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An increasing number of studios such as Walt Disney Pictures and Dreamworks SKG are turning to Intel-based workstations and servers to produce movie visual effects, as well as computer-animated movies.

This indicates the success of Intel’s strategy to penetrate what it terms the digital content creation (DCC) industry.

Mr Richard Dracott, Intel’s group director for enterprise group marketing, told Computer Times that Intel-based systems made a breakthrough in the movie industry about three years ago.

Intel-based machines now handle the creative chores of computer-generated imagery (CGI), visual effects and 3D animation done in these studios -- encroaching into the stronghold of SGI workstations and other proprietary systems.

Power and cost

Performance is a key reason for the switch to Intel. Studios deploy workstations and servers -- powered by 32-bit Intel Xeon, 64-bit Intel Itanium 2 or even the Pentium 4 processors -- to design and create visual effects, 3D characters and environments for movies.

They also handle the rendering, or "painting" of individual frames that make up a movie -- a process that requires high performance from a network of servers. Complex floating-point calculations are also needed for manipulating up to thousands of virtual objects in animated "worlds".

Intel processors, with processing speeds going above 2 GHz and climbing, handle these computationally-intensive tasks well.

Intel’s Netburst micro-architecture and the Hyper-Threading technology for its processors ensure the high performance of these systems, said Mr Dracott. The cost of using Intel-based systems is also lower, as studios can shop round for hardware and software offerings from many vendors, and not be tied down to one.

Studios can also select processors based on their software requirements and the applications, such as Itanium workstations to handle 64-bit applications.

Despite the power of Pentium 4-based PCs, Mr Dracott does not think that animation and movie special effects will become a consumer activity in the vein of digital video-editing.

"These will always be the preserve of the professionals. After all, the average home user will not have a rendering server farm in their garage!"

The choice is clear

What some studios say about using Intel-based systems:

"Imageworks chose Intel-based systems for its newest server farm due to the open, scalable nature of the technology and its superior price-performance." - Mr George Joblove, Sony Pictures Imageworks’ vice-president of technology, in a press release.

"We can now run any operating system we want." - Mr Cliff Plummer, chief technology officer of visual effects company Industrial Light and Magic (ILM).

ILM recently deployed 600 Pentium 4 processor-based workstations. It used Intel-based systems for Star Wars Episode II: Attack of the Clones and Minority Report.

Other studios which have used Intel systems are: 

DreamWorks Animation for Shrek

Weta Digital for Lord of The Rings movie trilogy
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