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by David Tousek
The Animation Workshop in Viborg, Denmark, is one of the best animation schools in Europe with long 20 year experience of educating

students in the craft of traditional 2D and, in last couple years, 3D character animation. This year was introduced their first high-end

professional 3D workshop for junior professionals from European countries. This course is designed to cover the entire 3D production

from concept design, basic to advanced modeling, scene set design and realization, texturing and shading, lighting and final render. 

Since the school has such a great name and tradition, many very best professionals from the industry, such as Pixar and LucasArts, 

came to lecture. In order to become a high-end 3D artist of the top, it is necessary to gain knowledge, skills, know-how and tips from the

very best. This course, unlike many other, is designed to provide and focus on art of 3D rather then just the tools such as Maya. To my knowledge, 

this makes the AnimationWorkshop unique and very useful for everybody to participate. In this short writing I would like to describe the structure of 

the course, potential experience gained from the teachers and artistic environment which is essential for the overall creative focus of the animation

culture.

The course is designed to cover the entire production workflow right from the beginning, which is an idea, to the very complete final render. It is very

logical to proceed this way. The very first two weeks, we have Maya basics which were the only two weeks of the stay generally focused only on

Maya as the tool of the trade. Is was designed to introduce Maya to those who were not familiar with this package. Many people attending the course were already professional animators, mainly in traditional 2D, and so it was very new for them to move into Maya. Two weeks is just about enough to get the feel for the tool and begin to ask essential technical questions how-to. The teacher disposed to us, Soren Kurgan, was the head of the Maya customer services in denmark and so his technical experience was very useful at the start and the end of the course. One can never escape the fact, that 3D is a technical area and very complexsoftware which takes years to master and it still asks for a lot of improvisation with solving technical problems. Even though two weeks should be enoughto get your hands on the tool, to anybody considering to take the course I would recommend to have at least some working experience with 3D in general, ideally in Autodesk Maya, because two weeks is just the beginning.  To be creative, one should move away from the tool toward the concept and artistic idea. That's what counts. And that's what was to follow after these two weeks. 

Next week we had a lecture about the concept design. I would consider this week to be the very core of the entire production. And we were the privilege to have Lawrence Marvit to be our teacher. Lawrence is a great traditional artist with profound artistic understanding of the picture composition. He works on animation movies such as The Monsters Inc. and The Bug's Life from Pixar. 

The entire idea is very simple. Concept design has several rules of thinking of a well composed image in order to convey the message to the viewer with intended effect. Many of these rules are exposed to the students only to realize that there is no rule to follow strictly. Once one understands the concept design, even the most simple idea or style, which does not have to be the best craft in 3D, counts. So beginning with and carrying the idea is the core. Not the 3D but the idea.  And so this week was full of theoretical lecturing, looking at many, many, very many paintings, pictures, photos and scenes from famous movies in order to deconstruct the composition, learn to understand the line, shape, volume, color, depth, placement and overall style. Very intensive and so very important in order to avoid that very repeated mistake of making animation, 3D graphics only to prove that technically one can do that. But that is what 3D animation is NOT about. Lawrence made sure we realize that and from then on the state of the mind of an artist always has proved to be the success of the final render as opposed only the technical skills. The course would not be without the concept design. VERY IMPORTANT and the school provided the best teacher ever. 

Next week was concept design continued. We had Paul Topolos from Pixar, who covered the basic idea of storytelling, story-boarding and for the rest of the week we practiced composition design in practice using Photoshop. Paul is a matte painter and worked on many feature movies. So we not only covered the composition way of thinking but also the way one moves ahead to make a matte painting in photoshop for a feature movie. This also serves as matte painting for an animation and also as a overall design of the scene as if it was a final render so the director and all other parties involved in producing a movie could make those important  decisions before one begins the 3D processions, which is very hard and time consuming. Doing the job in Phothoshop give an artist that great advantage and opportunity to make radical changes and experiments in no time. We have also covered specific painting techniques which are very useful for the final render composition. Many final pictures are NOT done fully in Maya but rendered in layers and combines in a composition package and so good knowledge of photoshop is a must. We had a great time during this week listening to the music and getting the idea of creative reasoning into our minds. Again, 3D animation, as well as any creative work, is NOT about the tools but rather about the idea. So this week again was focused on this very proven fact. Many artists endup in the trap of focusing on too many details and technical perfection yet the final image does not read clearly and with intended effect. The concept design is here to set the focus clear. Paul is one of the best artists with great experience and proven understanding of the craft. The school is privileged to have such a teacher. 

Following week was dedicated to basic polygon modeling. It was designed for modeling a simple character with animation in mind. Which means that students are introduced a basic box modeling and simply practice designing and modeling a character. Some specific tips are mentioned but most of the time, this week is necessary for many to be able to begin real character modeling and take the time to get used to the digital sculptiong before the next week, which is dedicated to advanced modeling. 

We had Matt D. Aldridge from San Francisco. Matt has been working in the game industry for over ten years designing and modeling characters. The very great advantage of having an advanced modeler from games as opposed to the feature is the fact that modeling a character for games has many limitations to respect and so is much more difficult to master. Being aware of such technical limits, Matt has shown us very great techniques and tips to building very complex and detailed characters. Again, his very philosophy is, like many, to start from the very simple shape and then proceed to details. This sounds very common but learning the put it into practice is another way. These two weeks were the most important technical weeks and, again and I cannot stress the point enough, students could learn to think effectively over the modeling approach as opposed to just jumping straight to the technical modeling and sculpting in whatever way they chose. Actually, there are very useful and proven tips and techniques to successful modeling that has to be followed in order to create not only a nice visual, which many artists can produce these days, but also technically correct virtual puppets crafted well for rigging and final animation deformation. Matt is a very talented and experienced modeler. One of the best to say. He worked on the Shreck games and many other very famous and successful and so his experience and friendly attention to students was a great benefit to becoming a good professional with art in mind (and not just the tool). Life becomes easier with teachers like that. 

After these three weeks of character modeling, we moved onto the scene set modeling. Interesting thing to realize is that scene modeling is almost  the opposite to character modeling. One does not have to care much about the edge flows and smoothing operations and deformers but shape and poly counts. This week was again designed to teach students the techniques of making a scene for the animation which is well composed, well modeled, cleaned and ready to texture and light. We had a great artist from the gaming company from Copenhagen, Lothar Zhou, which gave us useful skills to model basic scenes with very complex details and look, because the games have to deal with technical limitations, designing for such medium is a good way to learn to model in a very good and effective way. And the next week was mostly focused on UV-mapping, texturing and shading - a great deal of work in which the look and atmosphere of the animation scene is determined and controlled. Which again serves my point that 3D is not about the technical skills but the effect it creates wether is is a complex scene or a very technically primitive. Knowing the texturing and shading tips, which are not in maya oriented area but rather way of thinking about the color and dirt on the texture, is a must to convey a message artistically instead of showing the best modeling work with no idea. Also, it is important to learn to think in real world situations so it has to be that at one point an artist has to leave, abandon the picture in order to every meet the deadline. And so it is important to learn from the industry individuals. 

And the last two weeks were to cover lighting and rendering. We had a guy from Afilm studio, which is one of the best animation studio producing feature films in Europe. Christian (unfortunately I do not recall his last name) is a lighting and rendering expert and he brought us a full modeled scene from the movie they are currently working on. Lighting is technically quite simple and so we, have to say that again, focused on learning to think about the picture in terms of atmosphere and color associated with the chosen mood. And so we practiced on a final scene many different mood scenarios such as low and high key lighting, dusk and morning and so on. It is important to be able to change lighting of one scene and introduce the final yet very important tough to the final render ... shadows, lights and atmosphere. It was very important to handle the lights with attention to technical limits of a feature film production. We covered the GI and Final Gather solutions but one has to be able to light with regular lights because that's where the skills are - full control - and time reduction for the final movie render. Very important tips for render optimization were given from the industry expert. 

And this was the entire course. Last three weeks were dedicated to the final project which was supposed to be the final render of a scene with a character posed. Anybody could choose their topic and we had a technical guy Soren available to help us with technical problems as well as some sculpting teacher from Italy, character designer from Copenhagen, design and painting artist from Russia to give us their feedback about our final projects. This was of great benefit to make the final renders work great. 

The conclusion is simple yet very profound so does speak. The AnimationWorkshop is the best place to learn the craft and art of animation regardless of the technical medium because they have the best potential and connections to the best industry professionals and good experience themselves with education in this area of art. Whomever wants to take the course should be very serious about the business and highly motivated to work hard because there is many things to learn in a short time and it also proves wether one can really become a good professional. It is also recommended to know at least something about 3D, ideally Maya BEFORE one should take the course. You can take a greater leap toward perfection if you do so ... learning in a very intensive, high end, challenging environment and from the best professionals is the only way to go, and not many can manage to be in the industry, and the AnimationWorkshop provides this opportunity. The unique and the only as far as I know.  
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