Making Movies on Your PC

Movies are a great source of entertainment, from the Hollywood blockbuster action movie to the chick flicks that require Kleenex to watch. Over the past few years, the film industry has taken to the latest digital technology to produce popular, high quality films. These films can be total animations or some mixture of real actors and digital editing to allow creatures and such to appear with the real actors. Transformations of people and scenes are seamless to the point we can forget that it all make believe. Hollywood has the budgets to produce digital film, which can be large because each scene has to be rendered. The rendering process demands a great of computing power and time, thousands of high powered computers and months of computing to produce the scenes. For the time being, most of us will only get to watch, not make movies.

At home, many of us have taken digital movies using camcorders that cost less than two thousand dollars, not cheap, but within range of lots of people. I expect that even more people have a digital still camera with a couple of minutes of video capability. This short video can be downloaded onto your PC just like the still pictures, so you can watch them. If you want to edit your still pictures, Adobe Photoshop is the way to go. This is where most of stop. However, there is more.
The production of film or video is available if you are willing to do some work. You may find that the kids are more willing and able to learn about this. Although there are other options, I am highlighting two programs. The first is Flash from Macromedia. You may have already downloaded the Flash player which gives you the ability to watch a web page with a short video. In general they are short and really look like web pages in motion. If you are interested in designing your own web site, you can purchase Flash. The price varies depending on whether you already own Dreamweaver or Studio MX or you are in the education field, but it will somewhere between $50 and a few hundred dollars. There is a new video version of Flash which is an extension of Dreamweaver. If you own it, you do not need to purchase Flash itself. It can be a little confusing, on the level of buying a new automobile.

The other option is a free program called Maya from http://www.alias.com. Although it is commercial product, which they sell, they provide a free Personal Learning Edition. Maya has all the stuff you need to create animated digital movies. The learning curve is steep because making movies is complex, but the interface is fairly easy to use. For those who have not given any thought to how movies are made, the principle is straightforward. Our brains see motion if images pass by our eyes at a rate of 22 images per second. High quality productions generally move 30 per second. Each image is called a frame. The trick is to slightly modify each frame so that the motion appears smooth. You can take a series of still pictures that when viewed at the correct speed appear like a movie. You could also draw a series of pictures to produce the same effect. My drawings would be stick figures because I can not draw worth a lick.
Using the basic idea of a series of still images to fake out our brains, Maya's interface presents a stage for the images. You will create the images without to much difficulty for a simple movie get the idea of how it works. The real challenge is in designing the movie. The process of using a story board is not new, but it is still important. With a Hollywood budget, you would hire artists to draw each scene in the movie. At home, we would be that artist. The drawings may not be as good as you would like, but the real point is to document the story with images and, by the way, a script. No movie works very well without a script. 
Let's say you have script for a five minute movie and you also have those 22 frames per second on a story board. The number of frames needed for this short film will be 22 times 60 seconds times 5 minutes, a total of 6,600 frames. This is lot of frames, which is why the computer and software is so helpful in the production of movie. The computer can not help very much when you are trying to come with a good idea or write a script, but it can help with tedious tasks. For example, you can make copies of frames then make small editing changes. You can have a beginning frame and end frame for a movement that can be calculated to produce the intervening frames. The work you need to do will not be eliminated, but it will be cut back.

Beyond the basic principle of tricking our brains into seeing things are more subtle aspects of a movie. For anyone who has done photography, you know that light is a critical component. The lighting can be controlled indoors, while outdoors depends on nature. Maya (and Photoshop) can be of considerable help when creating or modifying images. Not only can Maya lighten or darken, but it can create the source of the light, but also the direction it comes from and the kind of light it is. This control permits the movie creator to engineer some cool effects. 
If you have some spare time or a creative need or perhaps you are looking for a way for your children to learn how to produce a movie, I recommend you give Maya a try. The faster your CPU and the more memory you have the better response you will get from the program. This is the kind of activity which is very educational because it requires planning and writing, but is also a lot fun. 
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