Eleventh Hour Magic: The Last Minute Business of VFX

In the world of film, it can be argued that VFX is very much the icing on the cake. But it can also surely be argued that you wouldn't want to eat a cake without icing? Effects colour the stories, build the worlds and help shape our understanding of the material, its intentions, and the emotions the creative teams behind it are attempting to relate to the viewer. It's also an art form, and an industry, that has grown exponentially in recent years as technology has evolved to match (or at least approximate) the ambitions of the effects artists in our eclectic team. Without VFX, many of the visual stories we've come to love over the last few decades would not only be significantly less powerful, many of them wouldn't be possible. The business behind the art, however, is something that's also evolved dramatically.

What We Do

One of the questions we get asked a lot is quite simply, what do we actually do at Legion? The question might be simple. The answer is anything but. The breadth of work we cover runs the full gamut from film and television through to advertising and corporate videos, and our client list is similarly eclectic, taking in everything from independent cinema to some of the biggest names in television. So you could say we've seen and approached the business from all angles.

As with any creative industry, however, there is always a glass ceiling, and sitting neatly on the cusp of the VFX glass ceiling is the big guns of Hollywood. Our bread and butter (or guts and blood if you will) is lower budget horror work and episodic content, which has provided plenty of opportunities for our team to experiment and hone their craft. We're currently sitting comfortably in that mould, but breaking into the world of the major blockbuster, with all the spaceships and explosions that entails, is surely the endgame for any aspiring VFX company.

Bag the Best Jobs

The key in bagging the best jobs is getting to the producers first and fast and making sure your team is all on the same page. It's also important, within the industry as it stands today, that you can diversify and prove yourself in as many disciplines as possible. For example, we were recently put in touch with a guy who heads up a lot of automotive shows who was looking for some work on graphics and titles, which is work we don't generally pitch for as a speciality. However, we can do great stuff in that field, particularly when the graphics are implemented in a more dynamic way. So the lesson here is to not turn down work just because you might not be 100% comfortable with it or see it as your speciality. It's wonderful to have a speciality, of course, but don't feel tied to it or you might find yourself missing out on some incredible opportunities. So if you can do it. Do it.

How it Begins

The initial stages will vary from project to project, but generally speaking, it always starts with a phone call or an email from either an existing client or someone who has been referred to us and from there we'll break down the project and then we'll sit together and discuss the steps from there. The process usually begins with a Quicktime labelled with shot numbers and descriptors and a list of what they expect us to add. We then work out the methodology, the hours involved for each step and how those hours will translate into dollars, and that all factors into the eventual bid that we send back to the client. If the client says “yes” to that bid, then we get the plates into our system and start assigning the work to our artists, and often we'll get the returns within days. From there we'll look at what our artists have done internally and have creative discussions with them and then that leads to the quality control process and to the final cut.

That's the way it should always work, in a perfect world, but the world of VFX is often far from perfect. If a project is more complex, then we'll obviously want a fuller understanding of it before we make the bid. The bidding process itself can also be problematic if you receive a lot of vague information or no information at all. So one thing we would say to any potential client is to be open with your VFX team. Don't withhold information. The more we know and the more material we have, the better the job will be, it's really that simple. If you 're unsure, we can guide you through the process to a degree and offer a helping, but if you have your shit together it'll always help us help you achieve what you want to achieve, even if it's a last minute gig.

The Right Time

Another question that seems quite prevalent when discussing VFX is when we actually get involved in the process. Obviously, it's always a case of the sooner the better, but we've found that, particularly when working on independent projects, the client will always come to us at the eleventh hour, which is something you really have to learn to lean into in this business. It's always the last minute stuff that ends up being factored in at the last minute. The final cut is done and now they realise they need driving footage, signs to be replaced and little things such as phone numbers and artworks to be removed for legal reasons. A whole laundry list of things that come into play that late in the game. It's not a lot of work, and it's certainly not glamorous work, but it's work that needs to get done.

Last minute work can also be a little more demanding of course. Last year, for example, one client wanted to shift the season of their movie and make the film look as if it was shot in autumn. But we honestly don't mind working that late in the game, because then the reward is generally instantaneous. That being said, it can be a challenge when you're working last minute to keep the work at a consistent level. It's a constant balancing act, weighing time versus money, but you always have to adhere to a strict level of quality control. You have to check every channel and make sure everything is technically correct. Every VFX facility will have their own process and ours is less of a process and more of a person, but it still amounts to the same thing; going over the work with a fine tooth comb. 

On the other side of the coin, if you're looking to get into a project from day one, particularly on a movie, you'll generally spend the first six months being on set and you won't actually see a dime until the final cut's being put together. In either case, we always insist on quality and giving the best bang for buck ratio for our clients.

Making Connections

VFX is very much a relationship-based industry, which means that making cold calls to potential clients is always a little uncomfortable. Even just working as an artist it's about who you know, and as a company, it's almost like you have to grind that wheel all over again from scratch, building relationships with clients that you can turn into continuous work, whilst also building the identity of the company as a brand. The ideal situation is to find a balance between securing regular, reliable work from existing friends and building new relationships. So it's something of a balancing act. The key is in communication. We like to be as open and available to our clients as humanely possible, and we like to think that mindset is what's going to help us make more direct connections in the near future.

Remote Working

We get asked a lot about our remote working model, with a lot of the questions, from producers particularly, largely focused around how we maintain consistency in our workflow if the artists are not physically in the office, or even sometimes in the same country. As far as we're concerned, however, remote working isn't necessarily “better or worse,” it's just different. We run Legion as a facility, regardless of whether or not our artists are in the next room or 12,000 miles away. 

The project management, workflow and methodology should never be affected by proximity. In fact, a remote working model can be used to nurture more personal relationships with clients, because, by its very nature, it allows for a certain degree of flexibility that wouldn't be possible in a conventional working environment. This flexibility means that we're able to work to the perpetually shifting needs and budgets of our clients without skipping a beat.

The 4K Revolution

There is no “could've” or “should've” involved when it comes to 4K now. You just need to be able to do it because it's what the industry expects and demands. It's the evolution of the animal and it's been coming for years so we were more than ready for it. Every facility has seen it coming and now you've HDR too of course, which we feel is really going to change the game once again as it becomes more standard. You just have to work from the source and make sure the image is in no way compromised.

The VFX Climate

The current VFX climate is a conflicted but interesting one. Many have stated in the past that the industry is working from a broken business model, with the lion's share of the industry driven by the whims of the six major Hollywood studios. The 'golden age of television' spearheaded by the likes of Netflix, however, whose original productions are consistently growing in scale and ambition, is certainly helping the industry scratch back some independence. Netflix is also moulding many of the rules as far as the standards imposed on productions are concerned, and that might be a very good thing indeed. A cart always needs a horse after all.

Perhaps the most positive aspect of producing work for the newer episodic platforms like Netflix and even cable networks like HBO is that, because of the way the shows are created and released, you're often not working to such a strict deadline. Whereas, with conventional television, everything needs to be done at the last minute and with such a quick turnaround, which means there's less time for polishing. 

Finding the Niche

With any company, in VFX or in any other field for that matter, one of the most basic, crucial elements is finding your USP. For us, that means being able to offer a cost-effective solution with an incredibly experienced and flexible team based around a very strong core group, based in Burbank, who are available for on-set work, off-set work and everything in-between. The remote aspect of the company also means that we're able to pull from an incredibly eclectic range of artists who have worked on projects of all shapes and sizes and can bring something unique to the table based on their own experiences.

The Men in Charge

This might be a well-worn cliché, but running a business is a lot like being a parent in many ways. Making the baby is easy, but those first 18 years are tough! When you're no longer relying on other people to make decisions and mistakes for you, you have to learn as you go and be open to thinking outside the box you've grown comfortable in. What we've learned is that it's very easy to cast aspersions from the comforting shallows as the 'creative' outsider, but once you're in the belly in the beast and controlling that beast, you begin to realise that there were reasons behind those things we used to complain about when we were working for other people. Things that are, ultimately, beyond our control. Idealism can be a crutch, but artists have to understand that the guys running things probably share many of their ideals, they've just realised how unrealistic those ideals can be.

Ownership

It's always important to have goals and aspirations, but in the same breath, you need to temper your dreams somewhat and not get too hung up on that dream job. For us, perhaps our most realistic ambition is to find projects we can take serious ownership of and really make our own. From a personal perspective, we've found that projects which pull visual effects from different houses can end up suffering from a lack of cohesion. This is something that's become particularly common in episodic content. One shot can look spectacular and the next can, quite frankly, look like utter garbage, which can be incredibly jarring for the viewer. It's those little 'off' things that you notice that can really draw you out of a story and kill the experience. 

From a business perspective, it also makes things problematic when you're pitching for more work because if you've told them you've worked on a specific show, your great work might end getting confused with some truly awful work that you had absolutely nothing to do with and that could lose you the gig! Still, as a modern VFX shop, you have to be prepared to lean into the curves a little and make all those disparate elements and workforces work together, regardless of how wet behind the ears they might be and how experienced you might be.

Caring is Important

The constant lamentation we've heard at pitch meetings from clients of smaller projects is that the company they went to originally simply didn't care because they weren't 'big' enough and it's this indifference that led them into our open arms. The fact is, many studios will not invest as much time or energy into the projects they deem 'unworthy' of their talents, and this can lead to the client feeling as if they're not getting what they paid for, which is particularly true when they're working with a smaller budget. As companies grow, the little guys fall through the cracks and work starts getting cast off to B teams and C teams, but that's something we want to avoid doing at all costs. Everyone is important, bigger isn't always better and we don't have a B or a C team, it's A team all the way!

Size Matters

One of the advantages of the bigger VFX facilities, besides the obvious resources, is that they can leverage all of the companies in their 'families' and pitch an overall deal that includes dailies, sound, VFX and everything else. This is where their power lies. Perhaps the most obvious boon of being a smaller company, however, is that we can offer a more intimate and personal working relationship, so if a client comes in for a meeting they'll be meeting with the top brass, not an intern or an underling. This is a major selling point for us and it should be likewise for any shop working in the shadows of ILM and Technicolor. 

The real challenge is in scaling up a smaller company, whilst maintaining those fundamental ideals in order to offer something of a middle ground between a full-service and a boutique facility. A 'VFX Brasserie' if you will. That's the sweet spot that we think can really disrupt the industry and bring the boutique mindset kicking and screaming into the mainstream.

