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Below is a text transcription of the audio portion of the MIT New Media Exemplar Producer Profile Series No. 03, Matthew Lamb, Visual Effects Director


Chapter 01, Intro:

Hi my name is Matthew Lamb and I’m a Visual Effects Director. It’s someone who directs and does visual effects… it’s actually technically not at term normally applied 

But most of the directing work I do is visual effects. A director is someone who directs the shooting of photography. In my case, visual effects, you tend to do it form a visual effects slant in that most of the projects that I do have a strong visual effects component and my work is not finished on the day that we shoot. It carries on for several weeks afterwards where we do the visual effects for the job. And my background in this area is fundamentally visual effects oriented and most of the work I do plays to that strength.

I’m a neurologist by training, initially pure biology and laterally computational neurology in which… simulating vision in frogs actually. But there wasn’t a great call for frog neuroscientists… actually it’s a really interesting area but the more I did computational vision the more I had a skill set that was identical to doing the more technical end of visual effects and living in Los Angeles it was very easy to transition between the two. It’s really good fun, actually. The times you love it the most is when you’re doing the 4am session and it’s worth it.

Chapter 02, Bullet Time:

Actually yeah, bullet time is a really bad description in that bullet time means that time is traveling sufficiently slowly that you can see a speeding bullet. Really it’s “stationary time” in that time is stopped altogether. If you look at the history of visual effects you discover a couple of effects have defined a period of years and back in the early nineties it was morphing and everyone remembers in T2 the silver robot that came back and would sort of morph around stuff and that was an extreme example of 3d morphing but before then people were morphing objects. And there used to be this joke that there were only 2 visual effects, the morph and the dissolve. And the dissolve is the other thing and that’s the effect that has been gone since the get go whereby you take two images and you dissolve one into the next which is the simplest effect you can do. And to be honest it’s the best effect you can do because simple is the best. So then there’s the morph and nobody can do a morph anymore it looks incredibly bad, it looks really out of date. It looks like you went and pulled together a computer form the early nineties and banged out something in your backyard. So nobody morphs anymore. 

And then bullet time came along. Most visual effects deal with space, modulating space, be it form or color or depth, you’re going to do something to do with that. Bullet time modulates time and so in that sense it explored a new dimension in the effects world. When bullet time was originally done the way you would do it was to get a whole bunch of cameras and you would line them around a room and you would basically place the cameras along the path of a theoretical camera that you would have that would be moving around when time has stopped. The setting up of the still cameras would take forever because obviously they have to be really precisely aligned. You have to make sure that every lens is exactly the same distance apart and exactly the same height from the previous one as you go down the line otherwise your image is going to jump around. So if you decide for example… say I’ve got a guy standing in the middle of the room and I want to freeze him when he jumps and when he’s frozen I want to move a camera around him. Well the way you do classical bullet time is you place a bunch of still cameras around the guy and you fire them all off at once and then take all the pieces of film and you attach them together in a long strip then you just play that strip. So it’s as if you moved a camera very rapidly around the scene. If you fire them all off at once, this essentially freezes the moment. If you fire them off sequentially, when you attach all the pieces of film together, it slowly plays back the moment. And so, as such, when it came along it was kind of interesting and exciting. Of course all you can do is slow it down slow it down and then eventually stop time and then you’ve kind of done an awful lot of what you can do in bullet time. And so the effect kind of petered out almost immediately. If you didn’t do bullet time in the first year you’d better have a really good idea because it all looks the same. Everyone spots bullet time, everyone knows what to look for in bullet time, everyone can tell good bullet time from bad bullet time. It sort of peaked really early and then was done. And so it’s kind of interesting to get this because it’s good to approach it from a slightly different angle and to bang it out as quickly as possible using techniques that have come around since bullet time was initially developed.

Chapter 03, Rotoscoping (Roto):

Roto is where you draw around something that’s of interest to you. So you have something in this scene that is important, in this case the catcher and you draw around him and extract him from the image and get rid of everything else. The very edge of the object will catch a little bit of the environment; you want to capture that when you use the object later on. If you don’t capture that, when you plunk the object over your new scene, like say he’s actually going to be inside a burning house, it looks like a cutout, like he’s been pasted on top of something. By and large, it’s just the extraction of objects from their environment. 

Chapter 04, Skills:

There’s a long history in this field of artists who are self taught who have used very cheap or pirateable software. There’s one particular package that’s very cheap and gets pirated an awful lot and you recognize the artists that would use it because they’d all be 16 years old but they’d actually be quite competent. So you’d actually get good work in this package, way beyond anything you’d imagine this package would be capable of. Most of the software vendors these days will give you a version that you don’t use for production for free- Houdini does, Maya does. You can just go grab that from them. And as long as you don’t use it… I mean most of them come with some sort of watermarking that prevents you from using them in production. 

What you need to learn is general principles not just the technology, the single piece of technology itself. I mean, for example, if I hire an artist, I don’t hire artists who know one package- they tend to be very limited. Most of the software works the same these days and its pretty easy- there’s no excuse for not knowing every package out there. An artist should know Maya, should know Houdini or Lightwave, or XSI, if they’re a 3D artist they should know these things. They should have an ability to write code; even if they’re from an artistic background, there’s no reason they shouldn’t sit down and learn how to do some basic coding. If you’re a 2D artist, compositor, you should know how to use Combustion and Shake and be able to sit down on a Flame and know your way around it and not be at a loss. And a lot of people use PCs these days- there are maybe 50 other packages that do lots of little things very well- you should know a good smattering of the rest of them. 

Skills are kind of independent- you can learn a good deal as you go along. The only way you can do that is if you get a good education first. I know it sounds like yet another person saying go get an education BUT it’s such a fast moving field that if you haven’t got the advantage of a good education you can’t adapt really quickly. The key thing to do is to go for the quality. I mean in visual effects as a whole you should go for the quality. Go for the high end packages, they all work the same pretty much. When you’ve learned one, you can go to the next, and get a good solid base.

The Spot:

The classic bullet time shot is time freezes and then the camera keeps moving around so everything is frozen and the camera is still there. What they wanted here is a different take on it, which is (actually I was trying to think of examples that use this and there aren’t many- where time freezes but some people keep moving) and so there’s a bit of a technical issue here as to how do you pull that off cheaply? Something that hasn’t often been done. It’s not incredibly difficult but it certainly piqued my interest and sort of got me enthusiastic and I think my enthusiasm rubbed off on them and they asked us to go do it.  There was rather more creative freedom in this than most commercials. Most commercials tend to have your creative freedom fairly rigidly limited by the constraints of the client. They were pretty mellow here. 

Music videos tend to be the best things to work upon if you just want pure creative freedom.  If you’re directing a music video, better still. There is generally a lot more freedom as to what you go do. Those tend to be the jobs, if you’re really in this just for the pure “I wanna go shoot film” music videos are the things to go do. In terms of commercials, they tend to be more of a collaborative process between the agency, their client, and in this case the directors and the visual effects crew. 

What we’re looking at here is the raw footage and you can see everybody standing around in the background. Those are a couple of grips lurking around there, gripping stuff. You can tell they’re grips because they hold on to things (laughter). There’s my co-director, Ben. And as we keep on marching through, there’s me, in the yellow hat. There’s a guy there shaking his head because we had something like seventy cameras on set and it was the general feeling with most people that none of this world work. The guy standing right behind him is the AD and the DP is somewhere around here, I don’t know where. The AD is the Assistant Director and he goes and marshals everybody, tells everybody stand up, go do this, you stand over there, you do this, hurry up everyone, we’ve got two minutes, blah, blah, blah. He pretty much holds the team together. He drives the horses. 

We did two commercials in two days with a very large number of extremely technical shots. You would have normally taken four days over these two. So we’re moving for speed rather than complete cleanliness knowing that we could clean things up later. You’ll see a couple of things on him that obviously need cleaning up like the top of his hat is missing here, that later would get painted in and one of the grip stands is leaving a shadow on his shoulder and we have another shadow right here. So all of these various things they need to get removed.

So that’s what we did- we made him, we took our bullet time shot by suspending a ball in midair on a piece of fish line, getting our little magazine of bullet time cameras stationed around the ball with the ball at the point of interest, so they orbit around the ball, and then asking Chavez here to go and take a dive as though he was going to catch that ball. And then firing off the cameras at exactly the right moment. And that’s the most difficult thing. That’s why he had to take so many dives, it’s capturing that moment when everything is in the perfect position and everything is all dandy. And what we want to come away from this with is the ball, the dude, the dude’s shadow, and enough of the ground that we can take care of it. 

We put a couple of luminous pink golf balls there and you’ll see that in a lot of effects shots, luminous pink, luminous green balls lying all over the place. They’re used for tracking. In an awful lot of visual effects, you need to know where the camera was when you shot the effect and these tracking markers allow you to do that because you know where they are and then you can work out where the camera would be in order to go do this. So yeah, this is our raw material. Let me show you a few other bits and pieces of material.

So what we’re looking at now is the live action component of the bullet time. These are the scientists that have moved in and they’re all standing around an invisible space that has Chavez hanging there in midair. The gag is that action is frozen and these guys are making a computer game, and these guys have frozen time in order to observe what the various physical forces are at play that made a heroic catch. And so we gave them a few nonsense pieces of equipment like we found this Geiger counter and he’s measuring the ball with a Geiger counter. It doesn’t make any sense, but it’s kind of cool. We have a couple of other things, he has some various equipment in his bag and the scientist that’s off camera here has got a camera. He’s taking a photo of the event. And so the idea was to go and make these guys really sort of dorky and a little eccentric. Stereotypical scientists. Very enthusiastic!

So yeah, this actually made for quite a good shot. This is one of my favorite shots in the spot in that everything kind of came together in it. So that’s your live action. These are the two components of the shot: the live action and the frozen Chavez. Everything else is all effectsy stuff. 
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