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LETTER

WHEN I CAME INTO OFFICE ON 
TAG’S EXECUTIVE BOARD, ONE 
OF MY GOALS WAS TO PROVIDE 
MORE OPPORTUNITIES FOR 
FACE-TO-FACE INTERACTIONS 
BETWEEN MEMBERS. I WANT TO 
KNOW EACH AND EVERY ONE OF 
OUR MEMBERS AND CREATE AN 
ENVIRONMENT WHERE WE CAN 

ALL GET TO KNOW EACH OTHER BETTER. I HOPE TO 
BUILD COMMUNITY AND CONNECTEDNESS IN OUR 
CORNER OF THIS LARGE INDUSTRY. 

One of my union fantasies is to have a union hall where members can just drop in and visit. We 
would provide refreshments, maybe some games, music, and a place to just hang out. I pushed 
for TAG to start hosting mixers so that members could have an opportunity to get to know 
each other in a relaxed, festive environment and we had success with those. We started hosting 
Lunch-and-Learns and panels. My predecessor, KC Johnson, activated our robust committee 
system that is yet another way for members to interact and push towards common goals. 

The pandemic outbreak has pulled the brakes on our in-person efforts. The Guild 
leadership has been doing what it can to get back on track with reaching and connecting 
to our members. Like most companies, we’re moving to the virtual union meeting hall.

The Executive Board has continued having our monthly meetings through Zoom. Committee 
meetings are also being held in the virtual space. Leslie Simmons, our Field Rep, is holding 
Zoom studio visits and shop steward training. Alexi Drosu, our Director of Communications and 
Content, has been busy figuring out how to best meet our members’ needs, exploring virtual 
panels and Lunch-and-Learns. I can’t wait to see what she comes up with. Our first virtual General 
Membership Meeting was a smooth success. We had members from all over the country join us!

For my part, I have started a weekly Zoom question and answer and general discussion 
meeting called Office Hours. Our Business Rep, Steve Kaplan, and I along with a weekly 
guest field questions from attending members. We start with a particular topic in mind but 
will go where the discussion takes us. It takes place every Friday from noon to 12:30 p.m.. 

As of this letter, we’ve had four successful Office Hours sessions so far and I look 
forward to the future! Keep an eye out for Office Hours announcements and rsvps. 

When this pandemic lifts, I look forward to making my dream of a TAG union hall a 
reality but until then we have our virtual spaces to connect with each other.

In safe and distant solidarity,
Jeanette Moreno King | President 
The Animation Guild, IATSE Local 839

STAYING CONNECTED 
VIRTUALLY

ON THE COVER
Clancy travels the universe 
in The Midnight Gospel. 
Image courtesy of Netflix.



“SINE ÖZBILGE UPLOADS 
DETAILS BEHIND #21XOXO’S 
PRODUCTION PROCESS
FEATURE ARTICLE in Toon Boom 
Animation Blog

blog.toonboom.com/21xoxo

We live in an era where 
technology comforts us, gives 
us intimacy and even eases 
our loneliness. It is not a solely 
functional tool it also has 
obtained a great emotional 
value to the human species ”

– Sine Özbilge & Imge Özbilge, Directors, #21xoxo

A hallucinogenic short fi lm about intimacy, the internet and nihilism, 
which uses rotoscopy to blur the lines between physical and digital realities.
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Get Connected!
If you’re not receiving important 
emails from The Animation Guild—job 
listings, events, invitations, classes, 
and more—it’s because you haven’t 
opted into our email system. 

You can fix that in under a minute: 
Visit animationguild.org/email-list

We Support TOM CALDERON for State Assembly!
Association for Los Angeles Deputy Sheriffs  (ALADS)
California Association of Highway Patrolmen (CAHP)
California Correctional Peace Officers Association 
(CCPOA)
California Police Chiefs Association
California Professional Firefighters (CPF)
Los Angeles County Firefighters (IAFF Local 1014) 
Montebello Firefighter Association (CPF Local 3821)
Police Officers Research Association of California 
(PORAC)

California School Employees Association (CSEA)
International Association of Machinist and Aerospace 
Workers Local Lodge 1484
International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers (IBEW) 
Local 11
International Union of Operating Engineers (IUOE) 
Local 12
International Union of Painters and Allied Trades 
(IUPAT) District Council 36
Sheet Metal Workers Local 105 
Sheet Metal Workers Local 675
Teamsters Joint Council 42
Transportation Communications Union
United Association (UA) Local 78

California Latino Legislative Caucus
Los Angeles County Young Democrats

Superintendent of Public Instruction Tom Torlakson 
Superintendent of Public Instruction Jack O’Connell 
(retired)
Board of Equalization Chairman Jerome Horton

State Senate President Pro Tem Darrell Steinberg  
State Senator Ron Calderon
State Senator Lou Correa
State Senator Kevin de Leon
State Senator Dr. Ed Hernandez

State Senator Ted Lieu
State Senator Carol Liu
State Senator Gloria Negrete McLeod
State Senator Curren Price
State Senator Michael Rubio
State Senator Juan Vargas

Assemblymember Michael Allen
Assemblymember Marty Block
Assemblymember Steven Bradford
Assemblymember Charles Calderon
Assemblymember Nora Campos
Assemblymember Gil Cedillo
Assemblymember Joe Coto (retired)
Assemblymember Mike Gatto
Assemblymember Isadore Hall  
Assemblymember Ben Hueso
Assemblymember Ricardo Lara 
Assemblymember Henry Perea
Assemblymember Manuel Perez 
Assemblymember Norma Torres 

Bell Gardens City Councilmember Priscilla Flores
Bell Gardens Mayor Pro Tem Sergio Infanzon 
Central Basin Municipal Water District Board President 
Ed Vasquez
Central Basin Municipal Water District Board Member 
Art Chacon
Central Basin Municipal Water District Board Member 
Rudy Montalvo
Montebello City Councilmember Alberto Perez (retired)
Montebello Unified School District Board President 
Hector Chacon 
Montebello Unified School District Board Member 
David Vela
Upper San Gabriel Valley Municipal Water District Ed 

Y

I’m running for Assembly to pursue my wife Marcella’s dream to build a better future for our children and families. I’ll 
work hard to create new jobs, improve our schools, keep our communities clean, green and safe and make sure every 
Californian has access to affordable healthcare. I would be honored if you would join me.
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Association for Los Angeles Deputy Sheriffs  (ALADS)
California Association of Highway Patrolmen (CAHP)
California Correctional Peace Officers Association 
(CCPOA)
California Police Chiefs Association
California Professional Firefighters (CPF)
Los Angeles County Firefighters (IAFF Local 1014) 
Montebello Firefighter Association (CPF Local 3821)
Police Officers Research Association of California 
(PORAC)

California School Employees Association (CSEA)
International Association of Machinist and Aerospace 
Workers Local Lodge 1484
International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers (IBEW) 
Local 11
International Union of Operating Engineers (IUOE) 
Local 12
International Union of Painters and Allied Trades 
(IUPAT) District Council 36
Sheet Metal Workers Local 105 
Sheet Metal Workers Local 675
Teamsters Joint Council 42
Transportation Communications Union
United Association (UA) Local 78

California Latino Legislative Caucus
Los Angeles County Young Democrats

Superintendent of Public Instruction Tom Torlakson 
Superintendent of Public Instruction Jack O’Connell 
(retired)
Board of Equalization Chairman Jerome Horton

State Senate President Pro Tem Darrell Steinberg  
State Senator Ron Calderon
State Senator Lou Correa
State Senator Kevin de Leon
State Senator Dr. Ed Hernandez

State Senator Ted Lieu
State Senator Carol Liu
State Senator Gloria Negrete McLeod
State Senator Curren Price
State Senator Michael Rubio
State Senator Juan Vargas

Assemblymember Michael Allen
Assemblymember Marty Block
Assemblymember Steven Bradford
Assemblymember Charles Calderon
Assemblymember Nora Campos
Assemblymember Gil Cedillo
Assemblymember Joe Coto (retired)
Assemblymember Mike Gatto
Assemblymember Isadore Hall  
Assemblymember Ben Hueso
Assemblymember Ricardo Lara 
Assemblymember Henry Perea
Assemblymember Manuel Perez 
Assemblymember Norma Torres 

Bell Gardens City Councilmember Priscilla Flores
Bell Gardens Mayor Pro Tem Sergio Infanzon 
Central Basin Municipal Water District Board President 
Ed Vasquez
Central Basin Municipal Water District Board Member 
Art Chacon
Central Basin Municipal Water District Board Member 
Rudy Montalvo
Montebello City Councilmember Alberto Perez (retired)
Montebello Unified School District BoardPresident 
Hector Chacon 
Montebello Unified School District Board Member 
David Vela
Upper San Gabriel Valley Municipal Water District Ed 
Chavez

Y

I’m running for Assembly to pursue my wife Marcella’s dream to build a better future for our children and families. I’ll 
work hard to create new jobs, improve our schools, keep our communities clean, green and safe and make sure every 
Californian has access to affordable healthcare. I would be honored if you would join me.

Tom Calderon Bio Final.indd   84/18/12   4:59 PM
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EDITOR ’S  NOTE

EVAN HENERSON’S 
(“The Evolution of Adult 
Animation”) career spans 
journalism and nonprofit 
communication. His work 

has appeared in Orange Coast Magazine, TV 
Guide and Los Angeles Daily News where he 
was a staff writer and critic. While earning 
his Master’s Degree from USC, Evan walked 
the entire length of Ventura Boulevard.

WHITNEY FRIEDLANDER 
(“Journey Under the Sea”) is 
an entertainment journalist 
who lives in Los Angeles 
with her husband, son and 

infamously ornery cat. A former staff writer 
at Los Angeles Times and Variety, she has 
also written for Esquire, Marie Claire and 
The Washington Post. 

A writer and editor 
for 20-plus years, 
JAY A. FERNANDEZ 
(“Cultivating Content”) 
has been on staff at The 

Hollywood Reporter, The Washington Post, 
and Indiewire. He wrote the weekly column 
“Scriptland” for the Los Angeles Times for 
several years, and his work has appeared in 
Los Angeles, Lithub, Pacific Standard, ACLU 
Magazine, USA Today, and many others.

Freelance writer and 
author KAREN BRINER 
(“Championing Diversity”) 
grew up in Cape Town, 
South Africa where her 

garden was home to wild chameleons. 
Her most recent novel is Snowize & Snitch: 
Highly Effective Defective Detectives.

One goal of this magazine is to celebrate artists and the craft, but we also seek 
to herald new voices, to grow as an organization, and represent the varied 
interests of our membership. This effort takes work, thoughtful consideration 
and an ongoing dialogue with members—and we are committed to continue this 
process and evolve as both a publication and an organization.

The industry has changed over the last 50 years and it’s important to learn from 
our past while keeping an eye toward the future. In our Social Hour column, we 
revisit an Animation Guild event on Championing Diversity in the Animation 
Industry (p.16) where several Guild members shared their experiences so that 
we can learn from them. 

Learning from our membership is critical during times of uncertainty. The Guild 
sent out two Work From Home surveys at the beginning of the pandemic and we 
share some of the results with you along with areas of improvement (p.18). 

Many of the artists, writers and technicians who are members of Local 839 have 
stories and advice to share with their peers—from how to submit to a short film 
festival (p.36) to what inspires their work (p.10). We want to continue hearing 
from you! Please reach out with ideas, advice, successes and failures to help us 
continue to grow and serve the animation community. 

Thank you!

Alexandra Drosu
editor@tag839.org

IT’S HARD TO BELIEVE 
HOW MUCH HAS CHANGED 
SINCE THE LAST TIME WE 
PUBLISHED KEYFRAME. 
WE’VE EXPERIENCED A 
PANDEMIC, QUARANTINE, 
SOCIAL INJUSTICE, ANGER 
BUT ALSO THE POWER 
OF KINDNESS AND THE 
SPIRIT OF CAMARADERIE.

LET’S KEEP TALKING TOGETHER
CONTRIBUTORS
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ART & CRAFT

MINING MEMORIES 
FOR INSPIRATION

In order to make the switch from prop to character 
designer, Jess Marfisi needed to take a big break. “I didn’t 
know exactly how I wanted to do that,” says Marfisi, now 
a character designer for The Fungies. “I was just trying to 
play around and get some space to grow as an artist.”

Journaling has been a reliable outlet for Marfisi, a way 
to work out her thoughts. Rereading and reconnecting 

with her past experiences is a valuable tool for inspiration, and on this 
occasion she found an old entry from 2017. “I wrote about the feeling of 
wanting to escape LA,” says Marfisi. “And it dawned on me that, in a way, it 
paralleled my old high school era feelings of wanting to leave my hometown.”

Connecting these two past memories conjured an image of an old water 
tower in her town, one Marfisi had always dreamed of climbing but never 
did. Back in high school, Marfisi knew she wanted to be an artist and she 
and her friends spent countless hours conversing over bonfires about their 
plans for the future. She tied all these concepts together on a rough post-it 
note illustration before recreating it in Adobe Photoshop where she could 
fully bring those memories and the colorful horizon to life.

The two kids who are ostensibly the subjects are so small that in the initial 
thumbnail they were only dots on the water tower. The kids seem to be 
having a conversation kids have been having for decades, if not centuries, 
about what they want to do when they grow up and how they fit into a 
world that is so much bigger than they are.

“I always wanted to climb up the water tower and see what it’s like to see the 
town from that vantage point,” says Marfisi. Now she has, not by climbing 
up a rusty ladder, but with a journal and a post-it note.

— Rusteen Honardoost

ARTIST: Jess Marfisi

TITLE: The View

MEDIUM: Digital

SIZE: 8” x 8”
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ON THE JOB

SYDNEY SHARP
STORYBOARD 
ARTIST,   
INSIDE JOB   
AT NETFLIX

TELL US A LITTLE ABOUT HOW YOU GOT 
INTO ANIMATION.
Growing up, I was pretty far removed from 
the animation industry and had an extremely 
limited understanding of what goes into 
animation production. I didn’t even know 
what a storyboard was! All I knew was that 
I wanted to make cartoons. After being 
rejected by USC’s animation program, I 
settled into a major in fine art with a focus on 
video art because I thought it would somehow 
relate back to animation (It didn’t! You 
can ask the friends I suckered into wearing 
absurd costumes for my weird art films.) I 
was extremely fortunate to have gotten an 
internship at Nickelodeon during my final 
semester at college. I’m grateful for the skills 
I learned in my major, but my internship was 
vital in giving me the animation production 
education that I wasn’t getting at school.

WHAT DREW YOU TO STORYBOARDS? 
I remember watching a making-of 
documentary on Finding Nemo and seeing this 
scene where Mark Walsh, the animator who 
did Dory’s emotional “When I look at you, I’m 
home” monologue, described his experience 
animating that scene. He talked about how 
he took a day to isolate himself and thought 
about loved ones he’s lost to draw upon his 
personal experience to really sell what Dory is 
feeling in that moment. It hit me that I could 
pursue a latent interest I had in acting without 
having to be on stage or in front of a camera. 
I was a big-time theater kid in high school 
and ultimately switched from acting to tech 
theater due to stage fright, so that realization 
was cathartic for me. I feel so privileged to 

be able to express myself while hiding behind 
these characters through storyboarding, but 
here’s a BIG shout out to the animators who 
do such a wonderful job bringing this all to life!

HOW WOULD YOU DESCRIBE YOUR JOB?
I’d describe my job as storytelling, problem-
solving, teamwork, humility, and a little bit 
of improv.

WHAT DOES YOUR TYPICAL DAY LOOK LIKE? 
After I’ve made my sleepy trudge to the studio, 
I like to start my day off by chatting with my 
coworkers while I wait for the caffeine to hit 
my bloodstream. Recently, I’ve started doing 
15 to 20 minutes of short figure drawing drills 
using a tool I found online to warm up. Then, 
depending on where my board team and I are 
at in our schedule, it’s draw, draw, technical 
difficulties, chat, go on a brainstorm walk, 
draw! There are many different styles of board 
schedule but right now we’re knocking out one 
sequence at a time and constantly reexamining 
the story. It’s a fun process and makes the 
episode feel like a living, organic thing! 

WHAT’S THE MOST REWARDING THING 
ABOUT WHAT YOU DO?
The most satisfying thing about the job is 
getting to make people laugh - it really makes 
all the blood, sweat, and tears well worth it! It 
can be a very social job and I love being able 
to pitch jokes to my friends and seeing what 
works. Sometimes you get to work on a show 
where you pitch to the whole crew. Those 
are my favorite because it’s an awesome 
opportunity to get everyone into the same 
room and bridge the divide that there can 
sometimes be between boards and design.

WHAT’S THE BIGGEST CHALLENGE?
I’d say the biggest challenge is managing 
my time wisely. I get a big “pitch hangover” 
after a review! I’ve heard a lot of my peers 
in the craft express something similar. After 
working tirelessly to reach this deadline, you 

feel so accomplished and then immediately 
come the notes. It’s difficult to dig right 
back into something after getting it to a 
place you thought was working, sometimes 
even rebuilding it from the ground up or 
getting rewrites. There’s a lot of problem-
solving involved at this stage, which can be 
exhilarating but also draining. When this 
happens, I have a hard time getting back on 
my feet and will waste a lot of time noodling 
and pouting.

WHERE DO YOU GET INSPIRATION?
I’d have to say it mostly comes from daily life 
and finding intrigue in the mundane—the 
weird people I meet every day, how I’d direct 
that tough conversation I just had if it were a 
sequence, that awkward thing I said last year 
that keeps me up at night. Also, like many 
board artists, I look to my favorite films for 
inspiration. One of the most important things 
I learned in my art theory classes in school 
was how important it is to examine why you 
like the things you like, so I’ve been trying to 
actively watch so I can really dissect what it is 
about these films I find so appealing. 

YOU ARE THE HEAD OF THE STORYBOARD 
COMMITTEE. WHY DID YOU DECIDE TO 
GET INVOLVED?
Without getting all the way up on my soapbox, 
it’s become clear that labor rights in this country 
could use some attention. Being active in the 
Guild is my small way of contributing to that 
conversation. I love this community and want 
everyone to be able to support their families, 
feel secure at work and in their retirement, and 
thrive in the rapidly changing landscape that 
is animation. Activism feels inaccessible to a 
lot of people but I enthusiastically encourage 
everyone to participate in any way they can, 
even if it’s just checking with the coworker 
who sits next to you to see if they took the 
wage survey. That makes more difference than 
you realize—solidarity is everything!

STORYBOARD ARTISTS HELP WEAVE A TALE THROUGH IMAGES. HERE, WE SPEAK TO 
THREE ARTISTS ON WHAT DREW THEM TO THE CRAFT AND HOW THEY STAY INSPIRED.

STORY TELLERS
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ON THE JOB

LUIS LOGAM
STORY ARTIST, 
RAYA AND THE 
LAST DRAGON 
AT WALT DISNEY 
ANIMATION 
STUDIOS

TELL US A LITTLE ABOUT HOW YOU GOT 
INTO ANIMATION.
Growing up I’ve always loved comics and 
cartoons. In high school, a friend showed me 
how to use an animation program called Flash, 
and I slowly started to teach myself with the 
help of Richard Williams’ book, “The Animator’s 
Survival Kit”. I grew up in Perth, Western 
Australia, and at the time there weren’t a lot of 
options for animation studies so I got a degree 
in Multimedia Design at a local university.

WHAT DREW YOU TO STORYBOARDS? 
I didn’t have much luck finding art related 
work in my hometown, so I considered a shift 
in career and flew to Sydney to study film 
and television. I was awful at it, but it was 
there I discovered storyboarding and found 

a lot of enjoyment helping fellow students 
visualize their live action projects. Though It 
wasn’t until many years later that I saw the 
apprenticeship opening at Disney Animation, 
that I realized I could focus on this.

HOW WOULD YOU DESCRIBE YOUR JOB?
We work closely with the directors and writers 
to visualize the rough blueprints of the film. 
A lot of it involves communicating with your 
leaders and other story artists, to find the best 
way to convey the scene you’re working on.

WHAT DOES YOUR TYPICAL DAY LOOK LIKE? 
A typical day for me involves sitting in front 
of the computer all day, trying real darn hard 
to make good drawings happen. It can be a 
real challenge to be creative on command and 
luckily I’m surrounded by amazing colleagues 
that I can always turn to, bounce ideas off of 
and get feedback.

WHAT’S THE MOST REWARDING THING 
ABOUT WHAT YOU DO?
Definitely seeing a sequence you worked on 
get realized by the other departments. When 

you get to see your rough drawings become 
this amazingly animated and rendered 
sequence—it’s like magic.

WHAT’S THE BIGGEST CHALLENGE?
It can sometimes be a challenge to set aside 
your own ego and get a clearer understanding 
of the director’s vision. When discussing 
story, you’re in a room full of creative people 
all with different tastes and opinions. It’s your 
job to try to understand the director’s intent 
and execute it to the best of your ability. 
It took me a long time to gain the courage 
to speak up in meetings and take part in 
discussions—and I still find it difficult most of 
the time. But learning to communicate with 
your team and ask the right questions is one 
of the most valuable skills to learn in this role.

WHERE DO YOU GET INSPIRATION?
I’m lucky to have access to many amazing 
storyboards from past and present Disney 
Animation films. I like to start off the day looking 
at other storyboard artists’ work, almost as a 
reminder on how it should be done. If I’m ever 
feeling stuck, inspiration is only a few clicks away.

ANJELICA RUSSELL
STORYBOARD 
ARTIST, 
UNANNOUNCED 
SHOW ON NETFLIX

TELL US A LITTLE ABOUT YOUR 
EDUCATIONAL JOURNEY. 
I went to the Rocky Mountain College of Art 
and Design! There, I studied 2D animation. I 
knew for a pretty long time that I wanted to 
work in animation but I didn’t know that I’d 
end up storyboarding. I didn’t even know it 
was an option! 

WHAT DREW YOU TO STORYBOARDS? 
I kind of stumbled into storyboarding. I was 
pretty determined to be a 2D animator but at 
the time all I was hearing was that 2D work 
was hard to come by. I’d already given 3D a try, 
thinking that ‘animation is animation, right?’ 
Unfortunately for me, there isn’t much drawing 
and I love drawing. I also love making others feel 
and laugh, and it turns out that storyboarding is 
a pretty good place to do just that! 

HOW WOULD YOU DESCRIBE YOUR JOB?
A lot of drawing and thinking and drawing 
and planning and, did I forget to mention 
drawing? It’s important to rest properly and 
take care of yourself because it all adds up! 

WHAT DOES YOUR TYPICAL DAY 
WORKING LOOK LIKE?
Back in the days of the office, eons ago, my 
days varied depending on what part of the 
board cycle I [would be] in. But the constants 
are—getting a cup of tea and a breakfast snack 
ready. Nothing says it’s time to work like a warm 
drink! Then I’d usually check on my office plants, 
do some kind of warm up drawing to get my 
brain in the work zone, then get started. I’m 
unfortunately not a morning person, so I don’t 
really hit my groove until after lunch. 

YOU WORK ON A BOARD-DRIVEN SHOW, 
WHAT MAKES THE PROCESS DIFFERENT 
THAN A SCRIPTED SHOW?
Writing the script is one of the biggest 
differences so far and being responsible for 
making sure that the threads of the story stay 
on track and weave nicely with the work of 
my partner. I’m used to doing whole episodes 
alone on scripted shows, so this level of 
collaboration is new and exciting! 

WHAT’S THE MOST REWARDING THING 
ABOUT WHAT YOU DO?
If I can bring just a little bit of joy to 
someone’s life, that’s pretty rewarding to 
me. Laughs, extra rewarding. Happy cry? 
I’ve climbed the mountain and I’m winning. 
Jokes aside, cartoons were my comfort and so 

important to me growing up, to give back into 
that is the most rewarding. 

WHAT’S THE BIGGEST CHALLENGE?
Right now, trusting my own unique voice and not 
comparing it to others is my biggest challenge. 
Storyboards are like making a delicious soup, 
everyone puts in their best flavors, and it’s the 
variety that comes together and makes the 
finished cartoon soup so good. Also, avoiding 
burnout. Storyboarding can become a grind 
because of the tight schedules, and work-
life balance can get out of hand if you’re not 
careful. I’m a lot more careful than I used to be, 
but it also helps when the schedules are built 
with some time for story artists to breathe a 
little. I appreciate productions like the one I’m 
on now that have those considerations built in.

WHERE DO YOU GET INSPIRATION?
Inspiration comes from all around, it’s hard for 
me to really say there’s a specific source. But 
I often find myself drawing inspiration from 
nature and the feeling of genuine love and 
excitement that’s put into something. A few 
examples: Monty Don’s gardening shows, The 
Repair Shop, anime like Mob Psycho 100 and 
Promare, my number one favorite film, Bambi 
and runner up, Fantasia. It’s kind of abstract, but 
when I can feel that feeling come through, it 
really puts the wind under my wings! 
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THE CLIMB

In a career that spans over three decades, Brad Rader has worked 
in the animation industry as a layout and storyboard artist on 
numerous TV series including The Real Ghostbusters, The Simpsons 
and Batman. His foray into directing won him an Emmy for HBO’s 
Spawn. He has also illustrated graphic novels and comic books and 
recently formed the Experienced Workers committee at TAG. 

For his 10th birthday, Rader’s parents gave him “The Art of Disney 
Animation” and he fell in love with the craft. Growing up in 
Anchorage, AK, he and his siblings—two brothers and three sisters—
all liked to draw. Rader recalls how they’d sketch out story ideas 
and pass their drawings around. At a young age, he decided he was 
going to be one of the successors of Disney’s nine old men. But 
he soon realized, “I couldn’t draw the same thing twice, let alone 
24 times per second.” So he took up drawing comic books, and 
by age 12, in 1972, his first love had been supplanted by a new one. 
Throughout high school and college, nothing mattered more than 
becoming a comic book artist. 

Rader’s junior high school art teacher, a graduate of the ArtCenter 
College of Design, advised him to pursue the craft. He took her 
advice literally, graduating from ArtCenter in March 1983, when he 
set about searching for whatever work he could find in California. 
He heard that Ruby-Spears was looking for storyboard artists, so he 
thought he’d apply, despite having scant samples of storyboards in 
his portfolio. As it turned out John Dorman, the head of storyboard, 
was “super into comics” and Rader had plenty of illustrations to 
show him. At the time, Dorman was using people like influential 
creator Jack Kirby for storyboards and character design on action-
adventure shows. “[Dorman] gave me my first job—God bless him—
because I wouldn’t have hired me,” Rader says with a laugh. 

Unfortunately, with that job, no training was provided. Rader 
describes the instructions he was given on his first day: Keep the 
camera angle low; don’t block screen directions; cut out the script 
and tape it down on the board before starting; and a list of a few 
essential camera movements. Rader turned to the other new hire, 

STORYBOARD ARTIST BRAD RADER 
ON COMIC BOOKS, ALL-NIGHTERS 
AND MENTORSHIP 

PAY IT 
FORWARD

top: Rader holds his Emmy for Outstanding Animated 
Program for his work on Spawn. below: An illustration for 
Batman’s Rogues Gallery. opposite, left to right: An activist 
illustration for Tex! comic book; cover image for Bent Comix; 
and a Gay Pride illustration.
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THE CLIMB

Dan Riba, to ask him what a pan and a tuck were. The rest he learned 
on the job by watching over the shoulders of his fellow professionals 
and comparing notes. Within two months, Rader says, Dorman fired 
him, and in the same breath provided him with contact information 
to Hanna-Barbera studios located just across the street. “I went over 
and introduced myself to Kay Wright who was producing on The 
Dukes and Richie Rich as well as The Little Rascals series.” 

After work at Hanna-Barbera dried up, Rader struggled to find his next 
job. Eight months later he was freelancing at DIC while also working as 
a security guard at the Norton Simon Museum of Art. It was a hectic 
schedule as he was frequently pulling all-nighters. It was at this time 
he met his mentor, French artist and director Bernard Deyriès. Rader 
brought the storyboards he was working on to Deyriès, who asked him 
if he wanted to make his own changes. Rader had never been offered 
this opportunity before and says he was essentially working blind, 
following the script religiously. Rader watched Deyriès make changes 
in the margins of his storyboard paper. It was a revelation to him to see 
how he opened up the story, making his own additions. “All the things 
that took him about five pages of storyboard to play out, I’d done in 
one long shot pan,” recalls Rader. He pointed out to Deyriès that he’d 
followed the script as instructed. Deyriès pointed to his version, and 
asked in his French accent: But is this not better? 

Inspired, Rader went home and applied what he’d learned to the 
remaining third of the storyboard. “It was like a light went on in 
my head,” he says. After that, Deyriès put him on staff where he 
continued to value the mentorship. “That’s one of the things that 
really interests me, is how to pay that forward—because I’d say in 
all honesty that I think Bernard saved my life—I don’t know what I 
would have done if I hadn’t met him,” he says. 

Rader continued working for DIC on shows like The Real 
Ghostbusters and Alf Tales. By 1991 he was at Warner Bros. on 
Batman, which led to finally getting his much sought-after 

foothold in comic book illustration. He then segued into directing 
animation, which he pursued from 1993 to 1998, culminating in 
winning an Emmy in 1999 for best longform animation for his 
work on HBO’s Spawn. Despite this milestone award, in the first 
six years of the 21st century it became difficult to find work. There 
was a shift to anime and manga and shows were being bought and 
dubbed into English rather than new work being commissioned. 

Fortunately, Rader’s frequent freelance work with director Anthony 
Chun landed him a job on the final two seasons of King of the Hill. 
Over the years his approach has shifted, he says, in that he now 
anticipates more what clients’ issues are and what they might want, 
rather than doing what he thought was right and then having them 
tell him differently. More recently, he worked on Bob’s Burgers, 
which he left in 2017 after eight seasons. 

While he’s currently working on Titmouses’s Bless the Harts, Rader 
also finds time to pursue his own passion project. In 2003, he 
started Flaming Artist Press and has published his own homoerotic 
comic magazines and artwork. He has noticed that since he turned 
60 it’s been harder to find work, which is one of the reasons he’s 
started the Experienced Workers committee where he hopes to 
address best practices for getting and maintaining work. “I want to 
flip the script,” he says. “You know how they say don’t put anything 
older than ten years on your resume. Screw that—I’ve got 34 years 
of experience and I’m going to brag about it!” He wants to highlight 
how experienced workers know how to get things done and can 
continue to learn and evolve their skills. He also wants to promote 
mentorship, to pay forward the experience he had with his own 
mentor, Deyriès, who was such an important influence on his career.

— Karen Briner

If you are interested in learning more about the Experienced Workers 
committee, email Rader at ewc@tag839.org or visit Rader’s website at 
www.bradrader.net.. 
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“Everything is Fine” may sound like 
an anthem against the challenges 
of coronavirus but it’s also the first 
song by band QBomb, where all the 
members collaborated together, each 
adding their own personal flavor to the 
performance. The band of six features 
three Animation Guild members—Gene 
Goldstein, Jordan Rosato and Ari 
Castleton—who bonded over music 
while working together at Nickelodeon. 

Goldstein had been writing songs with 
his good friend, Jeremy Ropp, the 
band’s only non-artist, since 2009 but 
while working on background layout 
for Nickelodeon’s The Loud House, he 
met Rosato (a storyboard artist) and 
Castleton (a storyboard supervisor), who 
shared both an office and a love of music. 

“Jordan and I would play instruments 
during break time at work,” Castleton 
says. “She was trying to pick up the bass 
and I was trying to socialize and make 
new friends.” 

When Nickapalooza, the annual in-house 
party for Nickelodeon staff featuring live 
bands, was announced, Goldstein felt 
inspired to gather a group of musicians 
to perform. “We only needed to have 
a six-minute set,” he says. Goldstein 
had toyed with the idea of starting a 
band since high school and now was 
his chance. He and Ropp wrote three 
original songs and enlisted Castleton to 
perform in two separate bands, one that 
would feature original music (QBomb) 
and another that would perform cover 
songs, called Force Quit, which included 
Rosato, initially on keyboards.

After Nickapalooza 2017, the bandmates 
continued practicing as both QBomb 
and Force Quit but, says Goldstein, “I 
wanted to take QBomb more seriously. 
There was one night where I asked 
everyone, ‘Can we combine these two 
things? We can keep doing covers but 
learn and write new music and perform 
and actually make it a thing?’”

The answer was an enthusiastic yes, 
resulting in QBomb’s sextet of Goldstein, 
Ropp, Rosato, Castleton, writer Jacob 
Strick and storyboard artist Sam Cowan.

“We bonded at work through music and 
kind of had similar pop-punk alternative 
tastes,” says Rosato.

Creating a visual brand identity for the 
band was easy for the group of talented 
artists and it was important to reflect the 
band’s style of music visually. “I always 
think of it as an anime version of a punk 
band so everything is really bombastic 
and electric and over the top and our 
music kind of reflects that, hopefully,” 
adds Goldstein.

Music is also a complementary artistic 
outlet for the band members. Rosato, 
who is now a director for Warner Bros. 
Animation’s DC Super Hero Girls, says, “I 
think the reason I started picking up bass 
was because I needed another outlet 
that wasn’t visually artistic. I draw all day 
as a storyboard artist, and I just needed 
something to get me moving but also 
keep me creative.”

Currently a storyboard artist on Warner 
Bros.’ Jellystone!, Goldstein agrees: “It 
helps me flex my creative brain to do 

other things. When I’m going through 
things with my career, I can funnel those 
feelings into the music, and then the 
music can funnel back.”

Castleton, who has continued as a 
storyboard supervisor on The Loud 
House, feels that having a visual 
background also enables the group to 
better express what’s in their head as 
the ideas flow into songs. 

“And if somebody has a critique,” Rosato 
adds, “we’re all used to that. We don’t 
take it personally, and we’re pretty good 
at communication in a generous and 
polite way.” 

“If there’s one word to describe QBomb, 
it’s polite,” Goldstein says, and Rosato 
jokes, “Yes, that’s us, polite punk rock.” 

Fans of punk (polite or not) will be happy 
to know that QBomb is loud, raucous 
and in your face when they perform 
as their alter-egos. They play what 
Goldstein describes as “the kind of music 
that I wanted to hear when I was a teen.”

Along with recently releasing their 
single, QBomb filmed a video for it 
and held a Kickstarter campaign to 
fund their first album, Hyperpunk.  
The project is on hold right now, 
because of the pandemic, but that 
doesn’t mean the band has slowed 
down. They’re composing a song 
from scratch over Zoom to keep their 
skills honed, but they’re eager to get 
together and play again as soon as 
possible. While waiting for that day, 
their music and animation talents can 
be found at www.qbomb.band.

NICKAPALOOZA INSPIRED 
THESE ARTISTS TO CREATE 
A BAND KNOWN AS QBOMBSIX PUNK PALS

14     KEYFRAME

AFTER HOURS



DEPARTMENT

15     KEYFRAME

clockwise, from top left: 
The cover for QBomb’s upcoming 

album, Hyperpunk; graphics for 
the band’s new single; cartoon 
versions of band members Ari 

Castleton, Jordan Rosato 
and Gene Goldstein.
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JANE SHATTUCK TAKAMOTO BAER 
started working in the animation industry 
at a time when women were not welcome 
in the workplace. In 1939, at the height 
of the depression, married women were 
banned from working because women 
were perceived as taking jobs from men. In 
1955, post-World War II, Mamie Eisenhower 
defined herself as the First Housewife, not 
the First Lady, and it was in this context 
that Baer began her career. Baer’s father, 
an artist, happened to be friends with 
Charlie Thorson (the designer of Bugs 
Bunny) and introduced him to a young 
Baer in her hometown of Winnipeg. 

At the time, Thorson was working on the 
children’s book “Keeko” and Baer recalls 
being mesmerized by his artwork. Baer 
longed to study art, but her family only 
had enough money to finance one child’s 
higher education. Since the prevailing 
attitude was that education would be 
wasted on a girl who would ultimately get 
married and have babies, her brother was 

the one sent to university. Baer found a 
job and saved enough to attend ArtCenter 
in Los Angeles. When her money ran out 
she was lucky enough to be hired at Disney 
on Sleeping Beauty where she worked with 
four of the “nine old men” of animation.

One day, Frank Thomas asked if she wanted 
to try her hand at animation. Baer leapt at 
this opportunity and was given the task of 
animating the candles sliding off Aurora’s 
birthday cake in Sleeping Beauty. But 
after layoffs at Disney, Baer found herself 
living the life of a suburban housewife and 
mother—she felt isolated and miserable. Her 
marriage to Iwao Takamoto ended and she 
made her way back to Disney, assisting Milt 
Kahl with the character of Medusa from The 
Rescuers. In 1984, together with her second 
husband, Dale Baer, she went on to create 
The Baer Animation Studio. Baer related 
how they were called in to Disney and asked 
if they’d like to take on part of a Richard 
Williams’ project. This ended up being the 
Toontown sequence of Benny the Cab for 
the film Who Framed Roger Rabbit? It was 

SOCIAL HOUR

CHAMPIONING DIVERSITY
WITHIN THE ANIMATION INDUSTRY

left to right: Mindy Johnson, Enid Denbo-Wizig, Willie Ito, Jane Baer, and Floyd Norman

THIS SPRING, ANIMATION 
GUILD MEMBERS WERE 
TREATED TO A PANEL 
DISCUSSION ON DIVERSITY 
FEATURING FLOYD NORMAN, 
WILLIE ITO, JANE BAER, AND 
ENID DENBO-WIZIG, WHO 
SHARED THEIR PERSONAL 
JOURNEYS IN THE 
ANIMATION INDUSTRY. THE 
EVENT WAS MODERATED 
BY AUTHOR AND ACADEMY 
SCHOLAR, MINDY JOHNSON, 
WHO DEFTLY WOVE IN 
THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT 
AND PROVIDED AN 
INSIGHTFUL BACKDROP 
TO THEIR STORIES.

HERE’S WHAT THEY HAD  
TO SAY.
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no small task and Baer described setting up 
an entire unit with over 100 people from 
scratch. Williams was not happy giving up his 
sequences, she said, but the deal was that he 
was not allowed to interfere with their work. 
As a result, they operated incognito while 
doing the iconic Toontown sequences. 

It was at the height of the Civil Rights 
movement that a young animator made his 
way to the Walt Disney company. FLOYD 
NORMAN grew up African American in the 
protective bubble of Santa Barbara, where 
as a child he had no sense of segregation. In 
high school, he landed his first job working 
on Katy Keene the Fashion Queen for a local 
cartoonist. Norman explained that he had no 
racial baggage when he came to Disney in 1953, 
looking for a job. He simply applied as a young 
man having just graduated from high school. 
When he didn’t get the job, he went off to 
ArtCenter and was later hired by Disney where 
he worked with an extremely diverse group 
of people who all had a love of animation in 
common. Norman worked on films like The 
Jungle Book and 101 Dalmatians; and it was Walt 
Disney himself who helped advance his career 
and gave him unique opportunities. Norman 
later partnered with Leo Sullivan, starting 
Vignette Films where they produced films on 
African American history. They developed Fat 
Albert for Bill Cosby, producing the first half 
hour special for NBC. 

Norman eventually found his way back to 
Disney, but at age 65, while still at the top of 
his game, he ran into ageism—suddenly there 
was no more work for him and he was let go. 
Johnson pointed out that age discrimination 
is not really talked enough but deserves more 
attention Norman fortunately went on to do 
pioneering work at Pixar and he is the subject 
of Floyd Norman—An Animated Life which will 
air on TCM.

There is a long history of people with 
disabilities working in the animation industry. 
Back in the 1940s, the first woman animator 
in Canada, Evelyn Lambert, was deaf. But our 
general U.S. history with disability, Johnson 
pointed out, is not a pretty picture. In 1927 
there was compulsory sterilization for people 
with disabilities and it was only in 1974 that the 
last of the so-called ‘Ugly Laws’ of the 1800’s 
was repealed. These laws originated in Chicago 
and allowed for the lawful imprisonment of 
anyone who was diseased, maimed, mutilated 
or deformed.

ENID DENBO-WIZIG lost her hearing due 
to illness as an infant; her mother refused 
to accept she was deaf, instead convincing 
herself that her daughter was hard of hearing. 
Determined that her daughter be part of 
society, she set out to find whatever help 
she could. In 1926, hearing aids were not yet 
available, but her mother found a German 
therapist who gave her a stethoscope and 
told her to try to stimulate her daughter’s 
hearing. Wizig repeated basic words 
hundreds of times. At age seven, she was sent 
to a school for the deaf where she learned to 
read lips and speak. Then came private speech 
therapy twice a day, five days a week, for five 
years with a therapist who wanted her to 
“speak like the queen.” Initially the therapist 
didn’t know if she could help a non-hearing 
child. She told Wizig’s parents that she would 
try, but she charged a hundred dollars an 
hour, back in 1935. Wizig had a guttural sound 
in her nose and her tongue was twisted and 
needed extensive work to make it more 
flexible. After a few sessions, the therapist 
decided to waive the payment. 

A talented artist, Wizig attended LA City 
College’s art program where she learned 
anatomy, life drawing, and perspective. She 
went on to work at Schlesinger Studios, 
starting in painting. She recalls playing ping 
pong with Art Babbitt and Bill Melendez 
during lunch. They recognized the potential 
in her drawing and taught her animation, 
giving her homework, which included 
practicing drawing on even numbered pages. 
This was during World War II when animators 
were leaving for the service and they needed 
replacements. Wizig was promoted to 
assistant animator where she was one of 
only three women working in the animation 
unit. She related how Chuck Jones was a 
great teacher who conducted evening classes 
for his unit, teaching contours, gestures, 
and insisting that they draw with feeling. 
Wizig married, raised a family and became 
an inspiration for the deaf community 
where she still volunteers. She was recently 
honored by the Academy and documented 
her life in a memoir, I Never Asked, Why Me? 

In 1934, an influx of Japanese immigrants 
came to the U.S. and embraced Western 
culture and lifestyle, adding to the diverse 
fabric of the arts, music, and sciences. But 
after the bombing of Pearl Harbor, things 

changed overnight, with 120,000 Japanese 
Americans rounded up for incarceration, 
their property seized and bank accounts 
frozen. December 7, 1941 is forever etched 
in WILLIE ITO’s memory. The events of 
that day ultimately led to his family’s 
incarceration at an internment camp in 
Utah. Ito, who was born in the San Francisco 
bay area, said he and his family were sent 
to the Topaz internment camp in the Utah 
desert, taking with them only what they 
could carry. They would be confined there 
for three years. Having realized at age five 
that cartooning was his vocation, Ito already 
drew voraciously. There were no stores in 
the camp, so shopping was done via mail 
order. Young Ito would take the expired 
Sears and Roebuck catalogues and draw in 
the margins, creating his first flip books.

Later, when his peers from the internment 
camp were becoming engineers and 
doctors, a concerned Ito wondered about 
his decision to become a cartoonist. Ito told 
his mentor and life-drawing instructor that 
he was considering doing something more 
substantial, like medical illustration. But his 
mentor insisted that Ito follow his dream. He 
provided Ito with a letter of introduction for 
his own mentor at Chouinard in Los Angeles. 
Ito was awarded a scholarship and studied 
alongside Jimmy Murakami. 

Ito wanted to work at UPA, which was the 
hottest studio in town at the time. He used 
his portfolio as a ticket just to see the inside 
of the Disney studio with no intention of 
working there. But soon after a telegram 
arrived, inviting him to take a test at Disney. 
He was hired to work on Lady and the Tramp 
and illustrated the legendary spaghetti-
eating sequence. After being told by Disney 
that there would be a three-month hiatus, 
Ito immediately called Warner Bros. and 
was hired days later. Changing studios was 
quite a culture shock. Ito worked on the Road 
Runner cartoons, What’s up Doc, working with 
legendary Chuck Jones. He then moved on to 
work at Bob Clampett, followed by Hanna-
Barbera where he worked on The Flintstones 
and The Jetsons among others. Some of the 
series he worked on were groundbreaking 
in terms of diversity, like The Harlem 
Globetrotters, The Amazing Chan and the Clan, 
Hong Kong Phooey. Ito has also illustrated 
the books, Hello Maggie! and A Boy from 
Heart Mountain which speak to his time and 
experiences during his WWII incarceration.

SOCIAL HOUR
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WORK FROM HOME
The pandemic served as a catalyst for a new 
employment paradigm where TAG members 
transitioned to working from home. 
For some, the transition was relatively 
seamless as they were already equipped 
with the technology needed to succeed 
at home. Some were allowed to borrow 
equipment from the studios while others 
were left to their own devices, scrambling 
to cobble together equipment at home. 

The Animation Guild sent out two 
WFH surveys to get a sense of how the 
membership was transitioning and what 
areas needed to be improved. After a 
few initial concerns, most TAG members 
seemed to acclimate to the new working 
environment fairly effectively. The 
biggest challenges were experienced by 
caregivers, those who could no longer rely 
on daycare, parents doubling as teachers 
during the day, people tending to sick 
loved ones or elderly family members. 
Areas for improvement were identified 
as follows: Ensuring employees are given 
the tools they need to succeed at home; 
reimbursing employees for expenses 
according to state and federal law; 
providing support and flexible schedules 
for caregivers; and supporting mental 
health and emotional wellness.

HERE, WE SHARE SOME KEY RESULTS FROM THE SURVEY.

HOW MANY HOURS A WEEK 
ARE YOU EXPECTED TO WORK?

HOW WOULD YOU 
DESCRIBE YOUR CURRENT 
PRODUCTIVITY LEVEL?

CURRENTLY, WHAT ARE YOUR BIGGEST WORK CHALLENGES?

I am not experiencing any challenges

Equipment issues

Software licenses

Slow internet speeds

Difficulty transferring larger files

Home/work life balance

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

21.2%

52.6%

25.6%

35%

5.8%

23.7%

I am as productive as I was in  
the studio.

I’m almost as productive.

I am not as productive.

I am more productive than usual.

Less than 40 hours

40 hours

40 hours plus guaranteed overtime

As many hours as I need to get 
the job done

Other

39%

22.1%

8.5%

30.4%

68.2%

16.8%

9.3%
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Make sure employers 
respond to the needs of their 
employees who need help 
getting a setup in place, such 
as a desk and an ergo chair.

I had to buy equipment 
myself, it cost a TON of 
money. I don’t know what 
would’ve happened to my job 
if I didn’t have the capability 
and money to make sure I 
had a work from home setup.

Advocate for slightly more 
time (2 or 3 day buffers) 
built into schedule during 
the pandemic to deal with 
possible illness or having 
disruptions in home life 
(kids, emergencies, etc.).

When you’re working 
remotely, the ability to 
provide clear and accurate 
verbal information becomes 
more important. Interaction 
takes more time and effort. 
Poor communication skills 
can wreak more havoc in a 
remote working situation.

THE LOCAL

A SNAPSHOT OF COMMENTS FROM THE WFH SURVEY

WHAT YOU SAIDHAS YOUR STUDIO 
CHANGED PRODUCTIVITY 

EXPECTATIONS OR STICKING 
TO REGULAR SCHEDULES?

HAS YOUR 
EMPLOYER ADDRESSED 

EMOTIONAL WELLBEING 
OR MENTAL HEALTH?

Please get the word out 
that Animation Production 
is a very resilient system 
that adapts well to 
emergencies. Unlike 
live-action, it can carry 
on production without 
missing a deadline, 
and everybody still 
earns a living while still 
flattening the curve.

I would love for studios 
to take mental health and 
exhaustion into account. 
The world is intense and 
we have not had much 
of a chance to process. 

Keep reaching out with 
ways to be involved and 
stay connected to fellow 
members during this time 
of social separation.

Remind the upper 
management that 
artists’ output is greatly 
affected by school/
daycare closures. We’re 
all doing the best we can.

48%
Sticking to 

original schedules

23%
Changed or 

pushed schedules 

15%
Relaxed productivity 
expectations but did 

not change schedules

14%
Other/Don’t know

49%
Yes

27%
No

24%
Not sure/Other
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By Evan Henerson

FEATURE

THE EVOLUTION 
OF ADULT 
ANIMATION
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Serious themes, unconventional origins, 
and beautiful aesthetics are paving the 
way for a new age of adult animation.
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SOMETIMES TO GET TO 
THE FUTURE, YOU HAVE 
TO REVISIT THE STONE 

AGE. SOMETIMES, TO 
MAKE AN EXCITING 

NEW STATEMENT, 
YOU TELL A STORY 
WITH CHARACTERS 
WHO DON’T UTTER 

A SINGLE WORD. 

this page: A still showing 
the caveman Spear and 
Tyrannosaurus rex Fang 

from Adult Swim’s Primal.

During the final season of his time-traveling samurai series 
Samurai Jack, series creator Genndy Tartakovsky started 
contemplating his next act. He went back to a series of 
drawings of a caveman and a dinosaur that he had toyed with 
several years before and brought a series of storyboards to 
producer Mike Lazzo and the team at Adult Swim. 

The untraditional man and beast story became the basis 
for the series Primal, a show that is by turns touching, 
heartbreaking, hugely violent and entirely dialog-free.

Tartakovsky, who over the course of his career had overseen 
the mayhem of the Powerpuff Girls, Dexter’s Laboratory and 
Samurai Jack, figured his audience was maturing and might be 
willing to follow him on this new primitive adventure.

“We were seeing that there was a big audience for adult 
animation. We could finally get to the point where, yeah, we 
don’t just have to do irreverent comedies. We could kind of 
do whatever we want,” says Tartakovsky. “We even talked 
about it. I said, ‘I don’t know how this is going to look on the 
air,’ but that’s really not my concern.”

Within the realm of adult animation, tastes are expanding 
and boundaries are being breached about as routinely as some 
of the creatures dispatched by Primal’s dinosaur, Fang. The 
expansion of programming streaming services—particularly 
those without ties to advertising—has opened up the 
playground to the point where a seriously off-the-wall premise 
could very easily end up establishing a new animation frontier. 

Netflix’s The Midnight Gospel is Duncan Trussell’s podcast 
brought irreverently and mind-blowingly to life with animation 
by Pendleton Ward and Jesse Moynihan. Turner’s Final Space 
went literally into the stratosphere (well, with some help from 
NASA) to establish its visual universe. 

Back on earth, the mantra of Netflix’s coming-of-age 
comedy Big Mouth, according to Co-Creator and Executive 
Producer Nick Kroll, is “we give zero fucks” as the humor 
and the nudity has ratcheted up the animated raunch 
factor to new levels. Big Mouth will have a new equally foul 
mouthed playmate joining the slate with Hoops, the saga 
of a down-and-out basketball coach hoping to take his high 
school team to glory. 

Though new adult animation programming is delving deeper 
into unconventional origins and spruced-up aesthetics, many 
of the artists involved cited the influence of much-loved, long-
running animated shows while acknowledging that they also want 
to break free and try new things both visually and thematically.



“I think it’s a really good time to be in 
animation,” says Devin “DVO” Roth, Art 
Director on both Final Space and Hoops. 
“We can be grateful for what shows like 
The Simpsons, Family Guy and King of the 
Hill have done, but I don’t think we need 
to be following those same structures. 
We need to be exploring new ideas, 
dynamic angles, interesting ways of 
cutting, design and color.”

“I’m hearing about people from the 

experimental animation world who are 
getting meetings in the world of TV to 
develop stuff, and I find that to be pretty 
promising,” adds Jesse Moynihan, Art 
Director on The Midnight Gospel and a 
writer and storyboard artist on Ward’s 
series, Adventure Time. “If Midnight Gospel 
does well and people like it, it’s going to 
give people like myself the opportunity to 
keep developing more thematically dense 
and adult kinds of ideas in animation.” 

THE FAMILY 
GOES NUCLEAR
Traditionally, everything—live action or 
animated—started with mom, dad and 
the kids. A nuclear family—the more 
dysfunctional, the better—has been the basis 
of countless animated series. The Flintstones 
may have lived in Bedrock, but they never 
shared a bed. The world of the future 
envisioned by The Jetsons now comes across 
as anything but futuristic. As the 1980s came 
to a close, a quirkily-drawn family wandered 
out of The Tracey Ullman Show and into 
history, changing the game forever. 

It has now been more than 30 years since 
Homer, Lisa, Bart et al. planted their flag as 
an animated family sitcom populated with 
a tribe of anti-heroes that wasn’t afraid to 
go to some dark places. A decade later, Seth 
McFarlane unleashed the raunchier and 
racier antics of the Griffin family of Family 
Guy. The Belchers of Bob’s Burgers and the 
Hills (King of the Hill) inched ever edgier and 
by the time genius inventor Rick moved in 
and started taking over the education of his 
dim-bulb grandson Morty, nobody blinked. 
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top: Rather than hitting a reset button 
after an ottoman was torched in 
Bojack Horseman, the team displayed 
it through the remainder of the season. 
Similarly (below), the show’s artists had 
to draw an upended Tesla, from many 
angles, into the stock backgrounds.

HEADY GUY WITH A MALFUNCTIONING 
MULTIVERSE SIMULATOR TRAVELS 
THE GALAXY AND CHECKS IN WITH 
VARIOUS WORLDS ON THE BRINK OF 
AN APOCALYPSE. WELCOME TO THE 
MIDNIGHT GOSPEL. CHECK YOUR BAGS—
AND YOUR EXPECTATIONS—AT THE 
CLOSEST BLACK HOLE. 

WHEN 
MIDNIGHT 
STRIKES

The visuals of the Netflix series created by Pendleton 
Ward, Jesse Moynihan and Mike Mayfield are stunning. 
The animation is combined with the spiritual musings of 
podcaster Duncan Trussell (who also voices interviewer 
Clancy), a viewer’s focus will careen between the never-
ending action and the stream of deeply spiritual dialogue.

“We struggled with that balance,” admits Moynihan. “We 
definitely tried to guide the viewers’ eyes and ears. In some 
episodes, it’s like a boxing match between what you’re 
supposed to be listening to and what you’re supposed to  
be watching.” 

(continued on page 25)

Animated series still revolve around 
families, but in this new frontier, the unit 
has taken on new forms. Final Space’s Gary 
Goodspeed roams the galaxy with a ragtag 
band of fellow adventurers and a planet-
destroying puffball named Mooncake. The 
“family” of Hoops is a coach and his students. 

“Breaking the whole family sitcom structure, 
that’s something I like,” says DVO who 
characterizes the series as a cross between The 
Mighty Ducks and The Bad News Bears. “What’s 
great about Hoops, I think you’re going to 
see that it has taken an approach of blending 
in the ideas of teen animation and adults 
programming. You’re going to be seeing over 
the next five to 10 years a big change in 
what is considered adult animation.” 

“What I was trying to do was make this 
team and the coach a weird version of a 
family,” says Hoops Creator Ben Hoffman. 
“My junior high basketball coach was kind 
of a crazy person. [He] made his living 
scalping tickets...let us not run laps if we 
brought him candy.” 

You want dysfunction? How about a 
washed-up Hollywood stallion trying to 
come to terms with life as a has-been? BoJack 
Horseman’s creator Raphael Bob-Waksberg 
mined the isolation he experienced when he 
first came to Hollywood and put his artistic 
vision in the hands of artist Lisa Hanawalt. 

“I do think the drive to support more 
creator-driven content is going to help 
individualize a lot of animation styles,” says 
Background Artist Liza Epps who worked 
on BoJack and Final Space. “It influences 
everything from backgrounds to character 
designs to how the characters think and act.”

Some of these characters could probably 
use a family. Whether you’re considering 
Clancy, The Midnight Gospel’s galaxy-hopping 
interviewer; Spear whose family is wiped 
out in Primal’s opening episode; or the self-
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The Heart Pedestal in Final Space by Cyndee Guerrieri. inset: Black and white pre-designs for the Heart Pedestal 
(right) and the Medical Bay (left).
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loathing BoJack Horseman, you have a trio 
of protagonists who either spend great 
periods of time alone or are seeking some 
sort of connection, human or otherwise.

Any trends away from families and 
toward lonely or isolated characters 
is a reflection of real life, says Mike 
Mayfield, Supervising Director of The 
Midnight Gospel and Big Mouth. 

“Adult animation, at least in the U.S. 
has done the nuclear family really well, 
but there’s a lot of other ground that 
these stories can cover,” he says. “The way 
human beings act and hang out and live 
and have inter-personal relationships has 
always had a ton of different shades and 
combinations and varieties. Animation 
would also reflect that, so you’re seeing 
different types of structures that aren’t 
even necessarily a family—a friend group 
or co-workers or all those different types 
of inter-personal formulas.”

BoJack took plenty of genre-bending 
risks. Supervising Director Mike 
Hollingsworth harkens back to the third 
episode of Season 1 in which former child 
star Sarah Lynn throws a party, trashes 
BoJack’s house and is seen flicking matches 
at a torched ottoman. Series creator Bob-
Waksberg asked if the burned ottoman 
could stay in place through the season.

“Reflexively, I replied, ‘No, it has to go 
back to how it was. In cartoons at the end 
of every episode, everything goes back to 

default,’” says Hollingsworth. “Raphael 
countered, ‘Well—what if it doesn’t?’ The 
line producer and I looked at each other 
with fear in our eyes. What Pandora’s 
Box was being opened here? Fast forward 
through six seasons and that whole 
furniture set was destroyed and replaced 
three times. His bed was smashed, and for 
a whole season there was a Tesla parked 
in his swimming pool. That means we had 
to draw an upended Tesla, from many 
angles, into all our ‘stock backgrounds.’

A NEW AESTHETIC
Budgets will always be tight and 
schedules will be crunched, but in the 
ever-changing realm of adult animation, 
one thing that artists working on these 
shows say will not—or should not—be 
compromised is a show’s look. The 
aesthetic of a lowbrow show can be 
correspondingly lowbrow if the aim is 
laughs, but that won’t fly as easily if 
your show is treading new ground. 

Eleanor Michalka, Lead Background 
Designer for The Midnight Gospel, had 
no difficulty embracing the ever-
shifting needs of the show’s visual 
demands. A long time follower of 
Trussell’s podcast and an admirer of 
Ward and Moynihan, Michalka said she 
approached Gospel “with reverence 
and determined to produce the most 
beautiful work possible.” 

“Maybe it’s our own cultural self-
image improving,” Michalka says. “I’ve 
always seen artists pour themselves 
into something and they get kind 
of disappointed when they’re told. 
‘Oh that’s too nice. Make it worse.’ 
On another level, it’s not about the 
mindless consumption of beautiful 
images or ugly images. It’s about 
knowing why you’re consuming that 
image in the first place.”

In creating the aesthetic vision of 
Final Space, creator Olan Rogers felt 
the sky was limitless.

“You look at the shots that NASA 
takes with their telescopes, these 
beautiful, sprawling space shots and 
I was like, ‘I want to put that in the 
show,’” recalls Rogers. “The first pass 
was like a peek of space and I was like, 
‘No, no, no…I want real space. I want 
to figure out how to incorporate actual 
NASA images with 2D in the show.’ 
Once we did that, it really kind of gave 
the show a different aesthetic.”

Final Space Art Director DVO 
combed through the NASA library 
and started building star fields. 
Instead of the usual dots in the 
sky one sees in a traditional space 
program (live action or animated), 
Final Space turned every flight into 
the equivalent of a graphic novel. 
According to background designer 
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DUNCAN TRUSSELL (Co-Creator): “Pendleton Ward 
had this idea, the summation being what happens if we put 
podcast dialog to Indiana Jones. The combination of mystical, 
sometimes didactic and, I guess, heady conversation 
happening during wild moments creates kind of innate 
comedic situations, but also poignant situations.

PENDLETON WARD (Co-Creator): “I’d edit down a 
podcast conversation from a couple hours to 20 minutes. 
Storyboard artists split up the audio and boarded to the 
dialog and interjected visual jokes and some written jokes. 
Then Mike Mayfield and Duncan Trussell [and I] would script 
new written jokes and ideas on top of the board. We’d record 
and Duncan would improvise new lines and tangents. Then 
Megan Love, our editor, would take all of that and fine tune it 
into a finished animatic.” 

ELEANOR MICHALKA (Lead Background Designer): On 
a practical level, it was a really small production team, and 
this was a really big crew so there was lots of overlapping. 
The animatic kept changing so the art was ever evolving even 
up to the minute of deadlines because stuff would still be 
changing in the story and the animatic because it was such 
a creative, fluid process for them to identify what would be 
funny or where they should go. It was like, “Oh, now they’re 
going over here. Now they’re doing this. That’s not what 
we’re doing anymore.” All this stuff they had in mind. It was a 
very kind of flying by the seat of our pants situation.

WHEN MIDNIGHT STRIKES (cont.)

“A lot of the 
background concepts 

I would do were 
very light-heavy in 

mood and tone, so 
I enjoyed creating 

those worlds...”
– Final Space Background 

Artist Liza Epps

From its unusual origins to its free-form structuring (episode 
lengths vary between 18 and 33 minutes) to its headiness, 
The Midnight Gospel drew buzz cross the industry even 
before it premiered. Here are some choice recollections from 
several members of the creative team.

(continued on page 27)
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this page: In Primal, the design 
team avoided sky blues and green 
grass—every color had meaning.

Epps, the line work and the heavy 
use of black was used to help achieve 
this look. She recalls doing a black 
shadow pass to give the backgrounds 
an inky feeling reminiscent of 
graphic novels or comic books. 

As the series traveled to different 
worlds, Epps recalls drawing visual 
inspiration from the art of Syd Mead, 
and films like Blade Runner, 2001 and 
Indiana Jones.

“A lot of the background concepts 
I would do were very light-
heavy in mood and tone, 
so I enjoyed creating 

those worlds,’ Epps says. 
Primal’s aesthetic includes 

plenty of nods to the visual styles 
of graphic novel and comic book 
artists. Tartakovsky referenced the 
art of science fiction cartoonist 
Frank Frazetta and the Conan 
comics of Robert E. Howard. 
Tartakovsky and Art Director Scott 
Wills originally gravitated toward 

1970s era sci-fi art before moving 
in a different direction as the 
storytelling began to mature. The 
rules of the series included no blue 
sky, no green grass. Every color had 
to have a meaning.

“Because there’s no dialog,  
the animation had to do a lot more 
work,” Tartakovsky says. “Having the 
studio and the young animators real-
ly put in their all took the animation 
to a level that I pretty much have not 
done this consistently in television.”  

A show like Primal doesn’t figure 
to be an outlier for long. Industry 
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WHEN MIDNIGHT STRIKES (cont.)

MIKE MAYFIELD (Supervising Director): I shared an 
office with Pen Ward and Jesse Moynihan and we were 
able to make a lot of the visual decisions as kind of a 
three-headed monster in there with Duncan being there 
a lot of the time as well. One of us would call another 
to the desk and be like, “I’m playing with pink on this 
prop. Is that weird? Does this look good? What if we tried 
to airbrush texture on this, but not on that?” Pen and 
Duncan were awesome about giving any of the artists 
on the show some input. We kind of let them try things 
and, of course, we would reel them back and shade them 
differently if they were going off style or not matching 
Jesse’s vision but just letting good ideas come from any 
direction was really cool, too. 

JESSE MOYNIHAN (Art Director): Pen Ward’s general 
aesthetic is simple, iconic shapes. Combine that with 
my aesthetic, which is really dense psychedelic analog 
techniques. I pitched to do it all on paper, but because of 
budget concerns and pipeline, that wasn’t possible, so I 
tried to translate a lot of my personal art techniques into 
the digital medium. I made a lot of texture templates for 
painters to use and we developed techniques for the show 
with Ellie Michalka that helped with the aesthetics. I 
really wanted it to be a wild-looking show while not being 
alienating at the same time. We wanted to keep it as 
beautiful as possible, but still having that visceral power.
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im watchers say that as 2D design and 
CG animation continue to meld in 
eye-popping ways, narrative will 
also up its game and viewers can 
expect deeper and darker stories. 
Meanwhile, the pipeline for new 
and creative concepts in adult 
animation won’t be clogging up any 
time soon. Buzz is building around 
programs like Titmouse’s Q-Force, 
Sony Pictures Animation’s Hungry 
Ghosts (based on the graphic 
novels of Anthony Bourdain) and 
Sony and Netflix’s Agent King, 
which takes its inspiration from 
Elvis Presley’s childhood dreams of 
being a superhero.
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SINCE THE 1930S SHORT FILMS HAVE BEEN RECOGNIZED AND CELEBRATED AS 
AN ARTFORM. NOW STUDIOS ARE SUPPORTING THE MEDIUM TO FOSTER NEW 

TALENT AND EXPERIMENT WITH TECHNOLOGY.

By Jay A. Fernandez

Many studios have reinvigorated their shorts programs 
in recent years. And for good reason. Beyond offering a 
relatively low-cost laboratory to experiment with new 
techniques, they invite discovery of diverse artistic 
voices and foster talent by giving promising filmmakers 
a chance to tell new kinds of stories in new ways.

These days, artists and writers are finding increasing 
opportunities to produce original concepts in short format 
at studios such as Disney, DreamWorks Animation, Cartoon 
Network, Sony Pictures Animation, and Nickelodeon. Whether 
launching a new shorts program, redesigning an outmoded 

program, or redirecting resources to boost an existing program, 
studios are seeing great symbiotic benefits in the investments. 
Among other things, the fresh infusion of ideas is helping them 
navigate the Wild West nature of the current digital landscape.

“Artists and creators do have more freedom, but we aren’t 
sure what the viewers are going to want, so the studios 
are all willing to try new things,” says Paula Spence (Close 
Enough, Flapjack), Art Director for Cartoon Network’s 
shorts program and Recording Secretary for The Animation 
Guild. “We are opening our minds, and we’re having to 
think differently to compete with everybody else.”

SUMMER 2020  29



FEATURE

this page: Disney’s Flowers and Trees was the first animated film to win an 
Oscar in the “Short Subjects, Cartoons” category in 1932. opposite: The Disney 
short Cycles experiments with virtual reality.
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“They’re all quickly trying to build 
up their slates and using the shorts 
programs as a tool has been really 
successful,” says Kari Kim, Vice 
President of Originals Development at 
Nickelodeon Animation, which launched 
its Intergalactic Shorts Program in 
June 2019. “It’s been a beloved legacy 
at Nick, but we wanted to take a 

new look at the power of shorts.”
As an art form, animated film shorts 

stretch back to the late nineteenth 
century (one could argue that the 
medium really originated on cave walls 
40,000 years ago), and the Academy 
began recognizing their value as early 
as its fifth Oscars ceremony in the 1930s. 
Disney’s pioneering work in the medium 
led to more widespread use by Warner 
Bros. and other independent production 
entities in the television age, but once 
shorts were no longer packaged with 
features and attached to newsreels, 
they fell out of favor—until computers 
and digital design offered a whole new 

creative palette and nontraditional 
delivery channels multiplied.

“Once Pixar came along, everyone saw 
the value in shorts and testing tech,” says 
story artist Andrew Erekson (How to Train 
Your Dragon: The Hidden World), Director 
of the recent DreamWorks Animation 
short Marooned. “There are many benefits 
from doing the shorts program: finding 

new stories and new ways of storytelling; 
testing new talent; testing new ideas; 
testing new technologies. The main thing 
with shorts is being able to monetize 
them. That’s always the challenge: What’s 
the market for it? In this day and age, 
especially with streaming platforms, 
everybody wants content, and that’s where 
shorts can be very beneficial and why 
they are coming more to the forefront.”

Nick’s Intergalactic Shorts Program 
invites pitches from pretty much anywhere, 
with an eye toward locating new animation 
talent and supporting the development 
of original ideas that lead to longform 
series for a variety of platforms. Instead of 
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“...everybody wants 
content, and that’s 
where shorts can be 
very beneficial and 
why they are coming 
more to the forefront” 
– ANDREW EREKSON

sticking to the traditional 2- to 3-minute 
format, those submitting were encouraged 
to aim for 5 to 7 minutes; several hundred 
pitches came over the transom.

“We’re looking for what Nickelodeon’s 
brand has always been: character, comedy, 
and heart,” says Kim, who’s been on both 
sides of the pitching table and oversees 
shorts development. “It’s been a great 
lab to cultivate new artists. We’re looking 
for all different kinds of creators.”

The breadth of opportunities is 
a boon for short-form storytellers, 
which increases competition among 
the studios to recruit them. Still, the 
upshot to all the streaming options, 
and the many ways viewers experience 
content, is that the door to animated 
shorts is now open wider for a greater 
variety of concepts and voices.

INCUBATING INNOVATION
Feature films may draw an outsized 
amount of attention for the magnitude 
of their spectacle, but often the most 
innovative work in the industry is being 
done on a much smaller scale. From 
its earliest days Disney used animated 
shorts to incubate innovation, and 
its Short Circuit program, launched 
in 2016, is explicitly designed to 
encourage technical and stylistic 
experimentation. To invite a greater 
diversity of voices, the program 
accepts blind pitches from any studio 
employee—so far, post-production 
coordinators, technical directors, visual 
effects animators, lighters, story artists, 
and production assistants are among 
those who have submitted ideas. The 
first half-dozen 2- to 3-minute shorts 
were originally intended only for 
internal exposure, but ultimately the 
studio was impressed enough with 
the results to release all 14 completed 
short films on Disney+ in January.

“The goal is to take risks in both visual 
style and visual storytelling, to surface 
new voices within the studio, and to 
test new technologies,” says Walt 



this page: Flower in the Mirror 
stitched together different 
animation styles. opposite: Graffiti 
comes alive in Downtown.
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“The hope is 
always that the 
things we create 
will find their way 
down the line 
[to features]” 
– JERRY HUYNH

Disney Animation Studios president 
Clark Spencer. “All with the hope 
that these shorts will influence and 
shape our features in the future.”

Jeff Gipson’s Cycles, which tells the 
story of a family’s half-century-long 
connection to their home once the aging 
matriarch is moved to assisted living, 
is a perfect example. Unspooling in 
reverse chronology in one continuous 
shot, Cycles is an immersive mix of 
modern and classic animation that 
uses time-lapse techniques, 6DoF 
virtual reality technology, and motion 
capture. Among other things, the use 
of VR tech required Gipson’s crew to 
develop an entirely new workflow. 

“We had to figure out what that 
meant from a technology standpoint, 
from a storytelling standpoint, from 
an art standpoint,” says Gipson, a 
lighting artist on Frozen and Zootopia. 

“But also pitching that to executives 
in a way that they can understand 
and get behind [the idea].”

The Short Circuit projects allowed 
artists to display an amazing breadth of 
visual and storytelling styles. Technical 
Director Jerry Huynh’s Jing Hua (Flower 
in the Mirror) incorporates traditional 
Chinese calligraphy, music, martial 
arts, and dance by stitching together 
several animation styles. For Just a 
Thought, Director Brian Menz (animator 
on Frozen, Zootopia), created a playful 
visual style based on newspaper 
comics to illustrate how a 12-year-
old boy’s crush becomes visible via 
embarrassing thought bubbles. Layout 
Artist Kendra Vander Vliet made use of 
a hundred different types of graffiti in 
her colorful, kinetic short Downtown.

“Our audience has changed,” says 
Disney Modeler John Aquino, Director 
of the Short Circuit project Lightning 
in a Bottle. “With streaming, we’re 
basically showing everyone, ‘Hey, we 
have all these styles…technology and 
software available to enrich our stories.”

There’s a synergistic relationship 
between the shorts and the features: 
The shorts pull elements—buildings, 
characters, landscapes, creatures—
from produced features such as 
Moana, Zootopia, and Big Hero 6, 
and the resulting shorts add to the 
palette from which future feature 
filmmakers can draw new designs, new 
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RESEARCH & TARGET
Story and idea needs shift all the 
time, and it’s not easy to find 
out what a studio or network is 
looking for, or not looking for, at 
any given time—even if you work 
for the company! Quite often the 
development executives themselves 
don’t have specific ideas about what 
they want to see or not see. Do 
research to find out which studios 
or production companies might be 
a good fit for your idea and your 
style and/or sensibility and try 
pitching them first. You may have 
better luck if you show that you’ve 
done your homework when you 
introduce yourself and your idea.

 

GO SLOW, NOTHING 
UNSOLICITED
It’s best not to submit anything on 
first contact. Simply send an email 
that introduces you and requests 
the opportunity to pitch, and maybe 
includes a brief, generic description of 
the project(s) you’d like to pitch. If you 
get a response inviting you to share 
more, evaluate your resources and 
use them to your advantage. A writer 
may pitch with only written materials, 
a storyboard artist or designer may 
include artwork, such as character 
sketches or vignettes of show ideas. 

THE PITCH PACKET
Once you get permission to 
submit, include the following 
materials in your pitch packet (or 
be ready to present these details 
when you pitch in person):

Format and target audience. 
E.g., “a half-hour action adventure 
show targeting boys ages 7 to 14.”

A logline idea. 
E.g., “an optimistic yellow 
sponge finds fun and 
adventure under the sea.”

Show/film summary. 
Keep it short, no more than a page.

Characters. 
Include rough (or finished) 
artwork with written descriptions 
and details for how they 
relate to each other.

Setting. 
Describe the world the 
characters live in (maybe 
include some artwork).

Story ideas. 
If your short is designed to launch 
a series, include short premises 
for episodes or ideas for plot 
points in a longer-format project.

 

TIPS TO SUBMIT: THE DO'S 
Submitting often involves no small amount of 
anxiety and uncertainty. Here’s a handy primer on 
presenting shorts ideas to networks or studios.

software, and new stylistic elements. 
(The Short Circuit filmmakers even 
borrowed from each other.) 

“The hope is always that the things 
we create will find their way down the 
line [to features],” says Huynh, who 
notes when some of Disney’s feature 
filmmakers saw the shorts, they said, 

“‘We did that here? That’s so cool!’ 
They’re looking at this menu now to 
see what works for their stories.”

LESSONS LEARNED
The shorts programs also provide a 
hands-on forum for artists to be trained 
in new tech, new software. For example, 
Meander animation developed for 
Menz’s Just a Thought found its way 
into the traditional CG platform of 
Ralph Breaks the Internet via artists who 
had been trained in it on the short. 

Erekson’s Marooned, about a grumpy 
robot trying to make it back to Earth 
with the help of a deactivated robot 
he discovers along the way, served a 
similar purpose. “We were testing a 
new pipeline at DreamWorks, different 
ways of doing things, trying to render 
faster,” Erekson says. “We wanted a 
2D illustration to look like it was in a 
3D world, so we were testing different 
techniques and tools to be able to 
get that look of painting illustration 
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on geometry that would be inside that 
3D landscape. Literally every frame in 
Marooned is a painting, because we had 
to hand-paint these textures and map 
them onto geometry. A lot of the effects 
in Marooned were then used to train new 
effects artists coming into the studio.”

DreamWorks kicked off its short 
film program in early 2017 when more 
than 25 employees, from established 
storyboard artists to newly hired 
production coordinators, pitched 
their concepts to a team of executives 
that included former President 
Chris deFaria, Head of Feature Film 
Development Jennifer Howell, Head 
of Feature Production Jill Hopper 
and Producer Jeff Hermann. The only 
guideline was for employees to submit 
an original idea and expand on the 
use of technology. Eight ideas were 
chosen to be produced, including Bird 
Karma (released in February 2018), Bilby 
(June 2018), Marooned (September 
2019) and the upcoming To: Gerard.

When small studio teams are 
pulled together for shorts, it offers 
a host of additional benefits. Fellow 

studio artists and technicians from 
different departments who don’t 
typically cross paths on enormous 
features get to mix with each other 
and share expertise in unfamiliar 
aspects of the craft. They learn how 
to speak each other’s language 
and gain a broader understanding 
of each one’s contributions to the 
whole, which translates to more 
efficient problem solving and a more 

integrated crew on the huge projects.
“The small format of these shorts 

allows for a lot of magical collaborative 
things to happen,” says Character 
Technical Director Mitch Counsell, who 
directed the Short Circuit film Fetch. 

Additionally, shorts give studio 
artists a chance to show what they  
can do as writers and directors— 
and decision-makers. Given limited 
resources, catch-as-catch-can 
collaborators working around their 
responsibilities on features, and 
a tight schedule for delivery, the 
shorts test filmmakers’ leadership 
skills. “There is definitely an evolution 
in how talent is being developed,” 
says Nick Russell, head of Disney’s 
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TIPS TO SUBMIT: 
THREE 
MISTAKES 
PEOPLE 
MAKE WHEN 
SUBMITTING
#1 

Don’t submit anything without being invited to do 

so. Development executives need to be careful about 

looking at unsolicited materials, so you shouldn’t 

send anything that hasn’t been requested first.
 

#2 
Don’t submit a detailed and finished bible with 

color artwork, dozens of episode ideas, full character 

development, and a complete script. The people 

you’re pitching want to believe you’re willing to work 

with them to make any changes necessary to fit their 

project lineup and target audience, and a polished bible 

may signal that you’re not open to collaboration.

 #3 
Don’t be too set in your ways or too in love with your 

idea to allow for further development. A lot of factors 

figure in developing and selling a great show, and they 

vary from studio to studio. Rather than trying to figure 

out exactly what a studio is looking for, come in with 

a strong idea and a flexible attitude so you can work 

with the development team to make it even better.
this page: DreamWorks’ Marooned 
allowed artists to test new 
painting techniques.

professional development program. 
“This sort of shorts program can 
give them an opportunity to grow 
as storytellers, as filmmakers, as 
employees. Those sorts of opportunities 
are how the industry has shifted.”

“The time creators spend in our 
department is kind of a quick education 
in the whole process,” says Spence. 

“Not only are they learning a lot, but 
we are learning about that creator, 
how they handle the challenge and 
the stress and the requirements of 
seeing their entire project through 
from beginning to end. There are lots 
of reasons why Cartoon Network makes 
shorts. One is proof of concept for the 
project, and another is proof of ability 
for the showrunner, the creator.”



When it comes to submitting 
animated shorts to film festivals, 
it’s easy for studios. They know the 
ropes. But just as indie filmmakers 
are responsible for every aspect of 
crafting their films, they’re on their 
own when it comes to navigating 
film festivals. Without a streamlined 
system in place, it’s a complex 
process, as the experiences of two 
distinctly different filmmakers show. 

An Emmy Award-winning animator, 
storyboard artist, writer, and 
producer, Mike Milo currently directs 
Scooby-Doo and Guess Who? for 
Warner Bros. Animation. He was 
already an industry veteran when he 
decided to submit his 2017 indie short 
Kit, Cat and Kapoodle to film festivals. 

From the start, he found it 
confusing. “I did it three times, and 
in each case, it was hard to find 
where to submit. There are literally 

hundreds of festivals around the 
world. I had to figure out, is this one 
worth it to me, is it not worth it to 
me, because they all cost money to 
enter. You can only pick so many.”

While storyboard artist and 
animator Nora Meek has worked for 
studios such as Cartoon Network 
and Titmouse, she was a newcomer 
to the industry when she submitted 
her indie short Sleep Awake to 
festivals in 2015. As it turned out, 
coming at it straight out of film 
school was an advantage. 

“Sleep Awake was my senior film,” she 
says, “and luckily my school (Pratt 
Institute in Brooklyn) was film and fine 
art focused. We had a lot of instruction 
on how to submit to the festivals.”

She learned that it’s important to 
approach the submission process with 
a surgical attitude. “Every film, no 

TWO ARTISTS SHARE THEIR 
EXPERIENCES SUBMITTING 

ANIMATED SHORTS TO 
FILM FESTIVALS

FEATURE
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matter what it is, it’s going to have a niche, 
whether it’s horror or for kids or women-
focused or LGBT-focused. I narrowed my 
focus in where I was submitting.” 

Milo’s learning curve piggybacks on Meek’s 
conclusion. “One thing I learned from 
trying to enter into festivals,” he explains, 

“is that my content didn’t really match 
what they were looking for. My short had 
mallets and people throwing up. It was all 
cartoony and had nothing to do with any 
social commentary. I was just trying to 
make people giggle, and that limited it.”

“I think you’ve got to know your audience,” 
Meek adds. “If you’re making something 
that’s more mainstream, it’s tough 
because a lot of animation festivals, they 
want to show off what’s not usually seen. 
Animation is a very broad medium, and 
we don’t see that broadness on TV or in 
the movie theaters.”

Milo says that you also want to know the 
audience that attends a festival—and how 
many. “If only three people show up, who 
cares if you win?”

On this topic, Meek observes: “There are 
a lot of shell festivals, if you will, where 
they’ll screen to no one, and you pay your 
way just to be able to say that you’ve 

screened in Hollywood or New York. If 
you have questions about a festival, they 
usually have a website where you can see 
past films they’ve screened, trailers for 
upcoming screenings, how many years 
they’ve been running, that kind of thing.”

Meek also figured out a few tricks along 
the way. You can email a festival and ask, 

“Do you want to screen this? Can you waive 
the fee for me?” She suggests approaching 
festivals where you’ll be a local, because 
festivals want filmmakers to attend. And, 
she recommends finding unique angles: 

“‘Hey, this has never screened in Oregon 
before. It would be an Oregon first.’ A lot 
of people love that. Keep pushing. And if 
anyone ever says, ‘I love your film, I have 
a film festival. Can I screen it?’ don’t be 
afraid to ask for a screener fee. I’ve gotten 
20 to 50 bucks for a screening.” 

The bottom line for both Milo and Meek: 
Do your research, even though it’s not 
easy. Talk to people who’ve been in 
festivals you’re considering. Figure out if 
your subject or theme is a good fit. And 
ultimately decide if the festival route is 
one you want to take.

“What I learned was that I shouldn’t make an 
indie film for festivals again unless I want to 
get serious, and that’s not me,” says Milo.

this page: A still from Milo’s Kit, Cat and 
Kapoodle (top) and Mike Milo (below). 

opposite: Nora Meek (top) and two stills 
(below) from her short film, Sleep Awake.

With Sleep Awake chosen as an official 
selection at numerous film festivals, 
including Outfest, Meek, on the other 
hand, would love to try again. But 

“it’s a matter of time because it takes 
so much dedication. An animated film 
usually takes at least a year if you’re 
doing it in a small team or by yourself. 
It’s a pretty big undertaking.”

Still, she encourages others, especially 
those starting out, to go for it. “I think 
practically, a great reason to submit 
to festivals is that you can put any 
accolades you get on your resume. 
If you want a studio job, recruiters 
look at that. Not only do people 
want to see what you’ve worked on 
in your regular day-to-day job, they 
want to see what you’re passionate 
about. Are you able to create a story 
and make something captivating that 
people want to see?”
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JOURNEY 
UNDER THE SEA

By Whitney Friedlander

FOR TWO DECADES SPONGEBOB 
SQUAREPANTS, THE EXTREMELY 
ENTHUSIASTIC, UNDER-THE-
SEA DWELLING CHARACTER, 
HAS BEEN ENTERTAINING 
AUDIENCES AND THIS YEAR 
MARKS HIS THIRD FEATURE-
LENGTH FILM. BUT THE 
CHARACTER, AND HIS COHORTS 
IN BIKINI BOTTOM, MAY LOOK 
DIFFERENT WHEN AUDIENCES 
VIEW THE SPONGEBOB MOVIE: 
SPONGE ON THE RUN. 

That’s because, for the first 
time, the long-running animation 
franchise is coming fully via computer 
generation. (It also comes with its 
own accompanying SpongeBob prequel 
series, Kamp Koral: SpongeBob’s Under 
Years, which is also produced in CG 
with plans to air on Nickelodeon.

“It adds just another layer of intrigue 
because we’ve never seen a SpongeBob 
movie like this,” Sponge on the Run 
director Tim Hill explains of the 
decision to change things up after 
the TV show and previous two movies 

mainly relied on 2D animation.
With Sponge on the Run, Hill—who 

became part of the franchise during 
its nascent days as an increasingly 
popular Nickelodeon program—says 
his goal during the film’s development 
was to figure out if you can make it 
new and different without breaking it. 

He says “the challenge is the show 
has a specific look and a specific style,” 
such as its use of blurred “painterly” 
walls in the background. 

“You don’t want to repeat that in CG 
because that’ll just be kind of more of 

Fresh perspectives make Bikini Bottom 
come alive in The SpongeBob Movie: 
Sponge on the Run
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the same,” Hill says. “So the idea, for 
me, was [to] make really dimensional 
backgrounds without making it seem 
like it’s not SpongeBob.”

It was also important to find a way for 
the film to pay homage to SpongeBob 
creator Stephen Hillenburg, who passed 
away from heart failure associated with 

ALS in 2018. Hill, whose relationship 
with Hillenburg dates back to the 
1990s Nickelodeon hit Rocko’s Modern 
Life, says the film’s plot—SpongeBob 
is looking for his lost pet, Gary the 
Snail—was something that the late 
creator “always thought would be a 
good premise for a movie.” Hill says 

Hillenburg also “didn’t really like to 
do scripts” and would “organize ideas 
from storyboard development.” 

Hill says the Sponge on the Run 
crew was made up of artists from the 
television show to help “keep a lot of 
that ethos going.” But he also hired 
talent new to the brand who could 
come to it with a fresh perspective.

This includes Rachel Tiep-Daniels, 
who has earned her first credit as 
a production designer thanks to 
this film. She says she wasn’t a 
SpongeBob superfan before she was 
hired, although she—of course—
knew about the show and films and 

“very much appreciated” them. She 
says coming onto the project with 
fresh eyes, especially since it was 
transitioning to CG, allowed her to 

“really dissect it in a different way.”
Tiep-Daniels says that, while it 

was important to “keep everything 
grounded in the foundation and 
original style of SpongeBob” the 
TV series, she and the team also 

“created rules of color, patterns, 
shape, and style for everything in 
the film.”

This meant that she could make 
the exterior of SpongeBob’s 
dwelling, the infamous pineapple 
under the sea, a “hybrid of a realistic 
texture and sculpted elements.” 
She says there’s a gradient “for the 
representation of color and light of 
the overall base of the pineapple 
[which starts] from the outside 
going in” with red shadowing to 
orange and then to yellow, which 
she says is the most exposed. This 
final color layer “applied on top of 
the base surfacing of the pineapple” 
was a “detail that helped keep it 
familiar to the show and cartoony.”

“In the TV show, they use the 
gradient of color to indicate light and 
shadow,” Tiep-Daniels adds. “I found 
without this treatment layer, it was 
either too simple, or it could look too 
much like a realistic pineapple.”  

this page, top: Concept art by Francisco Mora; 
below: CG versions of SpongeBob and Gary share a meal.
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Hill also worried that, in 
transferring to CG, the characters 
would end up looking like what he 
describes as “bath toys—shiny, plastic 
characters.” Even SpongeBob himself 
goes through what Hill explains as “a 
weird math” when he’s turned into 
CG. If you’re not paying attention, 
Hill says his lead “can get really weird 
looking, like his head looks like the 
top of the table. [So] I had to be 
careful with lenses because he can get 
distorted really fast.”

But, he says: “We had an advantage 
of having underwater animals” as 
opposed to humans. Plus, they 
wanted a chance to rethink the small 
amount of CG animation that was 
used in some live-action portions 
of the previous movies, 2004’s The 
SpongeBob SquarePants Movie and 
2015’s The SpongeBob Movie: Sponge 
Out of Water.

“I pushed pretty hard to get the 
surfacing right and the feeling right 
and it gives a lot of dimension to the 
image,” Hill says, adding that some 

of the technical strategies used in 
lighting and modeling made the 
characters and backgrounds come 
alive onscreen. 

This is particularly handy, he says, 
when you’re dealing with a world set 
on the Pacific Ocean floor. Hill and 
his team explored the use of caustics, 
or the optics of how light rays would 
appear on a surface or creature after 
they’re projected through water. 
With respect to surfacing, he says 
improvements in technology have 
helped with issues like “how the 
characters look … is SpongeBob too 
shiny on the surface? Is it too, kind of, 
spongey or felty?”

Tiep-Daniels says that she also 
worked closely with Sponge on 
the Run CG Animation Director 
and Head of Character Animation 
Andrew Overtoom on translating the 
characters to CG—and that they even 
went so far as to laminate creator 
Hillenburg’s “guide of rules, shape 
language and proportions” for what 
she describes as their “bible.”

“After matching the proportions, 
we would take a step back and 
work with the artist to sculpt the 
extra details, making sure that the 
characters worked in all angles, in 
order to bring each character to life 
and make them believable,” Tiep-
Daniels says. She explains that since 
all the characters in the movie have 
some sort of asymmetrical look—be 
it ill-proportioned lips, eyes, clothing, 
or something else—it was essential 
that “the characters needed to be 
thoughtfully modeled to ensure that 
the iconic and extreme expressions 
would read and move correctly.”

Making these main characters 
stay consistent through various 
setups became a major lighting 
and compositing challenge. It was 
important to ensure that SpongeBob 
is still “yellow with large green pores, 
and a green shadow side” she says, 
and that his translated material looks 

“soft and spongey, with large and small 
secondary pores.” 

While SpongeBob’s unbeknownst-
to-him sworn enemy, Squidward, is “a 
combination of a squid texture and his 
local color and pattern.” Squidward’s 
head, which Tiep-Daniels describes 
as shaped like a loaf of rye bread, 
and mouth were challenging in part 
because she says “he is three-and-a-
half heads tall” in Hillenburg’s notes. 
Greedy boss Mr. Krabs was “a hybrid 
of realism and brush stroke style 
and pattern” so as to keep him from 
looking at all realistic. This meant 

“reducing the amount of shell texture, 
creating color variation and a subtle 
shell feel.” 

So are these artists prepared 
to show off their modern take on 
a beloved TV show’s core design 
principles? It seems fitting that Tiep-
Daniels says she’s taken to saying 
SpongeBob’s favorite catchphrase: 

“I’m ready.”
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this page: Gradient shading of the 
pineapple brought it to life without 
making it look hyper realistic.
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this page, clockwise from top: Director Tim Hill sought to create vibrant, 
dimensional backgrounds; Squidward’s loaf-like head proved challenging to 

light; the team pursued a thoughtful approach when modeling to capture the 
characters’ iconic expressions; Mr. Krabs features a brush-stroke style.
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Paula Spence and Lindsey Pollard met 15 years ago while 
working together on Camp Lazlo. Though their career paths took 
them to different studios, the duo stayed friends and eventually 
both found their way back to Cartoon Network—Spence as the 
Art Director for the Shorts Program and Pollard as Storyboard 
Supervisor on Summer Camp Island. One evening after work over 
Zoom, the two friends chatted and sketched portraits of one 
another. Pollard pulled out pencils and paper, Spence grabbed 
an old sketchbook but before long both were back at their 
Cintiqs to finish the job. Here, they share a friendly Face Off.
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