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Seb Caudron, all fire, all Flame
A “Flamist” of worldwide renown and director of Rita Mitsouko’s latest video, Cool Frénésie (Ninety Nine), Seb Caudron has had a fascinating career so far. Self-taught, inspired by the art of music videos (Bill Viola, Gary Hill), architecture (Le Corbusier, Tadao Ando), experimental cinema, manga and more generally contemporary art, this 29-year-old director knows how to use the most sophisticated post-production tools (Flame, Inferno, Edit Box, etc.). One of his most notable pieces of work is the beautiful dream scene in the movie La Cité des enfants perdus (The City of Lost Children) directed by Caro and Jeunet. Currently he is finalizing a commercial for the Worldwide Auto Show in Paris (with the Euro RSCG BETC agency), and at the same time he’s supervising the special effects for Le Pacte des loups (The Brotherhood of Wolves) by Christophe Gans, director of Crying Freeman, who is working on a new feature film. Interview with the genius.
Sonovision: What did you do in the movie La Cité des enfants perdus?
Seb Caudron: La Cité des enfants perdus came to Duboi for post production work. This feature-length film gave me the opportunity to test out Flame, a new tool from Duboi. I followed the filming and I took care of the scenes where the actor Dominique Pinon appears in several places at the same time; for that I used a matte painting technique. But the cherry on the cake was the dream sequence. We had practically finished, but Caro and Jeunet were not satisfied with that scene. We had to find a technical solution to make it clear that it was a dream. That’s when I really let my creativity flow. I worked hard on those thirty-four takes. I did tests and I found a solution using Elastic Reality (morphing software). I traced lines around the scenery so that the background would start to move, to breathe, like it was alive. One of the more interesting functions of Elastic is that you can keep certain zones from being morphed, in this case it was the characters.
S.: How did you learn to use Flame and Inferno and all the other tools you have come to use so well?

S.C.: I have always been a believer in on-the-job learning, it helps make things more concrete. I’ve just always worked like that. I took some courses at the University of Paris VIII with Christophe Richard. We totally reorganized the U-Matic room to film some shorts with video cameras. I am more of a hands-on person – I take the camera, I film, etc. We did a whole series of videos on prostitutes around the Pigalle area and in Le Quartier which we worked with later. We superimposed images directly by filming the screens, we did some small animations. We tried a whole lot of “stuff” like putting the U-Matic bands in the wrong way or printing quarter images on reversible Super 8 that we later projected in 16mm using an optical printer. 
S.: For the past year you’ve been filming music videos. What caused you to move into this medium?

S.C.: Before starting to direct myself, I worked on some defining projects with directors like Marc Caro and Jean-Pierre Jeunet, but also with Stéphane Sednaoui, Emmanuel  Carlier, Andrea Giacobbe and Seb Janiak. Thanks to these artists, I was able to work on projects that let me combine what I love about the art of video with the industry of images (music videos, commercials, etc.). For example, the opening credits to Tracks made for ARTE [translator’s note: ARTE is a French/German PBS station] by Andrea Giacobbe, was a real adventure. The idea of a transition through ripped pages had never been done before. We had to find new solutions. In the beginning, we worked with Edit Box. After about a week, we realized this program could not give us the results we were looking for. We were able to rework the calibration. Andrea Giacobbe is a photographer and he refined all of the colors, the skins and textures. After a while, I asked the producer to pay for two hours of Flame. I came back with the structure for the German sequence where the credits are typed over the torn out page. The result convinced him and he paid for a whole day of Flame to finalize the opening credits.
S.: Since you know how to use so many impressive tools, how do you choose which ones to use for different projects?

S.C.: It’s a swing-wing. The essential resides in the person who is using the tool. The most important thing is a good special effects artist and not the machine. A good racecar driver needs a good car for superior performance and precision. Flame and Inferno, they’re like racecars. If the production budget allows it, you really gain a lot in rapidity and flexibility. You also gain a lot of time in research and “thingamajigs.” Although I do special effects from home with Paint and Effect (PC), the commercial for Perrier directed by Bruno Aveillan would never have been possible on this kind of machine. We had many solutions to find, to invent, and textures to create and not a lot of time. With Flame I can stack ten filters one on the other and change their parameters almost simultaneously.
S.: What are you currently working on?

S.C.: I’m working on a commercial for the Worldwide Auto Show in Paris (with the Euro RSCG BETC Agency). It’s a combination of a traditional filming and 3D postproduction. We constructed the interior of a car in which an actor simulates a very sporty driving. The exterior of the car is really futurist, entirely done in 3D, but with a very realistic look and feel. I filmed the camera movements in and around the car with a lot of freedom. Tracking systems made sure that the 3D fit perfectly with the scenes filmed with the actor (postproduction at Buf Compagnie, production Ninety Nine).
S.: How was the latest video from Rita Mitsouko, Cool Frénésie, filmed?

S.C.: The esthetic part was something pretty new, mixing a Playstation atmosphere with George Méliès. I made a storyboard which was broken down take by take, very precise, to evaluate the amount of time needed, scheduling, the crew, etc. That’s the first indispensable step to successfully complete this kind of project. Parallel to that, I came up with the design with the help of a graphic artist for all the elements that needed to be made with very precise plans so that we could quickly attack the modeling and 3D phases. Next we implemented the line tests and all of the more complicated takes which combined filming and realtime 3D. 
The next step was, of course, filming, which came up in the middle of the fabrication process (ten to fifteen days after starting).
These line tests allowed us to get an idea of which focal lengths to use, to line up the camera angles, etc. Once everything is regulated – down to the last millimeter, the filming is very easy to do in just one day. Now comes the montage, where we can mix the line tests with the filming. The montage was kind of long, four to five days spread out over a ten day period because of the work on the 3D and the montage being done at the same time. The biggest incertitude with this kind of project is the lip-syncing, the song has to match the story with a progression which has been regulated from the beginning. Simultaneously, I worked on graphics with Photoshop for the textures, skies and backdrops. I had one very intense week where I was working on Mac and Flame at the same time to come up with the final sequences. I really had to rely on my crew, a group of five to six great people from Duran, (one hundred and fifty takes in the end) for five weeks of fabrication. The difficulty, as we say in French, is working the mill and the oven at the same time, and responding to questions from the special effects artists. The last week was really tough because the images took some time to calculate. We were sometimes evaluating six to eight million polygons in certain scenes. In short, the computers were crashing all the time. The result of the 3D was then reprocessed take by take with Flame by myself and my trusted acolyte, Christophe Richard, in order to integrate Rita Mitsouko into the shots but also to bring in a new texture, close to illustration. 

S.: What do you think about the recent phenomenon of at home post production? 
S.C.: I don’t believe in it at all or at least only to a certain measure. I am a bit like a spoiled rich kid in that case. Even if I use certain programs like After Effects, Photoshop or Commotion, my preferred tools remain Flame and Inferno for realtime, plug-ins, etc. Everyone claims to be an early adapter, in the sense that they can work with a crew of around forty people and use only minimal material, but Flame and Inferno are far from being dethroned. The more we advance, the more we want perfection and, for that, we need good material.
S.: You are also pursuing a career as a computer graphic artist. Currently you are supervising special effects for Christophe Gans’ new feature length film, Le Pacte des loups. What exactly are you working on there?

S.: I am working on the opening credits, I’m filming sequences with special effects and I’m helping the director with some of the more particular effects. Le Pacte des loups takes place in the XVIIIth century, but it’s a mix of horror, action, Hong Kong and kung fu. Christophe Gans is a fan of video games, an informed cinema buff (editor of Starfix and and current editor of HK). He possesses knowledge of cinema that I admire, and that our generation has integrated. This kind of fiction, relatively unknown in France, is led by authors like Yan Kounen, Marc Caro, Jean-Pierre Jeunet and, in a certain measure, Jean-Jacques Beineix. 
S.: How do you reconcile your double career?

S.C.: I have real freedom with Ninety Nine. They accept and completely respect my double career. Problems only arise with certain directors. Some now refuse to use my services as a graphic artist because they consider me as a competitor. In the end, I really only work with directors that are friendly with me on special effects.

S.: What are some of your upcoming projects?

S.C.: I am working on a second video for Rita Mitsouko.

· Interviewed by Sophie Voiturin

Seb Caudron In brief:

Director (over the past year)

Rita Mitsouko, Cool Frénésie (April 2000)

Pour Homme, Born this Way (co-directed with Yannis)

Scott Grooves, Mothership Reconnection

Les Rythmes Digitals, Jack Your Body

Flamist (recent works)

Perrier (directed by Bruno Aveillan)

BNP (Jean-Pierre Jeunet)

Peugeot (Frédéric Planchon)

Tracks (Andrea Giacobbe)

Garbage (Andrea Giacobbe)
Captions:

Photo 1: Chichin (Rita Mitsouko) as an exterminator robot
Photo 2: Rita Mitsouko’s video Cool Frénésie produced by Ninety Nine

Photo 3: Perrier commercial, directed by Bruno Aveillan and animated by Seb Caudron with Flame

Photo 4: Scott Grooves, a video made entirely in 3D

Photo 5: Garbage, video directed by Andrea Giacobbe, produced by Télécréateurs

Photo 6: Video, Jack Your Body, from the group Rythmes Digitales, a virtuous post-matrix interpretation

