Barry | C Purves

Stop Motion

PPassion, Process and Performance

Foreword by Randall William Cook, triple Oscar-winning
¥ Animation Director of The Lord of the Rings trilogy

Focal
Press



I0P MOTION



This page intentionally left blank



BARRY J CPURVES

510P
MOTION

PASSION, PROCESS AND PERFORMANCE

Amsterdam - Boston « Heidelberg - London « New York « Oxford - (.F)
Paris « San Diego « San Francisco « Singapore « Sydney - Tokyo Focal

ﬁ\

ELSEVIER Focal Press is an imprint of Elsevier Press




Focal Press is an imprint of Elsevier
Linacre House, Jordan Hill, Oxford OX2 8DP, UK
30 Corporate Drive, Suite 400, Burlington, MA 01803, USA

First published 2008
Copyright © 2008 Barry J C Purves. Published by Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved

The right of Barry J C Purves to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted
in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted
in any form or by any means electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise
without the prior written permission of the publisher

Permissions may be sought directly from Elsevier’s Science & Technology Rights
Department in Oxford, UK: phone (+44) (0) 1865 843830; fax (+44) (0) 1865 853333;
email: permissions@elsevier.com. Alternatively you can submit your request online by
visiting the Elsevier web site at http://elsevier.com/locate/permissions, and selecting
Obtaining permission to use Elsevier material

Notice

No responsibility is assumed by the publisher for any injury and/or damage to persons

or property as a matter of products liability, negligence or otherwise, or from any use or
operation of any methods, products, instructions or ideas contained in the material herein.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
Purves, Barry
Stop motion : passion, process and performance
1. Animation (Cinematography)
. Title
778.5'347

Library of Congress Control Number: 2007938572
ISBN: 978-0-240-52060-5

For information on all Focal Press publications
visit our website at www.focalpress.com

Printed and bound in Slovenia

07080910111110987654321

Working together to grow
libraries in developing countries

www.elsevier.com | www.bookaid.org | www.sabre.org

ELSEVIER BOOKAID  qiphre Foundation




DEDICATION

My mother and father, Anne and David.

Thanks especially to my beloved Ma and Pa for, well, for so much; to Inigo, who sat on my shoulder for nearly
every page; and to Amanda and all the chums | temporarily deserted while doing this.

To the large hairy primate who started it; to Ray Harryhausen who inspired us and to Mark Hall and Brian
Cosgrove who actually made it happen for so many of us ... thank you.

To all the artists, craftsmen, musicians, technicians, editors, commissioning editors and producers I've been
lucky enough to work with, and particularly to lan Mackinnon and Peter Saunders, without whose artistry we
would still be twiddling our thumbs.









viii Contents

13 Production 253 15 Widening the Scope 317
Designing puppets toact 253 Animation in a bubble 317
Voices 257 Festivals 321
Eye acting 265 Theatre work 325
Shakespeare 269 Effect on people’s lives 331
Puppets for Screen Play 269 Extreme puppets 332
Puppets for Rigoletto 272 Transference 333
Staging 275 .

Rushes 277 16 Finale 335
Editing 281 Career 336
Music 283

Series 284 Index 345
Feature films 286

Framing 295

14 Directing 301

Directors 301
Directing Gilbert and Sullivan 305
Favourite films 310



Stop Motion

Barry J.C.Purves

Barry started his involvement with model animation at Cosgrove Hall in 1978, then went
freelance in 1986, working with Aardman and others. With producer Glenn Holberton he
worked through their company Bare Boards from 1990 to 1995. Since then he has been mainly
freelance, animating, designing, directing, writing and teaching. He was involved for a period
on Mars Attacks! and King Kong. His own films have won over sixty awards, including Oscar and
BAFTA nominations. A lively website — www.barrypurves.com - is run by his brother-in-law,
Peter.
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Foreword

It's hard to deny that cinema is the most significant artistic innovation of the last century. While we've been
telling each other stories since our ancestors lived in the caves, the ability to photograph a living event as

a succession of stillimages and then recreate that event by successively projecting those same images has
changed the way stories are told, and altered the very nature of human communication. A rich cinematic
language has evolved, spoken eloquently by dramatists, documentarians, poets and propagandists alike. It’s
not a language of words but of images; images which can be juxtaposed in myriad combinations to divert us,
educate us, enrage us, or stimulate our noblest, most human emotions.

All this from a simple, brilliant optical illusion.

The process which fools us into believing that these still pictures are alive has given birth to a parallel art, one
which can only be perceived through the magic of the motion picture camera. It's come to be known by the
deceptively simple word ‘animation’

Animation brings still images to life, too, but not just images which photographically record an unfolding
real-world event. Hand-drawn characters or sculpted figures spring to counterfeit life and allow us to
immerse ourselves in their imaginary worlds; characters and worlds limited only by the skill and inspiration
of their creators.

Hand-drawn animation - cartoons, if you insist upon that too-dismissive term — has brought us the
phantasmagoria (and breathtaking draftsmanship) of Winsor McKay, the heart warming fables of Walt
Disney, the hilarious anarchy of Tex Avery. Stop motion animation has given us the sly surrealism of Ladislas
Starevitch, the poetry of Jifi Trnka and Lottie Reiniger, and the thrilling, primal monster clashes of Willis
O’Brien and Ray Harryhausen.

While the history of drawn animation has been heavily documented by scores of books, stop motion has
received far less attention. In fact, many ‘history of animation’ texts seem only concerned with the cartoons,
giving stop motion scant (and sometimes inaccurate) attention: an oversight probably attributable to a
generation of animation historians who spent their childhoods snuggled up with Jiminy and Dumbo and
Thumper and that crowd.

But Barry Purves seems to have spent his boyhood hanging out with the puppets, and he’s written a book
which, at last, gives stop motion its due. Barry is uniquely qualified to hold forth on the subject: not only an
historian, he's one of stop motion’s premiere practitioners, both as animator and filmmaker.

He not only writes passionately and digressively about his influences and inspirations — the why of his

art — but holds intermittent colloquies with a panel of stop motion artists who offer their own insights into
animation’s intricacies. Among these is Jim Danforth, whose brilliant mind and seemingly limitless array of
artistic talents bring him closer to genius than anyone I've ever known.

Barry writes from the heart, and his book isn't a typical "how-to’ craft manual, but rather an ardent valentine to
an art form he truly loves. This love of stop motion is one which demands abundant devotion, as the creation
of even a simple stop motion shot is a laborious and emotionally intense process.
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A posable figure, fabricated to the most exacting standards, is set before the camerain a
static attitude. Since the puppet will doubtless be required to move into postures which defy
balance, it needs to be affixed to the stage securely and invisibly, through screws into its feet
from below, or on wires, or on a mounting rod. The puppet is posed for the beginning of the
scene, and a frame of film is exposed. Frame One: one 24th of a second’s worth.

If the animator is performing a ten second scene, that’s 240 separate movements of the
character. These aren't just movements, but incremental components of a performance, a
performance - pose, timing, expression, acting — which the animator must keep in his head
until the shot’s completed. A shot may take four hours, eight hours, sixteen hours, and all
the while the animator must stay ‘in the moment’if the performance is to communicate the
animator’s message and intentions.

Screen Play, one of my favourite Purves films, has multiple characters, complex staging and
lighting effects, moving stages, moving Japanese screens (illustrated with animated birds),
billowing cloth, even gushing blood - all in one beautifully conceived and executed shot.

A shot which runs, uninterrupted, for about nine minutes.
And tells a story, beautifully.

Obviously, this is the work of a man who loves his art. We are privileged indeed to have him
discuss the love of that art with us.

Randall William Cook, October 2007



Introduction

The animated puppets.

Tell a tale of cock and bull,
Of convincing detail full,
Tale tremendous

Heaven defend us,

What a tale of cock and bull!

W.S. Gilbert, The Yeomen of the Guard

I have two dreams. They recur with alarming regularity, and are very predictable, reassuring,
exciting and utterly credible, and say a lot about stop motion. The first dream is about
circumstances forcing me to take over in some sort of performance, at the last minute,
sometimes as the orchestra are tuning up. I'm always familiar with the plot, the set, the
costumes, the choreography, from a lifetime of seeing the production, but | have never actually
performed in the show. When | do, | fend off the confused glances of the other performers,
winging my way through the show, adapting bits and doing what feels right. The cast’s eyes
glaze over with a panicked expression of ‘this isn't how it's meant to be' It's what neither

the cast nor the audience expected, but | do deliver and the show wasn't cancelled and the
audience had a good time. The other dream is the inevitable flying, but not so much with
flapping arms, but more a willing myself to rise by lifting my body from within through sheer
determination. Once up, there’s a release and | glide considerable distances to a safe landing.
I'm afraid that in the dream | tend to use this unique skill rather too regularly and no-one seems
to notice or think it’s unusual. With the flying (and oh, flying is a recurring image for me: it’s
possible in stop motion; most things are — that’s why we do it) I'm actually tensing and relaxing
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in my sleep, and | wake physically drained, with appropriate muscles aching. This is a confusing
feeling as it suggests that | actually experienced something. Certainly my brain is recalling vivid
images, and the body is recalling physical sensations of some sort. Something has strayed over,
all too strongly, into my waking life. With the performance dream, | wake still feeling the rush of
adrenaline, and recalling it all with alarming sensory detail. | go to work with the high that you
get after coming off stage.

Flying, almost. A storyboard panel from Feather, an unproduced film.

Most confusingly, this is exactly how it feels to be a stop motion animator. The whole tactile,
physical, arduous, detailed process involved in creating something that really doesn’t exist can
seem so concrete that the animator, certainly this animator, is often fooled. We can get the
same highs as the character, and the same lows. Filming a joyously exhilarating scene does
rub off on us, and later there’s that odd feeling of having experienced another existence you
can't quite pin down; of having lived some other life for a short time. Actors and dancers who
perform a role nightly or in a long-running soap opera must feel the same.

Whatever does linger, and strays into real life, stays there. | still have the memory of being, or
performing as a pencil from a commercial twenty years ago. | recall the day | stole a train, but
oh no, hang on, that was Mr Toad in The Wind in the Willows. These are memories locked away in
the brain, probably in the same place as many forgotten photos, or pages from a diary that can
suddenly prompt all too clearly the events of the day decades ago. Maybe animators working
intimately with a pencil feel something similar, but I'm not sure this experience happens for
computer animators, as they are deprived of the actual tactile nature of touching and feeling
something moving through an all too real space. Tapping away at a keyboard may not give you
the same confusing muscle memory that puppet animation does. The results on the screen are
often better, but | can't imagine other animators have as much selfish fun as we stop motion
animators.

This isn't a book attempting to prove that stop motion animation is superior to computer-
generated imagery, or any other form of animation — it isn't, simple as that. For pure realism
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and convincing, moving performances, stop motion is no longer able to compete with such
breathtaking CG creations as Gollum or Kong, but that’s the point. It doesn’t have to compete
any more. It's doing something totally different, and maybe now that we see we each have
different values, stop motion will blossom. In the 1990s we threw up our hands in horror,
announcing that CG would kill stop motion, but actually both techniques have developed
along different paths. There are those who love the sophisticated realism and detail of CG, and
there are those who love the sheer oddness and tactile nature of stop motion. We won't see
stop motion characters combined with and passing for live action again, as we can confidently
leave that to CG, but | do think we'll continue to see films like The Nightmare Before Christmas,
Wallace and Gromit — The Curse of the Were-Rabbit, Max and Co., and countless children’s TV
series, that celebrate the quirkiness of the medium itself, presenting complete, wholly credible
fantastical worlds, revelling in the glorious strangeness of stop motion. Puppets now look very
uncomfortable in a live-action environment, unless put there with a heavy dose of irony, unlike
CG creations that blend seamlessly. It's all about finding the right technique for the right story.
This book tries to celebrate what we love about stop motion and what it does well, but not to
the detriment of any other form of animation.

This is not a book about the theory of animation, as there are far more eloquent, intelligent

and perceptive writers than me; nor is it a comprehensive textbook about how to animate, but
there are enough tips, observations and behind-the-scenes hints to help most animators; nor is
it a book exclusively devoted to stop motion and its history. It is, though, a book about a shared
passion for a strange craft, and all the elements of design, storytelling, performance, movement
and so on, that make it. These elements often overlap with other arts and practitioners.
Animation does not, and certainly should not exist in an airtight bubble, cocooned from

the other arts. | have tried, sometimes unsuccessfully, and sometimes successfully, to drag
animation kicking and screaming into the other media. Stop motion has certainly been
influenced hugely by the other arts, and | hope that, however negligibly, the reverse may apply.

Above all, though, this book is about the very personal experience, not just mine but others, of
being an animator, working laboriously with puppets, and why so many of us still get so much
from, as the late Paul Berry described it, ‘dolly waggling’ Just what is satisfying about bringing
puppets to life that, for all the hard work, the tedium and the backaches, keeps us doing it and
keeps so many people watching it? It's not the most prolific of jobs. Other directors make many
hours of film in the time it takes us to do a short film. Actors perform the same role several
hundred times in the months it takes us to perform our role just once, but even so, there is
something deeply satisfying about bringing a lump of latex, metal and cloth to life. At every
level, it is a performance, and for those who have never delicately held a puppet, squeezing it
gently and sensually into life, that can be a strange concept.

Already I'm talking of acting and performance, and of a confusing relationship between

the puppet and the animator, and that’s where this book is heading. It’s a bit easy to say all
animators should be actors, but acting probably has certain connotations of the theatre and
film, and is maybe too defined by scripts and human personae. These days | prefer to say that
all animators need to have the sensibilities of a performer, as that widens the field, and brings
in dance, mime, singing and a million related skills. We are performers who happen to be telling
big stories on a small scale. What makes us different from most performers is that we are called
upon to perform a truly extraordinary range of characters, and with more detail and control
than they can dream of.

Xvii
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Introduction

| certainly have an obsession with storytelling - the act of storytelling, tales within tales looks
behind the scenes, and looks behind icons - so it's no surprise that my favourite pieces of

film and theatre are such pieces as Cabaret, Shakespeare in Love, Some Like it Hot, Noises Off,
Sunday in the Park with George, The Boyfriend, La Nuit Americane, Les Enfants du Paradis, Finding
Neverland, Follies, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead: they all use the backstage story to
inform the onstage story; they all use play-acting to reveal more about themselves; they all
use artifice to uncover some deeper truth; they all use the metaphor of art and performance to
look at what's really going on. Give a man a mask and he'll tell the truth. This is really how | see
animation, in particular stop motion. It is so artificial, and revels in its artificiality, but somehow
manages to say something more directly in a way that a straight live action film cannot.

Writing a book now, it seems that | should, Prospero like, be breaking my staff and abjuring

my rough magic (and rough magic’is certainly apt for us). Not just yet. My ramblings may be
hubristic folly, but my qualification for writing this book is that I'm passionate about animation.
This book is about the decisions and developments that are made, many wrong, mostly right.
It's about the problem solving; it's about the joy of bringing a puppet to life and the definitely
odd relationship; it's about other puppets and strange art forms that inform what we do; it’s
about a strange, but gloriously addictive way of earning a living. | hope some of this passion
rubs off and encourages others to enjoy the craft that |, and so many of us, love.

Feather

In the corner of most pages is the complete storyboard of Feather, one of many films yet to be
made. It’s a film about learning to adapt, and something at its heart feels so right to me that I'm
not giving up on it. (Boards drawn by Peter Williamson.)
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For this book | am most grateful to the following friends and artists (from seasoned professionals
to new enthusiasts) who have generously contributed either illustrations or personal thoughts
about their love of animation. These chats took place through e-mails, some of which | have
edited for economy. | much appreciate their welcome involvement, honesty and wit. Thank you.

Guests

AC: Amanda Clarke, author/teacher, Ireland
ACZ: Andy Cadzow, animator, Australia
AE: Adam Elliot, animator/director, Australia

AFS: Anthony Farquhar Smith, animation director, UK

AJP: Andrew James Chapman, animator, UK
ALS: Alasdair Saunders, sound mixer, UK
AS: Anthony Scott, animator, USA

AW: Adam Wyrwas, animator, Poland
AWD: Aaron Wood, animator, UK

BB: Barbara Biddulph, art Director, Designer, UK
CH: Charlie Hopkins, animator, UK

DC: Dug Calder, animator, UK

DH: David Holt, voice artist, UK

DS: David Sproxton, producer, UK

EM: Ethan Marak, animator, USA

FL: Federico Landen, animator, Argentina
JC: Jo Chalkley, animator, UK

JCB: Jo Cameron Brown, dialect coach, UK
JCL: Joe Clarke, art student, UK

JD: Jim Danforth, animator, USA

JK: Jessica Koppe, animator, Germany

JW: Jason Wishnow, animator, USA

KC: Ken Clark, animator, New Zealand

KD: Kerry Drumm, animator, UK

KP: Ken Priebe, animator/author, Canada

MH: Mark Hall, animation producer/director, UK
MHolt: Matt Holt, sound editor, UK

MS: Matt Sanders, art director/designer, UK

NR: Nola Rae, mime, UK

PC: Paul Campion, computer graphics artist/director,
New Zealand

PF: Paul Flannery, animator, UK

PP: Petros Papadopoulos, animator, UK
PRW/MG: Pat Raine Webb and Margot Grimwood,
ASIFA, UK

RB: Ronnie Burkett, puppeteer, Canada

RC: Rick Catizone, animator, USA

RH: Richard Haynes, animator, UK

RK: Rick Kent, set builder, UK

RWC: Randy Cook, animator/director, USA

SB: Steve Boot, animator, UK

SG: Susan Guy, animator, UK

SK: Sayoko Kinoshita, festival organiser, Japan
SKopp: Sandro Kopp, artist, New Zealand

SP: Simon Partington, CG artist, UK

ST: Saemi Takahashi, artist/doll maker, Japan
TA: Tim Allen, animator, UK

TB: Tom Brierton, animator, USA

TD: Teresa Drilling, animator, USA

Most of all | am grateful to the generous foreword by Randy Cook whose career spans stop
motion, CG and live action. His animation, effects and direction are distinguished by astonishing
innovation, physically detail and complexity, all with a real sense of showmanship.

A great animator, friend and raconteur.
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Jack Point in The Yeomen of the Guard (Richard Haynes).

I've wisdom from the east and from the west
That’s subject to no academic rule

You may find it in the jeering of a jest

Or distil it in the folly of a fool.

I can teach you with a quip if I've a mind

I can trick you into learning with a laugh;
Oh, winnow all my folly and you'll find

A grain or two of truth amongst the chaff.

W.S. Gilbert, The Yeomen of the Guard
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Smoke and
Mirrors

I have long since been enthralled by magicians. | watched the charming David Nixon on TV
(who introduced the glove puppet Basil Brush to the unwitting world), and loved the ease of
his performance. | was never keen on the over-glitzy presentation of Siegfried and Roy (their
magic inseparable from a distracting camp element), or the smarm of David Blaine, as these
performers tend to have too much show, with plastic assistants and unnecessary technology,
detracting from the trick itself. A magician’s audience know that a woman is never likely to
be actually sawn in half; they like to flirt with believing but no more. There is a complicity.

If a woman was sawn in half, the whole event would lose its point and the woman her life!
We are willing to be tricked and fooled, and the more fooled we are the more satisfying

the experience. What makes the trick better is the element of doubt, where the audience’s
perception of what is real and what is not is pushed to an uncomfortable limit.

This is like countless TV detective shows and Agatha Christie novels: if we knew whodunnit
on page one, there would be little point in reading on. The fun is trying to work out what
happened or who did what to whom. We want to be tricked and gulled, and misdirected, with
the final unmasking of the murderer bringing a complex feeling of being angry for not having
seen it coming and a glorious fulfilment at having been so deliciously deceived.

Having watched dozens of magic shows, there is one inescapable moment essential to every
trick: there has to be a moment of misdirection, and it’s in this split second that the mechanics
of the trick happens unseen. Misdirection could be the puff of smoke as a genie appears on
stage, or the shutting of a cabinet, or the elaborate swishing of a black cape, or the pulling of
a ubiquitous curtain, or the blindfolding of the eyes, or the closing of a fist, or the sealing of
an envelope, or the shuffle of a pack of cards or a glamorous assistant innocently tinkering
with something. There is an instant when something is concealed from the audience, and the
magician’s art is to make this moment as brief and as subtle as possible. Usually it involves
some element of black or darkness, where the trick is able to be carried out unseen.

The animation trick

For animators, that moment of misdirection is there twenty-fives frames a second (in the UK
at least). It's a black frame that does not register with the audience, and allows the animator,
acting as both magician and glamorous assistant, to step in and tinker with the puppets,
rearranging everything before stepping out again, as if nothing had happened. The audience
hasn't seen us, but they see the trick. The puppet appears to have moved.
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Stop motion is, using an appropriate Tommy Cooper segue, just like that. We know it’s a trick,
and enjoy going along for the ride, seeing that these puppets or drawings have the credible
illusion of life. We give them that illusion. | was confused when | saw Disney’s Snow White. The
dwarves were a huge hit as they were obviously animated in being exaggerated, stretchy and
squashy, but they still had a recognisable truth that came through the caricature: a lie that
told a truth. Snow White herself, with much of her animation being as a result of rotoscoping,
had an unsettling effect on me. | didn't like it, and didn’t want to watch her. She belonged in a
different film (though | appreciate she was meant to be different from the dwarves), and her
realistic timing and movements so out of place next to the animals and the dwarves. | didn't
want to see realism in a totally elastic world. In this situation and with the conventions of the
dwarves, her naturalistic movement destroyed her credibility.

An essential part of a magician’s trick is his costume, and which is often black. Black is not
there for pure sartorial fancy, but because most things can disappear against black. I love the
distracting cod mysticism and theatrical flim-flam that magicians dress their tricks up with, but
| want to challenge them to perform some tricks naked in a bright white room, where nothing
could be hidden. Houdini often did exactly that. The tiny picks necessary for his escape were,
well if he had nothing up his sleeve, they were probably up somewhere else. Even under these
naked circumstances a magician is still able to use his own body to hide things. My barber,
Edward, is a magician at night, and often does tricks whilst cutting hair. He has no black cloak
but cleverly uses the back of your head in the mirror to block out his moment of deceit. As he
stands behind you, your own reflection prevents you seeing his palming of cards. This, with the
disorientation of looking in a mirror, makes
for some effective trickery ... and he’s a great
barber. We animators couldn’t do our tricks

if our black cloak, the black frame, was taken
away from us.

The years 2006 and 2007 saw a wealth of films
about magicians and illusionists, with more to
come, mainly set at the turn of the twentieth
century. Magic, for me, has always had a
blurred line separating it from stop motion.
The audience know that both are a trick,

but are happy to go along with this, having
their disbelief suspended as far as possible.
Should the magician go too far, then the
contract between the audience and magician
is broken. If it a puppet were to behave totally
realistically, we would be disconcerted, and
would feel cheated. We enjoy its artifice.

Foather: Pepper’s ghost

It fascinates me that there should
be so many films about smoke
and mirrors, and it upsets me as well, Harry Houdini, showman (Joe Clarke).




Smoke and Mirrors

as a film about the legendary Pepper’s ghost has been in my head for some time. The influential
trick, a sheet of glass angled across the stage, reflecting the transparent image of someone
brightly lit off stage, had a fascinating story behind it. The trick was not developed by Pepper
at all. He brought it from another, somewhat struggling magician, Henry Dircks, when it was
called, rather clumsily, the Dircksian phantasmagoria (detailed beautifully in Jim Steinmeyer’s
book, Hiding the Elephant). As in recent times, when a new effect, or a new technology, is
developed and films are written to incorporate the innovation, so Pepper’s ghost appeared

in all manner of stage productions adapted to show off this illusion. Literally, ghosts were
popping up everywhere. Not just ghosts, but lit properly, the figure could appear to be flesh
and blood, and disappear in the fraction of a second it took to turn off a light. Sometimes, the
nature of the trick was reversed, so the set that was the illusion and real characters appeared to
be walking through solid architecture.

The Victorian stage effect Pepper’s ghost, ancestor of our blue screens and mattes (Richard
Haynes).

As the nineteenth turned into the twentieth century technology was letting the

arts run riot. Stage spectacles of ships sinking and chariot races twice nightly at
Drury Lane, competed alongside the less literal miracles of the illusionists and
magicians. In France the Grand Guignol was providing macabre entertainment,
all the more macabre for its taking place in front of a live audience. The stage
spectacles tried to compete with the developing cinema, and they were not
afraid to meet in the middle. The marvellous Georges Mélies, a man | definitely
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admire, was mixing theatre, film and brilliantly inventive and witty special effects, developing
techniques that are still applicable today. Throw in dozens of leggy beauties and he had

a box-office success. It is hard to say whether Méliés was a film-maker, a magician, a great
theatre technician or what, but he was a dazzling showman with a prolificimagination, using
smoke and mirrors to make money. He developed many ideas and techniques that we still
use in stop motion. We still stop the camera and replace an object with a different one to
suggest something shrinking; we use false perspective; we superimpose and matte floating
objects against a background, with either invisible black or blue screens. He was a giant

in the development of special effects, and brilliantly light hearted and giddy with it. Pure
entertainment, and one day | would like to pay homage with my own film.

Before computer graphics (CG) and when postproduction budgets were reasonably realistic,

| used Pepper’s ghost many times in animation, mainly to add insubstantial elements such as
smoke, falling glitter or, rather clumsily, in a film of Cinderella, where a shimmering ball of light
tried, and failed, to anticipate the appearance of the Fairy Godmother. On shows like The Wind
in the Willows, we used sheets of glass for a variety of tricks, especially for the exhaust from
Toad’s car. A simple white chinagraph pencil animated on the glass lined up to the exhaust
pipe beyond would easily pass for smoke if it was suitably lit and out of focus, this latter being
the essential element. An effective use saw Toad dressed as a washerwoman (ah, the joys of
animation!) and being conned by a barge woman to wash some smalls, including a rather
fetching corset. | wanted to make it look as if he was unfamiliar with such menial things, and
have the bar of soap slip out of his hand. Toad held a prop bar of yellow soap, but to suggest it
flying out of his hand, I simply replaced it on the glass with a matching piece of yellow paper,
which being nearer the camera was out of focus, giving a welcome motion blur. Many times |
have animated a falling leaf on glass, and then replaced it for a matching prop leaf as it landed
on a character’s head. Leaves, splashing mud, balls, balloons, butterflies and a million other
cheap tricks. We still use glass shots today, but in general this would be done in CG. It pleases
me to use something developed by Victorian illusionists. It is still used regularly in theatre. It
was interesting to see a legendary stage effect of an orange tree bursting into blossom and
then bearing fruit demonstrated in the recent film The lllusionist, except the trick, looking
magnificent as it did, it appeared to be performed through CG.

The great early magician, the elegant Robert Houdin (b 1805-1871), cut back on the
superfluous dressing that had previously cluttered the stage. He appeared simply in evening
dress, with basic stage props, one step away from my naked magician. Against this simplicity,
the tricks read more effectively. That’s an approach | try to apply. It’s all about letting the trick
read, and making the story clear.

All stop motion animators are magicians, or at least we think like magicians. We are working
with a great trick; the impossible trick of the inanimate being animate, of natural laws being
defied, has been part of the magician’s trade for many centuries. Alongside developing
technology tricks have become more sophisticated, but whether it's a glamorous
assistant disappearing, or a fakir climbing a rope, or Mary Poppins flying over a live
audience twice nightly, or the most dazzling CG dinosaur, they're just illusions put
before happily susceptible and knowing audiences.

Animation has been part of cinema since James Stuart Blackton made toys move
in 1896 and Georges Méliés’ camera accidentally jammed briefly, transforming
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an omnibus into a hearse on the developed film. Cinema is basically a form of animation in
itself. One static image is replaced by another and creating the illusion of movement. As early
as 1895 Alfred Clarke staged a beheading of Mary Queen of Scots, stopping the camera, and
replacing the actress with a headless dummy at the crucial moment. Stop motion happens to
use puppets more than actors to do much the same.

From Georges Mélies” A Trip to the Moon (Richard Haynes).
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Evolving into Stop
Motion

‘Stop motion’.... That’s a daft couple of words, and an oxymoron. | wonder where this
expression came from, as animators are not stopping motion. We are not creating any tangible
motion either, but creating an illusion of movement, and with it, life. We are dealing with
objects that have ‘stopped; giving them an illusion of ‘motion’ Are we creating motion through
stopping and starting? We are sometimes called ‘stop-go’animators, which may be accurate,
butis an ugly expression. The right word is not ‘cartoons; although | like the idea that a cartoon
is a sketch representing something bigger, the essence of something. Cartoons didn’t always
have comedy connotations, as there are not many laughs about Leonardo da Vinci’s cartoons.
We were called ‘3D’ animators, as we animated objects around in three dimensions, but the
computer guys took that name. People remain confused as to what we should be called. ‘Film-
makers'is easier, but if we have to be labelled in animation terms, | prefer ‘model animator’ or
‘puppet animator; as that is pretty obvious. We work with models and puppets and we animate
them. Simple.

‘Stop motion’ could apply to any animation, as the process is basically the same. Something is
manipulated, moved incrementally by hand, and the image captured, whether it's a puppet,
a pencil drawing, a pile of sand, some clay, a computer image or paper cut-outs. Another
increment and another image. When the images are strung together at an appropriate speed,
the eye is fooled into thinking something has moved in a continual manner. It has not.

‘Stop frame'is nearer to what happens, as when we work the frame has definitely stopped
moving through the camera (or the digital frame is not being recorded). The movement that is
perceived to have happened in a piece of stop motion film happens between the frames, when
we cannot see it, and in fact it simply doesn’'t happen at all. What the audience sees is what
happens, or doesn’t, when we stop working briefly. A movement is created by nothing

moving. Time carries on in a moment where time stops. They are topsy-turvy paradoxes that
Mr W.S. Gilbert would have enjoyed.

With so much happening between frames, unseen by the audience, this is another reason why |
warm to backstage stories. The skill of the animator and the amazing work done by the eye and
the brain filling in the gaps, constructs the impression that something has actually moved. An
animator’s job is to convince the viewer that there is a fluid continual performance happening,
when the reality is a clumsy and disjointed affair. It's such a con. When an animator manipulates
the puppet, he may not necessarily immediately move the puppet a consequential increment
forward. A model eye may accidentally fall out of a puppet onto the floor. It can be replaced in
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Mr Sullivan as a fairy in front of Big Ben. Ah, animation!

a position that resembled its original position, perhaps moved a millimetre along. The brain,
or rather the audience, didn't see the eye fall and roll around; instead, it makes a connection
between the two positions of the eye and assumes that it has moved the shortest distance
between them, and physically moved from the first position to the second. The phenomenon
of persistence of vision, where the eye/brain holds onto an image for one-eighteenth of a
second, helps to link the old and new images, especially if the objects overlap. It connects
them, and makes the presumption that the object has moved. We ignore or confuse this
presumption to our cost: it needs all the help we can give it.

Messing with time

The mechanics of a puppet’s arm may fold in on itself during the action of a long scene, so
needs to be straightened out, or maybe the puppet itself needs to be physically removed
from the set altogether and maintenance work done, or the original puppet may have to be
replaced by an identical one, all in between the exposed frames, but as long as
the next frame suggests a movement forward, and a close relationship to the
previous frame, then the audience is none the wiser to the behind-the-scenes
trickery and activity that has taken place. In Screen Play, most of the film took
place as one long continuous take, so | had to engineer it that the main puppet
would walk behind an on-set screen, and then be removed, repainted and have
any maintenance done. It would be replaced on set, walking out of the other side
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of the screen a couple of film seconds later, as if nothing had happened. The audience sees
these two sequences next to each other, appearing to be in the same time scale, but minutes,
maybe hours, have passed between those two frames. There are always at least two time scales
going on at one moment. The animator, looking at his barsheet, measures time in inches, like

a conductor measures time from the bars on a music score. An animator’s day is structured
around the few seconds he will shoot, and a day is judged to be a long one if it is about twelve
seconds, or maybe an easy day if it is only four seconds long ... little wonder that animators are
a delightfully strange breed, often existing in their own world.

An animator is an actor, just a rather slow one. An actor goes on stage to perform, and when
he’s done all manner of real life happens in the wings. He returns to the stage to carry on a
scene that will have progressed in stage time. If his performance relates to his previous scene,
there will be a continuity of action and character and the audience will be unaware of the fact
that the actor’s had time to phone his agent. Likewise on film, a character is seen to walk out
of a door, onto a street in one apparently continuous movement; in reality, the street scene
may have been shot months later, many miles from the interior location, but as long as the
movement and continuity details relate the two scenes, no-one will notice. Stop motion often
uses identical puppets of the characters, and the viewer is unlikely to notice that a puppet
used in the first shot is not the same used in the second shot ... if the acting is similar. When
the musical Starlight Express opened in a hot summer, the performers were not used to the
physical demands of singing and roller skating in heavy rubber costumes, and often passed out
from exhaustion. There were always identically dressed standby performers ready in the wings.
With the constant through line of the visuals and the choreography, often the audience was
none the wiser, though hopefully they were told of different performers. Getting sidetracked,
but on the theme of continuity, when | saw my first cycle of Wagner’s four Ring operas, | was
naively disconcerted by Brunhilde being sent to sleep surrounded by fire at the end of Tuesday
night, only for her to wake up on Thursday several stones lighter, a few inches taller, dressed
differently and with a different voice. My demands for continuity were overruled by being told
that it was a convention and that | could not expect one performer to sing the whole role. Well,
actually I could ... convention or no convention; | did make a mental note about keeping the
integrity of a piece.

This is about seamlessly linking the pieces of the story (in our case the frames), making the
action flow dramatically, regardless of the trickery in the gaps. An audience looking at the actor
is seldom aware of the behind-the-scenes effort and expertise that have got him there. The
stage or screen is all they need to believe the illusion. It’s harder for stop motion to keep this
continuity and flow of action, as the production process simply does not flow. Months often
separate neighbouring shots, and several animators may have worked on the same piece of
action. Juggling all this and giving it a unity is the hard, unsung job of the animation director.

Stop motion needs more frames to explain the action than most animation. The brain has to
work to put in the missing information, since there is, generally, no blurring of
the image, helping to suggest the weight, the direction and the speed of a move.
We need to help the eye, and the ear, to relate every frame to the following and
previous frames. A live-action film shows a limb moving forward with the trailing
part of the limb blurred, making it clear which way the limb is travelling. We have
to tell the story of a movement more clearly. A wrist trailing behind a forward-
moving limb would emphasise the movement. This is not necessarily realistic, but
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it indicates direction and implies weight and resistance. Animation is about not the duplication

of life, but the suggestion and illusion of it, and especially imposing that illusion onto things
that would not otherwise have life.

Physicality

Bambi was the first film and animation to register with me, and what an impact. For so many,
the death of Bambi’s mother was traumatic. Even today that scene can devastate a viewer.

I cried with Dumbo, hissed Cruella, felt confused at The Three Caballeros, felt queasy at Fantasia,
but | cannot think of the first model animation film | saw. It must have been on children's TV,

or the title of / Love Lucy, although Kong on television and Jason in the cinema made the most
significant impact. All manner of possibilities started to appear about puppets, storytelling and
imagination.

Different stop motion puppets (Saemi Takahashi).

Apart from Ray Harryhausen'’s great creations, | saw glimpses of stop motion in B-movies on

TV, used mainly as a last resort. A horrendous, tentacled, brain-sucking creature animating

badly with no performance or skill across the floor in some black-and-white British movie did

not impress. Hammer Horror films used elements of stop motion, time lapse and frame-by-

frame adjustments to disintegrate or resurrect various vampires, mummies and other beasties.

They were pretty poor after Harryhausen’s work, but whetted the appetite and interest, even

if, arrogantly, it made me think that | could do better. Clangers, The Herbs and The

— Wombles had quirky charm but little actual performance. Something about stop
motion appealed to me, but the films and programmes disappointed. | love stop
motion more each day, but only a few films arouse any interest in my 52-year-old
head. We haven't scratched the surface of stop motion’s potential. There are ground-
breaking, challenging, provocative, meaningful, inspiring, sexual, tragic, intelligent,
witty, honest films screaming to be made, and darn, | want to be part of them.
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What was the first stop motion film of which you were aware?

JD - Trnka’s The Emperor’s Nightingale, particularly two translucent swans swimming on a mirror-like
surface.

TB - Jason and the Argonauts. I'd seen the Rankin-Bass stop motion, Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer, but it
didn’t make me want to animate, as Jason did.

RC - Mighty Joe Young or Son of Kong. | knew it was somehow animated, but I only knew cel animation,
and these characters had shadows and details one could never draw.

KD - Bagpuss, or The Wombles, or Paddington Bear? Nightmare Before Christmas stopped me in my tracks.
I stood in the living room thinking ‘this is amazing!” Wallace and Gromit made me aware of
animation.

DC - Trumpton and the Clangers. Mosschops later.
AW - A Polish children’s series - I ended up making two episodes myself.
SB - The skeleton fight in The Seventh Voyage of Sinbad scared me s* *tless.

KP - My first stop motion was Sesame Street, stuff like the Queen of Six and King of Eight and abstract
psychedelic stuff. I saw 16 mm screenings of Will Vinton’s Martin the Cobbler and Co Hoedeman’s
Sandcastle in class, and was rather intrigued by them. The first behind-the-scenes was a TV special on
The Empire Strikes Back demonstrating the Hoth sequences. I was blown away particularly by was Vinton’s
Meet the Raisins.

TD - The Gumby TV series in the USA (Art Clokey).
RH - The Wind in the Willows.

TA - Nightmare Before Christmas blew me away and in many ways woke me up, especially the scene of Jack
Skellington in ragged clothing lying on a statue singing. Such an emotional and visually powerful sequence.
I wanted to do this! I later animated on Corpse Bride, alongside Anthony Scott, who did that sequence. I was
the age Anthony had been on Nightmare. 1 felt very complete. Determination to chase your dreams really
can make them come true.

JC - [ watched most of Ray Harryhausen’s films as well as shows like Chiggley, Trumpton, Clangers, Morph,
Paddington and many others. The first moment I realised what ‘stop motion’ was came during a ‘Making

of ...” documentary about Return of the Jedi. The scene where Luke had been put in a pit to fight a monster,
eventually killing it by shutting a ‘portcullis-type’ gate on it. The documentary showed how the creature was
animated. I was amazed at the finished result. It looked like everyone was having a good time. I thought ...
‘that’s a great job".

FL - Clash of the Titans on TV when I was 7. I didn’t know it was stop motion, neither what ‘stop motion’
was ... | was very impressed at the time, but I never saw it again.

DS - It must have been on Watch with Mother or an east European film in the Tales from Europe series. |
was intrigued by the way things could magically move in stop motion and I found this more interesting
than the drawn animation, because it was more magical.

AC - Jason and the Argonauts - the skeletons were pretty scary.

13
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not interested in reproducing a living room on stage. Some of the audience was disappointed
not to see a beautifully detailed gothic interior for our The Turn of the Screw. This is hardly a literal
piece, with most of the cast unbalanced one way or the other. What the audience saw was a
huge dolls"house doubling as a bed, a table, a garden, a tower, well everything. It seemed to
embody perfectly a fractured childhood. Around this dolls’ house lay broken toys, unused toys,
unread books, empty birdcages, all covered in dead leaves. Vast cloudy gauzes fluttered to the
ground, progressively making the stage even more insubstantial, and allowing the figures of
the ghosts to be half glimpsed. Everything became less and less solid, echoing the state of Miss
Grey’s mind. Not a realistic approach, but that’s not my strength. This lies in coming up with
concepts, conventions and visual metaphors that provide a gloriously theatrical space for the
actors to play in. | try not to upstage the actors with the design, instead making them stand out,
using the design to set the mood and atmosphere, and to make a statement. My heart sinks
when a curtain goes up revealing a very literal representation, with no design idea or a point of
view, much as my heart sinks with rotoscoping in animation. It's seems a waste of the potential
of such artifice as theatre and animation. There’s always room for some interesting stylisation.

In anything | do, | like to read through the script a couple of times, and note down my gut
reaction, or what themes leapt off the page, and usually try to keep hold of these. As with my
animation, it's important for me to find the central image that will best serve the play before
I even think of any staging ideas.

Colours often appear first. If the piece strikes me as somewhat farcical, | will probably start to
rule out sombre colours. | would probably have a hard time directing a farce in a black box, or
Macbeth in bright primary colours. As colours and brightness seem appropriate for comedy,
so darker colours and shadows seem appropriate for tragedy. Many a book has been written
about the emotional qualities of colour, and it’s essential that | use them as another dramatic
element. Most things | do have a journey plotted by colour and design. The tone and the
rhythm of the piece also need to be found straight away.

Habeas Corpus

I need discipline and parameters in any form of creative activity. At the Garrick, this discipline
is time, facilities and the sheer feat of getting it all done, while coping with day jobs and real
lives. Next worked as | had only one main puppet. Alan Bennett asks for an empty stage for his
Habeas Corpus, but our audiences appreciate something to look at and an empty stage might
be too challenging. With our crew busy on bigger productions, necessitating simplicity, | kept
reading the script, trying to find a clue to a striking but economic image. The dialogue was full
of innuendo and risqué puns, and couples swapped partners with earthy, dance-like energy.
The play is a farce with some scenes a mere two lines in total, giving a clue to the pacing
required. | wanted to include dance, especially the tango mentioned in the script, but that is a
hard dance to perfect in so short a time and it seemed too overtly sexual for the
more naughty comic sexuality of the play. Farce is essentially about the promise
i or threat of sex, rather than sex itself. Suddenly the maypole popped up, and that
satisfied everything. It's clearly a sexual innuendo in itself, and involves simple,

%o effective dancing. It is also colourful and comical. The maypole generates a circular

v 3 shape, and leads to men and women swapping partners quite naturally, and the
oo ” knotting ribbons are a fitting visualisation of the plot.
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The cast of Habeas Corpus at the Altrincham Garrick.

Add some Morris dancing, whose cheerful English absurdity always raises a smile, and
everything fell into shape with a satisfying clunk. When the imagery works for the piece | get
excited. A maypole set in a country green seemed perfect, allowing space for the cast to run
round, and it would be easy for a stretched crew to build. A maypole led me to think of garden
fétes, and the general buccolic atmosphere worked well for the play. With fétes come bunting
and balloons, and with balloons come more sexual innuendo, and since the play is obsessed
with breasts, this was all making sense. | disciplined myself to make everything work with

either balloons or the maypole. A character tries to hang himself, and initially the idea was for
him to swing right across the stage, but getting the necessary harness and safety issues sorted
out well in advance would have been time consuming. Hanging from the maypole might be
messy with the ribbons, but ribbons got me thinking about ribbons attached to balloons. If the
character entered clutching a balloon, and let it float up, jerking appropriately, then that seemed
a good visual comic moment, expressing the hanging within the context of the design and the
production, and without any safety issues. It was original and got a huge laugh. Likewise, a long-
awaited arrival of a much discussed pair of false breasts became a round box that split in two,
revealing two very pink balloons. This got a laugh bigger than if we'd used a literal appliance.
Their very fakeness was much more revealing about the absurdity that something literal. | found
a million uses for balloons and the maypole, all the while keeping things utterly simple.

The show-stopping false breasts of Habeas Corpus.
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Most satisfactory when it happens, but of course it doesn’t always happen. | can get stuck with
an image that is so beautiful, but | cannot make it work. My inner voice tells me: it’s a great
image, but what is it saying? Nothing, the other voice says. Well why have it? Because it’s nice,
and I'm showing off. So the conversation goes on, with Gollum and Sméagol overtones, and

if | can’t find a justification for it in the scheme of the piece, then it has to go. My scrapbooks
and scripts are full of images that could have been startling, but, they just weren't right. But for
Habeas Corpus everything clicked with the maypole. For Next it was the single puppet, Screen
Play the revolving stage, Rigoletto the bird masks, Achilles the stone arena, and for Gilbert and
Sullivan the bed. Each a discipline forcing creativity. Within each piece, | try to work with strong
shapes that also differentiate the locations. Hamilton Mattress, in particular, had verticals,
horizontals, circles or triangles prescribing each location.

Hamilton Mattress’ location-defining triangles.

I love finding resonances with props, and in Habeas Corpus brightly coloured umbrellas
became weapons, sexual metaphors and places of concealment. The show was a riot of colour.
The main four doors, hidden in the set, were each painted off stage a bright solid colour. This
emphasised a sudden entrance with a flash of savage primary red, but also helped the cast

to remember which door they were racing through. | had wanted a distinct pattern made by
the interweaving maypole ribbons, by limiting the colours, but twelve dancers grabbing their
particular ribbon on a sudden cue needed the security of individual colours.

The Ritz

Likewise, The Ritz, a farce, needs a couple of dozen rooms on stage, each with

a bed in, but | designed a set with one large open white space with just two

beds doubling for every location, with my ubiquitous hidden doors. This led to
split-second timing with beds vacated by one couple and occupied instantly by
another, seemingly as another space. This extra element of theatricality increased
the physical mayhem far more effectively than if we'd had a literal set. In practical
terms it meant clear sightlines as well. A very happy production.
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More doors and more flesh in The Ritz at the Altrincham Garrick.

Effect on people’s lives

Through many of the arts, people’s lives can often be literally transformed, sometimes when
used as therapy (which seems such an inadequate word), or when participating brings people
out of their shells. Simply talking about it has huge cathartic powers. Just by witnessing art
(another inadequate word), lives can actually be changed, and if not changed then enriched.
A recent series, Channel 4’s Ballethoo!, followed a group of nearly 200 teenagers as they were
offered the chance to perform in a production of Romeo and Juliet with Birmingham Royal
Ballet. These teenagers came from the most troubled, difficult and violent of backgrounds, and
for most the idea of ballet and the discipline that goes with it, let alone the rarefied cultural
qualities, was incomprehensibly alien. Just getting them into a rehearsal room together on
time without fights was difficult enough, but the programme followed them over eighteen
months. Many fell by the wayside, unwilling to commit for many complex and tragic reasons,
but for those who stayed the course, their life has truly been transformed, their eyes opened.
It could have been opera, or theatre, or sport or music, but as soon as they started to work
together, to contribute, and win respect from each other and the teachers, things started to
change. Smiles where there clearly had never been smiles appeared as the students realised
they were working together and producing something special. The violence, sex and warring
families of Romeo and Juliet had deep resonances for most. For students and performers alike
it was an incredible journey. Lives were enriched, confidence was found, respect was won and
culture was appreciated. Another very public television series featured a community from a
troubled housing estate being given the chance to sing at the Royal Albert Hall,

and in most cities less publicised events like this happen, using ‘art’ to bring people
together, building and shaping often shapeless lives.

The question is, could such a programme, with animation instead of ballet, change
and enrich people’s lives? | have been very touched and transported by watching
animation, but has a film actually changed me? Animation does not have the
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immediacy and directness of a live performance, or the common perception that individual
personalities are involved, nor does it have any glamour or sexiness that film or live arts have.
Animation can have an image problem, and the process of animation, while having some
mystery, is often as interesting as watching paint dry. Documentaries about animation struggle
to find a more interesting way to say ‘so you move it a bit at a time’ I'm not sure whether a
programme about giving the public the chance to work on an animated film would serve as
great television, as the emotions involved would be low key or negligible, the dramas likely to
be less dynamic than an actress having a monumental attack of nerves or a dancer breaking

a leg, and the clash of personalities somewhat internalised. All the same, | would like to make
a passionate programme where animation is used to inspire, to excite, to transform. Not a
programme that was about a workshop, but a large scale-national event, involving all manner
of arts groups coming together, speaking directly to the public and making some change for
the good. Basically, making animation exciting.

Extreme puppets

| love the fact that there is an irony-free Dolls"Hospital in New York, run by Irving Chais, and
his pride in restoring his patients is enormous. It's clearly not about just repairing mechanical
things. Likewise, a sign outside the Mackinnon Saunders workshops reads ‘Mackinnon and
Saunders Hospital, and its witty acronym of MASH seems perfectly apt.

At the other extreme from our puppets are the life-size, astonishingly realistic puppets, well
dolls, sold not just for sexual purposes, but for company. This is taking the already far-fetched
idea of Coppelia to its darkest conclusion. A recent documentary from Channel Five, called Guys
and Dolls, showed with surprising tenderness, the extent that such dolls played in some men’s
lives, and not exclusively men. These dolls are created using special effects technology to be
fully poseable, articulate and, yes, animatable. The skeletons inside are bigger versions of our
animated puppets, and the silicone is much the same, and can be custom-made to whatever
measurement, colour and age. The sexual side plays a big part in the life of these dolls, and
one man quoted in the documentary genuinely worried that he might get his friend pregnant.
I'm not qualified to analyse the psychology here, but the extent of the assimilation of these
puppets into people’s lives is comprehensible. These dolls have identities, share holidays and
are photographed in everyday domestic situations as if proving a full life, or a relationship,
where there is none. Talk of ownership was disconcerting, as was the idea of the owner being
jealous of the workers repairing a doll, but then I'm twitchy if someone touches a puppet of
mine. Another man wanted to be buried alongside his companion, raising confusing issues.
If this doll is alive in the man’s eyes, must he then somehow kill her, or let her die? A further
comment seems to explain the whole business of animation very succinctly. The man clearly
didn’t want to come home to find his ‘partner’ staring into space or collapsed in an ungainly
way on the floor, so he made sure they were neatly posed as if ‘their attention

. was directed’ That's pretty much what | tell new animators. It's essential to make
sure that a puppet appears to be thinking about something, that their ‘attention’
is directed. | try to ensure that an animator poses puppets for publicity stills,
otherwise a puppet staring into space, however beautifully lit and shot, is a dead
puppet, and a dead puppet is a doll. | wonder whether that is the distinction
between the two. Are puppets designed for a life or a performance, and dolls just
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decoration? | wonder how many degrees of separation there are between me sitting Toad
down in a comfortable position, chatting to him, and these sex dolls.

Another unsettling trend is dolls for grieving parents who have lost a new baby. These dolls
are made with precise accuracy from photographs. | cannot imagine the grief of losing a
child, but | can relate to wanting to keep the memory alive. A replica doll, though, seems an
uncomfortable way of dealing with the grief, as it raises the question of, having imbued this
doll with a personality and a life of sorts, how do you cope with the doll not growing, and
when and how do you put it to one side? I'm not sure | can understand taxidermy either. My
head reels with all this, as though | can too easily give things a personality, and even get huge
comfort from this; but in extreme circumstances, who knows what you would do?

Situations like this reinforce the idea that puppets and dolls are there to help some people
hide away from the real world, and to help maintain the illusion that all is alright. So often the
puppet world is safer than the real world, or the puppet provides something that is lacking.
Sometimes, distressingly, they can be given too much imbued life.

Transference

| am sure that any puppet animator experiences attention when he has his puppets with him,
but | seem to have encountered many people who have confused my puppets’ personalities
with mine. | appreciate it, no, | love it, when people can enthusiastically identify with the
puppets, but it’s unsettling for an outsider to project something from the film onto me. | have
talked of the two-way relationship between the animator and the animated, and the ease of
projecting emotions onto inanimate things, and | put myself into everything | do, but there
does seem to be something about puppet animation that attracts people who cross a line. I'm
gingerly skirting the issue of having had some obsessive fans and, once, a stalker. It is flattering,
but difficult and confusing, as it was, to some extent, the characters that were being stalked.

| was the next best thing. | questioned how that could have happened, and | blame the puppets
for acting with unrestrained passion, emoting grand enviable emotions. Animators are not
celebrities in the way that opera singers, dancers and actors, whose talent is inseparable from
their physical persona, can be. You see the craft of the dancer and it's physical and undoubtedly
sexual, but animation doesn’'t have much sex appeal about it. Actors who have played Bond

are themselves seen as being sexy and tough. Actors who've played Jesus or characters in
long-running soap operas are similarly confused. This is odd but understandable. Something
does linger over, but to confuse an animator with a puppet is certainly interesting. | don't

think what we do is particularly unusual, but there is some mystery about it, something not
understood.

A great film that succinctly sums up the experience of being an animator is Overtime, in which
a dead puppeteer is given a heart-warming and unbearably touching send-off by his creations.
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long, in exquisite black-and-white computer graphics, the film captures accurately

the complex but very real relationship between animators and their creations. It

is a perfect film in so many ways; it's execution; it's rhythm; it's choice of music;

it's glorious movement; but above all it's celebration of a relationship. We may be /

As he manipulated them in life, they manipulate him in death. Only a few minutes .
t_}g .
gone, but hopefully we've created something that lingers; a small legacy. W e
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Overtime, directed by Oury Atlan, Damien Ferrie and Thibaut Berland, France, 2004.
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I'm aware that my career stretching out ahead is measured in years, not decades, and that
causes panic as | haven't done enough. Here | become my Shakespeare puppet standing in
front of a producer being judged. I've still got films to make, but | want to make the one that
will inspire, make a difference, and some sort of impact. | know animation can do it. | know | can
doit. I'm just scared that my ideas will atrophy.

Saint Peter/Sir Peter waits to pronounce judgement on a career, from Next.

Finishing Next, | felt | had botched the ending and wanted to suggest the wings full of artists
ready to audition. That might have made the difference between a decent film, and, well, I'll
never know. Mozart was one of the figures, but Mozart and | have an uneasy relationship. Most
pieces | find sublime, especially Cosi Fan Tutti. My difficulty with Mozart is the relationship with
Salieri in Shaffer's Amadeus. Professional jealousy can eat away dangerously. Well perhaps

not jealousy, but more the feeling of being second rate; being the understudy waiting to

show what they can do. With more talented, more prolific, more public, more favoured, more
commercial and frankly, more successful Mozarts around, there will always be Salieries skulking
in their shadows. It’s a terrible admission. | feel like screaming at the radio to give Salieri more
airtime, but then perhaps his music isn't interesting enough. Ouch!
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The lesson is to do the homework thoroughly when preparing a film. In Next | obstinately
punned Sir Peter Hall with St Peter, hoping to give the audition more gravitas. Nineteen years
on, | accept that it's a decent enough film, but one which does not need another layer which

a five-minute film cannot support. The trouble with stop motion is that it takes so long, with
everything as a rehearsal. Having done it, it could be better next time, but there’s no next time,
and you're stuck looking at that shot for a long time. Watching one’s films becomes not unlike
toothache, getting worse the more you fret. | am proud of some things, but watching them |
feel sick knowing how | could do better, or equally feeling satisfied, but | wish | could do more
of it. Oh, the dubious joys of being an insecure perfectionist. Make sure that you're happy with
the storyboard; otherwise you will come to regret it. | doubt there is any animator who can
honestly sit back and think ‘that’s great!’ Thank goodness.

What’s the most useful advice you would give to a student?

JD - Contrive a way to enter the business as near to the capacity in which you want to work, instead of
planning to work your way up to that position.

TB - Don'’t get discouraged; hang on to your dream; work hard.
KD - Question everything and be open to it all.

DC - Don’t believe anyone who says ‘you can’t do it. Listen and think why they said it and ask yourself
‘why not?’

SB - Trust your gut feelings; do what you think best.
RH - If you have the passion, ambition and dedication you will get there.

JC - Work hard, don’t complain, be loyal to those who help you, try to improve and don’t get bigheaded -
it’s not always the best animator who gets the job.

DS - Don’t believe anything that anyone tells you! Work out what you’re passionate about, what excites
you, what drives you and go for that. If you don’t, other people will fill that space ahead of you.

BP - Give the animation time to read!

Career

To talk of disappointments is to admit to ambition and belief in one’s abilities, but | can’t say
that there has been the continuity of creativity that | might have hoped for. My

‘ days working outweigh the days | didn't, but there’s not the output | would have

| wished. Piles of scripts and storyboards gather dust. Shame. | stalled in the late
1990s without a constant producer, at a time when the big television channels
were losing interest in the short film and the specials. This combination resulted in
my floundering, working in spurts; but then no-one ever said that animation was a
constant job. Perhaps | was just out of step with what commissioners were looking




Animators from colleges | have talked at: the future is safe.
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for. I had hoped that | might have developed, challenged, experimented and pushed stop
motion into areas | know it can go. | was spoilt with the creative period of Channel 4, getting a
taste of what stop motion is capable of. We are only scratching the surface of its potential, and
have yet to guide it into unlikely genres, pushing different emotional buttons. | want puppets
to express an intensity of emotion to match opera performers, the darkest tragedy, and all with
the grace of dancers.

A colourful and bizarre career, certainly, with a flurry of winning awards, but still the word
‘potential’ haunts me. For the most part it’s been about making a living doing something | love,
hoping the creative moments outnumber the pedestrian, and trying to make those pedestrian
moments interesting and classy.

The question of winning the lottery crops up daily and, yes, | would indulge in something
creative, pushing boundaries and exciting audiences with things that have excited me. It's
fine giving audiences the familiar and what they want, but how are any of us to grow like this?
I'm all for taking chances and seeing things of which I've little knowledge and experience,

but it seems that animation has yet to take that risk. The numerous talking animal CG films
made in 2006 and 2007, mostly with similar themes and central smart buddy/stupid buddy
relationships, all started to blur into one furry wisecracking celebrity-voiced jumble. There are
formulaic and they work well, but what happens when that formula grows too familiar? We
must constantly find new, fresh perspectives and stimulate audiences.

In spite of everything, I'm often found giddy with the excitement of watching a puppet
perform. When the work is interesting, it’s not work. It's what | do, and what | love. Some

days | can’t wait to shoot a scene and give a character life. There are days, for us all, when

a lazily written project, with a patronising message, a story more to do with merchandise

than character and, worst of all, which is unforgivably dull, makes us question what we can
contribute. But then there are good days. | feel, after thirty years of working with puppets, that
| can coax all manner of sophisticated performances out of them. It’s not all about making
‘artistic’ projects or ‘culture’ (why should | have to apologise for mentioning those words?), but
it is about making interesting pieces that inspire, entertain, inform, tantalise and excite the
audience. We have a duty to make the most of this extraordinary craft.

My fear is that people will look at my work and wonder whether that is all that | could come
up with.‘Have you any ideas?’is the most insulting thing someone can say to me. It's easy for
others to suggest ‘why don’t you do such and such?’ | wish. Film is a huge team affair, seldom
the result of one man’s effort, and however much | holler, there need to be others with the same
enthusiasm to move a project along ... that and an enormous amount of equipment, facilities,
a considerable budget and a passion. Stop frame is simply not cheap. It’s not always the director
who can kickstart something, and maybe my cornucopia of ideas doesn’t meet a perceived
commerciality. I've always been one to try something new.

The portrait on page 342 by Sandro Kopp seems expressive of both my career and
how | see stop motion. This toucan is a rather exotic, eccentric and essentially useless
creature that has yet to fly. Even though I've not tapped my potential, I'm still lucky
enough to have done a job I've loved for thirty years; a relatively stress-free job; a

= sublimely silly one; I just want to make more of it.
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Just a few of the many that got away: images from Noye’s Fludde, Clockwork, Hitch, As If ..., Harlequintessence
and Toucan Tango.
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And, finally, what ambitions do you have? Where would you like to see stop
motion in ten years?

JD - To renew my skills as a painter and to earn money, selling paintings. I would like to see stop motion
continue as a personal art form as well as a corporate art form. The attraction of stop motion when |
started was that it provided a low-cost method for telling stories that could be handled by one person.

I wouldn’t want that possibility to disappear, although the idea of one person entirely creating animation
sequences for a live-action film is probably dead for all time in mainstream production. If [ thought I had
twenty more productive years ahead of me, [ would try to make some animated shorts in my garage,

but gearing up to do that and mastering the new digital technologies would consume so much time and
money that I know it would be unrealistic.

TB - I'd like to be remembered as a good storyteller of film, stop motion and music to tell those stories.
I’d like to see stop-frame animation last forever. [ just hope it lasts for a long, long time, long after I'm
gone. Thanks!

KD - With an academy award on my mantelpiece! I would like to see British stop motion leading the
way, with our own country funding features and supporting more short films.

DC - I'd like to be directing. You get to ask for stuff that’s difficult to do, without being the one who has
to struggle to do it. I'd like stop motion to still be a viable option and not just a quirky underground cult
medium employed only by the eccentric and self-funded recluses who have no need of public opinion.
More successful stop-frame movies will bring the public around to acknowledging it as a very respectable
film technique. I hope people don’t forget how to draw and make things ... it’s not a virtual world, it’s a
real world!

SB - I want to make more films and carry on making a living from stop-frame work. I'd like to see stop
frame more involved with the computer work so that special effects are more than just a computer image.

KP - | have ideas for more books and short films, and would love to teach more. I’d like to see more

stop motion programmes being offered by schools, colleges or high schools, as an accessible alternative
to only focusing on CG. There are too many high-school computer courses masquerading as ‘animation
courses’ which are being taught by shop teachers instead of artists. It would be nice to see more stop
motion filmmaking presented at an early age as a tool for creative expression. The myth that animation
is ‘all done with computers’ needs to be clarified, and it needs to be emphasised that the computer is just
one of the many tools that can used, and can ultimately be complemented by these traditional skills of
stop motion or hand-drawn animation which provided the foundation in the first place.

RH - I'd love to see stop motion return to the detailed realism that was so beautifully done in The Wind
in the Willows. There’s enough colourful and ‘wacky’ series, and there’s more room for realism, with a
hint of anarchy. It would also be great to see stop motion take a completely opposite turn, into extreme
wackiness. The stop motion versions of Chuck Jones and Tex Avery would be a refreshing new era for the
medium.

JC - I'd like to be a better animator making my own films. In ten years’ time I’d like to see animation just
about where it is right now. I hope that no one form will dominate and I hope to see more mingling of
styles.
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FL - | want to be a professional artist, a professional animator, maybe have my own little studio ... It

sounds like an unoriginal dream perhaps; but my personal wish is to transform art from a hobby to a
way to make a living.

DS - 1 don’t think it’s going to go away, in fact we will find the audience will want it to play to its

strengths, looking crafted, slightly jerky, quirky, and presenting fantasy worlds that we feel we could
step into.

Sandro Kopp’s portrait about potential, Wellington, 2004.

I'm sure that stop motion has a good life ahead. | can’t see that I'll ever get bored of it, but
it's up to us to exploit, to push, to explore and to challenge this glorious technique with real
passion. Dullness and complacency have no place in a frame-by-frame world.

So, thanks to Toad, Shakespeare, Verdi, Achilles, Gilbert, Sullivan and all the many others, you've
been great company.

I'll leave the last word to Mr Gilbert, which would surely please him.

How purely fragrant

How earnestly precious.

-Well it seems to me to be nonsense.

. Nonsense, yes perhaps, but, oh, what precious nonsense.

W.S. Gilbert, Patience
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Andy Cadzow’s sketch of me at work in New Zealand, 2003.
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