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Critical Review Report

The last three years of studying 3D computer animation has taught me new skills techniques that I’ve been able to implement within my practice. These skills and others I picked up have successfully helped me create my short animation films. 

Research
One area where I believe major improvements have been implemented throughout the three years has been my research approach. My approach and the techniques I have used when it came to research has drastically improved because I was able to evaluate my own approach and identify all the improvements needed. This approach enabled be to obtain further knowledge in specific areas. 
If I compared the research approaches carried out in my first year and my current approach, I can easily identify my approaches during the first year were very minimal. I thought all the research materials obtained for my first year were very minimal because I stuck to more practical theory rather than contributing more research into it. This approach provided me with various weaknesses that now I believe would not suit in the professional world. A good example of my weak research technique that I carried out in the first year would have to be the attic animation, for my first semester assignment. For this project, my lack of research lead to an attic design that didn’t quite meet the desired look, especially the textures and the overall interior design. Taking this into consideration for my second semester project I carried out further research when it came to the module; organic modelling. The very first research I carried out when it came to the organic modelling was human anatomy. I wanted the character to display human muscles and to get further understanding of this I acquired a book providing references on the human body. Using these references, I was able to successfully create an organic model while incorporating the human anatomy, so all the leg muscles were modelled in the right place etc.
[image: ]Improving my research approach has also helped in other areas of practice, especially when it came to acquiring knowledge regarding walk cycles. This is another ideal aspect to talk about because when my first walk cycle animation was attempted, the use of my improved approach to research allowed me to include references into my work practice so that the walk cycle is animated smoothly. This can be noticed if the first year and second year walk cycle animations are compared.  The image on the right is the first-year walk cycle and upon recent review, the following issues were identified due to my lack of research on how the upper or lower body moves when walking. After watching this project, I thought the walking animation was very linear, and the body movement was very stiff. Further research could have also provided me with more knowledge on how to show emotions from just the walking movement. So taking this into consideration, for my second year projects I was able to improve my previous animation skills especially the body movement. As explained with the help of further research and locating key references that showed how the body muscles moved etc I was able to create an animation cycle that didn’t contain a stiff animation or linear movements. The image on the right is a screenshot of one of the [image: ]animations created for my second year module; 3D character and creature animation. My improved research techniques allowed me to understand how the legs would wobble when balance is lost and this was implemented to the animation on the right. 
[image: ]My improved research approach have also benefited my practice during my third-year project. One area of the final major project that needed a lot of importance added to was with animating the facial emotions of the characters. Since our film told most of the story using the characters emotions this aspect needed a lot of research before, I began animating any emotions. Through my research I was able to learn how much facial emotions alone can express someone’s feelings. Using this newly acquired knowledge I was able to do an emotions test on the father’s rig (as shown on the left). Furthermore, research allowed me to understand how much involvement the eyebrows have when you go through different emotions. This was an important aspect for me because my previous knowledge on a basic smile consisted of movements from cheeks and the mouth. Thanks to obtaining this through my advanced research I was able to implement this onto my test animation to showcase the character going from a happy to sad emotion.

Time management
One of my major weaknesses throughout the first and second year was the lack of time management control. This was very important because some of the assignments I had completed through year 1 and into year 2 could have been drastically improved but couldn’t be done due to my time management issues. These time management issues consisted of either spending too much time on animating a specific movement or spending too much time on the research and pre-production, rather than starting on the animation as soon as. If I had planned out what to do and incorporated my time management, I feel like I wouldn’t have met these types of issues and furthermore some of my previous animation projects would have looked better than what they were at the time. 
Due to my previous encounters with issues resulted from poor time management, I decided to arrange all my roles and give myself deadlines for my third-year project. This approach was planned out so that I wouldn’t fall behind on time and all my final products were done to the best of my capability. A good example of this was during the first semester of the third year, I took the role of designing the concept art for the father and son. My strategic time management approach was to finish the first drafts of the concept drawing within a week so that I have another week to add the improvements using the feedback I had acquired. Carrying out this approach was very beneficial for me and my project because this allowed me to acquire further time to start on my main role, this was creating the effects for the animation. The effects were given high importance because all the effects that I needed to create required a lot of research due to my lack of knowledge on showcasing these effects. Due to this, this role required a clearly planned out time management approach. For the second semester (third year) I continued to use the time management approach when it came to animating. As a group we decided to give our self a month as the deadline to finish the first pass of the animation. This was once again beneficial for me and the group because this would mean we have 2 months to finish the second pass of the animation taking into consideration the feedback.

Collaborations 
Collaboration has also been another key area that has helped me improve my current work practice. My very first collaboration was when we able to integrate our second-year module; Creative Practice 3 with a small company to create a virtual reality (VR) game called ‘Wizards Wrath’. Personally, this was a pivotal point because through this I was able to obtain new knowledge regarding the professional work practice. For this project I had to follow a professional CGI pipeline, so that we as a group could understand how CG assets were created within bigger companies. Weekly reviews and feedbacks as a group allowed me to get an understanding on how work in the industry is carried out. The weekly reviews have also helped me become more confident about suggesting new ideas to a group and help solve problems as a group.
This project also allowed me to create particle effects using the gaming engine; Unreal engines. Using this approach gained me new skills and knowledge from game engine. This is something that can be implemented onto my future animations. For example, for my next project I could use unreal engines to create an FX sequence rather than using Houdini.
Another collaboration I was involved with was with one of my friends who was studying games. He required my assistance to help with animating his bike aswell as animating his camera, so they film the bike. Animating the bikes minor movement was easy enough, however animating the camera to his liking was challenging. His initial idea was to have the camera stay focused on the bike as it circled it. To acquire the final product I created a motion path for the camera to follow and I placed his bike in the centre of the path. I was credited in his project for that specific shot.
Other collaborations consisted of course mates throughout the second year and the current final major project. 
 
Turning points over the 3 years
There have been a few turning points over the last 3 years, the first one was the skills that  were acquired from the 3D animation-based software’s such as Maya or Blender. When I first started the course, I had no previous experience or knowledge with Maya or how to work around it. All the skills I have learned to date have been obtained from all the lecture tutorials. Independent learning, I acquired from YouTube tutorials also helped me expand my previous skills in Maya and these were used through from second year to third year. Another turning point was the use of Blender, I began using this alternative 3D software near the end of my second year. Even though I could use my skills acquired from Maya into blender, I still continued to do independent learning for Blender so my current skills can be expanded more when I begin to work in the industry.
Besides Software, my ever so expanding animation skills and knowledge have been another big turning point. When comparing my first-year work and most recent work, I’ve noticed a significant amount of changes.
Another good turning point has been my writing process for the reports I’ve completed while studying this course. I thought the three years of writing reports has helped with developing my writing and analysing skills. I believe my expanded writing aswell as referencing skills could be used in the near future for when it comes to writing about a project. The marks that I had received from the reports I had completed during my first and second semester of the first year is a great way to see how much my writing skills have drastically improved. This is a great area to start from because when I did my first report for the first semester module; Ways of thinking, I included more descriptive writing rather than evaluating my research and more of an analytic approach. Due to these weaknesses in my writing approach my final mark for this module was 59. However, for the report I did in my second semester module; Ways of perceiving I was able to acquire a mark of 61. The drastic improvement in my marks were obtained from changing my writing skills. I believe the detailed feedback I obtained from my first report allowed me to acknowledge the fact my writing approach needed improving. I also thought these modules aswell as the other report based modules, such as creative research & research particles (Second year) allowed me to expand my knowledge and skills with creating a bibliography. When I did my first report, I had no knowledge on how to structure a bibliography, however all these modules have helped built up my knowledge on how to create a bibliography using the Harvard method of referencing.

Throughout the three years, there were two modules in particular that I was looking forward to study. These were effect sequence animation and the art of digital compositing; these were optional modules that I had chosen for my second year. I picked these over the other optional modules because my ambition after university is to work in the visual effects department, so acquiring all the knowledge aswell as skills were very important to me. The first module, effects sequence animation introduced me to the 3D software Houdini. Houdini was the visual effects software used by all the leading industries, so getting all the valuable skills and knowledge was one of my biggest turning points. My assignment for this module was to add effects to shots in a racing short animation. My final product for this assignment was a burnout simulation fully created and rendered inside Houdini. These skills were used in my most recent major project work, this was to create some of the effects for my final major project. The splash simulation, I created for the major project is a good example, because I was able to use my previous acquired skills to create the effect using the particle simulation in Houdini. I am continuing to use YouTube tutorials to expand my current Houdini knowledge, so I could create further complex effects as independent learning. 
The Digital Compositing module also introduced me to another software that I could gain new skills from. Nuke was the software that was introduced for this module, another key FX software. Through the nuke tutorials I was able to learn how films and TVs would merge CGI and a real footage together in the same shot. Using my newly acquired knowledge I was able to create a CG shooting range inside Maya and then that was digitally composited to a green screen footage inside Nuke. The image below is one of the rendered frames of my final digitally composited shots:









[image: ]The skills other than compositing CG that I had acquired from this software, includes colour grading, rotoscoping, tracking and green screen keying. Even though I wasn’t able to use my nuke skills in any of my third year modules, I am aiming to do more independent learning to expand my skills. Using these new skills, I want to digitally composite another CG element with a live action footage. One of these ideas consist of creating a CG city and then using Nuke to composite it to a live footage.
[image: ][image: ]Sticking with Nuke, this wasn’t the only module that I was able to use my nuke skills aswell as expanding my knowledge during my second year. Creative Practice 4 was the other module that I was able to use Nuke. For this module I was tasked with colour grading a short live action film called ‘Internal Bleeding’. I enjoyed the colour grading process because I was given the freedom to choose shots that I wanted to colour grade. To expand my nuke skills, I wanted to create something that was different to just a simple colour adjudgment. The final outcome of this was a day sequence that was colour graded to look like a night shot. The reason I did this was to show that the character in the shot felt lonely and agitated, so making the shot look like it happened at night creates more suspense for the sequence.After
Before

Sticking with this module, I thought this module was one of my favourite modules to study because I was able to acquire knowledge on how a production pipeline would work for film/tv. Furthermore, this module once again gave me the freedom to produce a short edit of the film; Internal Bleeding, this meant I was able to showcase my footage using any genre I desired. With the use of this freedom I was able to create a trailer for the film that incorporated the following genre; psychological thriller and Suspense.

Side Projects
Other than creating animations for my modules, I created some animations as a side project during my free time. The main reason for this was to increase my animation, modelling and render skills. Doing these side projects also enabled me to fully explore all the tools provided by both Maya and Blender to make my animation flawless. One of the side projects I did after my second year was an animal animation, I did this after completing the module; 3D character and creature animation. During this module I was able to work with an animal rig, this gave me the curiosity to advance my animal animation skills. So, during my free time, I started to create a short tiger animation as shown [image: ]below; to increase my animation skills but specifically in animals. 
This side project also allowed me to expand my skills with rendering options provided by Maya aswell as using the HDRI image as lighting. Camera was another area this project enabled me to explore, this project was rendered using an Imax camera so that I could see how much the camera impacts the final shot. However, this project is incomplete because as you can see the texture on the rocks are just a basic texture. This was done so that I could render a first pass and see the animation with some textures. My next approach will be to unwrap the model and then create a rock texture so that I can obtain a photorealistic shot of the rocks. Texture is also an area where I want to expand my skills at during my free time because I feel my knowledge on texturing is minimal.
Other than this animal animation, I also started on an animation containing an eagle. However due to time I couldn’t finish this project, so I’m hoping to get back to this project so it can help me improve my animal/creature animation skills. I’ve started animating the eagle flapping its wings and my plan is animate the eagle flying down to catch something. Another project I did but this was during the summer holidays, was a car racing sequence. The initial idea was to create a cinematic style action car chase using Maya and then using my Houdini knowledge to add some smoke and a crash simulation to the shot. The main reason I did this was to showcase for my third-year module: Advance effects animation. However, in the end I didn’t use this project because I wanted to merge my major project work with my effects works. To create my car chase sequence, I firstly bought two rigged car models from the website turbosquid. I then quickly modelled out a rough track to start the first pass animation. I also placed several cameras around the track and animated them to capture cinematic shots of the car chase. The images below are some of the shots from this project:



[image: ][image: ][image: ]












I was able to get feedback on this first pass from Al. Al suggested that I play around with the camera angle further to make the sequence more jarring. My next step is to model out a detailed track and an environment for this sequence. I am also hoping to create and add the smoke effects to the wheels as the cars drift using from Houdini or I may try it out on Maya.

Overall, I thought my last three years has allowed me to drastically change my animation skills and obtain new techniques that’ll help me create perfect fx shots or short animation films. Other than the animation and new software skills, I also believe the last three years of this course at UWTSD has helped me expand my soft aswell as hard skills. Some include communication, leadership, problem solving and IT skills.
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