from
300 people just one year ago,” Parenteau explains. “We're really get-
ting a handhold on major productions, including feature television and
commercials, and earning a reputation as a high-quality, reasonably
priced company with a worldwide perspective. For the future, we look to
solidify our place in the market as an alternative and equal solution to
some of the bigger houses around the world, and to continue to deliver
great work.”

Just as Pixomondo has earned its place on the worldwide VFX stage,
LightWave 10 has achieved a prominent role in Pixomondo Burbank’s
television production pipeline. “It speeds up workflow and enables us
to accomplish a lot more work than we could with a traditional feature
pipeline,” Parenteau concludes. “It is really well suited for rapid, yet
high-quality work.”
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Changing of the Guard

A revolution in production and distribution
technology Is shattering old barriers and overturning
conventions about what gets said and who's saying it.
By Andrew Cross, CTO, NewTek

he old guard is changing. No longer are people beholden to an interlocking conglomeration
of production, media and technology companies that together represented a powerful gate- E

keeper on what thoughts get discussed, which programs are seen and what messages enter
the public dialog. l

The corporate-technological-media gatekeeper is losing control. A confluence of developments in pro-
duction and distribution technology is shattering the gates and giving anyone with a message to commu- }

nicate a means to do so and an avenue to reach the public.

Today, the Internet rivals —and may even be surpassing— traditional media outlets, like cable
TV, over-the-air broadcast, direct-to-home satellite and Telco TV, when it comes to reach and viewer
convenience. How many millions of people today regularly consume everything from their favorite i
network TV programs to user-generated content, like the pair of chattering toddler twins, on their lap-
tops, smartphones and tablet devices? Thanks to the Internet, appointment TV has been transformed r

into anywhere, anytime, anything television.

What the Internet has done to distribution, companies like NewTek and our TriCaster™ technology are
doing to production. Once dominated by a few big players with expensive equipment, the television produc- I
tion landscape is being populated with thousands upon thousands of independent producers who have

y y
_ _ _ We’ve got what you’ve
tapped into a new generation of affordable production technology. o -
The importance of the TriCaster is that it allows people to produce an end product that is every bit as l been mlsslng.
I

appealing and every bit as professional-looking as anything ever produced by TV professionals using ex-
pensive production gear. That is huge. Why? Because rightly or wrongly, people are accustomed to a certain
quality level when it comes to television. Anything that doesn't reach that level is easier to dismiss as less

important and not worthy of attention. 3Play” — Replay Reinvented”

If you doubt that, consider my two young children. My kids have no idea of what | do for a living. ¥ Multi-channel HD/SD slow motion replay, all within your control,
T_he only time_z they've bee_n to_daddy’s office i_s when New_Tek is_ throwing some so_rt of family func- % s0 your audience won't miss the key plays of the game.
tion like a picnic. In their minds, | am convinced, they imagine NewTek as an inflatable bouncy =
castle. (Unfortunately, that’s only out back for the family functions NewTek throws.) They don't E z » Immediately deliver slow motion replays in HD/SD
know anything about video production or the technology we create. Ironically, though, even my five- B £ « Continuously record three synchronized audio and video streams
year old can tell the difference between something that’s professionally produced and something i i ) _
that's not. 2 * Replace three HD decks with three camera 1S0 recording —
What the TriCaster does is revolutionary. It lets people for a very affordable price produce live video that | 8 * Quickly prepare highlight reels with EDL of marked clips : :4‘ s
passes the smell test as something that qualifies as “professional.” It de facto creates bona fides in the i » Deliver the action for US$21.995 F : ;
video realm for ordinary people by giving them the tools needed to do extraordinary things. I f L FIE
Moving forward, expect to see NewTek continue to create technology that advances this un- - “'s o
folding revolution in television production. Our mission is to shake up the status quo in TV 3 o :_"‘
. .. . . . 5 =
production by giving people the tools they need to express their unique messages in a way that i A T T R T T e R ; .
demands attention. i = /
F Get in the game. www.newtek.com,/3play

Superior Technology Award
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LightWava™

Image created by LightWave artist Lino Grandi

Sink your teeth into LightWave™ 10 and get a whole new set of groundbreaking tools. Whether

you work alone or play well with others, LightWave 10 has the tools you need to remain creative
and competitive, from start to finish. It's an “"on-location,” real-time, stereoscopic, interactive 3D

experience, right at your fingertips. LightWave 10 will breathe new life info your pipeline.

Count on it.

SAVE NOW with our Special Limited Time Offer and get the FREE DVD - LightWave 10 Rigging: Revedled.

Getinonit.
www.lightwave3d.com

Visit www.newtek.com/Ilw/creature to download this sample |
from our LightWave 3D° creature kit. ®| NeWTek



