TRAILBLAZING Al
IN VISUAL EFFECTS

VFX VETERAN BENJAMIN LOCK IS
DEMONSTRATING THAT THE RIGHT Al
TOOLS CAN FUNDAMENTALLY SHIFT THE
CREATIVE PROCESS—AND POSSIBLY
SPARK A NEW GENRE OF FILMMAKING.

WRITTEN BY LISA Y. GARIBAY

enjamin Lock has been blazing trails from the start. As a
B kid intrigued by CGI, he taught himself audio and visual

digital production while growing up in Cambridge,
England. His first summer job was doing sound design at
a VR company, which led to a job at Autodesk helping to
develop emerging digital production workflows. Lock’s first
studio role was head of digital production at Pepper’s Ghost
Productions, where he supervised shows and designed
creative and efficient ways to produce kids TV.

“Iloved it so much,” Lock says, “I went back to school,
enrolling at the UK’s National Film and Television School to
really learn the details of how movies and TV get produced.”

Upon graduating, Lock’s talents and experience allowed him
to work with industry legends at Aardman, Framestore and
Lucasfilm, producing large-scale features for George Lucas, J.J.
Abrams and Steven Spielberg. “T'll always appreciate what I
learnt working for the best in the biz,” he says.

Alongside VFX, Lock was driven to pursue producing
given how the role entails both creative vision and enabling
incredible talent. “Seeing a project through from idea to screen
is an incredibly rewarding journey,” he says. “I especially
enjoy collaborating with artists, directors and technology
teams to figure out how we're going to deliver something
extraordinary. Producing animation and VFX lets me live in
that space, shaping creative outcomes, working with cutting-
edge technology and challenging the status quo.”

With all the noise artificial intelligence (Al) has been
making in the VFX space, Lock points out that Al has quietly
been part of VFX for years for such tasks as denoising renders,
automating rotoscoping or predicting simulations. “But it was
always tucked inside the tools we already used,” he says.

What has made the biggest difference recently is the leap into
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generative

Al “When I started seeing

models generate concept art, animate elements and

even synthesize voices, it became clear this wasn't just another
tool; it was a fundamental shift in how we create.”

This realization led Lock to join Asteria, an Al film company
working with a clean, ethically trained model developed
by Moonvalley. The model is being used on many projects
including Natasha Lyonne’s Uncanny Valley, 2D and 3D
animated features, live action series, documentaries, music
videos and shorts.

“I think this will unlock a range of projects that couldn’t
have been made before, enable a new generation of
filmmakers and possibly spark a new genre of filmmaking,”
Lock says.

Lock stresses that Al is not a replacement for artists. It can
accelerate tasks such as cleanup or exploration, but it can't
generate meaningful work without human oversight.

“Storytelling still needs vision, taste, leadership and
emotional intelligence. Al can mimic and synthesize, but
humans are very sensitive to that, and VFX is often criticized
for being fake if not done properly. The same will likely be said
of Al output,” Lock says.

Another common fear Lock works to dispel is that using Al
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means cutting corners. In practice, it's often the opposite.
“It's not about doing less; it's about working differently
and focusing more on what tells the story,” he says. Done
well, Al workflows require intentional design, technical
planning and a deep respect for artistic input.

“Itry to demystify this by showing real production use
cases and speaking in spaces where people are trying to
make sense of the noise,” Lock adds. “The more we can

explain clearly, including what the tools do, how they ﬁsteﬂal_
Production
work and where they fit, then the more we can steer the Animation Vendor

conversation toward creativity, ethics, and sustainability.”

Throughout the entertainment industry and many
others, panic continues to build over the possibility of
Al eliminating jobs by replacing the need for human
effort and talent. Lock acknowledges that this is a valid
fear given how much change has already taken place.
But he believes that Al is not responsible for the current
contraction of the entertainment industry, and that there
are ways for VFX pros and producers to remain not just
relevant, but necessary.

Lean in. Stay curious. Learn enough to direct the tools,
not be directed by them. “There is time for people to learn
and embrace these tools while they mature,” he says.

Ultimately, Lock is excited about the prospect of Al
helping VFX artists become better storytellers. Automation
can pick up repetitive or technical tasks so that animators,
compositors, editors, lighters and FX artists can evolve into
artists delivering entire shots, not just parts of them, and
maintain creative agency throughout the process.

Lock believes that the emergence of Al has made
strong creative leadership all the more important, both
for producers and heads of department. “If we want to

protect jobs and support artists, we need to be actively
involved in how these tools are implemented so we're
shaping workflows that are ethical, efficient, and human-
led,” he says.

Lock didn’t come up in the industry from traditional
production but rather through the technology side, helping
define VFX and animation workflows before many were
standardized. “I wasn't following a template. I was helping
create it, and the same opportunities are there for people
now,” he says. This experience taught him that producing
in VFX is less about control and more about alignment.
One need not be the most technical person in the room, but
they do need to understand the intent behind each shot
and the project as a whole.

Lock believes the most valuable producing skills are still
the classics: clear communication, collaboration and the
ability to stay calm in chaos. “Be curious. Listen to your crew.
They often know exactly what needs to happen. You just
have to keep everyone pointed in the same direction,” he says.
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But today’s VFX producer also needs to be fluent
in the variety of available methodologies and to
understand their advantages and drawbacks. “Getting
hands-on, experimenting and sharing knowledge
is quickly becoming part of the job,” Lock says.
“Virtual production and GenAl are recent additions to
filmmaking, so knowing when and why they are best
used becomes important, rather than how.”

These are the tools that enable this VFX trailblazer to
continue plowing forward fearlessly.

The people and the vision

What keeps me grounded at work is the team. The
people I collaborate with every day, the shared vision
we're building, and the possibility of what it could
become is inspiring. Outside of work, my son frequently
reminds me of what matters most and how to have fun.

Newest toy: Marey, Asteria’s GenAl model

The most exciting tool I've worked with recently is

our proprietary GenAl model, Marey. It’s built on clean,
ethically sourced data and designed specifically for
animation and VEX workflows. Watching it evolve from
concept to creative collaborator has been a game changer.

Still hanging on: old-school text messaging

I still have to use SMS and Apple’s Messages app

for messaging, but I'm slowly converting people to
WhatsApp, Signal and Slack—one conversation at a time.

Lifeline: calendar alerts

Meeting notifications are what keep my day on track.

I'd love to say I have a beautifully organized digital
workspace, but in reality, it's my calendar app that keeps
everything moving.

Drawing it out

Another essential is a sketch pad or a whiteboard tool
such as Figma’s FigJam for visual thinking and breaking
down complex ideas.

Restoration

When Lock steps away from the whirlwind of tech,

he finds restoration in a long run, a bicycle ride, or 60
minutes in a float tank. “It's perfect when I need to reset,
think clearly or put the noise in perspective.”

And last but not least, Lock relies on good old-
fashioned human contact to keep him grounded. “I
always need a network of smart people who say what
they think and tell me when I'm crazy.”
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