
Paramount’s The SpongeBob Movie: 
Sponge out of Water, opened early 
in 2015, and grossed a phenomenal 
amount of $310 million worldwide. 
The movie, a sequel to 2004’s The 
SpongeBob SquarePants Movie, is a mix 
of animation and live action, a fi rst for 
Stereo D, the movie industry’s leading 
producer of 3D for feature fi lms. 

Stereo D is home to twelve SAM 
systems, including three Quantel Rios 
teamworking with Rio Connect. Rio 
Connect gives Stereo D guaranteed 
realtime performance and instant 
sharing between its Quantel Rio suites, 
offering complete fl exibility. Stereo D’s 
SAM systems have worked on some 
of this year’s top-grossing 3D movies 
including, Jurassic World, San Andreas 
and Marvel’s Avengers: Age of Ultron.

Forward moving workfl ow
Stereo D’s Executive Vice President and 
Chief Creative Offi cer, Aaron Parry, 
says, “I have a long history working 
with SpongeBob Squarepants’ creator, 
Steve Hillenberg, after working together 
on the fi rst SpongeBob SquarePants 
movie; therefore it was a natural step 
in our relationship with Paramount 
and Steve to bring the second movie 
to Stereo D. This is the fi rst time hand 
drawn animation has been created 
in 3D, and we are delighted to have 
worked on it; the results are fantastic! 
It allows the audience to engage with 
the SpongeBob SquarePants story in a 
completely different way. We hope the 
process can breathe new life into the 
classic art form.”

Milton Adamou, Head of Post Production 
at Stereo D, says, “SpongeBob 
SquarePants: Sponge out of Water went 
through the SAM system from start to 
fi nish – all the way from dailies to online 
fi nishing and grading. SpongeBob was 
unique in that the client experienced 
his movie going from storyboards to the 
fi nal DI without ever switching platform. 
The only direction this movie ever went in 
terms of the workfl ow was forward.”

Seamless post pipeline
The movie spent 18 months at Stereo 
D, with seven projects running 
simultaneously alongside it – all going 
through its SAM systems. Adamou 
continues, “From the very start of the 
movie we ran early tests to determine 
line thickness for key characters and 
looked at color palettes. We then 
assembled shots into timelines and 
moved into regular reviews with the 
fi lmmakers, working with our editorial 
team to streamline the process 
throughout.”  
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With the SAM system, we 
were able to show the 
fi lmmakers how the picture 
would look from very early 
on in the process. Having the 
ability to do the entire DI in 
house is a massive benefi t 
for an animation project; it 
allows us to get ahead on 
the color very early in the 
pipeline.



Case study

The SAM pipeline for 
SpongeBob was seamless all 
the way from the color space 
to the DI.

Milton Adamou
Head of Post Production at Stereo D

Parry says, “With the SAM system, we 
were able to show the fi lmmakers how 
the picture would look from very early 
on in the process. Having the ability to 
do the entire DI in house is a massive 
benefi t for an animation project; it allows 
us to get ahead on the color very early 
in the pipeline.

“Every time you create a new pipeline 
there are high quality requirements. 
The SAM system we have at Stereo D 
provides us with a heavy and extreme 
post production tool. It’s an extremely 
innovative technology pipeline, opening 
up a host of new VFX opportunities. 
Having the ability to use stacks in the 
Quantel Rio is a massive benefi t as 
opposed to traditional editing tools, 
allowing us to stack online at all times, 
delivering all the time.”

Adamou adds, “The SAM pipeline for 
SpongeBob was seamless all the way 
from the color space to the DI. It’s an 
integrated system that allows us to move 
effortlessly between rough assembly, 
conform, online, fi nal color and 
deliverables. The effi ciencies you gain 
through this way of working translate into 
more time for the fi lmmakers to make 
creative choices, which we saw right up 
to the last day of the movie. That’s where 
it pays off, in those fi nal days when 
everyone has last minute requests. There 
is never a need to go back, which in 
the world of post production is the Holy 
Grail.”

Heavy duty post pipeline
Stereo D had three artists working on 
the SAM system throughout the project, 
managing the heavy duty post pipeline. 
Adamou says, “The movie certainly 
had its challenges. First, the fi lmmakers 
wanted to have access to an insane 
amount  of material, from the very fi rst 
black and white drawings to multiple 
versions of comp and layout, in both 2D 
and 3D, and then all the various versions 
of color from the DI (2D, 3D and fi lm). 
But in true Stereo D fashion, we never 
wanted to keep the client waiting, so 
all of our working timelines held this 
information live. It wasn’t easy, either 
for the editor, my assistant colorist, or 
the systems, but we did it and I’d like 
to believe that it was invisible to the 
fi lmmakers!”

Creative challenges
Adamou continues, “On the creative 
side, we were often transitioning 
between CG material and Live Action, 
both with different color spaces (Scene 
Linear and LogC) and each needed to 
be graded in different ways. There was 
one shot where we follow a CG bird 
over the deck of a Live Action pirate 
ship, into CG water and then end up in 
the cartoon world of SpongeBob, with 
cartoon bubbles used in this transition. 
Our timeline had fi ve live tracks running 
(both 2D and 3D), each one with their 
properties, and live transitions. It was 
fun for Greg Emerson, our online artist 
to put together, and it was great having 
the fl exibility to color time everything 
independently.

“The shot where we transition from the 
island to the pirate ship in the fi rst few 
minutes of the movie is a favorite of 
mine.  There are 15 layers of color on the 
shots of Antonio Banderas on the pirate 
ship surrounded by singing birds. These 
were necessary on a technical level to 
integrate all the plates together, as well 
as on a creative level to give the pictures 
the color depth and separation that we 
wanted. The stereo versions of the shots 
had an additional two layers of color.”

 

Client-attended sessions
The movie is directed by the show’s writer 
and executive producer Paul Tibbitt in 
collaboration with executive producer 
Hillenburg. Like with every studio picture, 
there were many attendees in the  
creative sessions at Stereo D, each with 
their own area of expertise. 
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Adamou says “The majority of the color 
timing was spent with the DP and the 
Art Directors, who were essentially the 
clients for getting the look dialed in. 
When we were happy with our work, we 
would play sequences for Paul Tibbitt 
and he would come back with general, 
bigger picture comments. It’s important 
to take everyone’s opinions on board 
and channel them through to the fi nal 
product, making sure all along that 
you’re aligning them with the wishes of 
the director. This was 100% not an easy 
movie! We were able to freely jump 
between dailies, 2D, 3D, online and DI 
which is something that almost certainly 
never happens, but happened on 
SpongeBob.”

Parry adds, “When it came to the fi nal 
composite, we were able to change 
things at a very fast pace, on the screen 
using the SAM system, live with the 
clients, there and then. It’s so easy to 
change things instantly and we can go 
back and review things so quickly.”

New markets
Parry concludes, “Our SAM systems 
are at the heart of our post workfl ow 
and we stay with them as a point. We 
continually push our SAM systems to their 
boundaries, putting tons of thousands 
of shots through them a year, running 
at virtually maximum capacity and still 
creating innovative workfl ows with the 
SAM R&D team – it’s quite phenomenal. 
Animation is a new world for Stereo D, 
and now that we’ve broken into the 
market, there’s a host of new possibilities 
for us; we’re very excited for what’s 
coming next.”
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