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Avatar

Creating an Otherworldly Soundtrack with Avid Tools

While no one will deny HollywoodÕs tendency to overuse clichŽs like Òyears in the makingÓ to hype their wares,
director James CameronÕs Avatar is one project that truly fits the description. Cameron reportedly began working
on the movieÕs script as early as 1994, but waited until 2005 for technological advances to catch up to make the
computer graphics-heavy movie. Technology is also what fueled composer James HornerÕs compelling
soundtrack, which breaks new ground, both sonically and technically.

Horner, whose previous collaborations with Cameron include Aliens and the Oscar-winning score for Titanic,
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took on a more experimental approach with this project than he normally would. ÒI didnÕt rely on a written score for large parts of the film,Ó he says.
ÒInstead, I improvised much of the score against the picture. There was no orchestra involved until the end Ñ just me playing the parts into the film,
using an electronic instrument or a piano. I find myself trying to move slowly away from writing conventional orchestral music, incorporating other
instruments into my scores that donÕt necessarily play orchestral music.Ó

Musically, the flexibility of virtual instruments within the Pro Tools HD¨ environment played a large part in HornerÕs creative process, allowing him
to sculpt sonic textures with little resemblance to terrestrial sounds. ÒMore and more IÕve felt encumbered by traditional Western orchestral music,
and have been experimenting with adding instruments that donÕt necessarily play Western notes, or utilize Western tunings, or are even considered

conventional instruments per se,Ó he explains.

For scoring mixer Simon Rhodes, the integration of Sibelius¨ into Pro Tools HD software was key to blending the
scoreÕs synthetic and orchestral elements. ÒBecause of the way James is working, much of what heÕs creating is
being recorded, but not written down,Ó says Rhodes. ÒWe need a record of whatÕs being played and what sounds
heÕs putting in. ThatÕs where using Pro Tools and Sibelius really play a role, to transparently keep track.Ó

ÒWe use Sibelius to notate what IÕve written and get it to the copyists,Ó Horner explains. ÒMuch of what IÕve played doesnÕt necessarily fall into the
realm of standard notation. Sibelius becomes something of a translation tool, and we use it to figure out what IÕve done and reinterpret it so it can be
played again by an orchestraÉ Pro Tools and Sibelius are tools that allow me to be more creative, by allowing me to think about the technology as
little as possible.Ó

ÒItÕs an elaborate yet intuitive workflow,Ó electronic music arranger Simon Franglen, adds, explaining how after they generate a tempo map from
HornerÕs cues, he mocks up the non-synthetic elements (which will be later replaced by the orchestra), and then uses a range of plug-ins to lay down
the scoreÕs electronic and rhythmic  elements to achieve the otherworldly textures of HornerÕs vision.

ÒI tend not to use straight synth sounds, particularly on this score,Ó Franglen says. ÒGenerally weÕre using organic or natural samples or instruments
that weÕre manipulating and massacring to generate these texturesÉ Pro Tools [8] has become my only MIDI sequencer now. WeÕre also using
Elastic [Time] to maintain flexibility with the tempo map changes. This editing process simply wouldnÕt be possible without Pro Tools.Ó

But the synthetic textures are just one component of the score, as Simon Rhodes explains. ÒThe orchestra is
recorded on one Pro Tools|HD rig at 96 kHz, with the synths on a second rig at 48 kHz. We then mix to a third
Pro Tools|HD rig, which is recording all the stems for film. We end up with more than 96 tracks of stems, as well
as the original multitrack.Ó

With three Pro Tools machines locked using Satellite Link and synced to picture through Video Satellite LE,
Rhodes mixes the project in 5.1 surround on an ICON D-Command¨ console. ÒMixing on the ICON is so much
quicker and more intuitive, especially working with so many tracks,Ó he says. ÒThe faders feel great Ñ just like an old-fashioned mixing desk. The
most important thing is that ICON enables us to stay inside Pro ToolsÉ ICON gives us the flexibility to do it all. ItÕs really changed everything
about the way we work now.Ó

 

The sheer complexity of the project would be impossible to handle without Pro Tools|HD, says Franglen. ÒOne of
the biggest breakthroughs for me is the fact that we no longer worry about file sizes or track counts. On one
nine-minute cue, for example, weÕve got close to 450 tracks and a file size of around 56 GB.Ó

 

ÒItÕs really quite astounding how the technology has evolved,Ó Franglen continues. ÒOn Titanic, I carried two tons
of equipment with me. On Avatar, I used a Mac Pro, Pro Tools|HD, 16 GB of RAM, and 6 TB of hard disk space. Everything was done inside the
box, without a single outside synth. Whereas Titanic involved a huge process of simply setting up from session to session, now it takes just 10
minutes to hook up a display Ñ itÕs all just down to Pro Tools|HD.Ó

 

ÒPro Tools|HD was really the only solution for a project of this magnitude,Ó Rhodes concludes. ÒWhat weÕve achieved here would be impossible
with anything else. WeÕre constantly pushing pretty much every limit of the software and hardware. And I think itÕs fair to say that James really
pushed not only the limits of the software, but his own boundaries as well. The colors and textures heÕs created are so much a part of the character of
the score. IÕd say weÕre really on the edge of an important part of filmmaking history, and Pro Tools|HD has really helped to facilitate it.Ó

Related Videos

Avatar: Creating an Otherworldly Score with Avid (/US/avid-tv/AvatarCreatingandOtherworldlySoundtrack/shadowbox)
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Listen to the Podcast

Creating the World of Avatar(podcast) (http://community.avid.com/blogs/theroughcut/archive/2010/03/03/avatar-steve-rivkin-jason-
gaudio.aspx)

 

The Challenge

Create a soundtrack combining orchestral, synthetic, and non-traditional instruments, culminating in a mix-down of massive track counts and
exceptionally large files sizes.

 

The Solution

Multiple Pro Tools|HD systems connected via Satellite Link, with video lock using Video Satellite LE. A vast array of Pro Tools|HD plug-ins, virtual
instruments, and effects. Mix down via ICON consoles for deep, efficient control of all tracks and plug-ins. For notation, Sibelius and the integration
of Sibelius into Pro Tools HD

 

The Workflow

DAW: Six Pro Tools|HD systems featuring the Score Editor, Satellite Link, Video Satelllite LE, 003 Rack
Console: Two ICON D-Command consoles
Software: Sibelius
Plug-in: A wide array of virtual instruments, effects plug-ins, and samples  

 

 
ShareThis (javascript:void(0))

About Avid

Company (/US/about-avid)
Corporate Profile (/US/about-avid/corporate-profile)
Customer Stories (/US/about-avid/customer-stories)
Office Locations (/US/about-avid/office-locations)
Legal Notices (/US/about-avid/legal-notices)
Management (/US/about-avid/management-team)
Avid and the Environment (/US/about-avid/environment)

Products & Offers

All Products (/US/products/index)
Pro Tools (/US/products/family/pro-tools)
Media Composer (/US/products/family/media-composer)
M-Audio (/US/products/family/m-audio)
VENUE (/US/products/family/VENUE)
Interplay (/US/products/family/interplay)
Pinnacle Studio (/US/products/family/pinnacle-studio)
Sibelius (http://www.sibelius.com)
Euphonix (http://www.euphonix.com)
Special Offers (/US/specialoffers)

Investors

Investor Relations (http://ir.avid.com/index.cfm)
Events & Presentations (http://ir.avid.com/events.cfm)
Corporate Governance (http://ir.avid.com/governance.cfm)

Avid ! Avatar " Creating an Otherworldly Soundtrack with### http:$$www#avid#com$US$about%avid$customer%stories$Avatar

, of ' ($)*$&+ (:(( PM



Financial Information (http://ir.avid.com/financials.cfm)
Stock Information (http://ir.avid.com/stockquote.cfm)
Investment Relation Contact (http://ir.avid.com/contactus.cfm)

Partners

Find a reseller (/US/find-reseller)
Partnering for Success (/US/partners)
Developer Programs (/US/partners/developer-partners)
Partners Product Search (http://apps.avid.com/partners)
Become a Reseller (/US/partners/resellers-partners)

Community

Join The Discussion (/US/communities)
Blogs (http://blogs.avid.com)
Podcasts (http://podcasts.avid.com)
Facebook (http://www.avid.com/facebook)
Twitter (http://www.avid.com/twitter)
AvidTV (/US/avidtv)
Newsletters (http://forms.avid.com/forms/email)

Contact Us

Pinnacle (/US/contact/pinnacle)
Avid Audio (Digidesign) (/US/contact/audio)
M-Audio (/US/contact/m-audio)
Sibelius (/US/contact/sibelius)
Avid Video (/US/contact/video)
Euphonix (http://www.euphonix.com/artist/about/)
Office Locations (/US/about-avid/office-locations)

Support

Find Support (/US/support)

Press Room

Press Releases (/US/press-room/press-releases)
Press Contacts (/US/press-room/press-contacts)
Image Gallery (/US/press-room/image-gallery)
Events (/US/press-room/events)
Industry Buzz (/US/press-room/industry-buzz)
Newsletters (http://forms.avid.com/forms/email)

Careers

Careers At Avid (/US/careers)
Benefits (/US/careers/careers-benefits)
Culture (/US/careers/careers-culture)
Work Areas (/US/careers/work-areas)
Search for Jobs (/US/careers/search-jobs)

Copyright 2010 Avid Technology, Inc.  Terms of Use (/US/about-avid/legal-notices)| Privacy Policy (/US/about-avid/legal-notices/privacy-
policy)

Site Map (/us/SiteMap) | Find a Reseller (/find-reseller) 

Country United States

loading

Avid ! Avatar " Creating an Otherworldly Soundtrack with### http:$$www#avid#com$US$about%avid$customer%stories$Avatar

' of ' ($)*$&+ (:(( PM


