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We always want to be open to countless possibilities at the beginning of a new year. 

We all look at the list of 2022’s movies and TV projects and hope that they all live 

up to or exceed our expectations. As a friend once pointed out, you only hope for a turkey 
on Thanksgiving and that’s if you’re not vegan. That’s why we start the year with this same 

spirit of optimism, hoping that all our animation expectations will be met and surpassed!

We are very pleased to kick off the new year with a beautiful cover story: The new Nex-

us/Netflix anthology The House is a rare art-

house-type stop-motion project that has major 

distribution at homes all around the world. So 

everyone can enjoy the eccentric, moody sto-

rylines and the exquisitely crafted animation, 

courtesy of its four festival circuit darling direc-

tors Emma De Swaef, Marc James Roels, Paloma 
Baeza and Niki Lindroth von Bahr. Our longtime 

contributor Ellen Wolff has done an excellent 

job of interviewing the anthology’s creative 

artists and offering a great behind-the-scenes 

look at this fascinating work.

January also brings the premiere of Cartoon 

Network’s new spinoff show, the charming We Baby Bears. Exec produced by Daniel Chong 

and Manny Hernandez, this welcome addition to the CN lineup has the makings of another 

pleasant, crowd-pleasing hit. We were fortunate enough to chat with the show’s artistic 

director Christina Chang and writer Mikey Heller, who gave us the inside scoop on the cub 

trio and their worldwide adventures.

Another eagerly anticipated show making its premiere this month is Prime Video’s The 

Legend of Vox Machina. Our frequent correspondent Tom McLean had the chance to inter-

view some of the talented creatives behind the fantasy show. The result is a wonderful 

snapshot of how Sam Riegel, Travis Willingham and the rest of the team at Critical Role 

and Titmouse turned a popular fantasy game into a beautifully mounted 2D-animated 

series. We can’t wait for die-hard genre fans to discover this early 2022 gem.

As we were closing the issue, we got word of the Annie Award nominees and the Oscar 
Shortlist selections in the animated shorts, VFX and music categories. We’ll be keeping a 

close eye on the awards race on our daily website, so make sure you get our e-newsletter 

to keep up with the wild twists and turns of the kudos season. No matter who ends up 

with the golden statuettes on the big night, we consider everyone a winner. Right? It has 

been a fantastic year in terms of high-quality animated projects all over the world. We’re 

just lucky to live at a time when the industry is thriving and everyone is doing so much 

good work. Now, if we could only do something about those darn COVID variants…!
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“Reporter: Does carrying your culture ever feel 

heavy?

Jorge: Yes, like a necklace of papayas.

Reporter: Interesting.”

— From Maya and the Three creator Jorge R. Gutierrez’s  

entertaining Facebook page!

Quote of the Month 

From the editor

Behind the scenes of The House

Don’t Let Us 
Down, ’22!
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“ILLUMINATION HITS ALL THE
 RIGHT NOTES WITH ‘SING 2.’” 
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Anime Ascension: “At the top of the tower exists everything in this world, and all of it can be yours. You can become 
a god.” … So opens the premise of Tower of God, the Crunchyroll Original adaptation of the popular WEBTOON tale 
about a girl named Rachel who climbed the tower in order to see the stars, and Bam, the boy who needed nothing 
but her. The complete series Blu-ray packs 13 episodes onto two discs in both English and Japanese audio, plus pro-
mos, trailers and an exclusive poster. Available Jan. 18. (WB, $45)

Stuff We Love

From Page to Monster Wrestling Ring: Climb over the ropes 
and prepare to get body slammed by the animation artistry 
behind Paramount’s new animated feature with Rumble: The 

Art and Making of the Movie. Featuring exclusive commentary 
from the creative team, plus a foreword written by voice star 

Terry Crews, this no-holds-
barred collection of sketches, 
concept art, storyboards and 
stills will give you captivating 
insights into the creative pro-
cess, guided by Noela Hueso 
(The Art of the Croods). (Titan 
Books, $40)

Puppets & Politics: Admirers of Central & 
Eastern European animation auteurs know 
there is a lot to unpack behind the strange-
ly powerful, beautiful and bizarre films of  
Trnka, Barta and Švankmajer. While audi-
ences may intuit the emotional themes, 
author Adam Whybray (Univ. of Suffolk) 
offers a deeper dive in The Art of Czech An-

imation: A History of Political Dissent and Allegory — billed as 
the first comprehensive English-language account of the 
national animation scene from the 1920s to the present, 
with an emphasis on the films’ unique philosophical tradi-
tion. Available Jan. 27. (Bloomsbury Academic, $40)

Gotta Catch ‘Em All! Celebrate 25 
years of Pokémon with the new 
Converse collection, featuring limit-
ed edition footwear and apparel for 
the whole family. Available from se-
lect int’l retailers now, on converse.
com U.S. Jan. 7. (Pictured: Poké Ball 
Chuck Taylor All Star.) 

Prism Pals: Inspired by Silly Sym-
phonies and ‘90s toon aesthetics, 
Rainbow Billy: The Curse of the Le-

viathan is a family-friendly, acces-
sible 2.5D adventure platformer 
which blends RPG, creature col-

lecting and puzzle elements as players help Billy return color to a 
monochrome world. Available on PlayStation 4, Xbox One, Steam 
and Nintendo Switch from Skybound Games.($30) 

Back in a Snap: Everyone’s favorite spooky family is back in a cursed cross-country adventure! MGM and BRON Cre-
ative’s The Addams Family 2 finds Morticia (Charlize Theron) and Gomez (Oscar Isaac) distraught by a growing distance 
from their growing children. So, they hit the road with Wednesday (Chloë Grace Moretz), Pugsley (Javon Walton), Uncle 
Fester (Nick Kroll) and the whole gang crammed in their haunted camper for one more miserable family vacation! Blu-
ray bonuses include the featurettes “We’re Altogether Addams,” “Courage to Be Kooky” and the “Road Trip Checklist.” 
Available Jan. 18. (SDS, $25)

Plus, IDW imprint Top Shelf has issued a 
200-page, full-color softcover Expanded 
Edition for Rob Harrell’s graphic novel 
Monster on the Hill, which inspired the 
movie. The story is set in a fantastical 
1860s England, where every township 
has its tourist-attracting monster — ex-
cept for Stoker-on-Avon. It’s up to an ec-
centric doctor and plucky street urchin to 
give their local dumpy demon a mon-
strous makeover! The re-release includes 
a new 10-page epilogue. ($20)

For the Spoiled Sidekick: NYC-based 
design/scent studio Joya has re-
imagined Illumination’s iconic 
characters as a chic limited-edi-
tion candle collection, Inner 

Minion. Available in Kevin 
($270), Stuart ($260) and Bob 
($250, pictured), the bees-
wax candle carries 
notes of jasmine, ce-
dar leaf, sweetwater, 
patchouli, amber, 
musk and a hint of 
banana. (hbx.com) ◆
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“SCALES NEW HEIGHTS.
Exquisitely designed and crafted.”

“GORGEOUSLY ANIMATED.
SUBLIME.”

“THE BEST ANIMATED FEATURE OF THE YEAR.”

F O R  YO U R  C O N S I D E R AT I O N

BEST ANIMATED FEATURE
ANIMATION IS  F I LM 

FESTIVAL

OPENING NIGHT 2021

W I N N E R
COLCOA
AMERICAN 

STUDENTS AWARDBEST INDIE FEATURE

N O M I N E E

ANNIE 
AWARDS
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To get your company’s events and products listed in this monthly calendar, please e-mail edit@animationmagazine.net.

February Animation Planner

1 Oscars nomination voting ends! Get your 

ballot in by 5 p.m. PT.

4 Prime Video hopes to roll a nat 20 with 
adult fantasy toon The Legend of Vox 

Machina, from Critical Role and Titmouse. 

In theaters, stellar FX shine in Roland 

Emmerich’s new thriller Moonfall, starring 

Halle Berry, Patrick Wilson and John Bradley.

8 The big day is here: the Oscar Nomina-

tions Announcement! 

11 Jazz Age glamour and exotic 
Egyptian locales are digitally recreated in 

Death on the Nile from 20th Century, directed 

by and starring Kenneth Branaugh as 

Hercule Poirot. 

14 Happy Valentine’s Day! Or as we like 

to call it, Discount Chocolates Sale Eve. 

18 Naughty Dog’s Uncharted game gets 

a feature film prequel from Venom director 

Ruben Fleischer and Sony. 

22 The creative 

breadth and scope of 

skills across all 

corners of animation 

are celebrated at the 

49th Annie Awards 

tonight at UCLA’s 
Royce Hall. 

[annieawards.org]

25 Set sail for historical adventure 

with Vikings: Valhalla on Netflix. VFX 
inspiration can also be found in the second 

seasons of Raising Dion (Netflix), Raised by 

Wolves (HBO Max) and Star Trek: Picard 

(Paramount+) this month.
Across the pond, the 
41st Anima festival kicks 

off a fab hybrid program, 

featuring a new Queer 

Stories program, the 

return of Pingu to the 
big screen and the new 

Panique! movie, The 

Summer Holidays. 

[animafestival.be]

26 Awards season rolls on with the 
PGA Awards and NAACP Image Awards 

tonight. (Try not to overdo it with the 
champagne toasts if you want to catch 

the SAG Awards tomorrow!)

28 While the date hasn’t been 

announced at print time, The Proud 

Family: Louder and Prouder brings 

Penny and her iconic clan back on 
Disney+ in February! 

Anima ‘22 poster © Pieter De 
Poortere / De Hofleveranciers

Death on the Nile

Uncharted

The Legend of Vox Machina

Bob’s Burgers (20th Television)
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Always Accepting Quality Consignments in 40+ Categories 
Immediate Cash Advances Available 
1.5 Million+ Online Bidder-Members

More than 1,500 lots of vintage Disney Animation Art, Storybook 

Art, Disney Goes to War Art,  Animators’ Maquettes, Disneyland 

and Disneyana lots…and even more all things Disney!

Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (1937) 
Snow White, Bashful, Happy, and Dopey Production 
Cel on Master Production Background 
Estimate: $7,500 - $10,000

Robin Hood (1973) 
Prince John and Rhino Guards Pan Production Cel 
on Key Master Background 
Estimate: $5,000 - $7,500

INQUIRIES: 877-HERITAGE (437-4824) 

Jim Lentz 
ext. 1991 | JimL@HA.com

To order a catalog, please go to HA.com/Catalogs

ANIMATION ART  
Signature® Auctions

The Art of Disney’s Robin  
Hood & All Things Disney!
February 4-7

Disneyland - The Auction!
March 4-6

See 1,500+ Lots and Bid at HA.com/7268

Bidding Opens January 17, 2022!

Our largest Disney Theme Park Auction ever!  More than 

1,000 lots of Disney Theme Park Ride Cars, Attraction 

Posters, Props, Rare Ephemera, Costumes, Signs, and 

so much more!

See 1,000+ Lots and Bid at HA.com/7258

Bidding Opens February 14, 2022!
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In Memoriam

In Memoriam
Remembering the Animation & VFX Greats We Lost Last Year

I
n 2021, we bid farewell to many talented men 

and women who brightened our world with 

their contributions to the world of animation 

and visual effects. We honor their memory on 

these pages, celebrate their many accomplish-

ments and are forever grateful to them for mak-

ing our world such a better place. We are grateful 

to the wonderful Tom Sito, who produces the Af-

ternoon of Remembrance each year to celebrate 

and honor the lives of those who gave so much to 

our community and the world at large. The Ani-
mation Guild’s annual event is scheduled for Sat-

urday, February 5 at noon PST on Zoom. An up-

dating tribute page can be  found at 

animationmagazine.net.

Edwin E. Aguilar. Animator, character layout artist 
and assistant director on The Simpsons, who be-

gan his career at Graz Entertainment and Han-

na-Barbera (working with Chuck Jones on Warner. 
Bros. shorts). He also worked on The Oblongs and 

The Simpsons Movie. Died April 10, age 46.

Jack Angel. Voice actor best known for his work 

on shows such as The Transformers, Super Friends 

(Hawkman, The Flash, Super Samurai), The Smurfs, 

Scooby-Doo and Scrappy-Doo, Spider-Man, Pole Po-

sition and Voltron: Defender of the Universe and 

movies such as Beauty and the Beast, Aladdin, The 

Iron Giant, Spirited Away and Monsters, Inc. Died 

Oct. 19, age 90.

Ed Asner. Seven-time Emmy-winning actor best 

known for his role as Lou Grant in The Mary Tyler 

Moore Show and voicing Carl in Pixar’s Oscar-win-

ning Up. His many voice credits include Animani-

acs, The Simpsons, Family Guy, Johnny Bravo, King of 

the Hill, The Boondocks, Hercules,  Gargoyles, Freak-

azoid!,  Batman: The Animated Series,  Spi-

der-Man, Captain Planet and the Planeteers, Super-

man/Batman: Apocalypse, SpongeBob 

SquarePants, American Dad! and Central Park. Died 

Aug. 29, age 91.

Dale Baer. Long-time Disney animator whose 

credits at the studio include Robin Hood, Winnie 

the Pooh and Tigger Too, The Rescuers, Mickey’s 

Christmas Carol, The Black Cauldron, The Lion King, 

Tarzan, The Emperor’s New Groove, Treasure Planet, 

The Princess and the Frog and Winnie the Pooh 

(Owl). He also worked on Lord of the Rings, Who 

Framed Roger Rabbit, Tom and Jerry: Willy Wonka 

and the Chocolate Factory and the upcoming The 

Bob’s Burgers Movie. Died Jan. 15, age 70.

Brenda Banks. One of the first Black women to 
become a professional animator, she worked on 

Ralph Bakshi’s Coonskin, The Lord of the Rings, 

Wizards and Fire and Ice. Other credits include 

Heathcliff, Daffy Duck’s Movie: Fantastic Island, The 

Smurfs, The 13 Ghosts of Scooby-Doo, The Duxor-

cist, Jetsons: The Movie, Tom & Jerry Kids and This 

Is America, Charlie Brown. Banks also worked as 

character layout artist on The Simpsons and King 

of the Hill. Died Dec. 30, 2020; age 71.

Bob Baker. BAFTA-winning British TV and film 
writer, who co-wrote Aardman Animations’ The 

Wrong Trousers, A Close Shave, A Matter of Loaf and 

Death and Wallace & Gromit: The Curse of the 

Were-Rabbit with Nick Park. He also wrote for the 
Dr. Who series and created the show’s K-9 charac-

ter, which went on to have its own series. Died 

Nov. 3, age 82.

Noreen Beasley. Character designer and rough 

in-betweener who worked on Foofur, The Centuri-

ons, The Rescuers Down Under, Beauty and the 

Beast, Aladdin, The Lion King, The Goofy Movie, The 

Hunchback of Notre Dame, Hercules, Tarzan, Atlantis 

and Treasure Planet. Died July 22.

Ned Beatty. Oscar-nominated actor best known 

for his roles in Deliverance, Network, Superman 

and Hear My Song and to Pixar fans as the voice 
of pink teddy bear Lotso in Toy Story 3. Died June 

13, age 83.

Vinnie Bell. Talented animator whose 50-year ca-

reer spanned everything from Terrytoons shorts, 

to ’80s The Berenstain Bears specials to 21st cen-

tury adult comedy  Harvey Birdman. The Deputy 

Dawg Show, Mighty Mouse, The Old Man and the 

Flower, Dig, The MAD Magazine TV Special, Michael 

Sporn’s Nightingale, The Lizzie McGuire Movie and 

SNL’s TV Funhouse are among his many credits. 

Died Feb. 1, age 89. 

Giannalberto Bendazzi. Italian journalist, author 

Ruthie Tompson David DePatie Cloris LeachmanCloris Leachman

Dave CreekDave Creek Will RyanWill Ryan
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and animation scholar who wrote Cartoons: One 

Hundred Years of Cinema Animation and Anima-

tion: A World History, co-founded the Society for 

Animation Studies and was the recipient of the 
Award for Outstanding Achievement in Anima-

tion Theory from the  Animafest Zagreb and the 
2016 ASIFA Lifetime Achievement Award. Died 
Dec. 14, age 75.

Val Bettin. Voice actor who was featured in The 

Great Mouse Detective (Dr. David Dawson), The Re-

turn of Jafar (The Sultan) and Shrek (Bishop) as 
well as shows such as Hercules, Gargoyles and 

Pepper Ann. Died Jan. 7, age 97.

Jamie Kezlarian Bolio. Animator and marketing/
consultancy pro who launched campaigns for in-

die features such as The Secret of Kells, The Tale of 

the Princess Kaguya and Song of the Sea and rep-

resented acclaimed Irish studio Cartoon Saloon 

and NFB shorts. A former board member of AS-

IFA-Hollywood, she worked as a clean-up artist/
assistant animator on  Rocko’s Modern Life, An 

American Tale: Fievel Goes West, We’re Back! A Di-

nosaur’s Tale, The Lion King, Pocahontas, The 

Hunchback of Notre Dame, Hercules, Mulan, Tarzan 

and Fantasia 2000 and was assistant animator on 

The Illusionist. Died Aug. 29, age 54.

Richard Bowman. Prolific animation director, su-

pervising animator and sheet timer, who worked 

consistently for the past five decades. Among his 
numerous TV credits: X-Men: The Animated Series, 

The Simpsons, Muppet Babies, The Addams Family, 

Captain Planet and the Planeteers, The Tick, Beetho-

ven, Aeon Flux, Men in Black: The Series, Sponge-

Bob SquarePants, Danny Phantom, Doctor Strange 

and My Friends Tigger & Pooh. His final credit was 
sheet timer on 2021’s The Loud House Movie. Died 

March 19, age 70.

Allan Burns. Oscar-nominated writer/producer (A 

Little Romance) and one of the creators of The 

Mary Tyler Moore Show. His wide range of writing 

credits include The Bullwinkle Show, Rhoda, Lou 

Grant, The Munsters, He and She, Get Smart and 

Fractured Flickers. Died Jan. 20, age 85.

Peter R. Brown. Character designer, overseas ani-

mation supervisor and effects animator, who 

worked on shows such as Recess, As Told by Ginger, 

Lilo & Stitch: The Series and Family Guy and mov-

ies such as FernGully: The Last Rainforest, All Dogs 

Go to Heaven 2, A Goofy Movie and Space Jam. Died 

Aug. 12. 

Ron Campbell. Animator, illustrator and director 
best known for The Beatles cartoon and Yellow 

Submarine. From the 1960s, he worked  on a wide 
variety of TV series and movies including Cool 

McCool, The Scooby and Scrappy-Doo Puppy Hour, 

The Flintstones, Pac-Man, The Jetsons, Ghostbusters, 

Bionic Six, The Snorks, The Smurfs, DuckTales, Dark-

wing Duck, Aaahh!!! Real Monsters, Rugrats, Rocket 

Power and Stuart Little. Died Jan. 22, age 81.

Sam Cornell. Storyboard artist (The Rugrats Movie, 

George of the Jungle), producer (Hollywood Dog) 
and writer/director (The New 3 Stooges) who also 

worked on Jetsons: The Movie, Mickey’s 60th Birth-

day, The Hugga Bunch, Donald Duck’s 50th Birthday, 

Shinbone Alley and Twilight Zone: The Movie. Died 

May 1, age 82.

Dave Creek. Character designer on Bob’s Burgers, 

Central Park, The Great North, Brickleberry and 

Happiness Is a Warm Blanket, Charlie Brown (lay-

out). Died Jan. 7 from injuries sustained in a sky-

diving accident, age 43.

David DePatie. Emmy- and Oscar-winning pro-

ducer, co-founder of DePatie-Freleng Enterprises 
and exec producer at Warner Bros. Cartoons and 

Marvel. Produced numerous Pink Panther shorts 
with Friz Freleng, including the Oscar-winning 

The Pink Phink and the Oscar-nominated The Pink 

Blueprint as well as the Emmy-winning special 

Halloween Is Grinch Night. TV credits include The 

Pink Panther Show, Spider-Man, Daffy Duck’s Easter 

Show, The Charmkins, G.I. Joe, The Incredible Hulk, 

Spider-Man and His Amazing Friend and Pink Pan-

ther and Sons. Died Sept. 23, age 91

Jacques Drouin. Canadian animator and director 

most known for his pinscreen animation and Na-

tional Film Board of Canada projects. Imprints, A 

Hunting Lesson, Mindscape, NightAngel and The 

Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse are among his 

best-loved work. Died Aug. 28, age 78.

Don Duga. Layout/storyboard artist who worked 

on TV shows (Sesame Street, The Puzzle Place) and 
movies (The Last Unicorn), specials (Santa Claus Is 

Comin’ to Town) and shorts (Dream Bike, How to Dig 

a Hole to the Other Side of the World). Died May 31, 
age 87.

Chris Duncan. Background artist and matte paint-

er who worked at Bento Box, Digital Domain and 

Warner Bros. Animation. Osmosis Jones, Ender’s 

Game, The SpongeBob SquarePants Movie, Anima-

niacs, Pinky and the Brain, I Am Weasel, Detention, 

Johnny Bravo, Ozzy & Drix, Loonatics Unleashed 

and The Great North were among the many shows 

and movies he worked on. Died Nov. 10, age 58.

Mira Furlan. Croatian actress who starred as Sil-

ver Sable in Spider-Man: The Animated Series, Ba-

bette in Arcane, Delen in Babylon 5 and Danielle 

Rousseau in Lost. Died Jan. 20 from complications 

Yasuo Otsuka Thea White

Ed AsnerEd Asner

Marc Wilmore Dale BaerDale Baer

Don DugaDon Duga
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from West Nile virus, age 64. 

Sean Gallimore. Assistant animator and cleanup 
animator who worked on The Lion King, Tarzan, 

Fantasia 2000, Atlantis: The Lost Empire, Looney 

Tunes: Back in Action, Treasure Planet, Mary Pop-

pins Returns and Space Jam: A New Legacy. Died 

Oct. 20, age 56.

Myrna Gibbs. Ink and paint artist who began her 

career working on Disney’s Sleeping Beauty. Cred-

its include The Flintstones, The Pink Panther, Bugs 

Bunny’s Looney Christmas Tales, Spider-Woman, 

The Transformers: The Movie, My Little Pony: The 

Movie, The Transformers, Cathy’s Valentine and This 

Is America, Charlie Brown. Died Sept. 28.

Troy Gustafson. Visual effects animator who 

worked on Aladdin, Pocahontas, The Hunchback of 

Notre Dame, Mulan, Lilo & Stitch and Brother Bear. 

Died Sept. 23, age 59.

Billie Hayes. Versatile character actress best 

known for playing Witchipoo in  H.R. Pufnstuf and 

Weenie the Genie on Lidsville. Animation lovers 
know her as Orgoch (The Black Cauldron),  Granny 
Whammy (DarkWing Duck), Mother Mae-Eye (Teen 

Titans Go!), Mrs. Neederlander (Transformers: Res-

cue Bots) and many other guest voices. Died April 
29, age 96.

Ángel Izquierdo. Spanish animation veteran who 

directed the features Dragon Hill and The Adven-

tures of Don Quixote and worked on series such as 

Yogi’s Space Race, The Super Globetrotters, The Char-

lie Brown and Snoopy Show, Mystery Museum, Mia 

and Me and movies such as Asterix in America, As-

terix versus Caesar, The Magic Cube and Pippi Long-

stockings. He co-founded the animation studio Mili-

metros with Antonio Zurera in 1982. Died Feb. 1.

Marcell Jankovics. Hungarian graphic artist, film 
director, animator and author who earned an Os-

car nomination for his 1974 short Sisyphus and a 

Palme d’Or for the 1977 short The Struggle. Other 

works include the feature film Son of the White 

Mare, A Hungarian Fairy Tale and The Tragedy of 

Man. Died May 29, age 79.

Olivier Jean-Marie. French animator and show 

creator best known for writing and directing nu-

merous animated series and features at Xilam 

Studios, including Oggy and the Cockroaches, 

Space Goofs and the feature Go West: A Lucky Luke 

Adventure. His most recent venture was the the 

new Mr. Magoo animated series. Died May 13, age 
60, after a long battle with cancer.

Don Jurwich. Writer-director-producer at Han-

na-Barbera and Marvel Productions who pro-

duced and directed Scooby-Doo, The Superfriends, 

Captain Caveman, Richie Rich, Fonz and the Happy 

Days Gang, directed Spiderman and His Amazing 

Friends, produced 85 half-hour episodes of G.I. Joe 

along with the Real American Hero miniseries and 

G.I. Joe: The Movie. Other credits include Road 

Runner, The Pink Panther, Rocky and Bullwinkle, The 

Flintstones, George of the Jungle, The New Yogi Bear 

Show, Tom & Jerry Kids, The Smurfs and the movie 

Heavy Metal. Died July 13, age 87.

Linda Kahn. Children’s TV executive for more 

than 40 years at Nickelodeon, Nick at Nite, MTV 
Networks and Scholastic who helped launch 

shows such as Ren & Stimpy, Rugrats, Goosebumps, 

Clifford the Big Red Dog, Maya & Miguel and Word-

Girl onto the global market. Died Aug. 30, age 72.

Osamu Kobayashi. Japanese animator, illustrator, 

designer and animation director primarily known 

for BECK: Mongolian Chop Squad and Paradise 

Kiss, and directing episodes of Gurren Lagann and 

Dororo. Also directed avant-garde shorts and mu-

sic videos for Studio 4°C . Died April 17, age 57, of 
kidney cancer.

Cloris Leachman. Beloved Oscar- and seven-time 

Emmy-winning actress, best known for her roles 

in The Last Picture Show, High Anxiety, Young Fran-

kenstein, The Mary Tyler Moore Show, Phyllis and 

Malcolm in the Middle. She also provided the 

voice of Gran in The Croods movies, Hool in Elena 

of Avalor, Meryl in Bob’s Burgers, Granny Goodness 

in Justice League Action, Dr. Doofenshmirtz’s 

Mom  in Phineas and Ferb, and old Marceline in 

Adventure Time, among others. Died Jan. 27, age 
94.

Fred Ladd (Laderman). Pioneering anime produc-

er who helped distribute popular Japanese shows 

such as Astro Boy, Gigantor, Kimba the White Lion 

and Sailor Moon to the U.S. He also wrote the 
book Astro Boy and Anime Come to the Americas. 

Died Aug. 3, age 94.

Gary Leib. Acclaimed cartoonist, musician and an-

imator who contributed animated and VFX se-

quences for features such as American Splendor, 

Love God, Happy Accidents, American Ultra, Happi-

ness and Prime. He also created a network ID spot 

for MTV, contributed to the Cartoon Sushi series 

and directed the shorts Unnatural History of Wall 

Street and Coffee Nerves New York. Died March 19, 

age 65.

Roy Naisbitt. Master layout artist who worked on 

Who Framed Roger Rabbit, Balto and Space Jam 

Jessica Walter

George SegalGeorge Segal

Jamie Kezlarian Bolio

Mira Furlan

Billie Hayes Ed AguilarEd Aguilar
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and was art director on Richard Williams’ The 

Thief and the Cobbler. He also worked as anima-

tion artist on 2001: A Space Odyssey and anima-

tor/production supervisor on the 1971 special A 

Christmas Carol. Died April 25, age 90. 

Keiko Nobumoto. Japanese writer of acclaimed 

anime series and movies Cowboy Bebop, Tokyo 

Godfathers, Macross Plus, Cowboy Bebop: Knockin’ 

on Heaven’s Door and the TV/OVA series Wolf ’s 

Rain. She also contributed scripts to Carole & 

Tuesday, Samurai Champloo and Space Dandy and 

was scenario supervisor for Kingdom Hearts. Died 

Dec. 1, age 57, after a battle with esophageal can-

cer.

Yasuo Otsuka. Groundbreaking animator and di-

rector at Toei Animation, TMS and Studio Ghibli 
who directed the feature Lupin the 3rd: The Mys-

tery of Mamo and worked on influential projects 
such as Magic Boy, The White Snake Enchantress, 

Future Boy Conan, Lupin III: The Castle of Cagliostro 

and Hols: Prince of the Sun. Hayao Miyazaki and 

Isao Takahata were among his mentors. Died 

March 15, age 89.

Vera Pacheco. Animation clean-up artist, part of 
the original Don Bluth studio team and later Dis-

ney. Her long list of credits includes Pete’s Dragon, 

The Secret of NIMH, An American Tail, Beauty and 

the Beast (Belle), The Lion King, Hercules and Mary 

Poppins Returns. She also provided the voice of 

Princess Daphne in Dragon’s Lair. Born Vera Law, 

she was previously married to FX animator Dorse 

Lanpher (d. 2011) and then to writer Jim Pacheco. 
Died Dec. 11 from pancreatic cancer.  

Theresa Plummer-Andrews. Hugely Influential 
children’s TV industry exec, best known for exec 

producing top-quality shows such as Bob the 

Builder, Noddy, The Animals of Farthing Wood, Fire-

man Sam and Postman Pat during her two de-

cades at the BBC. She also did consulting work 

for shows such as Elias: The Little Rescue Boat, 

Cyber Group Studios’ Zou and DQ Ent.’s The Jungle 

Book. Died Aug. 31, age 77.

Kathleen Quaife-Hodge. Prolific effects animator 
who worked on features such as An American Tale, 

The Land Before Time, Bill & Ted’s Excellent Adven-

ture, All Dogs Go to Heaven, The Abyss, FernGully: 

The Last Rainforest, Tom and Jerry: The Movie, The 

Hunchback of Notre Dame, Pocahontas, Tarzan and 

Osmosis Jones, the short Pups of Liberty and TV 

shows such as The Proud Family, Hey Arnold!, In-

vader ZIM and The Mummy. Died Oct. 5, age 64.

David Richardson. Prolific writer, producer and 
Humanitas Prize winner who wrote for The Simp-

sons, Malcolm in the Middle, Two and a Half Men 

and F Is for Family. Died Jan. 18, age 65, of heart 
failure.

Marlene Robinson May. Animation director, su-

pervisor and sheet timer who worked on over a 

hundred shows and movies, including Alvin and 

the Chipmunks, DuckTales, Goof Troop, Darkwing 

Duck, Sonic the Hedgehog, Captain Planet and the 

Planeteers, Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, Duckman, 

X-Men: The Animated Series, CatDog, SpongeBob 

SquarePants, The Powerpuff Girls, Rugrats, Veggie 

Tales,  Thomas & Friends and Ed, Edd ‘n Eddy. Died 

Oct. 22, age 82.

Mitch Rochon. Animator, director and sheet timer 
who worked on over 70 projects in a career span-

ning six decades, from Raggedy Ann & Andy: A Mu-

sical Adventure (1977) to Central Park (2021). 

Among the many shows he worked on are: Duck-

Tales, The New Adventures of Winnie the Pooh, Chip 

‘n’ Dale: Rescue Rangers, Goof Troop, Aladdin, Gar-

goyles, 101 Dalmatians: The Series, Hercules, Cat-

Dog, Special Agent Oso, Avengers Assemble and 

Phineas and Ferb, for which he received an Emmy 

nomination in 2012. Died Feb. 17, age 72.

Fernando Ruiz Álvarez. Often referred to as the 

father of Mexican animation, he was the co-direc-

tor of the country’s first animated movie, the 
1976 title Los Tres Reyes Magos (The Three Kings) 

and The Adventures of Oliver Twist (1987). He was 
also an animation assistant on Disney’s The 

Sword in the Stone, directed the TV shows Los Tel-

erines and La Bruja Chiriloca and voiced the char-

acter Bosley in the Mexican dub of Charlie’s An-

gels. Died Aug. 21, age 79, due to a heart attack.

Will Ryan. Voice actor, singer-songwriter and au-

thor best known for playing Willie the Giant and 

Peg-Leg Pete in several Disney projects as well as 
Petrie in The Land Before Time. A one-time presi-
dent of ASIFA, Ryan lent his voice to Mickey’s 

Christmas Carol, G.I. Joe, Dumbo’s Circus, DuckTales, 

The Smurfs, The Adventures of Gummi Bears, An 

American Tail, The Little Mermaid, Garfield and 
Friends, The Twisted Tales of Felix the Cat, Courage 

the Cowardly Dog, Thumbelina, A Troll in Central 

Park, Rock-A-Doodle, Looney Tunes: Back in Action, 

Family Guy, Wonder Showzen and Mickey Mouse 

Funhouse, among others. He was also a writer/

consulting producer for The Wubbulous World of 

Dr. Seuss which earned him an Emmy nomination. 
Died Nov. 19, age 72, from cancer. 

George Segal. Oscar-nominated actor (Who’s 

Afraid of Viriginia Woolf?), acclaimed for his come-

dic roles in sitcoms and movies such as Where’s 

Bob Baker

Peanuts background art by 

Dean Spille Alan ShortAlan Short

Marlene Robinson May Tuck Tucker Donald JurwichDonald Jurwich
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Poppa and A Touch of Class, Just Shoot Me! and The 

Goldbergs. Animation voice-over credits included 
The Real Adventures of Jonny Quest, Dinotopia: 

Quest for the Ruby Sunstone, Scooby-Doo! Mystery 

Inc., American Dad!, The Simpsons and The Tale of 

the Princess Kaguya. Died March 23, age 87, of 
complications from a bypass surgery.

Alan Short. British senior animator, co-director 

and supervising animator who co-directed the TV 

series Watership Down, was senior animator on 

Wildlife on One, Predators and The Dinosaur Hunt-

ers (for which he won a BAFTA) and senior super-
vising animator on Aardman Animations’ 2011 
movie Arthur Christmas (for which he also voiced 
an elf). A former head of CG at Aardman, Short 
also wrote and directed the 2010 short Fly. Died 

Nov. 2020, age 62.

Paul Soles. Canadian actor and TV personality, 

best known for voicing Hermey in Rudolph the 

Red-Nosed Reindeer (1964). His voice could be 
heard on numerous animated shows and movies 

through the past few decades, including Iron Man, 

Captain America, Hulk, Spider-Man, Redwall, Mr. 

Meaty, Scaredy Squirrel, Mysticons and Wishfart (as 
Santa Claus). Died May 26, age 90.  

Dean Spille. Artist, layout supervisor and back-

ground color stylist who worked on A Charlie 

Brown Christmas; It’s the Great Pumpkin, Charlie 

Brown; Snoopy Come Home and numerous other 

Peanuts specials through the decades. (He was 
known as the official background artist for the 
specials.) Other credits include Garfield and 
Friends, Bucky O’Hare and the Toad Wars, Babar 

Comes to America, Frosty Returns, Two Daddies? 

and Cathy’s Valentine. Died age 94.

Robert ‘Bob’ Stanton. Prominent background artist 
and art director who worked on Disney’s The Little 

Mermaid, Aladdin, The Lion King, Mulan, Lilo & 

Stitch and Rescuers Down Under at Disney. He was 

also a background artist on BraveStarr, Alvin & the 

Chipmunks, Quack Pack, Histeria!, Rescuers Down 

Under, The Christmas Tree and Digimon and direct-

ed the short John Henry. Died Aug. 13, age 60.

Ruthie Tompson. Animation pioneer and Disney 
Legend who began her career as a painter in the 

Ink & Paint Department working on Lonesome 

Ghosts (1937) and Snow White and the Seven 

Dwarfs. She worked on many animated classics 

included Bambi, Dumbo, Peter Pan, Lady and the 

Tramp, Fantasia, Sleeping Beauty, Popeye the Sailor, 

Mary Poppins, The Aristocats, Robin Hood, Winnie 

the Pooh and Tigger Too, The Rescuers and The Lord 

of the Rings. Died Oct. 10, age 111.

Macario ‘Mac’ Torres. Animator, storyboard artist 
and effects artist who worked on features such as 

Who Framed Roger Rabbit?, Ghostbusters, Jetsons: 

The Movie, The Chipmunks: Rockin’ Through the De-

cades and series such as Gargoyles, Teenage Mu-

tant Ninja Turtles, Dino Babies and Tutenstein. Died 

Feb. 1, age 67, from Parkinson’s Disease.

William ‘Tuck’ Tucker. Writer, director and story-

board artist who worked on a wide variety of 

shows during the past 30 years, including The 

Simpsons, The Ren & Stimpy Show, Rugrats, 

SpongeBob SquarePants, Hey Arnold!, The Fairly 

OddParents, Aaahh!!! Real Monsters, Drawn Togeth-

er, The Mighty B!, Camp Lazlo, Duckman and All Hail 

King Julien. Died Dec. 22, 2020, age 59.

Francis ‘Chick’ Vennera.  Actor, dancer and musi-
cian best known for his roles in Thank God It’s 

Friday and Vega$, who also voiced Ferret on Static 

Shock, Pesto on Animaniacs and Pinky and the 

Brain, Lorenzo in The Real Adventures of Jonny 

Quest and Sam on Foofur. Died July 7, age 74.

Jessica Walter. Emmy-winning stage, screen and 

voice-over actress who starred in Ironside, Amy 

Prentiss, Play Misty for Me, The Flamingo Kid and 

Arrested Development (as Lucille Bluth). Anima-

tion fans will always treasure her brilliant vocal 

performance as Malory on Archer, as well as her 

star turns in Wildfire, Dinosaurs, Star vs. The Forces 
of Evil, The Magic School Bus, Scooby-Doo! Mystery 

Inc., Justice League Action and Harley Quinn. Died 

March 24, age 80.

Thea White. Actress, best remembered as the 
voice of the kind-hearted farmwife Muriel Bagge 

on Courage the Cowardly Dog. Died July 30, age 81, 
of cancer.

Marc Wilmore. Emmy-winning writer, producer, 

actor and comedian who was a writer and per-

former for shows such as In Living Color, The PJs, 

The Simpsons and F Is for Family. He was a 10-

time Primetime Emmy Award nominee and win-

ner of an NAACP Image Award. Died Jan. 30, age 
57 from COVID-19 and complications from an 
earlier kidney transplant. 

Eiichi Yamamoto.  Japanese film director and 
writer who directed Osamu Tezuka’s Animerama 

series. He was an animator and episode director 

for Astro Boy and directed Kimba the Lion, Jungle 

Emperor Leo, A Thousand and One Nights, Cleopatra 

and Belladonna of Sadness. He helmed the Wan-

sa-jun TV anime and supervised the original 

Space Battleship Yamato and Urotsukidoji: Legend 

of the Overfiend OVA. Died Sept. 7, age 88.

Phil Young. Longtime Disney animator who be-

gan his feature work at the studio with The Fox 

and the Hound (1981) and went on to work on 
movies such as The Great Mouse Detective, The Lit-

tle Mermaid, Rescuers Down Under, Beauty and the 

Beast, Aladdin, The Lion King, Hunchback of Notre 

Dame, Mulan, Tarzan, Fantasia 2000 and The Em-

peror’s New Groove. He also worked on Dream-

Works’ Sinbad: Legend of the Seven Seas and War-

ner Bros.’ Looney Tunes: Back in Action. Died May 

27, age 80.  ◆
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A 
stop-motion trilogy about the surreal 

events in a single house over many years 

may seem ironically apt for this pandem-

ic era, when people have been sequestered at 

home for so long. That irony isn’t lost on Char-

lotte Bavasso, the co-founder & CEO of Nexus 

Studios and producer of the eagerly anticipated 

Netflix anthology The House. “We’ve had many 

conversations about that over the months as 

you can imagine,” she admits.

Netflix envisioned The House as a dark adult 

comedy, and Nexus collaborated with four 

stop-motion artists who regularly have earned 

honors on the indie animation scene. The first 
chapter is from Belgium’s Emma de Swaef and 

Marc Roels, whose signature wool-crafted pup-

pets peopled their 2012 short Oh Willy… and 

2018 Annecy-winning project This Magnificent 
Cake! Chapter two comes from Sweden’s Niki 

Lindroth von Bahr, also an Annecy winner 
whose animal/human characters are the enig-

matic stars of her stop-motion shorts Bath 

House (2014), The Burden (2017) and Something 

to Remember (2019). The trilogy’s closer is by 

London-based actress/director Paloma Baeza, 
whose BAFTA Award-winning short Poles Apart 

had previously prompted Nexus Studios to be-

gin development of a series based on her polar 

bear characters.

The collaboration between Nexus and this 

diverse group of artists began with what 

Bavasso calls “a huge brainstorming session.” 

Fortunately, this occurred before the pandem-

ic lockdowns began. “We invited them to Lon-

don, and they came up with stories that fit in 
different eras of The House,” she explains. “The 

story by Marc and Emma takes place in the 

early 19th century, while Niki’s story explores 

what is happening now, and Paloma’s story is 
set in the near future. It was important that 

each maintained their individuality in their 

characters and in the look of their films. The 

follies unfolding in The House are fantastic.” 

Raising the Residence
The house itself, which takes shape before 

our eyes during the opening piece by Marc 

Roels and Emma de Swaef , was the handi-

work of production designer Alexandra Walk-

er, whose many credits include Tim Burton’s 

Frankenweenie. “Alex did an amazing job of 
making a general design for the three films, 
and then elaborating our chapter’s specific 
style,” says de Swaef. “Our house is a maze 

that expands and changes all the time.” 

The pair’s eerie tale follows a poor family 

as it succumbs to the temptations of a myste-

rious benefactor, a choice that places two 

young children in peril. The filmmakers’ wooly 
characters, with their beady eyes reflecting 

Tactile Trilogy
The	creative	team	behind	the	new	Nexus/Netflix	stop-motion	anthology	The House give us a special tour of their project.

By Ellen Wolff

‘Adult animation seems to have been confined largely to 2D 

comedies. We’re proud to have given extraordinarily talented 

stop-motion directors a platform they’ve never had before.’

— Producer Charlotte Bavasso
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flickering lights, makes the gothic horror of 
the piece especially poignant. “It’s always 

tricky to animate humans in stop motion,” 

notes de Swaef. “For us, the key to avoiding 

the uncanny valley is to stay very stylized and 

slightly naïve in the designs of the puppets. 

We like to focus on good posing and elabo-

rate finger movements, and otherwise keep-

ing the acting very pared down.”

A prime challenge for the directing duo, 
known as Marc & Emma — as well as for their 

fellow indie animation directors — was work-

ing with the dialogue penned by Irish play-

wright Enda Walsh, whose accolades include a 

Tony Award for the Once stage musical. “Work-

ing with Enda was incredibly inspiring,” recalls 

Roels. “Up until this film, we’d written every-

thing ourselves, so it was refreshing to hear 

how someone with no knowledge of stop-mo-

tion would approach our style. His particular 

sense of humor really meshed well with ours, 

and he wasn’t afraid to take the story to dark 

and interesting places.”

Bavasso explains that because the chapters in 

The House had no narrative connections, it was 

essential that Nexus find a writer to tie them to-

gether into a 96-minute experience. “The direc-

tors wrote detailed story outlines, and then Enda 

collaborated with each to develop their dialogue. 

It was definitely new for them.” 
You can really hear the wordsmith’s influ-

ence in the colloquial language of the very con-

temporary second chapter, directed by Niki Lin-

droth von Bahr. Her protagonist is a real estate 

developer who’s desperate to renovate and sell 

the now rickety house, and who becomes in-

creasingly unnerved by an insect infestation 

and an oddball parade of potential home buy-

ers. While the characters move like humans, 

they have the heads of mice. The director ex-

plains, “As the developer is put under more and 
more pressure, he’s regressing into the animal 

that he actually is.”  Her inspirations are very 

telling — including David Lynch’s Lost Highway, 

another film in which a relaxed atmosphere de-

volves into a nightmare. 

The central, silent character is “The House” 

itself — a modern mess, defying the property 

developer’s frantic efforts to attract up-

per-class buyers. “I work with quite lengthy 

scenes that allow you to really take in the sur-

roundings,” von Bahr explains. “I collaborated 

with the art director Nicklas Nilsson, who 

worked with me on The Burden.” She admits 

they had fun creating the house’s lavish inte-

riors, spending hours of research watching 

reality shows such as MTV Cribs and Keeping 

Up with the Kardashians!  

The state of the building only gets worse in 

the series’ closing chapter, directed by Paloma 
Baeza. Set in the not-too-distant future, Bae-

za’s story reveals that the house is slowly 

drowning in rising waters wrought by climate 

change. Its current owner, a humanlike feline, 

has subdivided The House into apartments. 

She makes hopeless efforts to restore the 

structure, even as her tenants prepare to 

move out. Paloma Baeza says, “She has an ab-

surd inability to see what’s right in front of 

her. Her blinkered obsession with restoring 

the house in the face of the extreme circum-

stances surrounding her can be seen as a 

metaphor for our own reluctance to face diffi-

cult changes in life.”

One of these tenants is memorably voiced 

by Helena Bonham Carter, who previously 

worked with Baeza on Poles Apart. “I was so 

delighted that Helena wanted to collaborate 

again,” says the director, who has extensive 

acting credits herself. They were lucky enough 

to schedule in-person recording sessions be-

tween COVID lockdowns instead of recording 

remotely, which was a relief. “I’m very hands-

on when working with actors in voice ses-

sions,” admits Baeza. “Coming from an acting 

background, I guess it’s my comfort zone.”

Fortunately, the Nexus animation crews were 

also able to work within pandemic protocols 

and collaborate with the directors on set during 

their shoots. They were then able to return 

‘For us, the key to avoiding the uncanny valley is to stay very stylized and 

slightly naïve in the designs of the puppets.’ 

— Director Emma de Swaef

Fantastic Four: The trilogy’s directors, from 

Left, Emma De Swaef, Marc James Roels, Paloma 
Baeza and Niki Lindroth von Bahr

Welcome to 

the Dollhouse:  

Chapter Two 

centers on 

a property 

developer who 

finds the home 

has unexpected 

guests, while 

Chapter Three 

centers on a 

landlady trying 
her best to 

restore the home 

in a future world.
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home and continue collaborating via remote 

sessions. Bavasso notes, “Nexus was really run-

ning three productions at the same time. We 

had a clever schedule in place, where we effec-

tively had two crews moving from one film to 
another, while the third film was happening in 
parallel. We had around 300 people working 
over 20 weeks for each film.” Of course, it helped 
that line producer Angela Poschet had previ-
ously worked on Tim Burton’s Frankenweenie 

and Wes Anderson’s Isle of Dogs. “These direc-

tors were not used to working with large pro-

duction crews —  though I’m not sure they’ll 

ever go back now!” says Bavasso.

 Von Bahr confesses that she initially was 

nervous about participating in such an ‘up-

scale’ production, where she couldn’t be hands-

on for the fabrication of her puppets and sets. 

“My previous films were basically only me in a 
basement. The Nexus team made this project a 

lot easier — and much more fun — than I ex-

pected. It’s simpler to be brave creatively when 

you have good backup, and you don’t need to 

solve all the problems yourself. My story was 

unusual, and 

I’m thankful 

Netflix allowed 
me to tell it ex-

actly the way I 

wanted.”

Roels, who’s 

known for the 

e x p r e s s i v e 

lighting on his 

films with de 
Swaef, recalls, 

“We had a bit 

of trepidation 

about working 

with a cine-

matographer 

for the first time. It was a huge relief that our 
director of photography Malcolm Hadley was 

such a great collaborator who immediately 

understood our methods and quirks, and still 

managed to enhance the whole thing. Our 

one big demand was that everything — as 

much as possible — be done in-camera.  That 

usually means avoiding a lot of things that 

normally make life easier, like greenscreens 

and digital compositing.” 

This requirement made it especially chal-

lenging to animate the crackling fires that 
were prevalent in this period piece. Hadley 

and animation director Tobias Fouracre devel-

oped a ‘flame look’ by combining light effects 
and replacement tufts of wool. As de Swaef 
remarks, “They became so expert that by the 

end we were looking forward to the fire shots.”  

Dancing Bugs and CG Mist
However, the Nexus crew did employ some 

significant digital effects in the second and 
third chapters of The House. Von Bahr had envi-

sioned a comical way of depicting the bug in-

festation plaguing the house — so Nexus used 

digital effects to choreograph dozens of bugs 

dancing in Busby Berkeley style. Then, Baeza’s 

story required literally drowning the house, so 

several scenes were shot against greenscreen. 

As she explains, “We had the challenge of creat-
ing water, but we also had mist. Because I want-

ed a particular sense of ‘reality’ — despite the 

surreal nature of the world — we used a mix-

ture of techniques which were seamlessly 

merged by our great visual effects team. For the 

water, we shot some stop-motion elements in 

camera, using glass and hair gel, which were 

then manipulated, re-sized and composited 

with other live-action elements. The mist is a 

mixture of live-action elements (with altered 
frame rates) and our own CG-generated mist.”

As she looks back on the experience of pro-

ducing the challenging project, Bavasso 

thinks that the unusual format makes it stand 

out from other anthologies. “Adult animation 
seems to have been confined largely to 2D 
comedies. We’re proud to have given extraor-

dinarily talented stop-motion directors a plat-

form they’ve never had before. The incredible 

reach of Netflix means their work will be ac-

cessible to 220 million people.”

The directors themselves admit they don’t 

know what reactions to expect when The 

House begins streaming in January  After years 
of working in stop-motion solitude in Stock-

holm, von Bahr says, ”It’s still a very demand-

ing and expensive kind of animation. It’s al-

most impossible to make a living from it in 

Sweden, especially when working on the adult 

scene. Hopefully, The House will spark some 

new interest in this ancient —  and pretty bon-

kers — art form!” ◆

The House	 premieres	 globally	 on	 Netflix	 on	
January 14.

‘My previous films were basically only me in a 

basement. The Nexus team made this project a lot 

easier — and much more fun — than I expected.’ 

— Director Niki Lindroth von Bahr

Handled with Care: Around 300 
people worked on each film for 20 

weeks at Nexus Studios.
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Cute Cubs in Search of a Home
Cartoon Network’s whimsical prequel series We Baby Bears begins its imaginative journey.

By Ramin Zahed

W
hat better way to start a brand new 

year than diving into the charming 

world of We Baby Bears, the new Car-

toon Network series which offers a deep dive into 

the world of junior versions of Grizz, Panda and Ice 
Bear? Executive produced by original We Bare 

Bears creator Daniel Chong and Manny Hernan-

dez, the series is a prequel of sorts to the CN hit 

which ran for four seasons from July 2015 thru 

May 2019 and concluded with a feature-length 

outing in 2020. The new show’s creative director 

Christina Chang and writer Mikey Heller were kind 

enough to give us an insider view of the clever 

new production, which finds the mini-bears ex-

ploring new worlds with their magical box!

“I was a storyboard artist and revisionist on We 

Bare Bears, working with Manny as my director all 

the way from 2015 to the show’s movie finale,” 
Chang tells us. “After the show ended, Manny hit 
me up and asked if I wanted to take the next step 

and direct, and eventually be creative director.”

Heller was writing for the original show. “I’ve 

been writing for Bears in some form or another for 

over seven years!” he says. “So I was already there 

when we transitioned from wrapping up the We 

Bare Bears movie to We Baby Bears. This new show 

is completely different.  While the characters are 

the same, we’re playing with a different continuity 

where the baby bears go on magical adventures in 

different fantastical worlds. It’s different tonally, 

too. We really pumped up the adventure, the ac-

tion and the visual language of the show. It gets 

bananas!”

A World of Color

The visual style is also different. As Chang ex-
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plains, “The 

style is defi-

nitely a leap 

towards an-

ime! The plac-

es they visit 

are also cer-

tainly differ-

ent from We 

Bare Bears, where it was mostly the cave and parts 

of San Francisco. Now, the entire universe is the 

baby bears’ oyster, as they travel around in their 

magical, shooting-star-powered box.”

The show’s animation is produced by Rough 

Draft and Saerom in Korea, who use 2D tools for 

the actual animation. “On our end, the storyboard 

artists all board digitally in Toon Boom, and de-

signers use Photoshop,” explains Chang. 
Heller says one of the reasons he loves writing 

for both the previous show and this new prequel 

is that the characters feel very real to him. “I love 

Grizz, Panda and Ice Bear, and I’m very lucky that 
thinking about three funny bears and their silly 

adventures is my full-time job!”

Gotta Catch ‘em All!
According to Chang, one thing the entire crew 

responded to was Pokémon. “We drew a lot of in-

spiration for character antics and expressions 

from Pokémon,” she recalls. “The bears go to so 

many fantastical and even alien worlds, but hon-

estly our art team pulls a lot of references from 

life, peppering motifs throughout the episodes.”

One of the design challenges is the push for 

consistency. “We’re all just big fans of anime, and 

having been allowed to pursue it finally, it’s like 
suddenly having too many options for dessert,” 

says Chang.

For the writers, coming up with all the new set-

tings for the protagonists was also a bit of a puz-

zle. “With each episode, there’s a whole new world, 

with its rules, its own look, its own characters,” 

explains Heller. “It was daunting at first but after a 
while we really started to find our groove.”

When asked about the secret behind the char-

acters’ global popularity, Heller responds, “They’re 

so relatable! Whether you’re down to party like 

Grizz, an emotional time bomb like Panda or in 
your own world like Ice Bear, I think people really 

see themselves in these characters. And they are 
cute. I know that’s a big factor for people.”

“I think people are drawn to bears because they 

feel like mascots, with their distinct personalities 

and how they deal with relatable issues surround-

ing social media,” offers Chang, who mentions Bry-

an Konietzko and Michael Dante DiMartino (Ava-

tar: The Last Airbender), Mari Okada, Mamoru 
Hosoda, Joaquim Dos Santos and Domee Shi as 

some of her favorite creators. “On top of that, 

they’re just cute!”

Heller, who counts Chong, Hernandez and Mike 

and Matt Chapman (the creators of Homestar Run-

ner) as his animation idols, says he hopes audienc-

es enjoy seeing a version of the bears that get into 

situations they’d never get into in the old series. 

“It’s a new take on the show and I think that can 

be so much fun,” he notes. “And most of all, the 
designs, artwork and storyboards for this show are 

truly remarkable. I hope people pause and take a 

minute to admire the incredible work people put 

into these episodes.”

Chang agrees. “I hope the audience has fun!” 

she says. “Especially maybe spotting some hidden 

Easter eggs, but also resonating with some of the 

lessons the bears learn along the way, as they 

meet new friends, handle conflict and navigate 
different situations around the new worlds.” ◆

We Baby Bears airs two new episodes each Mon-

day in January at 7 p.m. on Cartoon Network.

Young and Lovable: Exec produced 

by Daniel Chong and Manny 

Hernandez, We Baby Bears features 

the voices of Connor Andrade, 
Amari McCoy and Max Mitchell as 

Grizz, Panda and Ice Bear.

Career Advice from 
Christina & Mikey!

Christina: “Be humble. Embrace and be 

true to what you love — whether that be 

a certain style, or aspect of animation 

like designs, boarding, color, environ-

ments — and learning the foundations 

that go into them. I really like this one 

quote about luck: it’s when preparation 

meets opportunity. You can prepare 

through art school just as much as with 

other resources like community college, 

and online classes.” 

Mikey: “Make stuff and share it! The 

more you make the better you’ll get. The 

more you share, the more you’ll connect 

with others and learn from your com-

munity.”

Mikey Heller

Christina Chang
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He’s Ready to Rumble!
DreamWorks	veteran	Hamish	Grieve	on	his	experiences	as	a	first-time	feature	director	

on Paramount’s big monster-wrestling movie.

T
he new CG-animated feature Rumble is 

finally ready to entertain audiences on 
Paramount+. Directed by DreamWorks 

Animation veteran Hamish Grieve, the movie 
is very loosely based on Rob Harrell’s 2013 
graphic novel Monster on the Hill. In this adap-

tation, a young girl seeks to succeed as a man-

ager of giant monsters who are stars of popu-

lar wrestling spectacles.

We had the chance to speak with Grieve 

about the much-anticipated project, which is 

produced by Paramount Animation, WWE Stu-

dios, Walden Media and Reel FX Animation 
and features the voices of Will Arnett,  Terry 
Crews,  Geraldine Viswanathan,  Roman 
Reigns, Tony Danza, Becky Lynch, Susan Kele-

chi Watson,  Stephen A. Smith,  Jimmy Ta-

tro and Ben Schwartz.
“This world has its own rules, so we wanted 

to introduce the audience to these characters 

they have never seen before,” says Grieve, who 

was head of story on Captain Underpants: The 

First Epic Movie and Rise of the Guardians and 

story artist on Shrek 2, Shrek the Third and 

Monsters vs. Aliens. “We have these giant kaiju 

beasts with fully rounded personalities that 

take part in a sport that no one has ever seen 

before. So, our job was to make this world 

seem familiar in parts, but also make it feel 

special as well. We added an art deco vibe to 

the film’s architecture.”

He adds, “The other big challenge was deal-

ing with the scale of these enormous charac-

ters and creating a world they could exist in, 

but also felt that this world was made for 

them. We wanted to push the color and not 

make it feel like your typical animated film 
where every color is on screen all the time. We 

wanted to have a sort of Roger Deakins Blade 

Runner feel to it, with very strong color and 

visual choices in the cinematography as well.”

Helming a Giant Project
Grieve, who started his career as a story-

board artist, says he is proud of his first big 
assignment as a feature director. “It’s my first 
shot, and I guess you can say this is my first 

‘I guess you can say my whole life has been research, in a 

way. That was the dream of a 12-year-old boy. That’s why I 

drew — to design the creatures in Star Wars.”

— Director Hamish Grieve
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adopted child! The process of making the film 
was so much fun. I loved being surrounded by 

so many talented people, and that we were 

able to create an environment that we be-

lieved in what we were doing. It felt like a re-

ally great creative experience. It’s a fun, big 

spectacle type of a movie, and people seem to 

be responding to the theme at the heart of it. 

While the film might seem familiar in the be-

ginning, then we start to subvert the expecta-

tions. I guess it’s about figuring where you’re 
coming from and where you’re heading.”

The U.K.-born director says he was always 
thinking about monsters and giant creatures 

at an early age. “I guess you can say my whole 

life has been research in a way,” says Grieve. 

“That was the dream of a 12-year-old boy. 

That’s why I drew — to design the creatures in 

Star Wars. My first job in America was design-

ing a lot of monsters for a strange videogame 

company.”

Grieve says he had to take a deep dive into 

the world of wrestling as he was recruited by 

Paramount to helm the movie. “I was able to 
learn a lot from Becky Lynch about the be-

hind-the-scenes stuff of wrestling quite early 

on,” he recalls. “When I was growing up, the 

wrestling scene in England wasn’t very im-

pressive. They showed it on TV, and it was the 

saddest thing you’d ever seen. The two big 

stars were Big Daddy and Giant 

Haystacks — these two mid-

dle-aged men who just slammed 

each other. Then I became aware 

of World Wrestling Federation 

[now WWE] and stars like Hulk Ho-

gan, The Undertaker and Andre the 
Giant. I had to get up to speed, and 

pretty quickly I became a big fan as 

I researched all the big moves and the classic 

matches on YouTube.”

Interestingly enough, Grieve never dreamed 

of directing animated features when he was 

growing up. “Here’s the strange thing,” he says. 

“I always drew as a kid growing up in London, 

but at the time, I never thought there would 

be any opportunities to turn that into a career. 

I didn’t even know you could go to school for 

animation, so I did English and film studies. 
My dad [Andrew Grieve] is a director of high-
end British TV series [Poirot, Horatio Horn-

blower, Wire in the Blood] and he started to use 

me to do some storyboards for his projects. 

Then, when I came to America, I was working 
on videogames and met some people at 

DreamWorks, and the videogame company 

went bankrupt. So I gave my portfolio to some 

friends at DreamWorks and they gave me a 

shot as a junior storyboard artist on a movie 

— which happened to be Shrek 2. That’s when 

I realized that was what I was born to do! It 

was all very serendipitous.”

Grieve also hopes that although the movie 

made its premiere on the Paramount+ stream-

ing service, audiences will one day be able to 

enjoy it on the big screen. “Yes, we were defi-

nitely hoping to get the movie on screen. I am 

interested to see what the future holds for the 

movie. I mean, we shot it in widescreen. Some-

where there is an insane Dolby Atmos audio mix 
and a real (stereoscopic) 3-D version. I think I 
might be the only person to have seen that in 

the entire world. I hope one day, I’ll be able to 

sit down and put my 3-D glasses on and catch 
that version in a theater with audiences.”

Adapting to a New Era
Looking back at the whole Rumble filmmak-

ing experience, Grieve says he feels grateful 

that they were about two-thirds of the way 

through the project when the pandemic hit 

and they had to adapt to the new work-at-

home model. “Fortunately, I already had a lot 

of time with the voice actors,” he mentions. 

“Then, we had to switch over to doing Zoom 

meetings and shipping mikes all over the 

country and having actors record in closets. 

Animation allowed us to keep working. Thank 
goodness that we’re in a medium that we can 

all work from home — as much as I love being 

around people and enjoyed the collaborative 

and improvisational environment of the stu-

dios. A movie like Shrek 2 was made in the sto-

ryboards like that. I’m worried a bit about that 

experience going away. But, then, if I’m going 

to do 300 panels, I can always do that from my 
house, and then go for walks when I’m done!”

Grieve says he is quite optimistic about the 

future of animation. “I think maybe there is a 

great version of a studio that serves as a cre-

ative hub where you can all go when you need 

to do the grind,” he offers. “There’s this giant 

demand for the medium and new content, and 

I hope that we figure out a way to make more 
interesting stuff and tell different, creative 

stories.”  ◆

Rumble is now streaming on Paramount+. 

Ruling the Ring: The team at Reel FX help 
bring the likable wrestling monsters of 

Paramount’s Rumble to animated life. Terry 
Crews voices Tentacular, a shark-headed, 

tentacled monster who is the reigning 
wrestling champion.
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Ten Questions for

Jennifer Kluska
The director of Hotel Transylvania: Transformania discusses her new Sony Pictures Animation movie and career as an artist.

A
nimation veteran Jennifer Kluska has 

had a remarkable and eclectic career 

over the past two decades, since she 

landed a job as a story artist on DreamWorks’ 

Bee Movie after graduating from Canada’s 

Sheridan College. She has been supervising 

director and producer on DC Super Hero Girls, 

director on Wild Kratts and a story artist for 

Cloudy with a Chance of Meatballs 2, Smurfs: 

The Lost Village and Hotel Transylvania 2 & 3. 

Her first feature directing gig, Hotel Transylva-

nia: Transformia (which she directed with Der-
ek Drymon), premieres on Amazon Prime Vid-

eo this month. We had a chance to chat with 

Kluska about her career as part of a special 

Ottawa International Animation Festival pro-

gram. Here is what she told us:

Animation Magazine: So, congrats on your 

movie	finally	arriving	on	screens	this	month.	
Can you tell us a little about this fourth Hotel 

Transylvania feature outing?

Jennifer Kluska: It was really a great experi-

ence. I mean, I had directed TV before, but ob-

viously a feature is a very different beast. But 

the one great thing is working with Genndy 

Tartakovsky. He comes from that TV model of 

being very decisive, where sometimes the first 
idea is often the best idea. So, I think having a 

strong background in TV really helped, espe-

cially with the pandemic and our tight sched-

ule. We started in mid to late 2019, so we defi-

nitely had to deliver the movie in less than 

two years. We did the Monster Pets short as a 

dry run for the movie, so that helped us.

What is it like to work with an animation au-

teur like Genndy?

The great thing about Genndy is that he total-

ly knows what he wants. He has it all in his 

head. Boarding with Genndy was always super 

fun and super easy. He has this wealth of 

knowledge about the Hotel Transylvania world 

and what the rules are for the world. He’s very 

much the creator, so I had a lot of freedom 

there. It was awesome. Also, if you look at all 
the movies that Genndy has done, every single 

one has pushed the technology even further.

How	did	you	first	get	into	the	industry?
I went to school for animation at Sheridan Col-

lege, and then right from there I got a job at the 

DreamWorks story internship program and sort 

of got into boarding right from there. I’ve been 

boarding since and sort of took a track that a 

lot of people do from boards to directing. But I 

still mostly think of myself as a story artist.

Did you always know you wanted to get into 

animation?  

I was always obsessed with animation, even 

past the point where most kids grow out of it. 

But I guess it didn’t occur to me that it was a 

real job, that people actually made these 

movies. I sort of didn’t think of it as a realistic 

option back then. I sort of assumed that I was 

going to get into law or economics — some-

thing very serious where you had to wear real 

pants. But the closer I got to graduating, the 

more I thought that I wanted to do something 

else. I just sort of applied to art school as a 

lark to see just what happened. And I got in, 
and that was that!

Jennifer Kluska
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How	did	you	land	your	first	job	at	DreamWorks	
once you graduated from Sheridan? 

It was sort of an internship program where 

you worked on basically a film or an idea that 
they had abandoned. So, you kind of got to 

work with people at the studio who became 

your mentors. I got to work with Toby Shelton 

and other amazing artists — that was back in 

the day when everything was drawing by hand 

and painting and writing your dialog. From 

there, you sort of graduated onto a produc-

tion. So, I ended up working on Bee Movie, and 

later a very early iteration of How to Train Your 

Dragon.

Your career is also interesting in that you 

moved easily from features to TV shows and 

back.

I think back then people would tend to sort of 

stay in TV or features. I think there was less 

migration back and forth. Today, TV and 

streaming have gotten more ambitious. But 

I’ve been bouncing back and forth mainly be-

cause that’s one of the joys of being Canadian: 

My U.S. work visa expired and I came back and 
worked on Canadian TV, and then went to 

Sony Pictures Animation.

OK, can you tell us what makes this fourth Ho-

tel Transylvania movie stand out?

What I like about this movie is that it is so 

different by design. The whole premise is that 

the monsters become humans and Johnny be-

comes a monster. What was really exciting 

about it was honestly just the nuts and bolts 

logistics of how you take these characters 

who are really beloved and familiar and make 

them different but recognizable. That was all 

the way through the design process.

We really thought about how we can ex-

plore what is interesting about these charac-

ters.  The animation style in Hotel T is so spe-

cific and Drac is really known for these 
beautiful sort of shapes, but he can’t do that 

as a human. So, our goal was to create a de-

sign where he still felt like Drac, but we could 

really explore all the fun of him being this 

weird, knobbly guy who wears these short 

shorts with bony knees: Everything is de-

signed to make it as awkward as possible. 

Meanwhile, Johnny goes the opposite where 

he’s like a rubber hose character, and they kind 

of switch positions.

Do you have any favorite scenes in the movie? 

OK, so this may be slightly spoiler-y, but I real-

ly like a lot of what happens in Act III: There’s 
a situation where they’re looking for a crystal 

and they end up in sort of this crystal laby-

rinth, and we get to play with reflections and 
shapes, which was so much fun, especially 

with these super cartoony characters. 

What do you think makes the Hotel Transylva-

nia movies so popular with fans? 

I think what’s great about them is that it takes 

on this big idea, which is taking these recog-

nizable classic monsters and having them liv-

ing in our world. It allows the storytelling to 

be quite ‘small’ and very relatable, which I 

think is great. They all deal with (usually inter-
generational) family issues that I think are 
super relatable. They translate so well all over 

the world. They are also just really funny, 

there’s just so much great physicality. Having 

all this slapstick fun, playing with shapes and 

designs and breaking the rules and not trying 

to be realistic has been great. 

Do you have any animation career advice to 

share? 

Well, animation has always been a narrative 

industry. It’s about telling a story. So, when I 

look at portfolios, I’m always looking for a 

strong point of view. Every character, prop, lo-

cation and design is going to be in service to 

a larger narrative. So what I’m saying is to find 
what you love about animation and embrace 

it — even if it’s ridiculous or weird. Because 

what’s going to make you attractive to studios 

is your point of view and your ability to com-

municate that. 

Also, I think people who work in animation 
are the absolute best people you are going to 

meet. They love the industry. So reach out for 

help for advice. A lot of people are going to be 
busy and they might not get back to you. But 

just as often you’d be surprised with how sup-

portive and kind they can be. Look into men-

torship programs and organizations like Wom-

en in Animation — often, all it takes to get your 
foot in the door is for the right person at the 

right time to remember who you are! ◆

Sony Pictures Animation’s Hotel Transylvania: 

Transformania premieres on Prime Video  on 

January 14.

Monster Mayhem: A new invention changes Drac and his friends into humans and Johnny into a 
monster in Hotel Transylvania: Transformania, which premieres on Prime Video this month.



Features

 www.animationmagazine.net     24                        february 22

Feature 
Animation 
Faces the 

Music
Industry’s top composers dis-

cuss how they created the music 

for some of the year’s biggest 

animated features.

By Michael Mallory

I
f the 90-plus-year relationship between an-

imation and music can be described as a 

marriage, 2021 might have been its belated 

honeymoon. It is hard to think of another year 

where music played such an intrinsic role 

across the board in animated features. And if 
the year’s slate of films was a championship 
series, its MVP might be Lin-Manuel Miranda, 
whose songs are driving forces behind both 

Walt Disney Animation Studios’ Encanto and 

Sony Pictures Animation’s Vivo. 

For Encanto, composer Germaine Franco 

worked in and around the songs. “Lin-Manuel 

had most of the songs written by the time I 

was on board, and I would work with picture 

and orchestrate to the animation,” says Fran-

co, whose animation resume includes songs 

for the 2017 hit Coco. Because of the pan-

demic, she collaborated with Miranda 

through Zoom connections; the two did not 
actually meet until the premiere. 

Since the film is set in a magical village in 
Colombia, Franco heavily researched the 

music of that country. “We did a session on-

line with a group of Colombian vocalists,” 

she says, “and we also got [singer/actor] Car-

los Vives’s accordion player, Christian Camilo 

Peña, to come to my studio and record sever-
al cues while they were playing at the Holly-

wood Bowl.” Franco sought out many region-

al instruments as well, including a marimba 

de chonta, which is made only in Colombia, a 

special kind of guitar called a bandola and a 

harp called the arpa llanera. 

Masked Musicians Only 
Unfortunately, COVID protocols prevented 

her from assembling an entire orchestra to-

gether at one time. “We were not allowed to 

have strings in the same room as winds,” she 

explains. “The biggest ensemble I had all to-

gether was strings, and harp and piano could 

be in the same room, people who could all 

wear a mask. That required a lot of editing to 

get the performances to sound like one en-

semble.”

Tony-winning Broadway music arranger and 

orchestrator Alex Lacamoire made his debut 
as a solo feature film composer with Vivo, 

‘We weren’t allowed to have strings in the same room as 

winds. The biggest ensemble I had all together was strings, and 

harp and piano could be in the same room, people who 

could all wear a mask’

— Encanto composer Germaine Franco

Encanto

Vivo

Alex Lacamoire
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though it was anything but his first association 
with Lin-Manuel Miranda (who also voiced the 
film’s title character and executive produced in 
addition to providing the songs). Lacamoire 
previously worked with him on both In the 

Heights and Hamilton. The score for Vivo, which 

is set in Cuba and Florida, reflects the musical 
influences of each location and the composer 
used a variety of Cuban instruments, notably a 

Batá drum and a three-string guitar known as 

a tres. “You hear the tres often as a motif for 

Andrés, the central character,” Lacamoire says, 
“and you hear the Batá drum for a lot of the 

chase scenes with the snake [when Vivo and 

Gabi are lost in the Everglades].”

One of the more distinctive sounds in the 

film is the street organ played by Andrés, 
which sounds like a calliope but was created 

by something even rarer these days. “There is 

a fabulous film composer in Los Angeles 
named Nate Barr and he actually renovated a 

Wurlitzer organ from the Fox Studio Lot,” Laca-

moire says. “I sent him the music digitally and 

he recorded it and sent it back.”

Like Franco and Lacamoire, Dan Romer, the 

composer of Pixar’s Luca, also focused on the 

musical sound of a particular country, this time 

Italy. “I submerged myself in Italian pop music, 

old and new, and also film score music from 
Italy,” Romer says. “I listened to almost nothing 

but Italian music for the months leading up to 

starting Luca.” Working closely with the film’s 
Italian-born director Enrico Casarosa in re-

searching the music, Romer states that the 

challenge was not going overboard. “We didn’t 

want a straight-up Italian score, but we also 

didn’t want an electronic synth score that had 

nothing to do with Italy.” He adds that the de-

cision to use a smaller orchestral sound was 

an attempt to recreate the sound of classic 

Italian film scores by the likes of Nino Rota and 
Ennio Morricone. “We used a smaller orchestra 

and added accordion, guitar, mandolin and 

hand percussion that you would find in more 
traditional Italian folk songs and pop bands.”

Songs in the Key of Pop
For Illumination and Universal Pictures’ 

Sing 2, songs are in a sense the raison d’être for 

the picture. But since nearly all of them are 

classic tunes covered by the characters, score 

composer Joby Talbot was unable to borrow 

themes and motifs from them to segue in and 

out. “The only song I quoted was the new one 

written by U2 for the end of the film,” he says. 
That led to the challenge of connecting the 

songs with orchestral music, while still sup-

porting the story both in its “real-life” scenes 

as well as its theatrically staged numbers. “I 

come out of one song and do a ton of action, 

and then go straight into another song,” Talbot 

explains. “You have to make people not notice 

how hard you’re working when you start in 

one key, end in another key, while in the mean-

time tell a whole bunch of exciting storytell-

ing, and then effortlessly hand it over to a 

song by a totally different songwriter from a 

totally different era.”

For the overall score of Sing 2, Talbot says 

writer/director Garth Jennings wanted a big, 

old-school, Golden Age of Hollywood sound. 
“The very opening fanfare wouldn’t be out of 

place in a sword-and-sandals epic of the 

1960s,” he states. 
Recognizable songs and motifs also feature 

prominently through the music for DreamWorks 

Animation’s The Boss Baby: Family Business, 

which like its predecessor The Boss Baby (2016) 
was scored by Steve Mazzaro. “On the first one 
[director] Tom McGrath had [Irving Berlin’s] 

‘Cheek to Cheek’ at the beginning,” Mazzaro 

says. “That set up the tone of where we wanted 

to go with the songs, and for Boss Baby: Family 

Business we wanted to keep in that same vein. 

There were some people who wanted new pop 

songs, but we stuck to our guns and said, ‘These 

are great songs and artists.’”

‘I submerged myself in Italian pop music, old and new, and also 

film score music from Italy. I listened to almost nothing but 
Italian music for the months leading up to the project.’

— Luca composer Dan Romer

Luca

Sing 2

Joby Talbot
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The Boss Baby: Family Business starts with 

former babies Tim and Ted in their 30s. For the 
scenes in which they are adults (prior to re-

verting magically back to childhood), Mazzaro 
“aged” some of the character themes he creat-

ed for the first film. “When Ted enters on the 
helicopter, he gets a very adult, grand en-

trance,” he says. “But in a way, Tim never really 

grew up, so he never really gets his grown up 

version. Once they turn into babies again, we 

took the orchestrations back to the way we 

had them in the first one.” The composer also 
created original character themes for new 

characters Tabitha and Tina, co-wrote an orig-

inal song, “The Global Warming Song,” and 

even managed to slip in some audio Easter 

eggs from earlier DreamWorks animated films 
Madagascar and Spirit: Stallion of the Cimarron. 

And unlike some animated features produced 
over the last couple years, Mazzaro had a com-

plete orchestra at his disposal, in London — 

but because of travel restrictions could not be 

there with them, relying on Skype to commu-

nicate with the conductor.

Sounds of Exile

Of this year’s plethora of Oscar-mentioned 

animated features, the most unusual is Flee, 

distributed by Neon, an animated documenta-

ry from Denmark that tells the story of an Af-
ghan refugee who relates his traumatic story 

for the first time to his lover. While it is a true 
story, animation is employed to mask the real 

refugee’s identity with the pseudonymous 

character ‘Amin.’ 
The protagonist’s audio recordings and a 

rough animatic were the starting points for 

Swedish composer Uno Helmersson, who spe-

cializes in documentary films, to commence 
work on the film. “I listened a lot to Amin’s 
voice and how he phrased things,” Helmerson 

says. “I had this idea to manifest his feelings 

and his agony musically, describing with mu-

sic the things he doesn’t say.” 

Helmersson, who worked on the picture on 

and off for nearly two years, says he combined 

individual sounds with orchestration, and 

even moments of silence, to “collect the col-

ors” of a film. “The violin is one color. Playing 

rhythm on a piano is another color. The first 
track in the film, called ‘What Is Home?’  [has] 
voices singing and a cello playing a line, and 

then a violin playing a quicker line, and a 

string quartet playing chords, so there are all 

these layers of sound and waves of emotion. If 

you look at a painting, at first you just see an 
image of something, and then when you start 

to really investigate it, you see all these colors 

together that create the image. That was the 

idea of the build-up of the music, all these 

colors that put together the image of Amin’s 
emotional journey.”

The heightened importance of music in an-

imation also serves to heighten the challenge 

for the composer. “In animation there is no 

‘vamp-till-ready,’” Joby Talbot points out. “Ev-

ery bar has got to show you the point-of-view 

of the character, the emotions, and explain 

subconsciously what kind of narrative you’re 

talking about.” 

Creating the perfect sounds, it turns out, 

isn’t as simple as it sounds. ◆

Michael Mallory is an award-winning journal-

ist and author who is a frequent contributor to 

Animation Magazine. He is the author of Uni-

versal Studios Monsters: A Legacy of Horror 

(2021,	updated	edition)	and	the	novel Ebenezer 

Scrooge and the Battle for Christmas  (which	
he’d love to sell to an animation studio).

‘I listened a lot to Amin’s voice and how he phrased things. I 

had this idea to manifest his feelings and his agony musically, 

describing with music the things he doesn’t say.’

— Flee composer Uno Helmersson

Flee

The Boss Baby: 

Family Business

Steve Mazzaro
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F O R  Y O U R  C O N S I D E R A T I O N

B E S T  A N I M A T E D  S H O R T  F I L M

A film by REZA RIAHI, The Musician is set during the attack of  

the Mongols when a young musician and the love of his life are painfully  

separated from one other. Fifty years later, he is summoned to perform  

at the castle of the Mongols where his beloved is being held.
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Thrilling Tales of Exandria!
Critical Role and Titmouse’s The Legend of Vox Machina is ready to cast its fantasy spell on Prime Video.

By Tom McLean

I
t started, appropriately, with a roll of the dice.

A group of voice actors gathered a few years 
back to have a good time and play some Dun-

geons & Dragons. Calling themselves Critical Role, 

they live-streamed their friendly match on Twitch, 

generating in the process a fanbase, known as 

“Critters,” enthralled with the lengthy campaign 

and the characters created to populate it. The 

group soon launched a Kickstarter campaign to 

adapt the characters to animation for a half-hour 

special titled The Legend of Vox Machina, raising a 

record $11.4 million in 45 days. 
And now, having partnered with Amazon Stu-

dios and Titmouse, The Legend of Vox Machina  

arrives January 28 as an adult-oriented animated 
series on Amazon Prime Video, with the first of 
24 episodes spanning two seasons. The fantasy-
themed series follows a band of misfits who take 
on a quest to save the realm of Exandria from 

dark magical forces in return for funds to pay off 

their ever-mounting bar tab.

The series stars Critical Role founders and cast 

members Laura Bailey (The Last of Us: Part II), 
Taliesin Jaffe (Final Fantasy XIV), Ashley Johnson 
(The Last of Us), Liam O’Brien (Star Wars: The Bad 

Batch), Matthew Mercer (Overwatch), Marisha Ray 
(Final Fantasy XV), Sam Riegel (Teenage Mutant Nin-

ja Turtles) and Travis Willingham (Marvel’s Aveng-

ers). The  cast also serves as executive producers 
alongside three-time Emmy nominee Brandon 

Auman (Star Wars: Resistance) and Chris Prynoski 
(Metalocalypse), president & owner of Titmouse. 

Music to Elf Ears

Heading up the project for Critical Role are 

Riegel and Willingham. The latter says Amazon’s 
commitment to their vision of Vox Machina as a 

show for adults helped seal the deal: “Their num-

ber one priority was making sure that the Crit-

ters felt like they were getting the show that they 

funded, and so that was music to our ears.”

Like their love of D&D, the Critical Role crew 

has deep affection for the Saturday morning car-

toons of their youth and anime. Both became in-

fluences on how they wanted the animated show 
to work. “We are kids of the ’70s and ’80s, and 
there were shows that just spoke to us,” says Will-

ingham, citing Thundercats, G.I. Joe, Silverhawks 

and Transformers. “Most of us come from a little 

bit of an anime background, as well. We do the 

English dubbing for anime projects — so, we’ve 

seen the visceral action, the incredible stylings 

that come out of those projects.”

That mix of styles was a real challenge, says 

supervising director Sung Jin Ahn. “Saturday 
morning cartoons for adults,” he says. ”That kind 

of encompasses the type of story they want to tell 

and really gave us a wide gamut.”

Finding the right look for the characters was an-

other major challenge, especially after having seen 

so many fan art interpretations, Willingham says. A 
chance encounter on a flight to the 2018 New York 
Comic Con, though, put Willingham in touch with 

veteran character designer Phil Bourassa. 

”I said: ‘Would you be interested to take a shot 

at some of these characters? We’re developing 

an animated series, and your style is kind of like 

what I have floating around in my head,’” he says. 
“And the first stuff that he sent over — Sam and I 
just stood up and kind of screamed and danced 

around the office a little bit.” 
But turning the 115-episode campaign into a 

narrative for about five hours of animation was 
still a daunting task. 

“Sam and I got together and burned the mid-

night oil for many, many nights and said, Okay, 

what would an abbreviated adapted version of 

these stories look like?” Willingham says. “The 

next thing was to try and find an animation studio 
that might be able to help us to craft this thing. 

We met with Chris Prynoski and the brilliant ge-

niuses over at Titmouse and they said, ’Yeah, yeah, 

we think there’s a there’s a way forward for this.’”

‘We definitely have programmed in some twists and 
turns that deviate from the canon storyline to keep this 

story fresh and unique.’

— Exec producer/actor Sam Riegel

Sung Jin Ahn
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Executive producer Brandon Auman came on 
board as showrunner and assembled a crew of 

writers, storyboard artists and animators to begin 

defining both the story the show would tell, and 
what it would look like. “We just started to whittle 

away until we got down to the things that we 

knew we really wanted to see from a storytelling 

perspective,” says Willingham. 

“The angle that Sam and Travis brought to us, 

and that we really latched onto, was you definitely 
feel like you’re on an ongoing adventure, episode 

to episode, and there’s consequences and choices 

that are never forgotten and carry through,” Ahn 
says. “And we definitely want the audience to re-

ally notice that and be on that journey as well.”

Fan Favorites

Keeping the fans and their favorite moments in 

mind was a key consideration, along with looking 

for opportunities to improve the storyline or to 

modify the story to serve a half-hour format in the 

best way possible. “We really just wanted to strike 

a true shot to the core of what it is that we love, 

and what we think our fans love, about how we 

play Critical Role,” says Willingham

At the same time, fans of the live stream can 
rest assured that surprises await, says Riegel. “We 

definitely have programmed in some twists and 
turns that deviate from the canon storyline to 

keep this story fresh and unique, but also to make 

this telling of the story its own thing,” he says. 

That includes retaining the adult themes, 

language and violence of the original story. 

”We were actually very specific with when our 
characters use adult language or when there’s 

blood or gore or violence shown,” Ahn says. 
“But when we do show those, I’d make a point 

to really push it as far as I can in a cinematic 

sense and truly try to get the audience to get 

involved, or to put them in the shoes of the 

characters.”

Riegel says animation was an obvious medium 

for the story given the Critical Role cast’s experi-

ence. “It’s just a language that we spoke better and 

more fluently than live action,” he says. ”And also 
them being fantastical stories and wild characters 

that do a lot of magic and teleporting … it’s way 

easier to imagine the world animated than it is 

to think about sitting on a set for 12 hours a day.”

Adapting the campaign into a narrative was a 
unique challenge, Riegel says. “Unlike other shows 
that are adapted from super-visual mediums like 

comic books or video games, this was really being 

adapted from an audio medium into animation,” 

he says. “A lot of the adaptation came from just 
giving things visuals … We tried to choose mo-

ments in the campaign, moments in the story that 

would translate best into animation.” 

But experience in the voice booth didn’t fully 

prepare Willingham and Riegel for full immer-

sion in the animation process as showrunners. 

“I thought going into this that I know a little bit 

more than the average guy about how the ani-

mation pipeline works,” Riegel says. “But it turns 

out, I did not! And I don’t think either of us re-

ally understood the hundreds and hundreds and 

hundreds of decisions that go into a single day 

of animation.”

“Luckily, it’s been spread out over the past two 

years, but we have learned an immense amount In 

that time,” Willingham adds. “Like most things that 

you want, it’s never as easy or as simple as you 

think it might be. And it’s been a delight to learn.”

A Dream Realized

Having the experience of the crew at Titmouse 

helped tremendously, as did having the rest of the 

Critical Role cast as executive producers and a 

sounding board for their ideas.  

”When Sam and I come up for air, we’ll hit up 

the other six members with everything that we’re 

doing, and they’ll take a step back and be like, 

‘Holy shit, we’re really doing this!’” 

After two years of work, Riegel says they are 
all happy to let the show out into the world. ”The 

animation is really pushing the limits of what 

we’re capable of doing at this budget level, and 

I’m really proud of the team … for the work that 

they’ve done on this show,” Riegel says.

What does the future hold for The Legend of 

Vox Machina? Well, there are two more Critical 

Role campaigns set in the world of Exandria. 

“We’ve got dreams of the moon and beyond,” 

says Willingham. ◆

The Legend of Vox Machina premieres on 

Prime Video on January 28.

‘Most of us come from a little bit of an anime background as well. We do 

the English dubbing for anime projects — so, we’ve seen the visceral 

action, the incredible stylings that come out of those projects.’

— Exec producer/actor Travis Willingham

Fantastic Beginnings: The Legend of Vox Machina began life as a 

webseries called Critical Role, wherein a group of voice actors got 

together and played Dungeons & Dragons. Phil Bourassa serves as the 
lead character designer with animations from Titmouse.
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Hilda’s Big Adventure!
The creative team behind the eagerly awaited special Hilda and the Mountain King 

discuss the making of this charming outing.

W
hen we last saw the charming 

heroine of Silvergate Media and 

Mercury Filmworks’ popular ani-

mated series Hilda, she had turned into a troll 

and was stranded in their mysterious world 

country. We find out a lot more about what 
happened to her and the deepening conflicts 
between the trolls and the human residents 

of Trolberg in the new 80-minute animated 
special Hilda and the Mountain King, which 

debuted on Netflix on December 30.
According to the show’s executive producer 

Kurt Mueller, the original plans to make this 

stand-alone feature date back to Comic-Con 

2008. “Our head writer and co-exec producer 
Stephanie Simpson was in town to promote 

season one and we were deep into writing 

the second season,” he recalls. “We knew 

that it was going to end with a fairly major 

cliff-hanger. At this time, [Hilda creator] Luke 

Pearson was also formulating the basic story 
of the Mountain King novel — a massive sto-

ry that would untangle many of the show’s 

foundational themes and plot points.”

Mueller says he and Simpson felt that 

the material would be better served in one 

knockout punch. “It would also benefit fans in 
that we could deliver the movie (and resolve 
the cliff-hanger!) far quicker than if the story 
was a part of season three’s (13 x 22’) episode 
writing and production cycle,” he notes. “Net-

flix bit on the idea a few months later based 
on a short plot synopsis and key artwork.”

A Satisfying Journey
Series director Andy Coyle says he loves 

the longer-format for storytelling. “This kind 

of 2D animated fantasy-adventure movie is 

such a fun thing to do,” he notes. “I wish there 

was more stuff like it around everywhere. 

Luke’s script was amazing. Obviously, it also 

pays off and resolves everything we’ve been 

doing on the show since the first season, so 
it’s incredibly satisfying.”

The special project took about three years 

to complete. As Mueller explains, “That would 
be soup to nuts, factoring in the time Luke 

spent writing the book for Nobrow, which 

made the adaptation to script with Stepha-

nie much faster. We were also able to tack 

the script onto the back of the second sea-

son production with Mercury, which saved us 

some more time.”

Mueller, an Emmy-winning animation vet-

eran whose previous credits include shows 

such as Olivia, The Octonauts and The Mr.  Men 

Show, says the big story is that Mercury ani-

mated the film entirely during the pandemic 
and somehow managed to stay on schedule. 

“And there were other complicating factors,” 
he points out. “The original pitch to Netflix 
was for a 70-minute movie, but by the time 
we had an outline (June 2019) we knew the 
story was going to be significantly longer 

‘Despite all the fantasy, Trolberg is close enough to the real world that you can 

believe in it. A lot of that is down to how the Mercury team have really made it 

feel like a living, breathing place.’

—  Creator & exec producer Luke Pearson
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than that! Not always a comfortable conver-

sation to have with a network, but Netflix was 
super accommodating.”

Coyle mentions that like any animated 

project, there were some technical chal-

lenges along the way. “The hordes of trolls on 

screen at once, the delicate emotional per-

formances, the scale and scope of the action 

were some of our big challenges,” he admits. 

“I really wanted to make sure that it didn’t 

feel like just a long episode of the TV show. 

It’s a special event, and our whole team loved 

tackling it in a fresh and distinct way from 

how we make the series while still remaining 

faithful to the world of Hilda.”

According to the series director, The Moun-

tain King team had just over 100 crew mem-

bers in production at any given time. “We want-

ed to make sure the fans of the show wouldn’t 

have a long wait, so it was fast and furious!” he 

says. “All of the movie’s animation was done at 
Mercury Filmworks with the exception of the 

opening credits sequence, on which we got to 

work with a company called Giant Ant to ex-

ecute. They were wonderful to collaborate with 

and really got the spirit of Hilda completely.”

Can’t We Just Get Along?
Hilda creator and co-exec producer Luke 

Pearson says the movie doesn’t have one 
special message. “However,  it has things to 

say about conflict, empathy, politics, family — 
about situations without easy solutions,” he 

tells us. “It touches on a lot of themes which 

should feel relevant and familiar right now. 

But the only thing I really  hope  audiences 

take away is that it’s a big, satisfying, surpris-

ing (at least if you haven’t read the graphic 
novel) culmination to a storyline that has 
been built towards since the first episode.”

When asked about the popularity of the 

show and the characters in Hilda’s world, Pear-
son says, “I don’t think it’s for me to say why 

they have fascinated audiences, but I’m just 

pleased they have! I do think a lot of the ap-

peal is down to the world itself. Despite all the 

fantasy, Trolberg is close enough to the real 

world that you can believe in it. A lot of that 
is down to how the Mercury team have really 

made it feel like a living, breathing place. You 

want to explore the city and the surrounding 

wilderness and spend time there. And there’s 
a feeling of depth, that there are stories down 

every street and every character has a history.”

Of course, we had to ask Pearson if he 
could reveal any juicy details about the third 

season of the multi Emmy- and Annie Award-
winning show. “Season three will move on 

from the events of the movie and venture 

into some new territory,” says the talented 

author. “Although there will be some detours, 
it’s a more focused, ongoing story than we’ve 

told previously, which is exciting. It will sadly 

be the final season, but I’m excited for people 
to see what we’ve got in store — especially 
since we’re beyond the books,  so it’s all a 
surprise. I’d say it’s less about checking in 

on what we’ve seen before, and more about 

exploring aspects of Hilda’s world that have 

gone unspoken until now.” ◆

Hilda and the Mountain King	 and	 the	 first	
two seasons of Hilda are currently streaming 

worldwide	on	Netflix.	

‘I really wanted to make sure that it didn’t feel like just a long episode 

of the TV show. It’s a special event, and our whole team loved tackling 

it in a fresh and distinct way.’

—  Director Andy Coyle

Life Swap: Hilda and the Mountain King 

follows up Season Two’s finale with Hilda 
living as a troll in the Stone Forest while 

Baba is now living with the humans.
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Making a Big Splash
First-time show creator Gyimah Gariba explores sibling relationships in Big Blue, a new show from Canada’s Guru Studio.

By Karen Idelson

W
hen show creator Gyimah Gariba 

started putting together his up-

coming series Big Blue, he knew 

that he wanted to inspire kids of all back-

grounds with the stories and he decided to tap 

into his own relationships with his siblings.

Gariba’s main characters are Lettie and 

Lemo, two underwater adventurers who lead 

the crew of the Calypso through the kind of 

wild challenges you might expect in an epi-

sode of Star Trek — but underwater, animated 

and packed with hilariously corny jokes. Lettie 

is based on Gariba’s own older sister, who was 

always the leader of the other siblings. Lemo 

is a science-minded kid who is determined to 

make discoveries — even when his projects 

fail he never loses hope. They’ve also got a 

toddler-like creature named Bacon Berry with 

them. The playful result is a landscape full 

of the conflicts and love that the Ghanaian-
Canadian showrunner and creator found in his 

own home while he was growing up.

He says one of his favorite aspects of the 

show is the non-verbal character, Bacon Berry. 

“I really wanted to have a non-verbal charac-

ter as part of the crew, which is like a very dif-

ficult thing to write for,” he recalls. “So, a lot of 
writers tend to prefer not to have non-verbal 

characters. It’s very easy for them to disappear 

in the background. Bacon Berry was the kind 

of glue to the team because she helps it feel 

like these are kids hanging out on a ‘kid’ level.”

‘The show is just a really simple way to talk to kids about what 

it looks like when you care for your environment, and what it 

looks like when you neglect it.’

—  Creator Gyimah Gariba
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Silent Situations
Gariba says his parents would always make 

sure that he and his sister spent time with his 

younger sibling, and that always added to the 

fun. “If you’re not paying attention to them, 

they can get themselves into a number of 

sticky situations that are always really crazy,” 

he notes. “‘Bacon Berry’ was something that 

my younger sibling said all the time, actually, 

when they were younger and trying to work 

out how to talk. My younger sibling would pick 

up words like ‘bacon’ and ‘berry’ and then just 

say them together. It was one of the things 

that they would say, like, constantly — so, as 

soon as the show trailer started premiering 

and they saw all the stuff they were like, ‘Wait, 

I used to say that.’”

Lettie is voiced by Bahia Watson (The Hand-

maid’s Tale) and Lemo is voiced by Kevin Du-

haney (Power Rangers DinoThunder). As the 
audience follows these two characters on 

their adventures, they also see two kids of 

color fearlessly forging ahead into the sea as 

they try to battle unusual underwater crea-

tures. Sometimes there’s a type of monster we 

may all recognize on the beaches and in the 

oceans. In the show he’s called “The Big Bad 

Blegh,” but we know him by another name.

“He’s basically an oil spill,” says Gariba. “I 

think around that time there was a point in 

the news where these weird oil spills were 

popping up everywhere. It was pretty unex-

plained. And I felt if there was going to be 
a villain in the underwater realm of things, 

it would be an oil-like sludge. It’s literally a 

huge obstacle. So, I thought that would be an 

appropriate enemy.”

He says the Blegh character was included 

to raise awareness about a good versus bad 

example of people’s relationship to their envi-

ronment. “The show is just a really simple way 

to talk to kids about what it looks like when 

you care for your environment, and what it 

looks like when you neglect it,” he notes. “It’s 

also about what it looks like to band together 

with your friends to do something about it. It 

was really important for me to have the kids 

be the heroes of the show, just to show that 

it’s possible for them to make a change just by 

caring about each other.” 
The 2D animated show is made with Har-

mony 20 and Photoshop and each episode 
consists of two 11-minute stories. Guru Studio 

in Toronto and Big Jump Entertainment in Ot-

tawa produce the animation. Overall, a team 

of about 50 people created the first season. 
Like so many productions, they did a great 

deal of work remotely during quarantine.

“We spent a lot of time developing Lettie 

and Lemo and their characters and their inter-

actions,” says Rachel Marcus, Guru’s vice presi-

dent of creative development. “We got there 

in the script, but what really made it work was 

when Riccardo [Durante] came on board. And, 
as a director, he started to really build out 

those sibling interactions, the way that Lettie 

and Lemo relate to each other in the scenes.”

Marcus says the dynamic of the quick ban-

ter between Lettie and Lemo was quite impor-

tant. “There’s a little bit of infighting, just be-

cause siblings fight. That was really important 
to us,” she points out. “We didn’t want to talk 

down to kids and have everything be calm and 

easy all the time, because kids have siblings 

or friends. We’re hoping that when kids watch 

the show they see the good and the bad and 

that sometimes you don’t get along with your 

sibling for a moment. But, then you work it out 

and you do get along with them again. It’s part 

of a real relationship.”

Big Blue was originally pitched in late 2015 

and then an animated demo was created in 

2016. Development continued on after that 
and the show premiered on Canada’s CBC Kids 

in December. 

Every Joke Counts
Like Marcus, Gariba was thrilled to work 

with Durante. The first-time show creator 
found inspiration in working with him. “This is 
the first show that I’ve created, that I’ve seen 
from inception all the way through to produc-

tion,” says Gariba. “So, Riccardo really served 

as an amazing mentor for me. He was such a 

generous expert to have there working with 

us. He has worked on Disney shorts and fea-

ture films and done so much in animation. I’ve 
only worked in TV animation. This is the first 
big big project that I’m at the helm of, and he 

was really adamant at every point of squeez-

ing jokes in whenever possible, on every level.”

Gariba also hopes that his work sets off 

something in another little kid who sees his 

show and then decides to work in animation. 

He remembers the films and shows that in-

spired him. “I think I was watching The Incred-

ibles and I was just blown away by how the 

characters felt like real people,” remembers 

Gariba. “My mom was talking about animated 

characters like they were actual people and I 

just thought that was amazing and I had to go 

make animation so I could make people feel 

that, too.” ◆

Big Blue premiered on Canada’s CBC in De-

cember. It’s also available to stream on CBC 

GEM and airs on Nickelodeon in the U.K., ABC 

ME in Australia, CTC Kids in Russia and NRK 

in Norway.

‘We didn’t want to talk down to kids and have everything be 

calm and easy all the time because kids have siblings or friends.’

—  Rachel Marcus, VP of Creative Development, Guru Studio

Timbaland

Music Man: Grammy-winning producer Timbaland 

created Big Blue’s catchy theme song.
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It’s Time to Redefine What 
Anime Encompasses

By Charles Solomon

“Words… [are] innocent, neutral, 

precise, standing for this, describ-

ing that, meaning the other, so if 

you look after them you can build 

bridges across incomprehension 

and chaos. But when they get their 

corners knocked off, they’re no good 

anymore…”

Tom Stoppard, The Real Thing

O
ne word that seems in serious danger of 

having its corners knocked off these days 

is “anime.” In Japanese, the word is written 

アニメ (ah-nee-may) in katakana, the syllabary used 

for foreign words (much the way English speakers 
employ italics). It means animation or animated film 
— hand-drawn, stop-motion 

or CG. The “anime” section of 

a store in the Akihabara dis-

trict of Tokyo might offer Lilo 

& Stitch, How to Train Your 

Dragon, Wallace & Gromit and The Simpsons as well 

as My Hero Academia, Naruto and Sailor Moon. 

In the 1970s, Japanese animated films were of-
ten referred to as “Japanimation” in the West, but 

during the mid-1980s, fans in the U.S. and other 
countries began using anime as part of a growing 

vocabulary of borrowed words that includes otaku, 

yaoi, mecha et al. As the fan base and influence of 
Japanese animation grew over the next three de-

cades, anime became the term of choice in conver-

sations, publications, etc. 

Surprisingly, some mainstream journalists still 

use the term “Japanese anime,” which is as re-

dundant as “French champagne.” All authentic 
champagne comes from France, and all real an-

ime comes from Japan. The name “champagne” is 

legally protected under a treaty signed in 1891 and 
by subsequent international agreements. But Japan 

hasn’t fought to protect the word “anime” the way 

other countries worked to insure the legitimacy of 

products sold as “Roquefort” or “Parmesan.”
In the last few years, anime has been used to 

describe features and TV series that were made in 

China, Korea or the United States with little or no 
Japanese input. Some of these films are action-ad-

ventures that offer more battles and violence than 

their American counterparts. Japanese artists aren’t 
bound by the American shibboleth that animation 
is restricted to “family” entertainment. If the story 

demands the hero slay the villain, a sword swings 

and a head goes flying. Japanese villains don’t 
fall to their doom from great heights, avoiding a 

graphic demise and leaving the hero with unsoiled 

hands. For some viewers, anime has become syn-

onymous with hard-hitting action.

It’s not clear whether the trend of using anime 

to promote non-Japanese films stems from confu-

sion about the accepted meaning of the term or 

whether it’s a cynical attempt to lure viewers in key 

younger demographics to a new property. Before 

the pandemic, there were anime cons every week-

end in various North American cities, and most 
universities in the U.S. — and many high schools — 
have anime fan clubs, which often rank among the 

most popular organizations on campus.

Given the flood of animated production in recent 
years, studios and distributors are desperate to call 

attention to their offerings. And the lines can grow 

fuzzy as Netflix and other major streaming services 
sign deals with Japanese artists to produce con-

tent. (Not to mention Speed Racer, Ghost in the Shell 

and other dismal attempts to transmute Japanese 

animation into Hollywood live action.)
Despite the boom in production, American ani-

mation can’t match the extraordinary diversity of 

Japanese animation, which may contribute to the 

confusion over the real meaning of “anime.” There 

have been more than 4,500 features, TV series and 
OVAs produced since Osamu Tezuka’s Astro Boy 

ushered in the modern era of animation in Japan 

in 1963. The word “anime” encompasses that ex-

traordinary range of production, from the dark 

adventures of Cowboy Bebop and Fullmetal Alche-

mist to the rollicking silliness of School Rumble 

and Martian Successor 

Nadesico; from the 
charming girls’ series 

Card Captor Sakura 

and Azumanga Daioh 

to the dystopian worlds of Akira, Ghost in the Shell 

and Neon Genesis Evangelion.

In recent years, it’s become increasingly difficult 
to define what is and isn’t an animated film. At a 
certain point, animators and animation viewers be-

gin to feel like Alice, when she told Humpty Dumpty, 
“The question is whether you can make words mean 

so many different things.” But for all its diversity, 

“anime” refers to animated work made in Japan, 

regardless of the genre or medium. And if a film 
wasn’t made in Japan by Japanese artists, it’s either 

inaccurate or deceptive to present it as anime. ◆

Charles Solomon’s upcoming book The Man Who 
Leapt through Film: The Art of Mamoru Hoso-

da will	be	published	next	year	by	Abrams.

‘It’s not clear whether the trend of using anime to promote non-Japanese films stems 
from confusion about the accepted meaning of the term or whether it’s a cynical 

attempt to lure viewers in key younger demographics to a new property.’

Cowboy Bebop

Astro Boy

One Piece
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I
f you are an independent animator, work 

with a small team of other independent an-

imators or own a full-fledged animation 
studio, chances are you’ve struggled financial-
ly from time to time — or even hit an earnings 

plateau. Before taking  out a second mortgage 

on your home to pay for a business consultant 

firm to attempt to save the day, be aware that 
there are only three ways to grow a business:

1. Increase the Number of 
Projects

If you earn an average of $10,000 profit per 
project (gross sales are largely irrelevant), the 
first way to grow your business is to land more 
projects. If you do absolutely nothing different 

other than increasing your overall marketing 

efforts proportionate to the number of new 

projects you would like to land, there is a good 

chance you will see results.  

For example, if it costs you an average of 

$5,000 in total costs (labor, meetings, propos-

als, schmoozing, etc.) to land one gig per 
month but you’d like to double your results to 

two gigs per month, subsequently double your 

marketing efforts. That could mean hiring an-

other marketing director or having your cur-

rent one working overtime and having others 

pitch in.  

Work out the math down to the penny on 

how much it costs on high-average to win a 

project. If you’d like to bring in twice as many 

projects, simply doubling the same successful 

marketing efforts and strategies you’ve been 

utilizing might be all it takes. At minimum, it’s 
a good place to start.

2.  Increase Your Ticket Sales
The second way to grow your animation 

business, and quite possibly my personal fa-

vorite, is to increase your invoice amount per 

project. That is, the total amount of money you 

bill your clients for each project.

This increase can simply be an across-the-

board price boost for the exact same services 

you currently provide. Chalk it up to inflation, 
or maybe wanting an increased perceived val-

ue for your animation, or maybe you feel it’s 

time to make a price adjustment based on cur-

rent animation trends, or maybe your reason-

ing is simply but confidently enough: “because 

we’re that good.”

Whatever the case may be, if you increase 

your baseline prices for all services by, say, 

50% across the board, your potential profit per 
project may also increase by 50%, going from 

$10,000 per project to $15,000 (based on the 
example above), without doing any additional 
work whatsoever.

True, you may experience attrition if your 

services take a sudden, steep price hike. How-

ever, if you work out all the metrics, you may 

find that even if you experience a 25% loss in 
new projects due to people shying away, you’ll 

still probably come out ahead — and, amusing-

ly enough, from doing less work.

In addition to jacking up your rates, another 

great way to increase your invoice amounts is 

to offer complimentary services and add-ons. 

What other services peripheral to animation 

could you offer your clients? What about sug-

gesting a few add-on animation clips or 

smaller tasks? Making this part of your stan-

dard operating procedure could see your 

$10,000 per project profit jump up to $12,500, 
$15,000 or more – simply by asking if there 
are other ways you could serve your clients in 

addition to their initial request.

3. Increase Your Efficiency
The last and all-too-often overlooked way 

to grow your business is to work smarter, fast-

er and most cost-effectively. Take as much 

time as needed to tear apart each and every 

production pipeline, marketing tactic, particle 

system, render farm, modeling technique, 

workstation motherboard and every other nut 

and bolt of your entire operation to see what 

can be replaced with better performing, more 

cost-effective systems.

The fiscal impacts of efficiency cannot be 
overstated. Imagine spending $40,000 out the 
door to produce a project that nets a profit of 
$10,000. Now, imagine finding a dozen things 
in your business that can be streamlined if not 

completely eliminated, thereby making your 

cost to produce the same project $30,000 vs. 
the previous $40,000. Suddenly, your profit 
just went from $10,000 to $20,000, effectively 
doubling your earnings without increasing 

your rates, landing more projects or doing 

more sales.

Regardless of your company’s size or its tar-

get demographic, these are the only three 

ways to truly grow your business. Doing any 

one of them will grow your business geomet-

rically.  Doing two or three of them will grow 

your business exponentially, with the ironic 

possibility of maybe not even being required 

to do any significant addi-
tional work. ◆

Martin Grebing is the presi-

dent of Funnybone Animation 

Studios. He can be reached 

at funnyboneanimation.com.

Three Ways to Grow Your Animation Business in 2022

Autonomous Animator
By Martin Grebing

Photo courtesy of W
alt D

isney Anim
ation Studios

Learn from Mickey in The Sorcerer’s Apprentice: Hire enough staff to handle 

your projects, but make sure they’re skilled enough to do a good job. 
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Academy Awards Shortlists:
Animated Shorts
Affairs of the Art (Joanna Quinn)
Angakusajaujuq: The Shaman’s Apprentice (Zacharias Kunuk)
Bad Seeds (Claude Cloutier)
Bestia (Hugo Covarrubias)
BoxBallet (Anton Dyakov)
Flowing Home (Sandra Desmazières)
Mum Is Pouring Rain (Hugo De Faucompret)
The Musician (Reza Riahi)
Namoo (Erick Oh)
Only a Child (Simone Giampaolo)
Robin Robin (Dan Ojari and Mikey Please)
Souvenir Souvenir (Bastien DuBois)
Step into the River (Weijia Ma)
Us Again (Zach Parrish)
The Windshield Wiper (Alberto Mielgo)

Visual Effects 
Black Widow (Disney)
Dune (Warner Bros.)
Eternals (Disney)
Free Guy (20th Century)
Ghostbusters: Afterlife (Sony)
Godzilla vs. Kong (Warner Bros.)
The Matrix Resurrections (Sony)
No Time to Die (Universal, United Artists)
Shang-Chi and the Legend of the Ten Rings (Disney)
Spider-Man: No Way Home (Sony)

Animation in Other Categories 
International Feature: Flee (Denmark)
Documentary Feature: Flee

Music - Original Score: Encanto

Music - Original Song: Encanto (“Dos Oruguitas”), Sing 2 (“Your Song Saved My Life”)

The Animation Awards Race Heats Up!
L

ast month, we saw a flurry of award season activity as we were getting ready to wrap up this issue. To keep everyone up to date, we have 
put together a quick summary of all the big animation nominees and year-end critics’ prizes to give you a better picture of the frontrunners 

in the Annies and Oscar race in the next couple of months. Overall, things are looking pretty good for Sony/Netflix’s The Mitchells vs. the 

Machines, Disney’s Encanto, Neon’s Flee and Pixar’s Luca. According to awards experts, the fifth spot is wide open and can go to either Sony’s Vivo, 

Disney’s Raya and the Last Dragon, Illumination’s Sing 2 or GKIDS’ Belle. And you shouldn’t underestimate DreamWorks’ The Boss Baby: Family 

Business or Spirit Untamed! Here’s your awards watch, at a glance.

Luca

Summit of the Gods Sing 2

Flee

Raya and the Last Dragon

Belle
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Critic’s Choice Nominees

Encanto (Disney)
Flee (Final Cut for Real/Neon)
Luca (Disney/Pixar)
The Mitchells vs. the Machines (Sony Pictures Animation/Netflix)
Raya and the Last Dragon (Disney)

Golden Globe Nominees

Encanto

Flee 
Luca

My Sunny Maad (Totem Films)
Raya and the Last Dragon 

Critics’ Picks and More:

National Board of Review’s Best Animated Feature: Encanto 

New York Film Critics Circle Best Animated Feature: The Mitchells vs. the Machines 

L.A. Film Critics Assoc. Best Animated Feature: Flee, Runner Up: Belle (Studio Chizu/GKIDS)
Portland Critics Association Best Animated Feature: The Mitchells vs. the Machines

Chicago Film Critics Assoc. Best Animated Feature: Flee

Boston Film Society of Critics Best Animated Feature: Flee

Indie Spirit Awards Best Documentary: Flee

European Film Awards (Animated, Documentary and Univ. Film Awards): Flee

Annie Award Nominees:
Studio Features

Encanto

Luca

The Mitchells vs. the Machines

Raya and the Last Dragon

Sing 2 (Illumination/Universal)

Indie Features

Belle

Flee

Fortune Favors Lady Nikuko (Studio 4°C/
GKIDS)
Pompo the Cinephile (CLAP/GKIDS)
The Summit of the Gods (Julianne/Folivari/
Mélusine/Netflix)

Shorts

Bestia  

Easter Eggs (Nicolas Keppens)
Maalbeek (Ismaël Joffroy Chandoutis)
Night Bus (Joe Hsieh)
Steakhouse (Špela Čadež)

Best TV Media: Children

Amphibia “True Colors” (Disney TV Animation)
Carmen Sandiego “The Himalayan Rescue 

Caper”  (DHX Media/Netflix)
Dug Days “Science” (Pixar/Disney+)
Maya and the Three “The Sun and the Moon” 

(Netflix)
We the People “Active Citizenship” (Laughing 
Wild/Higher Ground/Netflix)

Best TV Media: General Audience

Arcane “When These Walls Come Tumbling 

Down” (Riot Games/Fortiche/Netflix)
Bob’s Burgers “Fingers-loose” (Bento Box
/20th TV)
Love, Death + Robots “Ice” (Blur/Netflix)
Star Wars Visions “The Duel” (Kamikaze 
Douga/Disney+)
Tuca & Bertie “The Dance” (Tornante/Adult 
Swim)

The nominees for this year’s Academy Awards will be announced on Feb. 8. The Academy Awards will take place on Sunday, March 27 at the Dolby 

Theater in Hollywood. The Annie Awards will take place on Feb. 26 at Royce Hall in UCLA. For more info, visit annieawards.org and oscars.org.

Encanto The Mitchells vs. the Machines
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State of the art

On Being a Socially Conscious 
Animation Company 

By Guillaume Hellouin and Corinne Kouper

D
iscussions of global warming and green 

issues, social responsibility and social jus-

tice, #MeToo and #BLM, sustainability and 

globalization have grown louder and more urgent 

every year. These key questions of our time not 

only impact the health of our planet, but the health 

of the communities to which we belong. It is en-

couraging to see so much effort and energy being 

poured into finding solutions for these matters, 
especially from the very inspiring younger genera-

tions. It seems the whole world wants to talk about 

corporate social responsibility … but what does it 

really mean beyond the buzzwords, and how can it 

be achieved in the animation industry?

For us at TeamTO studio, it means making an 

impact on two areas: the environment and people. 

First, we want to make changes by reducing our 

carbon footprint in the fields of energy consump-

tion and in hardware obsolescence (a big subject), 
and also (a smaller challenge) making many micro 
choices such as using reusable cups, biking to 

work, driving electric cars and going paperless. 

Secondly, in terms of social responsibility, we per-

sonally concern ourselves with gender parity be-

hind and on screen, providing concrete work op-

portunities to people from underprivileged or 

marginalized communities and providing a posi-

tive atmosphere at work. 

Our industry can have a huge, positive effect on 

these issues, both in the way we represent people 

and issues in our stories and by how we manage 

our part in an industry with high energy require-

ments. TeamTO has been actively engaged in find-

ing solutions to social and environmental prob-

lems since our launch 15 years ago. Many of these 

solutions have had concrete results and a quantifi-

able impact in our company and, by making our 

years of experience and R&D open source, we 

hope they will make an impact on the industry at 

large as well.

Our efforts received their first global recogni-
tion in 2010 when the show Plankton Invasion re-

ceived UNESCO’s “United Nations Decade for Edu-

cation on Sustainable Development” recognition. 

TeamTO was the first company to quantify the car-
bon footprint of an animated production with this 

series, a satire on global warming starring three 

miniscule marine creatures tasked with warming 

up the planet. The carbon calculator was then 

made available to the animation industry through 

the non-profit organization EcoProd. 
Over the years we have experimented with var-

ious initiatives to offset the huge amount of ener-

gy animation production generates (although it’s 
not as bad as cryptocurrency!), from using the heat 
from servers to warm a swimming pool and substi-

tuting air conditioning for low-energy, dual-flow 
ventilation systems, to using 100% renewable en-

ergy and extending the use of our computers in 

render farms. Next year, we are moving into a new 

purpose-built, state-of-the-art studio in Bastille 

designed with cutting-edge technologies that will 

reduce our total carbon footprint by 63%. 
The studio will be one of the most eco-efficient 

studios in the world with no detail too small to 

consider. For example: the landscaping has been 

designed and positioned to require a minimal 

‘Our industry can have a huge, positive effect on these 

issues, both in the way we represent people and issues 

in our stories, and by how we manage our part in an 

industry with high energy requirements.’

Angelo Rules Jade Armor
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amount of water while also including ecosystems 

for insects and birds, and the commuting distances 

of our employees were mapped to choose the 

most travel-efficient location for the studio. Bike 
racks and incentives to commute responsibly are 

another way we encourage eco-friendly travel. 

The technology we are using has been re-

searched and used by us for years and will be 

made open source for any other studio to benefit 
from, hopefully providing a knock-on positive ef-

fect on the environment.

On the social responsibility front, we work on 

two main areas of particular meaning to us: gen-

der equality and social diversity.

In terms of gender equality, we have a solid 

50/50 split of women and men in management, 

and are approaching parity on our production 

teams and on screen (including non-speaking 
background characters). We also avoid gender ste-

reotyping (for example, our upcoming series Jade 

Armor stars a girl who is a martial-arts-loving 

teenage heroine). Outside the studio, Corinne is 
co-president and co-founder of Les Femmes s’Ani-
ment (LFA, French equivalent of Women in Anima-

tion), which has supported many programs pro-

moting women in the animation industry. A recent 
example is Parcours de Femmes, a mentoring pro-

gram that is helping 12 women from France and 

French-speaking Africa (six script writer and de-

signer teams) to develop a short film project to be 
pitched at Annecy 2022. LFA also is very active in 
educating young students and the French industry 

in general about discrimination and harassment.

On the diversity front, we are extremely proud 

of ECAS, our non-profit, free animation school 
launched four years ago. The idea was to provide a 

path into our industry for people who could not 

afford tuition and were chosen solely for their tal-

ent via a series of customized tests. The result has 

been truly astounding and very moving. All sorts of 
people from every background — but without fi-

nancial means — have been able to enter an excit-

ing new career that was previously out of reach. It 

has been so satisfying and even emotional to see 

students, some who had never even left their 

hometowns, discover a new world of opportunity, 

while adding new perspectives and voices to our 

industry. The program has been a great success, 

increasing the talent pool in French animation in 

number, quality and diversity: Ninety candidates 

have graduated so far, a fourth class of 30 students 
is in session and a new course on storyboarding 

with Canada’s House of Cool just launched in No-

vember this year.

Being socially responsible can mean different 

things to different companies. We hope that Team-

TO’s model, worked on for over a decade, can be an 

inspiration in the industry, both for other studios 

as well as for the socially active millennials and 

Gen Zs that make up much of our talent pool. 

Working across the industry, and across genera-

tions, it is entirely within our reach to make the 

community around us a better place. ◆

Guillaume Hellouin is the President and Corinne 

Kouper is the SVP Production & Development at 

TeamTO, one of Europe’s leading animation stu-

dios and creator of numerous original shows such 

as Angelo Rules and Mighty Mike. The studio’s new 

series Jade Armor will be launching on Cartoon 

Network and HBO MAX (U.S. and LatAm), France 

Télévisions  and Germany’s Super RTL in 2022. 

TeamTO is also the production studio behind ac-

claimed shows such as eOne’s PJ Masks, Netflix’s 
City of Ghosts and Silvergate’s Creature Cases. For 

more info, visit teamto.com.

Mighty Mike

In 2018, TeamTO established the free CG animation school Ecole Cartoucherie 
Animation Solider (ECAS), which has trained over 95 students to date.

Corinne Kouper and Guillaume Hellouin
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Crafting a Carnival of Souls
VFX master Dennis Berardi shares the secrets of Guillermo del Toro’s extravagant noir, Nightmare Alley. 

By Trevor Hogg

N
ightmare Alley is a departure of sorts 

for fantasy-horror master Guillermo 

del Toro (The Shape of Water), as the 
crime noir based on William Lindsay Gresh-

am’s 1946 novel explores the physical and 
psychological brutality that human beings in-

flict on each other. The Gothic atmosphere is 
not entirely absent as grifter-turned-psychic 

Stanton Carlisle (Bradley Cooper) rises from a 
carnival freak show and enters the even dark-

er realm of high society.  

Overseeing the 900 visual effects shots of 

the film was frequent collaborator Dennis Be-

rardi (Crimson Peak), who worked Mr. X and Leg-

acy FX to create a bodysuit with a massive scar, 

pickled punks (fluid-preserved specimens) and 
a shot-off ear for the big-budget project. 

Strangely enough, some of the film’s hard-

est shots were the ones involving the chicken 

which gets eaten by the carnival geek. “Guill-

ermo is hypersensitive to creatures, things 

looking real and performances,” notes Berardi. 

“Developing the animation, the muscle and 

feather system, and the blood simulation for 

the spurting — those were the areas where we 

did a lot of R&D. It was a big rendering show 

because we had so much volume.”

Delivering Digital Snow (and 
Chickens)

Berardi says they rendered 15,000 versions 

internally of shots (del Toro didn’t see all of 
those), used a total of 450 terabytes of data 
and had 929,000 of CPU render hours, which 
translated into 38,300 render days. “Guiller-
mo’s process is exploratory, so we tried differ-

ent takes to find looks, especially for the snow 
simulation, blood work and even animation on 

the chicken, vehicles and digital doubles,” ex-

plains the VFX supe. “Guillermo reinvents him-

self every time. He’s not making another The 

Shape of Water. Nightmare Alley is an entirely 

different adventure.”  

Even with a significant number of nighttime 
scenes, there is an extensive amount of photo-

graphic detail. “[Cinematographer] Dan Laust-

sen [Headhunter] sculpted the light and the 

falloff was by design, but there is no falloff in 

the middle ground, which is where most of my 

work lives,” Berardi points out. “I decided to 

rely on rotoscoping rather than use blue-

screen or greenscreen, especially for the car-

nival which was going to be windy on that set. 

We had to move quickly and then there was 

the issue of COVID-19. When Stan gets on the 

bus in the beginning and there is a time-lapse 

shot where he arrives at the carnival, that was 

captured against greyscreen, because of all of 

those reflective surfaces. There was a fair 

‘Guillermo’s process is exploratory so we tried different 

takes to find looks, especially for the snow simulation, blood 
work and even animation on the chicken, vehicles and digital 

doubles.’

—  VFX supervisor Dennis Berardi 
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amount of talk about the color temperature of 

the lights. We were careful to match into Dan’s 

color imagery.  It wasn’t as simple as making 

everything tungsten, because the look is far 

more complex than that.”

Production designer Tamara Deverell (The 

Strain) designed and built a carnival that was 
digitally extended for wide shots. “It was an 

amazing set,” notes Berardi. “We added digital 

people and period vehicles, made the Ferris 

wheel move, replaced a lot of the skies and 

did lightning and did a fair amount of signage, 

including the ‘Bath 10 cents’ sign outside of 

Zeena’s [Toni Collette] bungalow. Neon signs 

are tricky to render and composite right, be-

cause they’re either too saturated or not satu-

rated enough.”  

Electrical discharges were incorporated into 

the carnival performance of Molly Cahill 

(Rooney Mara), who is supposed to be a human 
conduit. “We had a 3D model of Molly, match-

moved her performance, and 

electrical arcs could be emitted 

anywhere we wanted. The 

whole set was scanned, and 

Guillermo carefully art directed 

where he wanted the arcs.”  

Fire is a prominent visual el-

ement throughout the movie. 

“For the opening scene, Guiller-

mo wanted more fire and 
smoke, so we did some digitally 

to go alongside the practical, 

and the embers that you see 

are also visual effects,” remarks 

Berardi. “That was a nice col-

laboration. In terms of the fire 
going in reverse, that was a sty-

listic choice made by Guillermo 

in post, so we ended up remov-

ing a lot of the fire that was 
there because the retiming was 

causing the practical fire to do 
some crazy things.”  

The movie also features 

many shots of snow-covered 

city landscapes (filmed in Buf-
falo, New York). “We scanned 
every exterior location and had 

proxy geometry for Ezra Grin-

dle’s [Richard Jenkins] mansion 

and back garden,” recalls Berar-

di. “Guillermo wanted snow 

swirling off of the hedge tops, 

so we were able to match-

move our geometry over the 

actual photographed plate and 

then emit snow from the top of 

those hedges, and have snow 

fall and perform. We would add gravity, turbu-

lence and a counterwind to make it look inter-

esting. We tried to respect Dan’s lighting by 

mostly backlighting the snow, which is what 

he did onset. There was a lot of rotoscoping to 

get snow in front and behind the actors in the 

close-up shots.”                       

It was important that the blood and gore 

did not upstage the themes and quieter mo-

ments in Nightmare Alley. “There was a version 

when Mrs. Kimball [Mary Steenburgen] kills 

Judge Kimball [Peter MacNeill] and then her-
self which was gorier, but Guillermo decided 

to tone that down,” explains Berardi. “However, 

when Stan bashes in the face of Grindle, he 

wanted it to be very violent. The death of An-

derson [Holt McCallany] is somewhat gory in 

that we rip off the top of his head. Guillermo 

wanted that to represent the downward spiral 

Stan is in at that point, so gore was appropri-

ate there. He calibrated us in terms of where 

we needed to be depending on the scene.”  

Another big VFX task was creating Enoch, 
the abnormal human baby with a large eye 

kept in the specimen jar in the carnival. As Be-

rardi notes, “Legacy FX physically built Enoch 

and we scanned it. The reason for why we did 

a digital version is because Guillermo wanted 

to have an impossible macro camera move for 

the title sequence.”

“If you want to watch out for something 

that is fun, maybe look at Grindle’s death 

where Stun punches him repeatedly and he 

lands on the ground — that’s a digital face,” 

reveals Berardi.  “We had the actor play-act 

that he was dead. We then replaced a portion 

of his face and had all of this negative space 

in his nose right down to the skeletal struc-

ture and put digital blood pumping through 

his nose.”  

Beautiful in Black and White
In true cinephile fashion, del Toro pays hom-

age to the original 1947 adaptation directed 
by Edmund Goulding and starring Tyrone Pow-

er. “The black and white version of the movie 

will also be released on a limited basis. If we 

do our job right as visual effects artists, we 

match into the original photography, color 

space, color imagery and resolution so when 

they convert the film from color to black and 
white [during the DI process] our stuff will go 

along for the ride and be seamless.”    

The scope of the digital augmentation is 

deceiving. “Almost every scene had some level 
of visual effects work on it,” states Berardi. 

“There were 900 visual effects shots at 4K. 
The biggest challenge was being invisible 

with this level of scope.”  

There are also invisible effects at work 

during a pivotal lie detector test. “We had a 

great prop but it wasn’t going to work with the 

scene-specific drama that Guillermo was cut-
ting.  The needles were animated, and we did 

the paper and ink coming out. We added a 

‘truth or lie’ light as well to exactly perform the 

way that Guillermo wanted it to. The top of the 

lie detector was replaced. We wanted the ac-

tors and the drama to drive the scene, rather 

than a prop that it is difficult to manage onset. 
The lie detector is beautifully invisible!”

“The whole point of this film is for you to 
have an immersive experience,” Berardi con-

cludes. “We want to put you into this 1940s 
noir world and I hope that the exterior shots 

help to establish this world.”  ◆

Searchlight Pictures released Nightmare Alley 

in North American theaters in December. The 

film	will	have	its	European	rollout	in	January.

Aiding the Natural World: Fire, snow and smoke were among the 
many digital effects that were added to the in-camera elements 
during the carnival scenes.
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by Todd Sheridan Perry

Adobe Substance 3D Painter

T
he latest edition of Adobe Substance 3D Painter 
has some pretty exciting new tools. Earlier in the 

year, there was a release that revamped the UI and 
workflow with even more emphasis on interconnec-

tivity within the Substance tools as well as its new 

Adobe siblings. But in the latest version, the release 
of the 3D Warp Projection is pretty phenomenal.

Setting up UVs is no fun, even for people who 
tell you setting up UVs is fun. It’s time consuming 
and artist resource intensive. Part of that is because 
you are constantly going back and forth between 

the 3D model and its 2D unwrapped version. Sub-

stance 3D Painter’s Warp Projection combines 
those into an intuitive workflow where you are ma-

nipulating the texture on the surface of the model.

You can start with an initial planar projection (or 
the new cylindrical projection) with a minimum of 
control points.  You move them into a rough posi-

tion on the model, and then you can snap the con-

trol points to the surface of the model — with the 

ability to further rotate the points so they match 

better to the normals of the surface.

Your first pass is to get a nice distribution of the 

texture across the surface, and then you can begin 

to subdivide in order to get finer control points. Just 
like rotoscoping, there is a balance between an 

economy of vertices and the amount of detail you 

need. Especially for surfaces with a lot of contours 

and details like a human head or hands, you want 

enough points to ensure lining up the nasolabial 

folds on the face, or the wrinkles on the knuckles.

To avoid making your warp too dense for the 

sake of accuracy in specific areas, you can layer ad-

ditional warp projections on top of broader warp 

projections. By cropping the texture and then using 

the mask features in Substance 3D painter to iso-

late the area, you can create a smaller and tighter 

wrap projection just in those areas you need.

It’s a great tool for repurposing textures on simi-

lar models that may have a totally different UV dis-

tribution, and you’d just rather not re-UV the model.  
I have a feeling that it’s one of those things that you 

will look back and wonder how you did things be-

fore without it!

Website: adobe.com/products/sub-

stance3d-painter

Price: Starts at $19.99 per month (Substance 

3D Texturing);

$39.99 per month (Substance 3D 

Collection)

Adobe Premiere 

A
dobe Premiere also received some de-

velopment love this year. Yes, I hear 

you — the many minor updates that hap-

pen throughout the year make it difficult to 
know when something major has changed, 

but there are definitely some significant steps up.
The first one to look for (which as of this writing 

may still be in beta) is a thing called Auto Tone. 
Generally, I’m not a fan of tools that feel like they 

could be a substitute for actually knowing the rea-

sons and science underneath it — and in the wrong 

hands, Auto Tone could be like that. 

That said, when used appropriately, Auto Tone 
can be a great start point for even experienced col-

orists. The Basic Lumetri settings are adjusted after 

an analysis of the raw clip coming into Premiere 
(avoid using it on top of already graded or color 
effected clips) — so the values can be dug into to 
push or reduce any particular factor of the color, be 

it saturation or gamma (measure of total contrast) 
or whatever.

For filmmakers and editors who may have just 
started to dabble in color, the tool is a good way to 

investigate why the system chose the values it did, 

and what happens when you adjust them. The pro-

cess is obviously not meant to be destructive, so 

one can play around with different variations with 

the foundation being the thing that Auto Tone de-

cided was “good” — or at the very least “better” than 

what was originally imported.
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Another fancy tool in beta for Premiere Pro is 
something that Audition users would be familiar 
with, called Remix. The tool uses the Adobe Sensei 
AI algorithms to analyze pieces of music, and then 
adjust and rearrange it to conform more closely to 

your edited picture. I don’t want to even hazard a 

guess at what kind of voodoo is at play here, but it 

has already proven itself in Audition, and the Adobe 
team have migrated it over to Premiere. Having had 
to create VFX demo reels for the last 25 years, I am 

well acquainted with cutting music to picture, and I 

probably would have had fewer grey hairs had this 

tool been available!

There are also improvements that actually aren’t 

in beta! If you are running Premiere Pro on a Mac 
with an M1 chip in it, you’ll see substantial perfor-

mance gains. And if you edit pieces requiring lots of 
text or having to conform to different world regions 

with different languages, graphics and text features 

have gotten a boost with search and replace fea-

tures, universal text engine and more robust and 

precise graphics tools.

Website: adobe.com

Price: Adobe Premiere Elements: $69; Adobe Pre-

miere Pro: $20.99 per month

Isotropix’s Clarisse iFX 5

Earlier in 2021, Isotropix released version 5 of 

Clarisse iFX, their combo layout/look dev/ren-

dering system which has been a mainstay at DNEG 

for years, but has been making inroads into other 

VFX facilities, both large and small.

Those varying facilities may use Clarisse Builder 

for larger houses, and Clarisse iFX for smaller hous-

es and individuals — but with Clarisse 5, both fla-

vors use the same core archi-

tecture under the hood. This 

means not only do you get 

the same performance ad-

vantages, but binaries from 

either one can be opened in 

both.

Not limited to sharing be-

tween builds of Clarisse, 

Isotropix has done a deep 

dive into the USD (Universal 
Scene Descriptor) format and 
found a way to save the ro-

bust features in Clarisse, such as the scattering and 

distribution features that make the software so 

powerful, and package it into the USD format so 
that the scenes can be ported to other DCC pro-

grams like Houdini and Maya.

Clarisse iFX 5 includes the Autodesk Surface 
Shader, which means that if you were planning on 

rendering scenes in Arnold, as opposed to Clarisse’s 
internal (and extremely powerful) render engine, or 
perhaps you were sharing assets with a facility that 

wasn’t using Clarisse, the look dev you were doing 

on the asset would look the same.

Much of Clarisse’s new features have to do with 

lighting — and not just the speed of rendering, which 

is much faster.  You can now use geometry as light 

sources in combination with the shaders that you’ve 

assigned, rather than simple emissive shaders that 

we are generally used to. These lights can be used as 

you would use geometry in Clarisse, and you can 

scatter them across your scene by the millions. The 

normal noise you would run into is mitigated by Cla-

risse’s Emission Importance Sampling to resolve the 

lighting. The combination gives you the opportunity 

to light without resorting to hacks and tricks.

Another huge, but not as overtly sexy, feature is 
using Light Path Expressions to feed light contribu-

tions only into the AOVs, rather than the image. This 
is beneficial when you are auditioning different 
lighting scenarios for a client and you want to 

quickly iterate in the comp as opposed to rendering 

completely new images for each lighting scheme.

There are hundreds of other improvements in 

the latest version of Clarisse iFX and all of them 

make for a powerful release. Yet, what impresses 

me most about Isotropix is its dedication to the de-

mocratization of technology and willingness to de-

velop tools designed to play well with others rather 

than protecting its own ecosystem.

Website: isotropix.com

Price: Varies, from $33 to $599 

Todd Sheridan Perry is an award-winning VFX su-

pervisor and digital artist whose credits in-

clude Black Panther, Avengers: Age of Ultron and The 

Christmas Chronicles. You can reach him at todd@

teaspoonvfx.com.

In Next Month’s Animation Magazine
 

	❖ Disney’s The Proud Family: Louder and Prouder

	❖ A Sneak Peek at Netflix’s The Cuphead Show

	❖ The Best of the 2022 Edition of Cartoon Movie  

	❖ What to Expect at the 49th Annie Awards
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The animated short Freebird, written and directed by Joe Bluhm 

and Michael McDonald, chronicles the experiences of a spirited 

boy with Down syndrome. We had a chance to catch up with the 

short’s creative director Nicholas Herd, who shared some pho-

tos from a typical day in his amazing life:

2

1

5
4

3

6

8

7

9

I’m a 

sleep 

diva. 

Morning 

isn’t my 

thing.

They look calm, but 

you should see 

them tug-a-war.

Zoom meeting with the L’Arche 
creative team. This snap was from 

when they changed their backgrounds 

without me knowing. Then I put it 

together: Freebird was Oscar-eligible!

Took the metro to the Disability 

Channel to shoot my talk show. 

Today, I’m interviewing a dentist 

in Syria whose dad has Down 

syndrome.

Back home now. Time for my theater 

troupe, Sol Express — but we’re on Zoom. 

Today’s topic is character psychology.

Painting time is 
how I nurture my 

spirit and work 

through ideas.

Bedtime ritual: 

I lip sync 

Mamma Mia 

every night. 

You think I’m 

joking?My night to cook for 

mom and dad. I’m 

making a keto-friendly 

pasta dinner. Yes, the 

hat is necessary. 

As I go to bed, I watch my 
DVDs in alphabetical order. 

Tonight I’m at “G,” so 

Golden Girls, Gray’s 

Anatomy and Glee keep me 

entertained until 3 a.m.

44

Freebird
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WWW.CARTOON-MEDIA.EUCO-PRO & PITCHING EVENT FOR ANIMATED FEATURES



F O R  Y O U R  C O N S I D E R AT I O N © 2022 MARVEL

CRITICS CHOICE
TV AWARDS NOMINATION

BEST ANIMATED SERIES

ANNIE AWARD
NOMINATION

BEST EDITORIAL –TV/MEDIA



©2022 DISNEY ENTERPRISES, INC.   DISNEYSTUDIOSAWARDS.COM 

“A triumph in every category: art, songs and heart.” 

AP

“[‘Encanto’ is] brilliant…quietly extraordinary.”

THE NEW YORK TIMES

“‘Dos Oruguitas’ is the first song that Miranda 
has written in Spanish and is absolutely 

 gorgeous and hugely impactful.” 
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