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“When I first came across multimedia
thowght it was fantasoc; the getting away from
the linear into random access. ['ve beentold 1
have a mind like a butterfly so to be able to
burrerfly around sound and visuals is great”

Truth to rell, Alex Boyeson's mind is
nothing like a butterfly. That’s not to say it
doesn’t flit from one subject to the next — it
does — but there's something far too ballistic
abour it for a butterfly. It's more like watching
astring ol Chinese fire crackers going aff.

As befits such a ballistic brain, Alex is buried
deepinabunker under Spittleficlds market,
the home of Flabberghasted multimedia,
where he is managing director. And i11’s a very
comfortable bunker at that, with wall-
hangings, scatter cushions, scatter guitars and
vast legions of mixing desks and computer
hardware. Just imagine the flight deck of a 747,
with interior design courtesy of Eric Clapron.

It’s a depressing fact that the term
‘multimedia’ so often translates o Kai
Krause-influenced graphics, a little animation,
maybe video ina box and amudi soundirack
tacked on as an afterthought. The importance
of good sound 15 often overlooked, which is
odd, because in the film business, from which

.mulrimedia so often takes its cue, sound is
recogmsed as key in creating atmosphere.

Flabberghasted addresses the problem from

| the other end of the scale. Alex started on
interactive media about five years ago when he
was asked to write the musical content for an
interactive guitar manual. Since then, he has
worked cxtensively in the sound department
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Sound Blaster

and rhis sl comes first for the Flabbies, It has
brought them some interesting work,
including the sound effects for Trip Media’s
hit CIN game Bwrn Cycle. To date, Alex has
written virtually all the musie for the Dorling
indersley series of eduraingent CDD-ROMs
and the team is now working with Penguin o
record speaking books on CD. As execunive
producers for Microsoft, they are also working
on the sounds for the Encarta encyclopaedia as
well as an Exploropedia for Maurice Sandala.
Ointhe morning 1 tracked them down, Alex
was looking a bit frazzled after being upall
night mixing sounds for The Girear Green Mowse
Pisasier Orchesira. ' It's a CD-ROM for Pixel
Magie in Ireland. The idea is that this orchesira
of mice, The Great Green Mosse Disaster
Orchesore, escapes in a hotel and you have to
check out the rooms and catch them with your
own mouse cursor. The animation's grear”
Each mouse is an instrument and, as vou
round them up, they play together, The thin:
is thart since it"s entirely down o the plaver as
o what order they get caught, Alex ha
max the tracks for any combination of the
instrurments to play together. Ieme [
for G0 different combinatons, A normal
recording studio couldn’t do that. [ had w
work it all out across a spreadsheet, record e
tracks separately, creare the samples and burn
it to CD-FOM before handing i back.” Havn
lieard a fine swing rendition with juss @ hint
squeak, it cerrainly seemed worth the =fon
IFalling, as they do, i the smddle g
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Getting away from the linear into the random access world of multimedio suits Alex Boyeson, heod
of Flabberghasted. ‘lenjoy being able to butterfly arcund sound and visuals,” he says




1& 2. Flabberghasted
orchestrated a bigband
sound for the Greot Green
Mouse Disaster

3.CD Playback page for CD+
4. Point of info kiosk for the
South Bonk Centre
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graphics, itis perhaps inevitable that the
Flabberghasted tearm should find themselves
being approached for CD Plus work. CD Plus
is a hybrid between standard CD audio disc
and CD-ROM.

Essenrially, the idea is that most albums rake
up abour an hour on CD and so, the remaiming
14 or so minutes of space are given Over 1o
other media including graphics, lyric sheers,
video or radio interviews. That dara is, of
course, invisible to the CD audio bur provides
an added bonus for users who also have
muliimedia compuiers.

FFrom a design point of view, 11's an
interesting challenge, You're sirictly limited in
terms of space, you have to translare the
musician's unage into a multimedia message
and you have to cope with the fact thar users
will pl'c;h:’l by be EXPeChng (8] quaklity sound
from the tinny speakers sold with personal
compurers. "With only 135 munutes, it has to be
aquestion of quality not guantity and it's got
to hook into something else,” says Boyeson.

*Apple and Microsoft are looking for closer
Metintegration so thar buttons on scréen from
the CI rake you straight onto the Net and the
home page for that group in one click. You
could get the latest information on tour dates,
what they had for breakfast today, wharever.

‘Mot everybody out there in the street knows
about CI-ROM yetso CD Plus is a good
bridege o ger people interested ininteractivity
and rhe thought process of mulumedia. At the
moment, record companies are resisting it
because they pay more burt they will have to
put thenrout at the same price asstandard CL
audio dises. They ve got 1o do something about
ity now it's here. This is how people will get

their first tasee of the action. This is the way
torward 1 believe.”

A lot of the content is likely 1o be similar for
any CID Plus disc: lyric sheets, photos of the
band involved and video clips. All of which
puts even greater emphasis on the need for
good interface design to be the differentiating
factor. It's further complicared by the need for
cross-platform funcrionality.

“We've written our own CD Plus using
Director and our own X Objects [which act like
code plug-ins to expand Director’s abilities] 10
make it cross-platform,’ says Boyeson Butone
problem with Director is thar, while it is happy
with 16-bit colour on the Mac, ithasa
maximum of 8-bit on the PC. “We switch 1o
16-bit on the Mac but, on the PC, we have 1o
redress that with careful palette balancing.'

Thase kind of design compromises will be
familiar to anyone preparing projects for the
common denominator ol mass marker
multimedia machines. What's less commaon is
I—"Eabhcrg hasted’s focus on sound. Alex,
working on a Digidesign Sound Designer, pulls
up somie samples from another project, the
opening sequence of a multimedia fantasy
football league.

‘Mualrimedia has its own set of problems
partly due o the resteictions of the data
transfer rate but also the kind of speakers
being used. CD Audio is 16-bit, 44.1 KHz,
Trying to make 8-bit 22 KHz audio sound
good is hard work. You can only do so much
bur, alter that, it's a lot ef pain for no gain
because of the speaker quality.

“When you downsample to that level, vou
inevitably lose some parts of the specinnm
You ey e address that probleny by taking the




Jeft and right and equalising them difTerently
o give aslightly wider feel Similarly, boosting
certain ranges helps compensate for the loss.”

Alex used the Waves Q10 equalisarion
package for that job, as well a5 a software taol
called the Ulira Maximiser, which maximises
the levels, while redrawing any wave forms
that distort. While it rmakes it as loud as
possible, there's no distortion, so that the user
shouldn’t have 1o turn up the volume and
increase the crackle from cheap speakers.

Broadband noise reduction also takes out as
much of the hiss as possible. Basically, that's
done by taking a sample of the unwanted
noise, say the hiss between rack, and giving
that to the software to ‘learn’. It can then
gencrate equal and opposite anti sounds 1o
cuncelowt the hiss right the way theough the
soundtrack. Just ro round off that sharpness,
Flabberghasted also uses sound zares o block
unwanted sounds, such as atmospheric noise
audible in the gaps as a churacier speaks,

One example Flabberghasted is working on
is notably complex — crowd noises recorded at
Wembley mix with whistles sampled inthe
studio. At the same ume, a drum loop provides
the beat and horns, distorted explosions and
gunshois add ro the excitement, All of this
accompanies a spinning football, with video of
a game playing on it As the football
helicopters come down on to a pitch, the user
hears aircraft noises. And, once on the pitgh,
the ball is booted away to a resounding smack
on leather. In toral, there must be 20 different
samples in the space of only a few seconds.

There's also more than a little graphics
work Much of Flabberghasted's Director
work is done in-house by finance director Bren
MNagy but the Flabbies also turn to their
zssociates, a graphics outfit called Morgan and
Booth (M&R), wha are long-term friends, as
well a5 occupants of the bunker next door.,
M&B’s work with 3D Studio and Director is
key to the visual Mair of the final work.

Ir’s a common enough example of small
media companies forming associations ro
broaden the range of projects they can take on,
It’sa pamtern which is being reproduced all
aver the country. But Flabberghasted would
also like 1o see it extended overscas.

“We're setting up partnerships between
Binnare Sonore [binary sound] in Italy, SRCin
France, companiesin Germany, and us in the
UK, says Bayeson. ‘Called the European
Language Group, the idea behind it is thatil’
someone wanis something localised for
anywhere in Europe, we can give thema
costing and they go through us to our partners
in Europe. We have a standard cost structure,
methadology and quality assurance. Work can
be sent between partners by ISDN, then
burned to CD-ROM and handed over to the
clicnt.” While I was with Flabberghasted, a fax
came throuzh from a potential client looking

Tor o guote on an istecactive product thar has The Flabby line-up plus one:

1o b presented in both English and Lialian, managing director Alox

It’s an interesting solution for many media Boyesan [front], techinical
cavnpanies whose problem is that they need a director Bren Nagy (lefi) and
certain crirical mass to handle the lucranve business manager Siman
projects bustill want to stay simall and agale Willis. They are joined ot their
enough to retain the ereative edge. And this Spittlefields luxury ‘bunker’ by
solution was also one of the subjects on the Parry the builder (back]

agenda, officially or otherwise, at Imteracrive
City, which has just taken place in Manchester,

Inreractive City, the digital media arm of the
In The Ciry music fesuval, was the beain child of
Tony Wilson, cx of Facrory Records, This
Seprtember, Flabberghasied organised it and
hosted discussions on CD Plus and the
copyright implications of the crossover
berween music sand muoliimedia. Among
enthiers, Flalbergiuisted was alsoslorg
on tools and techmgues for sound m
miudtumedin, And it was tryving to gel
hink “sowe can jam wath ather ouths in
anather cowmmery, it siavs,

Despite the stvle ol s offices, the one thing

ol which vou would never iecuse
Flabberghasted is having o bunker mentalivy. o




