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For this assessment we were given the task of creating a single animated sequence, carrying on from the work we completed during the Art Direction assignment. 
At the end of the last assignment, a short-animated sequence had been created as a starting point for this assignment. The sequence displayed a battered warrior approaching an abyss entrance, guarded by a powerful foe. Although this was a starting point, changes were already being made to the main concept of the short film. The theme would remain the same however, the method of expression was altered thoroughly. Instead of having close shots of warriors and fight scenes, a vast countryside would be shown and suddenly change to show how the gluttony and corruption has affected such a beautiful landscape. This is a huge change and as such, required a lot of addition research and practice.
[image: ][image: ]A big inspiration and main reason for this change came from Studio Ghibli, a “Japanese animation film studio”. Having loved each film created by Ghibli, a passion for creation was re-ignited within. Although the old idea wasn’t fully let go, the theme and context of the idea remained the same. One of the main films that diverted the workflow was 1988s ‘My neighbour Totoro’. The film had many breath-taking open world scenes such as the mountain and farmland shot at the start of the film. [1] This was not the only Studio Ghibli film that sparked creativity, 2001’s Spirited away and 2004’s Howl’s moving castle also contained many beautiful shots. Hayao Miyazaki is one of the founders of Studio Ghibli and is responsible for a vast number of the landscape shots. Miyazaki’s artwork is more than just a drawing or a still picture, each piece tells a story or promotes thought through the work, for example. The photograph seen on the left is a piece of concept art for Howl’s moving castle. The piece shows a massive, poorly yet magnificently constructed building of sorts. The castle has a few legs which resemble chicken feet and is also covered in moss growth and algae. Even though this piece is gorgeous, it makes the viewer think about what it could be or what its intentions are, especially with the character present between the legs of the castle. ‘Why are they there?’, ‘are they in danger?’, these were a couple of thoughts that were present after viewing this piece for the first time.
Now that a new idea had been born, it was time to give context to the landscape that was yet to be created. It was decided that there would be a narrator telling a short story while the landscape pans in the background, similar to that found throughout the Soulsborne franchise- a huge part of the inspiration for the Art Direction module. 
“In the beginning, the vast land of Drakkar, a bloodless district that thrived in the light. Shortly consumed by darkness after the fall of lord Nokhoron, now a baron wasteland taken over by corruption and the thirst for endowment. The first like was locked away by the scholars of the abyss, deep within the catacombs of Caerleon”
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Description automatically generated]Once the narrator’s story had been written, it was time to begin modelling the landscape. Maya was chosen to be used for the entire modelling/ rendering as it would increase workflow speed by having everything needed all in one program. After creating a ground plane, the subdivisions were increased dramatically to allow all necessary detail when sculpting the basic structure of the countryside. The lift a surface tool was chosen to sculpt landscape, stamps within the tool were also used to create mountains and valleys. Many different landscapes were sculpted however, each one had the appearance of being at the top of a mountain, not the wide-open countryside that was strived for. Eventually, an acceptable base landscape was created. It was important to be able to hide a decrepit landscape underneath where the river was going to be placed, this ultimately meant that only one model was needed to be made. After the base landscape design was completed, it was time to create the trees. I used a pine and broadleaf models for the vegetation. Arnolds AI standin’s and MASH networks were used to scatter the trees all over the mesh. Once both AI standin’s were brought into the scene, MASH networks were created. The first attempt of using MASH networks didn’t go to plan. The distribute to mesh and random nodes didn’t give the environmental look that was necessary. Instead, the world node set to terrestrial ecosystem was used and this did exactly what was required. Multiple problems occurred during this stage, and it took a very long time to figure out how to solve said problems. The first obstacle was that rendering a scene with 60k+ trees was taking an absurd amount of time. This was solved by scaling everything down, including the AI standin trees, until the render time was acceptable. The second problem was having trees placed in places that they shouldn’t be, including: on the peak of mountains and in rivers. This was partially solved by using the avoidance section of the world MASH network node. Two meshes in the shape of both rivers were created and added to the avoidance node, doing this stopped most of the trees from appearing in places they aren’t supposed to be.
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Description automatically generated]After the landscape and trees had been taken care of, it was time to add texture to the landscape. Maya was used to start as it is able to apply a coloured texture to an entire mesh however, this was not acceptable. A landscape that was only one colour was not going to work. This is when the decision to use Substance painter came along. An Arnold AI standard surface material was applied to the landscape before exporting. Once the model had been exported from Maya and imported into Substance, it was time to paint. The medium Acarospora Lichen brush was used for 95% for the painting, just with different colours, shades, opacities and material attributes. For the standard landscape, colours were layered on top of each other and blended in to give a more realistic aesthetic. For the second landscape, the same brush was used however, the colours and shades were much darker with a few highlights of orange and red throughout. Once the paintings were complete, it was time to export them and import them back into MAYA. The export settings had to be changed to match the rendering software used by Maya, Arnold. 
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Description automatically generated]After exporting the paintings, they had to be imported and added to the model. This required using image files for the base colour, roughness and bump map. Now that everything had been applied it was time to add lighting to the scene. At first, a Skydome with a HDRI background was chosen however, was later changed to a physical sky as it felt more natural. 
It was now time to render the image sequence and add the audio file, this is where all the problems occurred. 
// Error: 00:00:22  3342MB ERROR   |  [gpu] an error happened during rendering. OptiX error is: Unknown error (Details: Function "_rtContextLaunch2D" caught exception: Encountered a CUDA error: cudaDriver().CuEventSynchronize( m_event ) returned (700): Illegal address, file: <internal>, line: 0)
// 	GPU 0 had 11616MB free before rendering started and 9464MB free when crash occurred
 // Error: 00:01:09  3181MB ERROR   |   [gpu] Fatal GPU error occurred, please restart the host application
These were the errors that stopped the animation being as smooth and crisp as expected, after hours of research and experimenting. I was unable to find a cause or solution for this problem. In the end, the animation was rendered twice as fast as it should have been and at a lower quality using the CPU rather than GPU. This was extremely frustrating and has left me feeling like the animation could have been better.
Overall, I am happy with the animation I produced, I feel it makes the viewer ask questions and tells a story through a quick panorama. If I was to re make this animation, I would make sure that the GPU rendering doesn’t malfunction and also add a few structures to bring some life to the countryside. 





[1]  Studio Ghibli “Japanese animated film studio” 2022 [online] available: https://ghiblicollection.com/ 
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