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Craft Notes for Animators

“The combination of addressing both storytelling and acting in the con-

text of history is terrific, and very practical. [. . .] Overall I think this is

the type of book that would be terrific for aspiring indie animators, and
would even help Big Box Studios find the art in their piles of money.”

Professor Ronald Sumner, Studio & Digital Arts,

Liberty University

If Disney’s Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs represented the anima-
tion industry’s infancy, Ed Hooks thinks that the current production
line of big-budget features is its artistically awkward adolescence. While
a well-funded marketing machine can conceal structural flaws, uneven
performances and superfluous characters, the importance of crafted sto-
rytelling will only grow in importance as animation becomes a broader,
more accessible art form.

Craft Notes for Animators analyzes specific films — including Frozen and
Inside Out — to explain the secrets of creating truthful stories and believ-
able characters. It is an essential primer for tomorrow’s industry leaders
and animation artists.

Ed Hooks pioneered acting training specifically designed for animators.
After a successful 30-year career as an actor and acting teacher, Ed began
working with animators in 1996. Since then, he has taught for most major
international animation studios and schools, including Walt Disney
Animation, Framestore, Ringling College of Art and Design, Bourne-
mouth University, Communication University of China, DreamWorks,
Valve Software, EA, Epic, Microsoft, Filmakademie Baden-Wurttemberg,
Blizzard and Sony. He has presented several times at SIGGRAPH and
GDC and is on the Board of Advisors for FMX in Stuttgart, Germany.



Taylor & Francis
Taylor & Francis Group

http://taylorandfrancis.com


http://taylorandfrancis.com

Craft Notes for Animators

A Perspective on a
21st Century Career

Ed Hooks

£ } Routledge

2 Taylor &Francis Group
LONDON AND NEW YORK



First published 2017
by Routledge
2 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4RN

and by Routledge
711 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10017

Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business
© 2017 Ed Hooks

The right of Ed Hooks to be identified as author of this work has
been asserted by him in accordance with sections 77 and 78
of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or
reproduced or utilised in any form or by any electronic, mechanical,
or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including
photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or
retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publishers.

Trademark notice: Product or corporate names may be trademarks
or registered trademarks, and are used only for identification and
explanation without intent to infringe.

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloguing in Publication Data

Names: Hooks, Ed, author.

Title: Craft notes for animators : a perspective on a 21st century career /
Ed Hooks.

Description: New York : Routledge, 2017. | Includes bibliographical
references.

Identifiers: LCCN 2016023525 | ISBN 9781138854338 (hardback) |
ISBN 9781138854345 (pbk.) | ISBN 9781315721163 (ebook)

Subjects: LCSH: Animated films—History and criticism. | Motion
pictures—Plots, themes, etc.

Classification: LCC NC1765. H663 2017 | DDC 791.43/34—dc23

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2016023525

ISBN: 9781138854338 (hbk)
ISBN: 9781138854345 (pbk)
ISBN: 9781315721163 (ebk)

Typeset in Stempel Garamond
by Apex CoVantage, LLC


https://lccn.loc.gov/2016023525

For Cally
“To get the full value of joy you must have someone to divide it with.”
Mark Twain



Taylor & Francis
Taylor & Francis Group

http://taylorandfrancis.com


http://taylorandfrancis.com

Contents

Acknowledgments ix
Introduction 1

Part 1 Infancy

Super-objectives and psychological visibility 8
The DeMolays 10
Walt the storyteller 12
Disney, the pioneer 14
Imagine a Walt Disney master class 15
Why “Snow White”? 16
A few major differences between the Grimm brothers’

Snow White and Disney’s movie 19
The role of religion in Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs 21
What Walt Disney understood about acting in 1934

versus what we understand today 22
Empathy versus sympathy 27
Overall analysis 28
Walt Disney’s Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs

analysis acting/performance 29

Part 2 Adolescence 47
How did we get here? 49
Survey 55
Europe 56
United Kingdom 57
France 58
Spain 58
Germany 60
Israel 60
South America 60
Mexico 61

vil



India 62

China 63
Japan 65
The Lego Movie (2014) acting/performance analysis 66
Inside Out acting/performance analysis 72
Frozen acting/performance analysis 89
Part 3 Adulthood 106
Story 108
A need for adult-themed animation 110
Directorial cross-fertilization 112
Art versus commerce redux 113
Video games 114
Acting lessons for video game artists 117
Cutscenes 117
Ten acting commandments of video game animation 119
Motion capture 119
Virtual reality 121
Narrative and the VR experience 122
Video games in education 123
Film Analysis 124
Chico and Rita acting/performance analysis 125
Waltz with Bashir directing/performance analysis 137
Bibliography 154
Index 156

Vil CONTENTS



Acknowledgments

I am fortunate to work with some of the most talented individuals in
the animation industry — animators, studio executives, screenwriters
and educators. Every single one of them has informed and inspired me,
often without their even being aware of it. I pick their brains and tap
their deep reservoir of knowledge, and I am forever grateful to them. In
particular, I would like to give an animated hug to Dan Sarto at Ani-
mation World Network; animator-teacher extraordinaire Paul Naas; my
good friend Wang Lei at Communications University of China in Beijing;
Karl Cohen in San Francisco; Juan Couto; Thomas J. Beechum in Mich-
igan; producer genius Max Howard; Stephen Joubert; Hurley Owen at
Technicolor; Mike Belzer at Valve; my soul brother Tien Yang in Singa-
pore; Mr. Paleontology himself, Stuart Sumida; and Amid Amidi, editor
of Cartoon Brew.

And since I spend far more time online than I should, I am indebted to
many hundreds of cyberfriends who have shown me their animations,
storyboards and scripts. The online community is generous and smart,
and I would be lost without its support. I would like to extend my thanks
to a group of animators who contributed to two threads I initiated on
LinkedIn, “Why Are Animators Invisible?” and “Single Character; Mul-
tiple Animators.” Sean Wickett, Kelly Hallman, Maria Eugenia Gonzalez,
Lukasz Shuskiewicz, James Roberts, Chay Hawes, Belén Marmaneu, Jay
Maybruck, Kyle Wilson, Daniel Madzel, Thomas Lavery, Oliver Hunter,
Mark Goodliff, Benjamin Arzt, and Bob Wolkers.

And, finally, a suitable name for the final entry in this book. Without

his cheerful support and wise guidance, there would be no book. Sincere
thanks to my editor at Routledge, Ben Piggortt.

X



Taylor & Francis
Taylor & Francis Group

http://taylorandfrancis.com


http://taylorandfrancis.com

Introduction

This is an acting book — but with a difference. In my first Routledge book,
Acting for Animators (revised third edition, 2011), I presented all the
finite acting techniques necessary for animating a strong performance —
that scenes begin in the middle, that emotion tends to lead to physical
action, the urgency of having your character pursue a provable objective,
the purpose of obstacle-conflict in a scene and so on. All of that is indeed
essential knowledge, but it is also true that acting is not a craft that exists
in isolation. An animator cannot simply master a bag of acting tricks. It
is not enough to get the timing right and to make the characters appear
to move naturally. Acting is, at root, an affair of the heart, and it has
everything in the world to do with story; if the story is sketchy and the
characters are underdeveloped, even the most talented character animator
cannot fix it.

This is also a book of opinion, mainly about the state of art in animated
feature films. I have done my best to support opinion with facts contem-
porary and historical, but, at the end of the day, the primary reason for
the book is so that I can share with you what I think about the current
ebb and flow of feature animation and dispense a little advice about how
to navigate the shifting waters.

It should come as no surprise that Disney and a few other big Hollywood
movie studios have monetized feature animation. American enterprise is
seemingly able to monetize anything, including religious holidays, edu-
cation, and the evening news. Disney has led the way in turning animated
storytelling into feature-length commercials for action-figure toys, the
Disney brand, theme parks and a dictionary-long list of licensed mer-
chandise. It also should come as no surprise that governments all around
the world are attempting, via tax incentives and occasional direct invest-
ment, to get a slice of that rich animation pie. Schools have joined the
parade, offering animation training that sometimes amounts to little more
than instruction in the care and feeding of animation software.



Animation has never been accorded the critical respect of live action.
There are libraries full of scholarly books examining film as an art form,
from Sergei Eisenstein’s Film Sense (1942) to Pauline Kael’s I Lost It at the
Mowies (1965), Robert Bresson’s Notes on Cinematography (1975), Fran-
cois Truffaut’s wonderful The Films in My Life (1985) and Walter Murch’s
In the Blink of an Eye: A Perspective on Film Editing (1995). Animation,
on the other hand, is rarely acknowledged to be an art form, and it has
been relegated to the children’s corner. Maybe Walt Disney himself is par-
tially to blame because, with Midwestern modesty, he steadfastly refused
to think of himself or his now-famous Nine Old Men cartoonists as art-
ists other than in the most literal sense. Walt equated “artist” with more
effete term “artiste.” “I never called my work an ‘art,”” he said. “It’s part
of show business, the business of building entertainment.” It was Walt
Disney who first set up the automobile-style assembly-line film produc-
tion model that is used today by all the major studios, including Pixar and
DreamWorks. Rather than starting with an idea that is begging to be a
movie, the big studios start with a preannounced release date and a pile of
money, resulting in a parade of formulaic movies designed for “the entire
family.” Director Brad Bird (The Iron Giant, The Incredibles) put his
finger on the matter when, appearing at a 2013 fundraiser for California
Institute of the Arts, he asked, “Where’s the Francis Ford Coppola or the
Alfonso Cuaron of the field? . . . Why can’t there be an Annie Hall? . . .
Why does it always have to be cute?”!

Technologically, animation has grown up. Artistically, its growth is
stunted. Computer graphics revolutionized the industry, streamlining
the assembly line. Until 1965, when Walt Disney financed the California
Institute of the Arts, there were no animation schools at all, anywhere
in the world. If a young person aspired to a career as an animator — back
then, referred to as a “cartoonist” — he or she would sharpen some pen-
cils and start sketching, hoping to later find a working pro who might act
as a mentor. After computer graphics (CG) arrived, schools appeared on
the international map wholesale, advertising quick and easy entry into a
“glamorous, high-paying career.” The training consisted — and often still
does — of mastering animation software such as Maya. Consequently, the
schools have graduated a generation of “animation technicians” rather
than “animation artists.” An international overabundance of these tech-
nicians has led to more and more “outsourcing” and a loss of work in
Western countries. Animators in India, Japan and Thailand are paid half
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as much as their counterparts in the United States and Great Britain. The
status quo frustrates everybody.

Part of the solution for all parties is to start treating animation more as
the art form it is and less as a commodity. Animation producers in the
Middle and Far East must develop their own original movie ideas instead
of trying to copy what Hollywood is doing. Animation producers in
the West must make more meaningful movies with lower budgets that
are designed for narrower demographic audiences. It is not necessary to
spend US$200 million on an animated feature film, which is typically
what the major Hollywood studios spend. Art is a singular activity, the
product of one person’s mind and personal values. It is not the product
of group-think and “brain trusts,” as the executives at Pixar suggest. It is
emphatically not something to be produced on an assembly line, like so
many Toyota Prius automobiles. Hayao Miyazaki, cofounder of Studio
Ghibli, is an artist. He is retired now, but, when he was actively making
movies, he made one only when he had one to make and had something
to say, not when he had a yearly quota to meet or a Wall Street broker to
please.

The good news is that, like fragile, pale-green sprouts appearing in a
freshly tilled garden, a few serious-minded animated feature films are
being produced. They are coming out of Ireland, Israel, Spain, Japan,
Brazil and Australia, and their producers struggle to make a profit. They
have comparatively modest production budgets and creative financing
models and are often coproductions involving animators in more than
one country. The United States, which took the lead in developing ani-
mation to its current level of technical sophistication, is a notable laggard
in adult-themed feature film. Anomalisa, a stop-motion film written and
codirected by Charlie Kaufman, is an outlier with its story about a lonely
man suffering from existential angst. Significantly, it was nominated for
an Academy Award in 2016, which indicates that there is a market for
such movies.

I am including acting-story analyses of a half-dozen films in this book,
beginning with Walt Disney’s Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs and end-
ing with Ari Folman’s antiwar Waltz with Bashir. A lot of work went
into these deconstructions, and I urge you to take advantage of them.
DVD copies and Internet downloads of the films are neither difficult nor
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expensive to obtain, and you can follow along on a scene-by-scene basis
with my notes. The analyses function as a private acting class for you, as
I try to explain basic acting theory and how it applies in the real world.
I hope you enjoy working on the films with me, and I welcome your feed-
back. I am online much more than I ought to be and am always happy to
hear from individuals who share my passion for animation as an art form.

The time is ripe for change. Hollywood has gone as far as it is going to
go creatively and has become a massive merchandising machine. Anima-
tion is increasingly international. There are new financing and production
models for feature films, new models for videogames and new avenues
of distribution. The entire industry is becoming less Hollywood-centric.
A new and exciting generation of animation artists is on stage, merely
waiting for a role to play. If you count yourself among them, this book
is for you.

Ed Hooks

Los Angeles, California
February 10, 2016
EdHooks@EdHooks.com

Note

1 www.hollywoodreporter.com/news/ratatouille-director-brad-bird-wants-
417960.
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Part 1
Infancy

“The infant learns to dream what is imaginable and to train his expec-

tations on what promises to prove possible.”
Erik Erikson'

An actor knows that you learn more about a character by looking at what
is hidden — at secrets and longings — than by focusing on what is dis-
played. That is why I have long been interested in Walt Disney, not only
for the way he led his animators in pioneering empathetic performance in
Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs but because of the man himself. Ani-
mators today, in the early years of the 21st century, are in an analogous
situation to Disney’s in the mid-1930s, the period during which he put
Snow White into production. Now, as then, the industry has reached a
plateau. In the mid-"30s, when the industry was in its infancy, animation
was generally thought of as “cartoons,” and everybody knew for certain
that cartoons were short in length and were best suited to be curtain rais-
ers for feature-length live-action movies. Today, we have a thriving and
immensely profitable feature animation industry, and everybody knows
for certain that animated movies are best suited for children and that they
make a powerful marketing tool. Then, as now, Walt Disney’s studio
selected and played the tune to which the rest of the industry danced.
The big difference, of course, is that Walt died in 1966 and is no longer
at the helm. The Disney Company today is the North Star of the anima-
tion industry, but its priorities have reversed since the time when Walt
was running things. He personally placed a strong emphasis on storytell-
ing, and merchandising was a secondary consideration. In 2016, the Dis-
ney Company is all about money making, “tent-pole” films, franchises,
spinoffs and merchandising. Storytelling, while important, tends toward
boilerplate and lacks creative inspiration. For the Disney Company, as
well as its imitator studios, animated films have become entertainment
widgets, commodity and an essential element in giant commercial enter-
prises. That is why now, as the industry becomes less Hollywood-centric,
more international and transitions into its maturity, it is an opportune
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time to revisit its infancy. Walt Disney was not only a pioneer; as it has
turned out, he is also a guide.

Many biographical articles, books and filmed documentaries about Walt
Disney’s life and accomplishments are referenced in the bibliography of
this book. They mostly highlight career landmarks, early business strug-
gles, the development of animation itself and his ultimate financial suc-
cess, but I keep coming back to the fact that he literally signed his movies,
putting his name in the title. It wasn’t Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs;
it was Walt Disney’s Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs and Walt Disney’s
Pinocchio. He did this even though he balked at giving screen credit to
anybody else, including the animators who made the movies (“I’m sorry
that we can’t give individual credit, but every subject is the product of a
hundred minds. It is purely an organization creation”).? Also, the name
of the company was changed from Disney Brothers Studio to the Walt
Disney Studio in 1926. Given that Walt and his brother Roy were equal
partners, this change tends to raise an eyebrow. The net result was that
Walt Disney personally placed himself — and himself alone — above the
title. What motivated him to accomplish so much? His artistic contribu-
tions were Shakespearean in scope.

To the 1950s American public, he was the kindly, good-humored, gen-
erous “Uncle Walt” who showed up on television each week, but if you
scratch the surface even a little bit, you discover that this persona was
largely an act. In fact, he was an often-frazzled workaholic, pushing him-
self so hard that he experienced at least one full-tilt nervous breakdown,
in 1931 (“I guess I was working too hard and worrying too much. I was
expecting more from my artists than they were giving me, and all T did
all day was pound, pound, pound. Costs were going up; each new pic-
ture we finished cost more to make than we had figured it would . . . so
I cracked up. I became irritable and I couldn’t sleep. I reached a point
where I couldn’t even talk over the telephone without crying. I was an
emotional flap.”).> Walt Disney was the fourth of five children, born
in Chicago in 1901 into financially precarious circumstances during an
era in American history when there was no social safety net at all — no
unemployment insurance or Social Security, no support for families fallen
on hard times. His emotionally distant, stern father, Elias, struggled to
support the family, trying his hand at a half-dozen different blue-collar
professions — machinist on the railroad, construction worker, newspaper
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and milk delivery, farmer and carpenter. Elias was politically a socialist,
an enthusiastic supporter of Eugene Debs, which is an interesting fac-
toid given that Walt Disney’s legacy would one day be footnoted for his
extreme right-wing, anti-union, anticommunist political views. Perhaps
more significant than anything else, Elias never had much use for car-
toons. He didn’t consider drawing pictures to be a worthy occupation
for a grown man. This raises the question of whether part of Walt’s moti-
vation to succeed was a need to please his dad. Walt’s mother, Flora, was
a mostly silent, long-suffering and mediating figure in the Disney home.
A former grammar-school teacher, she did the best she could for her large
family, which often lived in homes that had neither indoor heating nor
electricity. The Disney house was traditional in every sense: Flora took
care of the kids, and Elias brought home the bacon. Their childrearing
philosophy was straightforward: “Spare the rod, spoil the child” (Prov-
erbs 13:24). Walt expressed an early interest in cartooning and then, after
some early professional fits and starts, migrated to Los Angeles in 1923.
In 1925, he and his brother Roy made a $400 down payment on the
Hyperion Avenue plot of land upon which would be built the first Dis-
ney Animation Studio. He married Lillian Marie Bounds, one of the ink-
and-paint girls in that first Disney Studio, and they raised two daughters,
one of whom was adopted. He was a lifelong chain smoker — unfiltered
Lucky Strikes mostly — which no doubt hastened his death from lung
cancer at age 65 in 1966.

He became the CEO of an industry-defining animation studio, but he
was personally not much of an animator. He could not even draw a pre-
sentable image of Mickey Mouse! He was a high school dropout who,
for all of his ultimate financial success, was never ostentatious. He never
lived in a mansion or dressed in expensive suits. He didn’t own a yacht
or buy his own South Seas island. His one extravagance was the scale-
model steam engine he built to ride around in circles in his own back
yard. According to one of Disney’s most astute biographers, Neal Gabler,
even Walt’s wife, Lillian, could not understand why the family was so fre-
quently scraping for money. After all, she said, he was the world-famous
Walt Disney!* He showed one face to the public — confident, empathetic,
good-humored, hard working — but saw quite a different one when he
looked in the mirror. And yet, nobody in the history of the United States
more precisely enunciated the American character. Walt’s values were our
values, and the movies he produced were a conduit from him to us.
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