Dinosaur VFX Production Progress Report Milestone 2
Modeling:
Responsible artist: Olle Rydberg

Modeling is now in full production. It has moved on from a concept/proportions phase to a more finished design. The design decisions have gone back and forth, but I think we’ve reached a look we are both satisfied with and want to continue working on.
The topology on the model has been completely redone. It now has good edge flow to help us get nice deformations in our animations. This is very important and makes life much easier for the rigger.
I used fewer polygons that originally intended. It seems the muscle system works best if the mesh is fairly light. So we will rely more on the displacement map for detail and form. 
I projected all my details from my Zbrush sculpture back to my new topology.
By using this workflow I can concentrate on form and gesture in Zbrush first. And then lay out my real topology after. More artistic freedom and better planned topology. I can even create my UV´s after I make my Zbrush sculpt.


I will now move on to more detailed shapes and try to bring some character into the creature. For this I have to do some research on some of the more advanced features in Zbrush, such as using the projection master and alpha maps to make fine detail.

When modeling I tend to bring in my Zbrush model in Maya and do a simple render. Then I bring that into Photoshop and make a quick paintover. This is a good way of seeing where your design is going and if there is something not working.

For my modeling so far I’ve hade much help from:

www.davidkrentz.com (knows a lot about dinosaurs)
www.zbrushcentral.com
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Above: New topology. I’ve colored some areas to easier show you some of the decisions I made while working on the model. The old topology is in the left bottom corner.
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One of those Photoshop paintovers to get a feel for the design and where I’m going with it.

Texturing and Shading
Responsible artist: Olle Rydberg

Texturing and shading is not in production yet. But I’ve done some research and small tests.
The biggest problem when making details in Zbrush is to eventually get all of that into Maya. Of course you can’t bring a 4 million polygon mesh into Maya and expect anyone to paint skinweights on it, or render it for that matter.
This is why I’m going to use a combination of displacement, normal and cavity maps to get all the nice detail out from Zbrush.

I will use displacement maps to bring out the siluette and basic shapes on my model. Displacement maps is a black and white image and I bake it straight out from Zbrush. I’ve done a lot of research on this. There is a lot of settings to take into consideration and some scripts needed to get it working properly in Maya 2008. Making a good displacement map seems to be an artform by itself.

Normal and cavity maps will be used to bring out the finer details in the creatures skin. I’ve done several tests and I seem to get nice results out of Zbrush’s “Zmapper”. I will also try to bake my normal maps in a different software called Xnormal.
Cavity map is a black and white map that creates “dirt” in the cracks and crevasses of your model. I will combine this map with my colormap.

We have done a test to see how the displacement and normal maps would hold up in animation. Tomas applied my retopologized model on his walkcycle animation. Displacement and normal maps were baked from Zbrush and a quick color map was painted. Everything was combined in Maya.

(See “DinosaurVFX_Texturetest_v01.mov”)
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A still image from our Displacement and Normal map test.
(See “DinosaurVFX_Texturetest_v01.mov”)
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Different maps baked from Zbrush. Uv map are temporary.
Scene setup / Compositing:
Responsible artist: Olle Rydberg

Since we now have our backplate footage I’ve started to look at it in closeup, trying to figure out how to recreate the right filmgrain and so on. It also seems like every other frame on the footage is slightly blurred for some reason and there is some jagged edges, chromatic aberration and dead pixels. All these things is something we have to take in to consideration when comping it all together.
I’ve also tried to figure out how to most efficiently match brightness, saturation, color and so on.

I did some tests and research on different file formats to render from Maya. I will try to come up with a pipeline that enables us to render in either 16 or 32 bit. This gives me more control in post and greater level of detail. The best format so far seems to be the .EXR format. It can render at 32 bit and can also contain different passes in one single file. I think I will have to do further research on this since I’ve been experiencing aliasing problems with this format also.

I’ve also continued my research on different render passes. I know roughly witch passes I want. But I don’t know how they should look to work best in post. I’ve tried to look at forums how other people do it. Found a quite interesting breakdown on Miguel Ortegas homepage. It’s from the movie “Underworld 2”.
www.warproductions.com/reel/wwf.htm 

These are the passes I plan to render out eventually:

Diffuse
Color
Shadow
Indirect light
Reflection
Specular
Normal
SSS
Facing ratio
I’m thinking the more passes we render the better control I get in post. Also if something is wrong, in let’s say a specular highlight, you don’t have to re-render the whole thing. Just the spec.
Proxy scene
Responsible artist: Tomas Tjernberg

Using the tracking data from boujou I have built a proxy scene that matches our backplate. This will be essential when animating our character as I have a modeled representation of our filmed environment to animate in.
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Animation
Responsible artist: Tomas Tjernberg

After animating the walkcycle I feel that I have learned how our creature will move and act. The walkcycle still needs some work but we will leave that for later and use it in its current state for lighting and shading tests. 

(See “DinosaurVFX_Texturetest_v01.mov”)
We have discussed what our creature will and can do in the scene we have. We can’t film a sequence to match what the creature would be doing in the vision of the director. Therefore we are forced to work backwards compared to a real film production and figure out what would be suitable to what we actually have.

Our creature is going to be hunting a prey that has already passed trough the scene we have. When he enters the scene he has lost sight of his prey. He slows down and tries to find a scent of his prey, sniffing in the air and his surrounding. He hears something, maybe a branch snapping, roars in the direction of the sound and continues the hunt towards it.  

Previz
Responsible artist: Tomas Tjernberg

I’ve made a previz that also is the basic blocked animation. 

(See “DinosaurVFX_Previz.mov”)
