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LA boutique relies on combustion® 
to accomplish complex compositing job for hit music video

By Audrey Doyle

Ask Culley Bunker of Base 2 Studios how best to describe the music video he created for Black Eyed Peas’ hit single “Let’s Get It Started,” and one word comes to mind: big. 

“It was a big compositing job,” recalls Bunker, a lead compositor with the Los Angeles-based visual effects facility. “The whole 3½-minute video was one big camera move; more than 5,000 frames in total. I had to composite more than 1,000 layers. And in the end I had to put 150GB of information through our renderfarm.” Considering the amount of work the video entailed, it’s a good thing Bunker could rely on Discreet combustion software to help him handle the task. 

Formed in 1997, Base 2 Studios is a boutique-style shop that takes pride in the fact that it’s small enough to provide specialized services and personalized attention to clients, yet it’s large enough to handle complex and demanding projects. “combustion is the ideal solution for boutiques like ours because it’s full-featured, yet affordable,” Bunker says. “It’s a standalone product that individual artists like me can use in combination with nonlinear editing systems and other desktop products to achieve creative results very quickly. combustion is the perfect solution for us as a company. And for this music video project it was ideal.”

According to Bunker, the “Let’s Get It Started” video was the most complex and involved project he has ever worked on. Produced by Caleb Dewart and directed by well-known music video director Francis Lawrence, the video comprises more than 1,000 layers of elements. Some of these layers consist of multiple versions of the band members, who were shot live against greenscreen while performing and dancing. Other layers include miniature objects, such as a refrigerator, a car, a bed, and a model of a house, crashing on the floor behind the band. “There were also a bunch of live shots of the band on-stage with hundreds of people behind them, dancing in the crowd,” Bunker says. 

In addition, Bunker had to animate all of these layers to a 3D replica of Los Angeles in the background. “The background layer is the city, and the camera is in the center of a street, going around and around,” he says. “In animating all these layers to the background layer, I had to move them and try to lock them as much to the scene as possible.”


“Usually a music video consists of multiple shots, but this video was different in that it was just one shot,” adds Morris Paulson, executive producer and visual effects supervisor. “Because of that, the composite had to be approached as a one-shot deal. That’s what made it such a daunting task: you basically have a 3½-minute shot. It was all very complicated.”


But as Bunker notes, it wasn’t too complicated for combustion to handle, thanks in part to its advanced keying, color correction, tracking, grain management, and masking tools, all inherited from Discreet’s Academy Award-winning flame®* visual effects system. “All of these tools in combustion made it possible for me to composite all the layers while accomplishing the effect Francis and Caleb were after, and making it look great,” Bunker says. “And the way the timeline in combustion let me match everything and make sure all the layers and elements coordinated with each other through the whole video…that was indispensable.”

Bunker also found the free backburner™ network rendering in combustion to be extremely beneficial. “backburner was very easy to use and very convenient, and it’s free; you have this great rendering application right within the software,” he says. “In all, from start to finish, this project took me about 5-6 weeks. Given the number of layers involved, if I were to do this job with any desktop application other than combustion and backburner, it would have taken a lot longer.”

Furthermore, because combustion software is resolution-independent, Bunker was able to handle crowd replication quickly and efficiently. For instance, in one part of the video the camera pans back and forth on the audience. “That’s a virtual camera move; it wasn’t shot in camera. What was shot was a bunch of images of the audience at different angles, and we took all those images and glued them together to create a larger image that was bigger than TV resolution,” Paulson says. “Then we moved the camera across those images to create a virtual camera move.”

“In combustion I made a huge comp—like a box, about 4,000 pixels by 720 pixels—and I put a bunch of people in there. Then I animated that back inside the original comp, which was 720 pixels by 486 pixels,” Bunker continues. “Because combustion let me work with these different resolutions, I could precomp a bunch of layers as one.”

On top of all this, Bunker also relied on the audio synchronization tools in combustion to ensure that all the footage synched to the audio, and he utilized the software’s high-quality, professional keying tools extensively as well.
In fact, he says this was such a big project that all the tools in combustion came into play at one point or another, and whatever wasn’t available directly within combustion was available via the numerous After Effects plug-ins that are compatible with the software. 

“This was a daunting project because of the amount of work involved,” Bunker says. “But combustion was the ideal desktop solution because we were able to handle the online in one bay, export it to a network, assemble everything in combustion, and render it all through our backburner renderfarm in a very timely fashion.

“So although the project was complicated, it also was fun because the end result was so rewarding,” he concludes. “It was a big project, but not too big for a boutique like us to handle, thanks to the power and flexibility of combustion.”
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*In 1999, Discreet's flame visual effects systems was recognized with an Academy Award - Scientific and Engineering Award by the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences.

