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ZEMECKIS AND SONY PICTURES IMAGEWORKS
MAKE “CONTACT” AT THE CENTER OF
THE VISUAL EFFECTS UNIVERSE

How do you travel from Florida to the edge of the universe in three and
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one-half minutes, build and then destroy the largest structure on the face of the
earth. and take Jodie Foster to a beach at the center of the universe? These are

just three of the intriguing challenges successfully mastered by Sonv Pictures e

Imageworks in helping Director Robert Zemeckis create this summer’s most S Lo
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intriguing film, Contact. Columisa TriStar
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The seventh collaboration between Zemeckis and five-ime Academy

Cavurriin TriStar Film

Award-winning visual effects artist Ken Ralston (President of Sony Pictures Distributors Intamational
Imageworks), Contact marks their most ambitious foray into the visual effects Sony Pictures
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universe. “Contact “pushes the envelope’ in terms of number, scope and

complexity of shots used,” Ralston explains. We used virtually every technique S

. . Cohumbtss TriStar
on the visual effects palate, expanded many of them and even invented some new DR P
ones. What I'm proudest of is that we gave Bob (Zemeckis) and the actors Triurmph Fims
essentially unlimited flexibility in their interaction with a broad range of visual Sony Plctures
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effects, something no one has been able to accomplish before.”
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With Contact, Sony Pictures Imageworks joins the ranks of the visual F I o SO

effects and animation clite. In the 18 months since Ralston joined Imageworks as SR Pk
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its president, the company has grown three-fold, building both a talent base and a
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state-of-the-art facility that rival any in the effects business. Comtact,

Imageworks” biggest and most ambitious production to date, involved nearly 400
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effects shots, including over 2 1/2 hours of work produced for video playback on
the set.  More than 200 artists, engineers and support stafl worked together to
produce Imageworks’ output.

Reflecting a growing trend in visual effects, Imageworks was asked to do a
lot more in less ime. “To put this effort m perspective,” Ralston observes,
“Contact involved three times as many visual effects shots as Forrest Gump.
Some of the simplest shots in Contact were as complex as the toughest in Forrest
Gump, and we built exponentially from there in terms of difficulty. And we had
six less weeks to dehver.”

To help deal with the realities of such a short and demanding post-
production schedule, Ralston recruited the services of 14 other visual effects
vendors who worked together under his supervision to produce about 140 of the
shots. Outside help notwithstanding, Imageworks produced 238 of the effects
shots completely in-house, including finaling an incredible 128 shots during the
month of June alone.

Overall, Imageworks produced effects shots totaling 45.897 frames for
Contact. The shortest shot is 33 frames and the longest 4710 frames, with an
average shot length of 228.3433 frames.

Contact contains what may be the longest single Computer Graphic shot
ever created, the opening shot containing 4710 continuous digital frames. This
shot takes the viewer from earth orbit above Pensacola, Flonda to the end of the
known universe in a span of 3 minutes and 19 seconds. It required 9,400 man-
hours and over 90,000 hours of computer rendering to complete,

Under the guidance of computer graphics supervisor Ron Brinkman, digital
artist (and amateur astronomer) Jay Redd fulfilled a life-long dream by creating his
own “astronomically-correct” universe. “Our goal was to build the most realistic
representation possible of our solar system, the milky way and hundreds of other

galaxies based on available data and photographs,” Redd related. “No one has ever

2




taken viewers on an intergalactic journey with this level of detail and accuracy
before. We'd like to think that Carl Sagan would be proud.”

The biggest problem, according to Redd, is creating a sense of scale within
this short time frame. “In the real universe, the size of objects increases massively
as you move outward. If we kept the camera speed constant, soon it would
literally take hours and eventually days and years to pass single objects.
Although we feel like we're traveling at a constant speed for the entire journey,
the camera’s speed increases exponentially with each passing second. We start
out at about 1,000 miles per hour and end up traveling thousands of times the
speed of light.”

In the world of computer graphics, the universe is built one sphere at a
time. Rendering software is used to place spheres of a certain color at a certain
point in 3-dimensional space. “These spheres are really skeletal structures which
we then sculpt into planets, gas nebula, stars, galaxies, whatever we need,”
explains Redd. “Ironically, underneath this eyve-opening 3 1/2 minute tour of the
wonders of the universe is nothing but thousands of plain spheres.”

“Our universe-building process is similar to the way a modeler works
with clay,” Redd continues. “We create a texture map for each item based on
available photos and information concerning its size, appearance and distance from
other celestial bodies. Using the map as our guide, we then add shading, lighting,
textures and digital painting to create a realistic look and sense of scale. Because
of the diversity of astronomical images we had to recreate, we were forced to
innovate, and developed several new shading techniques to better simulate
interstellar gas, clouds, dust and smoke.”

Probably the biggest challenge faced by Ralston and Imageworks was the
sequence that takes Jodie Foster to a beach at the center of the universe. The film
called for a place with both a famihar isolated tropical island feel and an

“otherworldly”, alien quality. Zemeckis quickly determined that it would be
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