
Previs masters The Third 
Floor speak to Paul 
Hellard, revealing just 
how the ever-evolving 
craft is shaping the future 
of the industry

Previsualisation 
Setting the Scene

over the years, previsualisation has 
become an incredibly important part of 
realising creative productions. Simply 

put, previs refers to the act of visualising the 
shots required for a project before they are 
filmed or created in post-production. This enables 
a production’s various departments to be fully 
briefed before embarking on actual shooting or 
postproduction work. 

Early film-makers used to rely on physical, scaled 
models to plan the camera angles and to guide the 
look of their films, so it’s fair to say that previs has 
come a long way since then. Modern previs crews, 
with the help of today’s software and computing 
power, are able to visualise entire layouts on screen, 
representing the director’s vision with digital 
models, animation, performance capture, virtual 
cameras, environments and effects. This has been 
immensely helpful in TV production, game 
cinematics design, and movie storytelling. The 
process has revolutionised production by ensuring 
efficiency right from the point of raising funds for 
projects in development, through to the shoot date 
and now into the composite stages before release.

Eminent previs studio The Third Floor, whose 

credits include The Amazing Spider-Man 2, Godzilla 
and Disney’s Maleficent, as well as films like 
Marvel’s The Avengers, Marvel’s Iron Man 3 and 
Sony’s RoboCop, are rather in the know when it 
comes to the process. When Duncan Burbidge, 
studio manager at The Third Floor’s London office, 
started in the industry, the craft was focused around 
general planning and problem-solving. “We were 
working with very complex scenes, using previs 
techniques to flesh out what the director was trying 
to achieve and to see how that was technically 
possible,” he explains. “Now, previs has become key 
across the whole filmmaking process, enabling 
complete creative exploration of ideas as well as the 
most efficient ways to execute them.”

Previs can also be useful for communicating the 
concept of a project. “When reading a script, 
everyone imagines a different interpretation of the 
visuals, but previs can help focus everyone,” 
Burbidge says. “In an ideal sense, the previs should 
be liberating for the director as they’re not having to 
explain those visuals to everyone – they can show 
them. In doing so, each head of department can 
then have specific conversations about what’s 
required of their department for that given scene.”

Duncan Burbidge
Studio manager   
The Third Floor, London

Patrick smith
Previs supervisor  
The Third Floor, Los Angeles

Previs image from RoboCop © Sony Pictures Previs from Marvel’s Iron Man 3 © Marvel Studios

Previs from Marvel’s The Avengers © Marvel Studios
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show anD tell
Companies like The Third Floor, which has offices in 
Los Angeles, London, Montreal and Sydney, are 
now getting involved with the production of movies 
at a much earlier stage than before, sometimes 
starting at the aptly-named pitchvis stage.

“A writer and director might come along and say 
they have a great idea for a movie, but want to put 
together a piece of moving, breathing previs so they 
can convey to a studio or their financiers how great 
it could be,” Burbidge says. “We are frequently 
asked to create short, trailer-length previs 
sequences to help sell a film. The reception for 
them has been fantastic and a lot of the films have 
gotten the green light. Pitchvis has almost become 
the normal thing to do at the studio level as a 
companion to the script. If it’s something new or a 
different approach, the script often isn’t enough to 
completely convey those ideas.”

The previs team will usually consist of a 
supervisor and a small group of artists sitting with 
the director, working from concepts, storyboards 
and sometimes brainstorming visual sequences 
that aren’t yet in the script. In these moments, a 

As such, being able to change a shot’s look on the 
fly and present different iterations quickly is 
essential to creating the most useful previs.

Patrick Smith, a previs supervisor at The Third 
Floor’s Los Angeles office, says another challenge is 
supporting clients as they explore the most creative 
ways to tell their story visually. “This can include 
collaborating to flesh out gaps with action 
choreography, help define the mood of a sequence 
and even sharpen character development,” he says. 
“Clients often come in with a general idea or tone 
they are striving for and that gets honed into a 
concrete form through previs. Considering that a lot 
of the ideas are constantly evolving during 
pre-production, another must for us is to remain 
extremely flexible and to turn around new 
visualisations as quickly as new ideas come up.”

Burbidge says this work can result in final shots 
that closely match the previs. “Sometimes the final 
shots themselves might be different, but the story 
beats are the same,” he says. “And sometimes 
sequences take a totally different course, but the 
previs still played a role by allowing a lot of 
variations to be evaluated without the clock ticking.”

rapid iteration of ideas and suggestions can happen 
that influences the look and feel of the film. The 
Third Floor itself is working more and more on early 
previs for shows, even visualising sequences that 
don’t have any VFX requirements.

However, the ideas presented in previs are also 
grounded in reality – sequences must be 
manageable through real-world shooting or visual 
effects. “You don’t want to previsualise something 
really awesome that the director loves, but then the 
camera operator says that they can’t run backwards 
at 200 miles an hour, or that lens simply doesn’t 
exist, or that the film-back settings we’re shooting 
on won’t allow for that size of shot,” Burbidge quips. 
“Our team really needs to understand the technical 
detail of modern digital film grammar as well as 
theory and composition.” 

Under guidance of the previs supervisor, the 
team will also try to match the cinematic style that a 
particular director might use in a movie, from choice 
of cranes, wides or close-ups, right down to lighting 
scenarios. “There’s no point putting a shot in front 
of a director if you know their particular cinematic 
instincts wouldn’t shoot it that way,” says Burbidge. 

the art of techvis
When previs is developed with specific technical 
parameters for shooting, it is known as technical 
previsualisation, or techvis for short. Smith, who 
headed up The Third Floor’s teams on 300: Rise of 
an Empire and The Amazing Spider-Man 2, says that 
the key to a good technical previs always starts with 
the artist creating the shot.

In order to deliver the best end result, the artist 
first has to have a general working idea of how the 
production is going to create the shot in the real 
world. “The job includes a wide range of skills,” he 
explains, “from understanding the limitations of the 
camera and rigs the filmmakers will be shooting 
with, to the layout and parameters of the shooting 
stage, even to knowing which lens package they will 
be using to film. If the artist has set up their scene 
file properly from the start, they will very easily be 
able to produce a great techvis shot.”

Typically, techvis is created as top-down and/or 
side-orthographic views. In contrast to creative 
previs, techvis is about incorporating or determining 
specific calculations for the shoot. In addition to the 
film plate and lens data, this can include the 

distance from subject matter to lens, the distance 
the camera travels over time, the distance from 
subject and camera to green screens, the sizes of 
green screens based on field of view,  angles of pans 
and tilts, the speed of camera over the length of a 
shot, and so on. Put simply, your understanding of 
film can’t stop at camera angles and perspective.

“Just imagine you are given the final film version 
of a shot in a sequence and you are tasked with 
practically re-creating the imagery. With techvis, 
the goal is to map out as many of those parameters 
as possible for the production – but of course, 
before the shoot,” Smith explains.

Whether creatively or technically driven, previs 
offers the benefit of everyone seeing a 
representation of final shots before they are 
created. Directors can show exactly what they want 
and producers can gain a better understanding of 
the costs involved. Cinematographers and VFX 
supervisors also get an idea of the challenges they 
will face so they can drive their research in the right 
direction. That way, everyone has much more 
preparation time to decide how they will get the 
story on the screen in the most effective way.

spider-Man fights electro 
in a shot previsualised by 
the third floor, inc. for The 
Amazing Spider-Man 2
1. The previs team references director-approved 
storyboards from the power plant sequence. 
The idea in this shot, not based on a specific 
storyboard frame, was to give Spider-Man an 
exciting melee attack against Electro during 
their battle in the power plant.
2. To create something with impact, previs 
artists model and animate Spider-Man, slinging 
a sizable piece of exploding pylon back towards 
the attacking Electro. The action is incorporated 
into the power plant environment and enhanced 
with particle, lighting and other effects.
3. To help the fast-moving action read better on 
screen a speed ramp is added, putting 
everything into slow-motion.
4. The entire shot is rendered at a tenth speed. 
Portions intended to be in real time are 
compressed back to normal speed to let the 
viewer savour the detailed and calculated 
movements of Spider-Man’s superpowered 
agility, speed and wits.
5. Finished previs is rendered, reviewed by the 
director and delivered for use in the previs 
sequence edit.

All images from The Amazing Spider-Man 2 © Sony Pictures 

toP Previs assets, such as a digital characters, are 
often composited into live plate photography to check 
alignment of elements and provide a working version of 
the shot for editorial and VFX
BottoM Previs is widely used as a language to 
express the director’s intentions for scenes
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tools of the traDe
“You absolutely must be a solid generalist to be a 
great previs artist,” says Smith. “Since the previs 
process involves creating a full digital blueprint for 
the film, we need artists that are going to be versed 
in all manners of film production: storytelling, 
animation, composition, lighting, VFX, asset 
creation and so on.” 

The Third Floor works with small crews of artists, 
so while everyone is a strong shot creator, each 
person might also be specialised in more specific 
areas “This helps balance any requests that may 
come up,” adds Smith. “As a small crew working in 
a previs/post-vis pipeline, our artists tend to wear 
many hats.”

Most of the previs at The Third Floor is created 
using off-the-shelf software such as Maya, Motion 
Builder and After Effects, as well as custom tools 
and asset systems. “We’ve created a few of our 
own tools that are able to bolt onto those other 
packages. These enable us to get QuickTimes out of 
After Effects more quickly than we normally would, 
for example,” says Burbidge. “Our final previs 
delivery used to be QuickTime movies, but these 
days we’re being asked to deliver actual scene files 
from Maya as well. With the right protocols, things 
like composition, timing, scale and distances from 
our files can carry over beyond previs, but there’s a 
lot of refinement, adjustment and interpretation 
that goes into the final VFX.” 

Virtual Rapid Prototyping (VRP) and Viewport 
2.0 in Maya are some other specific innovations 
right now in previs. With VRP, a master scene file 
can be created of the blocked-out action in a shot. 
The director then can walk through the scene files 
while all of the action plays out, using a virtual 
camera to frame new angles and make notes of 
new ways to showcase the action. This essentially 
provides a realistic idea of what could be captured 
on set and gives directors a more hands-on 
approach to developing their ideas.

“Maya’s new rollout of Viewport 2.0 has enabled 
previs artists to take the look of their work to a 
whole new level,” says Smith. “Artists can render 
real-time shadows, ambient occlusions, realistic 
texturing and more interactive lighting than ever 
before. Getting your previs closer to the look of the 
final render makes it easier for the client to 
concentrate on story and other important aspects 
of the project, rather than the look of the previs.” 

visualising the future
The development of previs, along with techniques 
for virtual production, continues to help shape 
today’s pre-production, production and post-
production. Projects like Alfonso Cuarón’s Gravity, 
previsualised in its entirety at Framestore, set a new 

bar for planning and realising ambitious cinematic 
concepts. Previs studios are regularly called on to 
previsualise large percentages of the total running 
time of a film and visualisation often continues 
across the project, whether pitchvis at the beginning 
or post-vis towards the end. 

“These days, so much is being advanced in the 
way projects are realised. Films can even be 
test-screened at the previs stage, before production 
has begun,” Burbidge points out. “Previs teams are 
often among the first on a show and we find 
ourselves in a unique position of carrying the 
director’s vision from pitchvis through to previs and 
even into post-vis work quite close to the end of 
post-production. It’s a fascinating paradigm and a 
really rewarding part of the job.”

the techvis process
1. The techvis process enables filmmakers to plan out 
shots before ever stepping foot on set. Firstly, artists 
create previs for the shot, taking into account detail 
about production shooting and camera framing
2. In collaboration with Scanline FX, ocean simulations 
are integrated into the previs for added realism. Previs 
artists then incorporate elements to further reflect the 
lighting and mood of the scene.

 3. A side-view techvis schematic is built to map out 
the position of the boat, the position of the shooting 
camera and the amount of camera pan. Results of this 
set up and any tweaks to it can be viewed with the 
previs witness camera
4. The techvis diagram can then be further evolved 
and referenced for the physical production on set, 
making for a much smoother process.

Camera pan

All images from 300: Rise of an Empire © Warner Bros 
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