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computers, IT staff hooks the open-source tool 

Extreme Cloud Administration Toolkit (xCAT) into 

the PowerEdge server’s baseboard management 

controller (BMC) to automatically deploy 

preconfigured operating systems and software. “It 

deploys a new operating system across the entire 

server farm within minutes and takes almost no 

staff time,” says Pearce.

Ten months after deployment, the ToonBox 

render farm achieved 100 percent availability. 

“Everything in the PowerEdge C6100 servers is 

redundant,” Pearce explains. “If we have a failure, 

we’re just going to remove the failed component, 

fix it in-house, or call Dell ProSupport for extended 

support. A motherboard in one of our servers 

had a small issue reading a piece of memory and 

because we have Dell ProSupport on the machine, 

the motherboard was received and replaced 

T
oronto-based ToonBox Entertainment hit the ground running—the 

company’s first original TV production Bolts & Blip is one of the world’s 

first 3D stereoscopic animated television series. But stereoscopic 

animation places extremely heavy demands on workstations and 

servers in the render farm. When ToonBox prepared to start stereoscopic 

animation for its film The Nut Job, the company sought new studio space and  

a hardware vendor to furnish it. “It was critical to select the right vendor up front, 

because we were looking for a long-term solution,” says Ria Westaway, vice 

president of production.“ Dell treated us as their first priority. That commitment  

to our needs helped us make a decision relatively quickly.”

For rendering, ToonBox selected Dell PowerEdge C6100 rack-mounted 

servers powered by Intel® Xeon® processor 5600 series. “For every animation 

we produce, we’re rendering twice as many frames as we would in 2D,” says 

computer graphics (CG) supervisor Andrew McPhillips. “Each shot in our rich 

and highly detailed film is comprised of dozens—sometimes even hundreds—of 

layers. Feature-length animated films typically have more than 1,000 shots. 

Because The Nut Job is 3D, we are rendering each of those shots twice, once 

for each eye. In this environment, the Dell PowerEdge C6100 servers have been 

fantastic. The PowerEdge C6100 makes a great render farm machine because 

it’s fast, highly configurable, and incredibly robust.”

Streamlining management 

As the company grows, the hot-plug serviceability of each server node facilitates 

rapid expansion of the render farm. “These servers enable us to scale up and 

down very easily,” says Aaron Pearce, systems administrator. “Adding a Dell 

PowerEdge C6100 server is basically plug-and-play. We receive a server, drop it 

into our infrastructure, install software, and that’s it.” 

Furthermore, the servers’ built-in management controllers help simplify 

administration. For example, instead of spending 50 hours each week  

manually installing various operating systems for testing on individual 

To captivate their audience, mischievous  

Surly Squirrel and his rat friend Buddy need  

to be rendered in eye-popping detail. ToonBox 

Entertainment deploys Dell™ PowerEdge™ 

servers in its render farm to help deliver  

world-class 3D animation.
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within an hour and a half of failure. That 

turnaround by Dell ProSupport was 

absolutely fantastic.”

Creating stellar animation

ToonBox artists who work mostly with 

Autodesk SketchBook Pro, Adobe® 

Photoshop®, or Adobe Premiere® Pro 

software received Dell Precision™ T3500 

workstations. For artists who work 

primarily in Autodesk Maya, eyeon Fusion, 

or Pixologic ZBrush, ToonBox provided 

Dell Precision T5500 workstations. “They 

are very powerful machines that facilitate 

the type of work our artists are doing,” 

says Pearce.

Most of the company’s back-office 

functions run in a virtual environment 

enabled by VMware® virtualization 

software. More than 30 virtual servers 

run on two Dell PowerEdge R710 hosts 

and one PowerEdge R510 host. “Intel 

Virtualization Technology for Directed  

I/O (Intel VT-d) enables the processor 

to split up resources for different virtual 

machines managed by the VMware layer,” 

says Pearce. “It works fantastically. Our 

Dell and Intel hardware is enabling us 

to make excellent use of the resources 

we have without flooding our server 

room with excess equipment, power 

consumption, and heat.”

To see that it selected the right hardware 

partner, ToonBox looked no further than its 

high-definition, stereoscopic animations.  

“In our teaser for The Nut Job, the image  

quality was so high that people couldn’t 

believe we did it in the time frame we 

did with the resources we had,” says 

McPhillips. “That validates our decisions, 

because a high image quality is the top 

of the pyramid. To get to that level, you 

need great people, great technology, and 

fantastic hardware. Dell computers give us 

one level of the pyramid.” 

Furthermore, ToonBox’s state-of-the-

art equipment has helped the company 

recruit animators. “When you’re on the 

cutting edge of what can be done in 

animation, you need a solid backbone,” 

says McPhillips. “Selecting Dell as our 

hardware partner was one of the best 

decisions ToonBox has made. It has been 

a fantastic relationship.”

Ready to render
ToonBox’s server and render farms enjoy consistently high availability 

from Dell PowerEdge C6100 servers. Together with Dell Precision 

workstations, this state-of-the art technology helps the company 

produce innovative 3D animation, as well as recruit world-class artists. 

50 hours
ToonBox reclaimed  
50 hours each week of 
IT staff time by using 
the PowerEdge server’s 
built-in baseboard 
management controller 
(BMC) to deploy 
operating systems to  
its server farm.

100%
The PowerEdge C6100 
servers in the ToonBox 
render farm achieved 
100 percent availability 
over 10 months.

1.5 hours
Thanks to Dell 
ProSupport, ToonBox 
experienced a 1.5-hour 
turnaround time for 
receiving and installing 
a new motherboard 
from Dell.
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