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Scene illustration for The Secret of Kells ; Ross Stewart and Barry Reynolds
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FOREWORD by Michael D. Higgins


As president of Ireland, it is a privilege to introduce, in all of its diversity, artistry, and imagination, The Art of Cartoon Saloon, a book that celebrates a quarter-century of extraordinary creativity and artistic achievement of one of the most distinguished animation studios in the world.

I fondly recall my time as the first Minister for Arts, Culture, and the Gaeltacht in Ireland, when I reestablished the Irish Film Board under the inspired chair of Lelia Doolan in 1993, and in doing so, made a priority of supporting the development of the Irish television, film, and animation industry.

The reasoning behind this decision was clear: To harness the technical facilities available in Ireland, and above all, to support the imaginative and creative skills which existed in abundance but which had been too long underemployed.

Investment in training and in the film and audiovisual sectors was central, opening a pathway for a new generation of Irish filmmakers, animators, writers, and technicians to imagine a career in the industry and to contribute to it at the highest level.
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Lily Bernard and Barry Reynolds for The Secret of Kells



To witness, in the years since, the emergence and flourishing of Ireland’s strong film and animation sectors is a source of immense pride.

In Ireland, we cherish our rich cultural heritage and our commitment to fostering and celebrating the arts.

May I suggest that the arts must never be relegated to the margins, must never be considered peripheral or something to be enjoyed in times of surplus.

The cultural space is a cornerstone of our public life. The arts contribute a unique and often beautiful way of seeing the world, providing society with enriching perspectives that inspire and challenge, enabling social inclusion and participation, contributing to human well-being and essential for resilience, central to our shared humanity and to our collective flourishing, while at the same time affirming the independence of mind and creativity that are vital, indeed fundamental, to any functioning democracy.

Cartoon Saloon stands at the forefront of this new revitalization of Irish culture. Their remarkable and imaginative work, their dedication to preserving Irish mythology, art, history, and language, in exploring our shared identity, folklore, and community through different time periods and spaces, is a testament to the hard work, skill, and passion of the many talented artists who bring these remarkable stories to life.

The creation of truly magical Irish animated films such as The Secret of Kells, Song of the Sea and WolfWalkers, which have brought joy and wonder to so many audiences across the globe and have garnered numerous awards and Oscar nominations, exemplify this pinnacle of artistic excellence, creativity, and innovation, one that has allowed all those involved in Cartoon Saloon to set new standards in film animation.

May I express my warmest congratulations to all in Cartoon Saloon on this wonderful book, one that marks twenty-five years of creative brilliance. I look forward to witnessing many more years of artistic excellence and storytelling magic, a future where imagination knows no bounds.

Traoslaím libh as an gradaim ata bronnta oraibh is beir gach beannacht d’on todhchaí.
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Michael D. Higgins

Uachtarán na hÉireann

President of Ireland

October 2025







chapter one YOUNG IRISH FILM MAKERS
1971-1998
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from so simple a beginning endless forms most beautiful and most wonderful have been, and are being, evolved.

— Charles Darwin

With four Oscar nominations for Best Animated Feature and one for Animated Short Film, a carload of festival awards, and numerous honors from critics’ groups, Cartoon Saloon is Ireland’s gift to the art of animation. Over the last twenty-five years, Cartoon Saloon has emerged as a leader in the growing independent feature animation movement: Small studios, primarily in Europe and Japan, are offering an alternative to big American computer-generated (CG) features. Made for a fraction of the $200 million a major US release might cost, Cartoon Saloon’s independent features offer a more personal vision of what an animated film can be.

Although it would become a highly respected studio with an international reputation, Cartoon Saloon was founded for prosaic reasons when Tomm Moore and Paul Young were students at Bally­fermot College of Further Education: They needed a business ID on the bills they submitted to their freelance clients. Tomm recalls, “I don’t think we had any concept of what it was going to become. Paul and I started the company to have a name to put on invoices. We settled on Cartoon Saloon one evening; I think we had a bottle of wine in us. We thought it was a great name, and it stuck. We were trying to make The Secret of Kells, and Cartoon Saloon was on the side, but they ended up fusing that year.”

Nora Twomey, the third partner, was already working with Tomm and Paul but wasn’t there the evening they chose the name. The three friends hadn’t planned on careers in animation—that possibility didn’t exist for them growing up. The only major animation studio in Ireland was American-owned Sullivan Bluth Studios, which had been established in Dublin in the late 1980s to compete with Disney. Don Bluth and his artists founded the animation program at Ballyfermot to train new talent. CalArts (California Institute of the Arts) was already preparing young artists for Disney (and, later, Pixar and DreamWorks).

Nora says, “A year before I applied for the course in Bally­fermot, I wasn’t even aware [the animation program] existed. I knew the Sullivan Bluth studio was in Dublin; I knew there was an industry there, but it never crossed my mind that I could be part of it. I grew up in the eighties in Ireland. If you were creative and liked drawing, people who loved you would gently say, ‘That’s OK for a hobby, but you really can’t earn a living like that. Here’s how to become a secretary or a nurse.’ I didn’t think it was something that was available to me.”

Although he remembers his father displaying his drawings next to his brothers’ sports trophies, Paul had a similar experience: “My dad and mom didn’t see much future in art. They said, ‘Oh, you should get into banking or become an art teacher.’”

Tomm adds, “Nobody really understood how you’d make a living as an artist, but my parents were pretty encouraging. I got good school results, so I nearly went to Trinity College to do English and Art History. My mom thought I should become a teacher or something so I could just draw for fun rather than make it a stressful career choice.”

The Cartoon Saloon artists grew up in an Ireland that was still a relatively poor agricultural country. There was little to suggest it would become the wealthy, high-tech state it is today. Ireland in the 1980s offered very limited opportunities for creative kids. Tomm, who was born in Newry, County Down, reflects, “My parents moved down south because of the Troubles. Dad got a job in Kilkenny, and it was hard to justify moving back. So we ended up becoming Kilkenny Cats. I remember a very different Ireland, much poorer and more violent.”

“I had a tough time reconciling the freedom of growing up on a country farm with the structure of the Irish school system,” says Nora. “At thirteen in Ireland, you had to choose what subjects you wanted to do: I chose German and Home Economics instead of Art. That’s a measure of how little I could imagine myself ever taking on a creative role or a role where I got to draw. I had a really hard time in school. I left when I was fifteen, with no qualifications at all.

“When I started thinking about trying to get back into education, I needed to earn money,” she continues. “I went to work in a factory watching conveyor belts go by with vegetables on them. My job was to pick out the rotten bits. You could earn a lot of money if you worked twelve-hour shifts seven days a week. I did that for a couple of years until I had enough saved up to go to college. I did a one-year foundation course in Cork. It was a broad art course; I learned that animation was a job you could do—it wasn’t just an amazing thing you got to see on TV.”

Paul, who grew up in Boyle in County Roscommon, adds, “I left school to study art and design at the University of Ulster, Belfast campus. The foundation course was to help you decide what you might want to do for a degree in the university. I got in on a sketchbook; because I hadn’t formally studied art in school, I didn’t have an official portfolio. I initially felt, ‘Oh, I’d like to be an illustrator.’ I sent my portfolio to agents in London. I didn’t get very far for six months, then my father told me about Ballyfermot and how nearly everybody graduating was getting into the new Disney Paris studio: Production on Hunchback [The Hunchback of Notre Dame (1996)] was beginning.”

Ross Stewart, the art director on many Cartoon Saloon films, adds, “I think I was eleven when Tomm and I met. I’d gone to an Irish college in between primary and secondary school, so I didn’t know anyone in my year. Tomm had just moved down from the North, and he didn’t know anyone, either. He sat down in the desk in front of me. We bonded immediately over comics and art. We shared a good kind of competitive spirit that was a way of encouraging each other. It was lovely to find a fellow artist in St. Kieran’s College in Kilkenny, which is really devoted to hurling, the Irish national sport.”

While in high school, Tomm, Ross S., Ross Murray (who would become a partner and producer at Cartoon Saloon), and Aidan Harte (who would become a partner and creative director at the Saloon) were given space and equipment by the Young Irish Film Makers (YIFM) program, enabling them to pursue their interests in graphic novels and animation. Mike Kelly, who grew up in Kilkenny and went on to work in theatre and youth theatre, was head of the program.
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Nora as a child
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Paul as a child
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Tomm as a child



“Tomm Moore, Ross Stewart, Aidan Harte, and Ross Murray came over and told me they didn’t like hurling,” Mike recalls. “They found their place at YIFM. They were carving out something for themselves that they wanted. The four of them were always together. They were really just boys, but their drawings and their ideas were amazing. They were already real filmmakers. They wanted to do painting and drawing, so we were able to get an EU grant for them. I gave them a room and let them go. They showed me sketches of monks and things. The drawings were amazing.”

“Young Irish Film Makers was something we all really enjoyed,” replies Ross M. “It grew a lot of young people’s passion in film and theatre, acting, and camera and sound, and eventually animation. That’s how we got to know each other.”

But intriguing as they found animation, a career as an animator didn’t sound appealing. Sullivan Bluth Studios underwent numerous financial crises, compounded by the poor performance of their films. In 1992, Disney’s Aladdin earned a record-breaking $215 million at the US box office; the year before, Bluth’s Rock-A-Doodle only made $11.6 million. Sullivan Bluth closed in 1995.

“I was really interested in being an animator as a child, but Ross Stewart and I visited the Bluth studio, and we got a sense that it was quite hard,” Tomm says. “The studio was kind of in the doldrums. They were making A Troll in Central Park (1994), and the Irish Animators were feeling that the end was nigh. In our youthful arrogance we wanted Don Bluth’s job: drawing characters and making up stories rather than working as an inbetweener or even animator. We were pretty sure that comics would be our way forward to tell our stories and design our characters.”

At Ballyfermot, the future Cartoon Saloon partners met each other and several artists who would join their fledgling studio in Kilkenny: Tom Caulfield, Fabian Erlinghäuser, Aidan Harte, Lorraine Lordan, Jeremy Purcell, Barry Reynolds, and Diane O’Reilly. Nora says, “At Ballyfermot, I found my people. I couldn’t believe how amazing it was, getting to draw, getting to understand how to make your drawings create a believable performance for a character, all of the wonderful things you get to study in school. I loved every minute of it.”

“Tomm was into Batman, so was I, and all the way through secondary school, we had this running competition to see who was the better artist. But it was also a way of encouraging each other. I used to think the comics he did were so amazing. Years later, Tomm told me he used to be jealous. If I did a good picture of Batman, he’d think, ‘Oh, damn, I’ve got to do a better picture of Batman.’ ”

— Ross Stewart, art director
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YFM’s (Young Irish Film Makers) John Loughman shooting film
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Ross Murray (second from left) with Mike Kelly (far right) and other members of YIFM
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A political cartoon by Paul Young
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Paul Young drawing for An Tóraíocht



“Ballyfermot seemed like a really good option,” agrees animator/director Tom Caulfield, who began his career at Cartoon Saloon. “Don Bluth envisioned it to train people who could walk around the corner to the studio where he’d employ them. He moved to Arizona but left the college with the teachers. We took animation, life drawing, layout. We touched all the departments in the studio.”

“The life drawing and visual language classes, which were taught by fine artists, were the ones I liked the most,” adds Tomm. “It was the late nineties, a weird transition time between drawn 2D and CG. We were learning paper and pencil animation, but everything was scanned and coloured on the computer. A lot of people were anticipating retraining after the hand-drawn course so they could get into video games, which was a booming industry.”

The program was small; the students quickly got to know one another and to respect each other’s talents. “I had a little portfolio of all my cartoons, kind of George Booth/Ralph Steadman inspired, very pen-and-ink-y,” says Paul modestly. “Michael McGrath, who became Nora’s husband, said, ‘I live across the road from a guy, Tomm, who’d really love to see these drawings.’ So Tomm, Aidan, Nora, and Mike were admiring my drawings, which was lovely. I admired Tomm’s animation. He was doing this skipping cow with udders, and I was very impressed with the secondary action.”

Tomm replies, “I remember Paul arriving at the college: His illustrations were so impressive. Everyone was passing them around and photocopying them, and he was a bit of a rock star. Nora had done the course in Cork, but she was much quieter. Her animation stood out. Paul lived down the road from me in Dublin, so I’d go to his house and we’d work on whatever bits and pieces of jobs we could get, then use the line tester that belonged to Nora’s housemate, fellow student Rory Bryan, to review our work.” (A line tester recorded the pencil animation drawings and played them back in sequence, allowing the animator to review the work and make corrections.)

While still in high school, Tomm met Liselott Olofsson in the art room at St. Kieran’s College in Kilkenny. Although they attended different schools, they were both making posters for a student production of the musical Calamity Jane. They started dating in 1994, and soon after had their son, Ben. While Tomm was studying at Ballyfermot, Liselott attended the National College of Art and Design in Dublin.

“Michael McGrath and I lived across the road from Tomm and Liselott, so we became friends—but the friendship was always linked to the creation of artwork,” Nora recalls. “Coming back from life-drawing class, we would go for coffee with bundles of drawing in our hands and smears of charcoal on our faces.

“There was one small canteen and an area outside where you could sit on the grass or the steps,” she continues. “Tomm has always communicated through his drawings—he always has a sketchbook in his hand and a pencil. He’s always studying people’s features. It can be disconcerting, but you get used to it. It’s part of his way of understanding the world around him.”
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Nora Twomey’s student work
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Paul as a student at Ballyfermot
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Nora graduating from Ballyfermot with friends
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Tomm and Ross Stewart with fellow graduates from Ballyfermot



Like college students everywhere, the animation students were perennially short of funds. Paul explains, “Tomm and I started to talk about how he needed money, and I needed money. My brother-in-law had a job animating on CD-ROMs, so we said, ‘Well, let’s!’” I said, ‘Oh, it might be a bit too big of a challenge.’ But Tomm said, ‘We’re surrounded by fellow students who’d probably like the extra gigs.’ So we started working together.” (A CD-ROM [compact disc read-only memory] was used to store information as part of personal computer applications and some home video game consoles.)

Tomm adds, “I was a young father, so my first year in college, I was working weekends in Supermacs, a fast-food joint here in Kilkenny. As soon as I could get work where I was ‘being paid to draw,’ I did. I started working for a CD-ROM company near Kilkenny. Paul and I were doing bits and pieces of freelance work as Cartoon Saloon before we even made the limited company—it was just from our bedrooms.”

But the accounting departments at the CD-ROM manufacturer expected professional paperwork for the animation they outsourced. “The guy we were working for said, ‘It would be really helpful if you guys were partners or sole traders that we could pay. It would be easier if we knew you were a company,’” Paul recalls. “We signed the most basic of contracts—in red ink—and the next day Tomm and I became Cartoon Saloon. We brought in Nora and Michael and people like that to help us do the jobs.

“Tomm met a guy on a bus in Dublin who gave us one of our first big jobs,” Paul continues. “We started thinking that when we left college, there was an opportunity to move into the Young Irish Film Makers space. They had free rooms. Tomm, Ross S., and Aidan Harte had been part of YIFM as kids. It had been a great education for Tomm about how collaboration is really important to make anything. That gave him the confidence that he could make stuff.”

Mike Kelly and the volunteer board of YIFM applied for government funds under a Millennium Arts Scheme to nurture young local talent. The funding provided a small weekly allowance for each Cartoon Saloon animator for a year or so. These stipends enabled the artists to make a “proof of concept” teaser for The Secret of Kells (then called Rebel) and to learn on the job without having external investors dictating content.

As they studied and did freelance work, the young artists improved their skills and began to see the potential of the protean art of animation. But they chaffed at the “house style” at Ballyfermot. The animation program had been created to train artists for the Sullivan Bluth studio, and the professors emphasized Don Bluth’s approach to character design and animation. As a young man, Bluth worked on Sleeping Beauty (1959) at the Walt Disney studio. When he founded his own studio decades later, he preserved the old Disney system of building characters out of circular and oval forms with tubular limbs—shapes that flow easily on the screen.

“Sitting in the grass in front of the college with Tomm and Paul and Jeremy and Fabian and all of these amazing artists—that was something. I can’t believe I got to go to college at exactly the right time to be exposed to that and then to be able to hang onto it. The education system was falling away from me when I was fifteen, and I couldn’t cope with anything. I managed to climb out of that hole then jump into the air.”

— Nora Twomey, co-founder

“Those student partnerships, or whatever, are the same kind of conversations and relationships you end up with decades later. It’s still the same goofing around, the same kind of ‘what ifs’ and informal drawing sessions. Those are often where the best ideas come from and where the things that are most fun come from.”

— Nora Twomey, co-founder

“There was definitely a style of animation in the college: Everything was highly anticipated, with lots of follow-through,” adds Tomm. “It wasn’t the look of The Land Before Time [1988], An American Tail [1986], or The Secret of NIMH [1982]—those films inspired me as a kid. But there tended to be a specific design style favored in those characters.”

“It wasn’t a bad style,” Tomm says. “Because you learned all the principles, then it was up to you how to play with it. We learned a lot about perspective and rendering in layout, and we had good teachers.”

The Cartoon Saloon artists found two outside sources of inspiration that would help to shape the look of their films and their philosophy of animation. One of the essential artists of the Disney Renaissance of the 1980s, Glen Keane, had done key animation of Ariel, Beast, Aladdin, and Pocahontas. He was trained by Ollie Johnston, one of the celebrated Nine Old Men (the key animators who created classic Disney films), and his animation expressed emotions that seemed to come from deep within the characters.
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Nora working as an intern in Paris



While working on the title character in Tarzan (1999) at Disney’s newly established Paris studio, Glen gave a long presentation at Ballyfermot. His work and his approach were a revelation to the young Irish artists. Paul adds, “I remember a very inspirational day of him drawing and teaching. It was very memorable for people in my year to see somebody in the industry who was at the top of his game demonstrate what he was doing.”


“Glen is so generous. He came to Ballyfermot, and the room was packed,” Nora agrees. “He sat there, and his drawings were projected onto a screen. He communicates this beautiful sense of wanting to share something. That made it a million times more amazing to us than his ability to put these expressions and emotions and performances on the page.

“He came during my third year in Ballyfermot. Disney was making Tarzan in Paris; they were offering internships, and I got one,” she continues. “They trained us to do cleanup. They managed to get a satellite link so the artists in Paris could look at our work, which was a big deal then. I was really fearful: I had a massive case of imposter syndrome—‘They’re going to find out I’m just a factory worker from Cork—I don’t belong here!’ But my experience at the studio in Paris was the opposite: Everybody was really open to sharing knowledge, skills, experience.”

Nora’s experience at Disney influenced her personal work: “When I returned to Dublin, I threw out my entire third-year film and started again. I tried to approach my work as though I was Glen Keane and tap into that wonderful passion he puts into every drawing. Drawings in which he’s pulling expression from both the page and the pencil. Glen has—in the best possible way—a childlike ability to live inside his characters.”

Fellow animators have commented that Glen’s rough, loose drawings seem bigger than the paper they’re drawn on. The power in his drawings is evident, even when the scale of movement is small. Glen recalled that key scenes of Beast allowing Belle to return to her father (Beauty and the Beast, 1991) were especially challenging to animate. Glen restrained from overanimating the movements, and instead kept them minimal.

“It was frustrating because I wanted to animate the incredible turmoil that’s going on inside the character, and there’s no action,” Glen explains. “All I could do was press harder on the pencil. It was one of those times where you want to crawl in there and be that character, but the only way you can express those intense emotions is by tilting an eyebrow or changing the shape of the corners of the mouth. It’s very delicate work—completely the opposite of what you’re feeling inside.”

Tomm, who later became friends with Glen adds, “The talk at Ballyfermot was massively influential for me. When I had lunch with him the other week, I’d been animating two characters boxing for the teaser trailer for my next film. I was looking at Glen’s line tests because I love how his animation looks like life drawing. That’s what really blew me away in his talk, because I loved life drawing as well. He talked about how central life drawing was to his practice. He was animating Tarzan, so everyone was super excited. We were all sitting on the floor, and he was animating live. It was really exciting, and it left a big impression.”

Glen’s memories of his presentation are more modest. “I inflicted myself on those students mercilessly,” he chuckles. “I talked for four hours straight, and they sat on the hardwood floor. There were no chairs. The room was jammed with all these students whose butts were totally numb.

“The roots of Cartoon Saloon were there, and it means a lot to me when they say how much it inspired them to do what they do,” he continues in a more serious tone. “I love that their work doesn’t look anything like mine! They weren’t inspired to try to draw like me—they were inspired to be themselves. I tried to tell them to take your inspiration from life and the world around you. I showed them a lot of my process of drawing people from everyday life and studying the past masters.

“You learn from studying animation, but you have to see yourself as an artist first, an artist who’s choosing to animate,” he concludes forcefully. “I spent a lot of time just challenging them to take their future in their hands, and I had no idea that it was going to result in Cartoon Saloon’s work. Don Bluth’s studio had recently disappeared. Where was the future of Irish animation going to go if it wasn’t with them?”

Tomm and his fellow artists found additional inspiration in Richard Williams’s flawed, unfinished fantasy masterpiece, The Thief and the Cobbler, which exists in many versions of completeness. “In my first year studying animation in Ballyfermot College, I started a deep dive into the lore of classical animation,” Tomm recalls. “One of my classmates had a VHS tape of the version of The Thief and the Cobbler that was released in South Africa [in 1993]. The good stuff really shone out, and I was blown away.

“When we started Cartoon Saloon, we were so nerdy that we would have Thief-watching parties: We’d drink and go over scenes frame by frame. The film was not classically structured, nor was it as character-focused as the Pixar films coming out at that time. The story is more of a hook for a series of elaborate set pieces, like The Jungle Book [1967] or Yellow Submarine [1968]. I was as impressed with the design and approach to film language as with the animation. I loved how it played with the rules of perspective.”
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Two stills from Richard Williams’s influential film The Thief and the Cobbler



Williams worked for decades on The Thief and the Cobbler epic, using his success as a commercial animator to help finance the feature.
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