Hi Simon and Jan

You asked for some agenda points and here are my thoughts:

Point #1: Review of The Legend Reborn.

I don’t know if this should be taken first or last because I have some serious points to make about the finished result of The Legend Reborn. At certain points I think it fails the quality that was promised. It has a lot to do with the ability to choose a level and keep it through the whole production. I think TLR has a very inconsistent quality level. 

This leads me to point #2 regarding the quality level or look of the Hero Factory Specials. How do we choose and insure as high a level as possible through the whole production. Especially when things starts moving fast and we will be bombarded with approvals and deadlines. The fight to get the best out of the budget is a daily fight where smart decisions has to be made to save where it doesn’t hurt and spend where it matters. This is normally a full time job on a production of this size, where decisions need to be taken here and now. If Threshold always talks budget before quality I think we have a problem.

A normal way to align expectations about look and quality is to ask for test look renders at a very early stage. Even still frames will do. This is mostly to see the director’s vision at a very early stage. This also helps to determine the quality level that will be the aim.

(The only early test that was made on TLR was a series of motion-captured martial arts moves on black background. They didn’t tell much about the vision for the desert of TLR)

Point #3: I guess there needs to be a full run through of all the 4 specials by Mark to hear his vision before storyboard is completed.

Point #4: When considering TLR we need to have a talk about the way they do camera moves and camera direction. In TLR the camera work seems extremely mechanical and un-fluent. This must be the result of a very mechanical pipeline with Taiwan where only one key frame is allowed per shot and 2 key frames when there is a movement. If they give budget reasons for this I think they need to adjust their pipe to make the camera more living.

On the same note the animation in many scenes (especially action) lack weight and dynamics. Action sequences often has a very “macro” and toy-like feel, meaning that the fast moves and almost weightless dynamic of the characters make them look small and made of plastic. When action ends the weight feel is much better but again this ads to the inconsistency of the finished movie. How is this going to look in the HF specials?

Overall comments on the Threshold collaboration

Before going to LA to talk to Threshold there are some important notes and points I need to make regarding production of the 4 specials but also looking back at the last 2 years of work.

I find it important to insure that expectations, challenges and possibilities are aligned.

Through the last 10 years of 3D production I have seen my role as the “quality warrior”, meaning that I would be the last man standing when it came to raising the quality and ambition level of whatever project I was but in charge of. It is this role that I have had the last 10 years working with Ghost as our main 3D house and it was with this role I started out working with Threshold 2 years ago.

We have just seen the result of the 2 years of work that it has taken to create The Legend Reborn. This has been a quite different design collaboration experience. I was invited to go on a “meet and greet” in LA with Threshold. At that point in time the contract had been signed and this film would be financed by Threshold. So it was not a matter of choosing a production company that would be best for the job but just to comply whit the setup that Threshold offered. This is very important when it comes to the work process around design and art direction of the new property Hero Factory.

When work started on The Legend Reborn (TLR) there already was a large base with 9 years of conceptual art and film to take inspiration and tone of voice from. This was important because it meant that the new art director that was chosen by Threshold for TLR could base his work directly on this foundation.

I must admit that I was a bit surprised over their choice of Art Director. He was highly recommended by Threshold and had done work on a list of high profile film but mostly character work (the cat from Shreck). I didn’t see any location, architectural or industrial design work. I remember talking informal with Christoffer about concerns around his style and expression but since this was Thresholds team and they were producing and paying we didn’t go further into this. I must say that it has resurfaced during the last couple of months where Threshold has started working on HF and started sending redesign sketches of the design bible done at Advance.

Now with this new production and the creation of the look of HF, the success and vision of art direction and tone of voice becomes more important than ever. HF is and should be seen as a totally new property far from Bionicle so anything native to Bionicle should be revised and reinvented. This also goes for the style and art direction. Yet we keep seeing sketches from Threshold that are pivot point to production and timing but lack in architectural vision and design skill. To say it frankly they look childish and rushed and not the result of thorough design work. This lack of skill is often what we end up discussing instead of the basic solution.

In my opinion and seen from my chair as art director for 20 years, a job like these 4 specials (4 x 20 min of totally new material in a new IP) whit that kind of budget, ought to have a large team of concept artists working to create this new vision. Especially if there is a time pressure (which is always mentioned by Threshold). Right now it feels like they have one man taking care of everything when it comes to art direction. Since the art director is freelance and hired for the job it is difficult to see who (if any) is driving the ambition level. Until now (also including TLR) everything that has come from Threshold has been driven by timing and budget so the artistic level and ambition has been left to compromise. Who will on a daily basis stand up for the quality level during production of these 4 specials?

When doing a large job like the 4 specials for HF the client/LEGO would normally shop around to find the place where they get most quality for the money. Said in other words “a company where the staff internally is striving to raise the artistic level and fight with the given budget to get there”. Now in this case and based on work done on TLR, Threshold has been chosen to do the specials, assuming that the exact same team could go directly into working on this totally new IP to save time and money. Bare in mind that this team was gathered on an extreme tight budget provided by Threshold. When it comes to the tone of voice and design style and general visual quality this is a very dangerous approach because LEGO should not be aiming for the same quality that they were given for free in TLR. LEGO should aim much higher.

Taking the above-mentioned concerns into consideration I want to make sure that nobody expects miracles from a trip to LA. If the will to raise quality beyond budget is not in the company and people producing the specials, I can’t put it there in a 2-day meeting. The founder of Threshold Larry Kasanoff has stated that the goal of his company is to take already existing brands and make them into media IP’s. The problem with HF is that it does not exist yet. So there is only the LEGO logo to exploit. Now Threshold has to invent or help invent a totally new experience instead of what they thought would be a row of titles riding on the Bionicle property. The question is if LEGO would ever have considered putting that kind of money and responsibility into a little unknown Santa Monica studio with a very weak track record and not even a show reel on their website. 

I can go talk to Mark and the art director and repeat what we tried to communicate in the HF story and design bible. I am sure that Mark fights to do the best job he can. But I can’t ensure that he won’t be forced to do the same quality level that was presented in TLR the second I walk out the door. An overall quality that I find way to low for Bionicle as well as Hero Factory.

Just look at what movies other toy companies are bringing out right now (G.I.Joe-Transformers). That was the dream we had when we started Bionicle 9 years ago and that is what LEGO is measured up against now. That is where the ambition of everybody involved ought to be.

Hope we have a great trip to LA. As you can see there is a lot of emotions and professional considerations involved and I cant help hearing the founder of LEGO’s famous words in my head “Only the best is good enough”

Kind regards

Christian Faber/Advance
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