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As I look back on this crazy year with the pandemic, social 
unrest, climate change, and a test on our political system, I am 
amazed at the resilience of the human spirit. The determination 
to push through obstacles and find hope in every nook and 
cranny then nurture it like a flame in the darkness. 

This time last year, I had been newly elected as President 
of The Animation Guild and my calendar was packed with 
meetings, work deadlines, and family obligations. News 
began to trickle in about a SARS-like virus spreading through 
China and parts of Europe but it all seemed so far away. 

In mid-February, I attended Officer Institute in Phoenix, a week-long leadership seminar 
offered by IATSE to all its union officers. My mind was filled with plans and I was energized 
with a long list of goals, some loftier than others. I was eager to get started on this agenda 
with the help of our newly elected Executive Board. 

Less than a month later, on March 13, L.A. County was placed on a Stay-at-Home order. 
Everything on my agenda came to an abrupt halt. Most of our members were able to continue 
to work from home, so the level of service the Guild provided would need to be maintained. 
Our Business Representative, Steve Kaplan, navigated through these rough seas beautifully. 

The animation industry was able to pivot quickly to work-from-home crews and most 
productions continued with little disruption. It is a completely different story for our 
union kin on the live action and live event side of the industry. Mid-March was when over 
80% of IATSE members became unemployed with no end in sight. As it stands now, live 
entertainment won’t be coming back until a vaccine is widely available. Live action TV and 
film production has slowly started to return but at great risk to the limited crews allowed to 
work. It makes me sad that almost everyone in my leadership training class in Phoenix has 
been out of work for months. I hope soon they all can return to some kind of normal. 

At the Guild, we slowly adjusted to a new way of business—conducting meetings, studio 
visits, and social events through Zoom. Personally, I feel that WFH has made it possible to 
juggle all my responsibilities a little easier. Although, I really do miss idle chit chat in the 
studio and getting to see my coworkers body language when we speak. 

Despite all these difficulties, we still managed to have some real successes. We created 
new committees and groups that reflect the diversity of our industry with the People of 
Color Committee, Experienced Worker Committee, and Workplace Equality Committee 
plus a Black Artists Group and a Deaf, Disabled, and Neurodiverse Voices Group. 

We’ve had remote portfolio reviews for members and people hoping to break into our industry. 

We’ve had remote visits to universities, high schools, and grade schools presenting a variety 
of people who have been successful in the animation industry to show those growing up 
in underserved communities that they have a path into a viable career. 

We have hosted a variety of well attended panels covering a wide range of topics like Getting Started 
in Animation, Animation at Every Age, Inside the Negotiations Room, and LatinX Heritage Panel. 

We had the largest delegation for our annual IATSE District 2 Convention, which was held 
remotely, and got four resolutions passed that will now move on to the national level. 

It’s been a roller coaster of a year and I, for one, look forward to our bright future.

In Solidarity, 
Jeanette Moreno King | President 
The Animation Guild, IATSE Local 839

A MOST 
UNUSUAL YEAR

ON THE COVER
Cover photo of Joel 
Crawford by Tim Sullens. 
monitor, clockwise from 
top left: Jakob Jensen, 
Guy, Heidi Jo Gilbert, Eep, 
Januel Mercado, and Dawn.
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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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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 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

SONAIYA KELLEY 
(“Speaking Your Truth”) is 
a film reporter at the Los 
Angeles Times. The Bronx, 
N.Y., native previously 

served as a digital producer at Essence and 
Allure magazines and has contributed bylines 
to Complex, Mashable and Patch.com. An 
alumna of Stony Brook University’s School 
of Journalism and the Bronx High School 
of Science, you can find her on Twitter  
@sonaiyak and on Instagram @sonaiya_k.

EVAN HENERSON’s 
(“You Have 10 Seconds 
to Decide”) 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.

A writer and editor for 
20-plus years, JAY A. 
FERNANDEZ (“A New 
Age”) 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 
(“Against the Odds”) 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.

Will we see a turning point in the fight for equality as people rally together to end 
discrimination? Will we see contentious conversations or creative collaborations? Let’s 
face it—it’s been a rollercoaster ride and we will all process the last year differently. 

We are reminded, though, how events in our lives and in the world impact our creativity 
and purpose. For some, the flood of emotion inspires them towards community or 
political action while for others life’s experiences are poured into their own creations. 
This need to process our feelings and express them in different imaginative ways isn’t 
new, but it is something that many of our TAG members do instinctively.

Frank Abney, for example, was inspired by the grief he felt as a child to create a short 
film called Canvas that explores how one survives trauma with the help of family and 
community (p.42). A lack of visibility for black creatives in animation led storyboard 
artist Waymond Singleton to co-create the podcast Black N’Animated (p.14) in an effort 
to achieve more inclusivity in the industry. 

The new paradigm of working from home has been both a blessing and a curse. Learning 
how to make pottery ended up being Director Sarah Soh’s saving grace while being 
stuck at home during the pandemic (p.9), and a way for her to express herself artistically 
without a screen. She’s not the only one who has turned to crafting or designing as a way 
to express creativity in new ways. More than a dozen artists are featured in this year’s 
Holiday Gift Guide (p.36), showcasing everything from handmade jewelry and novels to 
aromatherapy and tiki-style masks.

For artists trying to complete feature films at home, their back yards and living rooms 
became stage sets and home offices. Artists working on The Croods: A New Age recruited 
their kids to act out scenes or used family as sounding boards (p.28) while new tools and 
creative solutions helped pave the way for a different way of working. New technology 
is also helping creators and writers to harness the power of choice to craft complex, 
nonlinear narratives (p.20) and we will see more interactive projects in the next year. 
And, speaking of the new year, let’s welcome 2021 with hope and possibility.

The future holds many choices. Choose your own. 

Happy Holidays!

Alexandra Drosu
editor@tag839.org

WHEN WE LOOK BACK ON THIS 
YEAR WHAT WILL WE SEE? WILL 
WE SEE A PANDEMIC THAT HAS 
ISOLATED LOVED ONES AND 
SENT US INTO OUR HOMES? 
WILL WE SEE A NEW WAY OF 
WORKING THAT ALLOWS FOR 
MORE FLEXIBLE SCHEDULES 
AND VIRTUAL OFFICES?

2020 VISION
CONTRIBUTORS



“Artful and versatile 
drawing tools, 

malleable camera 
with 3D integration, 
and animatic editing 

all in the same software... 
you can’t beat that kind of 

effi ciency in storyboarding!”

Mike Morris
Storyboard Artist and Director

Storyboard Pro is where every great story begins. 
Used by storytellers globally for decades, Storyboard Pro 
empowers you to get your ideas down, structure the 
sequence and elaborate the story so it can be shared, 
pitched and promoted on your terms.

Contact tagmember@toonboom.com 
for more information
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WHEEL OF SANITY
When Sarah Soh started taking pottery classes at Cobalt & Clay 
earlier this year, she had a very simple goal: to make a cup that she 
could drink her morning coffee out of. “It was just a fun class to take 
with some friends and seemed like a great creative outlet outside of 
work,” says Soh, a Supervising Director at Atomic Cartoons. Little did 
she know that she had discovered the perfect tool for staying sane 
during the COVID-19 pandemic.

“I’ve become so antsy to do something that doesn’t involve a screen of any kind,” says Soh. 
“I can be at the wheel for hours and not realize it.” That’s why she now has a corner of her 
apartment dedicated to pottery with her own wheel on the balcony. 

The process of modeling and firing the clay is refreshingly tactile, shaping the cups using 
the pottery wheel while hand forming the spoons. “I still feel like I need to practice 
getting more uniform shapes with my cup size,” says Soh. “But that just means I get  
a whole lot more cups in the process.”

Once the clay has taken its shape, Soh can smooth it out and prepare the 
surface for painting and glazing. While her personal illustrations are more 
detailed, these clay pieces follow a more natural design inspired by her father. 

“In his high school or college years, my dad made an etching on a metal 
plate and made a print of it,” she says. “Growing up, I’ve always seen 
that print hanging up in our family home...two birds, their nest in a tree 
and a sun behind it. That print always had great significance to me, so I 
took inspiration from my dad’s design and painted my own version 
of his birds and sun, and trees on my cups. The simple graphics 
brought out the natural finish of the clay, letting every aspect 
of the pottery piece stand out.”

— Rusteen Honardoost

Find more of Soh’s work on  
Instagram @sohsilly.

ARTIST: Sarah Soh

TITLE: Birds

MEDIUM: Clay and Underglaze paints

SIZE: 3¾”(w) x 3¾”(l) x 4¼”(h)

ART & CRAFT
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ON THE JOB

BEFORE AN OBJECT OR CHARACTER CAN BE ANIMATED IT HAS TO BE BUILT IN A 
COMPUTER-GENERATED ENVIRONMENT. THAT TASK IS DONE BY MODELERS, WHO 
TRANSLATE 2D CONCEPT ART INTO A 3D SPACE. SHAPES CAN BE SIMPLE TO 
COMPLEX, AND MOST ARTISTS DESCRIBE THE PROCESS AS DIGITAL SCULPTING. 
HERE, WE HEAR FROM THREE ARTISTS WORKING AT DIFFERENT STUDIOS. 

OMAR SMITH
3D VISUAL DEVELOPMENT 
CHARACTER MODELER AT  
SONY ANIMATION

TELL US A LITTLE BIT ABOUT YOURSELF?
I’ve always been obsessed with character design 

and development in animation. I spent most of my time studying, 
drawing, and sculpting characters, but it wasn’t until I went to art 
school that a clear career path in animation presented itself. In 
1998, after studying illustration at ArtCenter College of Design, I 
landed a job in television on Comedy Central’s South Park, where I 
had my very first production experience in 3D animation. In 2002, I 
went to Sony Pictures Imageworks and worked on visual effects for 
feature films, then in 2006 I transitioned into visual development at 
Sony Pictures Animation, which is where I’ve been ever since!

HOW WOULD YOU DESCRIBE YOUR JOB?
I like to describe character modeling in visual development as a 
purely conceptual sculpting phase, just digitally these days instead 
of with clay. Our role is solely focused on the design aspects of the 
characters, and less about the technical demands and standards of 
a production pipeline. Once a character design is approved in both 

2D and 3D, the artwork is then delivered to our awesome modeling 
department, where artists will go on to produce the final asset to be 
utilized by the entire production. I spend most of my time working 
with designers and directors translating 2D character designs into a 
dimensional 3D space, which means tons of iterating and problem-
solving before a character design is even approved. It’s sort of an 
initial proving ground where the goal is to nail a three-dimensional 
blueprint for the rest of production to use as a visual guide.

WHAT ARE THE BEST PARTS OF YOUR JOB?
Hands down, the people. I’ve been so lucky to have worked with 
some of the most kind, talented, and brilliant people in the industry. 
Every project I’ve worked on has been a new chapter of growth for 
me, both professionally and personally. I truly cherish the knowledge 
and friendships which have been shared with me over the years.

WHAT ARE THE BIGGEST CHALLENGES?
Staying flexible and nimble. Throughout any given year, I’ll bounce 
around on multiple projects, all of which have different design styles, 
different development processes, and different personalities. Keeping 
an open mind and embracing change can be tough at times, but it’s what 
keeps the job so exciting and stimulating! I love jumping on to a project 
and trying my best to figure out a solution to a new problem. Those 
moments are reminders that this is an art form and we should always 
be willing to break new ground before defaulting to our comfort zones.

HOW DO YOU STAY UP TO DATE ON THE LATEST TECHNOLOGY 
OR TOOLS?
I actually only use a couple of programs to get the job done, however, 
my tinkering side loves experimenting and I’m always on the hunt 
to streamline my process. Therefore, I try to dedicate an hour or so 
each day to developing my own personal tools and evaluating new 
software. Luckily, these days there are so many amazing “off the 
shelf” tools that are surprisingly affordable, or even free. It wasn’t 
long ago that access to “high end” technology meant you needed 
to work at a professional studio, because the tools were either 
expensive or the software was proprietary. Thankfully, that’s not 
the case today—there’s literally nothing holding anyone back from 
wanting to create 3D content; the tools [Blender, ZBrushCoreMini, 
Substance Painter and Designer] and training are accessible to all!

MODEL SOLUTION
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ERIC PROVAN
ENVIRONMENT MODELING 
SUPERVISOR ON DISNEY’S   
RAYA AND THE LAST DRAGON
TELL US A LITTLE BIT ABOUT YOUR BACKGROUND.
I was born and raised in Daytona Beach, FL. My 

father was a fishing captain, and my mother was a seamstress and 
clothing designer. Like them, my interests were very eclectic and 
eventually led me to attending Full Sail University in Orlando. Even still, 
animation and modeling were completely off my radar. But, after just 
one lecture in a media class about the computer animation process, I 
was absolutely hooked. I even knew that I wanted to be a modeler!

HOW WOULD YOU DESCRIBE YOUR JOB?
Modeling is a lot like drawing. You start with very simple shapes, and 
then gradually add and subtract detail until you have your desired 
result in three dimensions. I liken the job of a modeler to playing 
Minecraft. You’re adding simple shapes to create a more complex 
overall shape, that hopefully adds history and life to a story.

WHAT ARE THE BEST PARTS OF YOUR JOB? 
I enjoy the details. The little things that perhaps people don’t consciously 
notice but are subconsciously affected by. Like switching the middle toe 
with the big toe on a Frankenstein character, or nudging a plant over by 
three inches to create a more pleasing composition or shaping some 
rocks in an environment to create a hidden Mickey. I also love the people 
I work with. The modeling family at Walt Disney Animation Studios is a 
diverse bunch that strives to be the best modelers they can be, but always 
with the goal of having a good time in the process.

WHAT ARE THE BIGGEST CHALLENGES?
It feels like this question has taken on a new meaning in 2020. Working 
from home, I’m inclined to say that the biggest challenge of my job is 
keeping the kids out of my home office. But, frankly, I adore their little 
visits. Truthfully though, the biggest challenge right now is balancing home 
and work. It’s hard being stuck, even with the people you love most, in a 
house for over six months. I’m not ashamed to say that my mental health 
has taken some hits. Recognizing that certainly helps. And I’m lucky to have 
a company and a family that are always there to help in this bonkers year.

HOW DO YOU STAY UP-TO-DATE ON THE LATEST TECHNOLOGY 
OR TOOLS?
I’m lucky to work at a place that puts a lot of emphasis on emerging 
technologies. Disney is always striving to find new ways to improve the 
pipeline, while putting story and design first. So we are often given access 
to new and exciting tools to try out. Beyond that, I try to stay up on the 
latest trends by communicating with other modelers and staying active on 
various online art forums, such as ZBrush Central, CG Society, and Unity.

ISAAC GELMAN 
LEAD CHARACTER MODELER   
FOR NICKELODEON’S SANTIAGO  
OF THE SEAS
TELL US A LITTLE BIT ABOUT YOUR 
BACKGROUND AND EDUCATION.

I fell in love with 3D animation at an early age and was enamored by 
emerging media. I started taking CG classes in high school, received my 
AA from a small technical school, and earned a BFA from the Academy 
of Art University in San Francisco. Through some serendipitous events, 
I got my foot in the door and started at Nickelodeon a decade ago.

HOW WOULD YOU DESCRIBE YOUR JOB AS A MODELER?
It can vary between pipelines. Currently, I take 2D line art from our 
character designers and build them in 3D using a digital sculpting program. 
The goal is to quickly produce a complete 360° representation of the 
character for the powers-that-be to see, review and make any adjustments. 
It requires creative problem solving to translate designs from one 
medium to the next and foresight to adjust for any of the design’s special 
considerations that may pop up further down the road. After approval, our 
partner studio turns the rough sculpt into a final, animation-ready asset. 

WHAT ARE THE BEST PARTS OF YOUR JOB?
Firstly, the people! I’ve been fortunate to work on crews with a fantastic 
array of individuals who have diverse passions and voices. Secondly, I 
love working on great designs! It’s exciting to see what new, fun, and 

interesting characters are coming 
up in the queue every week. 

WHAT ARE THE BIGGEST 
CHALLENGES OF YOUR JOB?
Working in television, that may 
be the schedule. Right now, it 
averages about one character 
(including organic-shaped props) 
a week with reviews and revisions. 
I’m also preparing renders for 
painters, checking assets that come 
back from our vendor studio, and 
handling small CG odds and ends. 
It took time to be comfortable and 
even welcoming of the pace. Now,  
I like how it keeps me on my toes.

HOW DO YOU STAY UP-TO-DATE 
ON THE LATEST TECHNOLOGY 
OR TOOLS?
It’s not easy! There are many steps in the CG process and each step has 
half a dozen different software packages to choose from. Everything 
is moving incredibly fast and it can get overwhelming. I focus on the 
software for my immediate needs but stay on the pulse of what’s new 
and developing by following a lot of tutorial sites. While I may not dive 
into every program, I stay up to date on their features and trends.

ON THE JOB
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THE CLIMB

As a kid, Eric Robles loved to draw, but 
he had no idea a career in animation was 
even remotely possible. His Mexican 
father and Salvadorian mother came 
to the US in the ’70s. Robles and his 
sisters were raised in gang-affiliated 
neighborhoods of Los Angeles. Role 
models were few and far between. “We 
didn’t have much, but we were a happy 
family… we had each other,” he says. 

“A lot of these neighborhoods were 
pretty tough to grow up in because of 
all the drive-bys and killings going on 
in the late ’80s and early ’90s,” he says. 
Eager to get their children away from 
the gang environment, his parents used 
friends’ addresses to get them into 
better schools in Burbank where Robles 
continued to draw. 

After graduating from high school at 
17, Robles expressed a wish to go to art 
school, but there was no way his parents 
could afford it. Instead he enrolled at 
Glendale Community College to study law 
enforcement. It was the instructor of his 
Evidence class, a Burbank police officer 
named Joe Dean, who took notice of the 
cartoon characters Robles was drawing on 
the back of his test papers. 

One day he pulled Robles aside and 
asked, “What are you doing in my class?” 
Robles said, “Oh, I’m sorry Officer Dean, I 
won’t draw on your tests anymore.” But 
Dean told Robles he should be pursuing a 
career as an artist. As it turned out, Dean’s 
sister-in-law was Stephanie Graziano of 
Graz Studios. Dean told Robles to fill a 
sketchbook so he’d have something to 

show Graziano. Robles stayed up for three 
nights and delivered a sketchbook full of 
artwork to Dean. Soon an invitation to 
tour Graz Studios followed and he met the 
producers of the original X-Men series, The 
Tick, and others. 

Seeing his enthusiasm, a Graz Studios 
executive set Robles up to meet with a 
producer at another animation studio. The 
19-year-old watched as the producer flipped 
through his sketchbook. When he was done, 
the producer pointed to the bullpen outside 
his office and said, “You see those artists? 
Unfortunately, you will never be one of 
these guys.” He advised Robles to finish his 
law enforcement studies. Robles politely 
thanked him but instead of giving in to 
crushing disappointment, he was filled with 
determination. “It was a defining moment 

GROWING UP AROUND L.A. GANGS, CHARACTER DESIGNER AND CREATOR 
ERIC ROBLES CARVED HIS OWN UNIQUE PATH INTO ANIMATION.

AGAINST 
THE ODDS
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THE CLIMB

in my life,” 
Robles recalls. 

“I thought, ‘F- 
this guy! He does 
not know me…’ I 
refuse to let one 

person tell me that 
I’m not good enough.” 

An internship opened up at Graz Studios 
and Robles took every opportunity to 
learn. At night, he studied the studio 
artwork he Xeroxed and brought home, 
barely sleeping before heading back to 
the studio where he left copies of his own 
drawings on producers’ desks, looking for 
feedback. One day a character designer 
quit and the director could not find his 
phone book because it was under a pile 
of Robles’ drawings. After taking a closer 
look at the artwork, he called Robles into 
his office and offered him a job designing. 

For Robles this was life-changing. He 
remembers telling his parents that he 
would be paid $20 an hour. They were 
stunned—this was in 1995 and it was 
more than their combined hourly pay. 
With money Robles saved over the next 
few years, he and his parents were able 
to buy their first house together. 

Through his twenties he worked at 
DreamWorks, Cartoon Network, and 
Disney. When the industry experienced 
a slump in the late ‘90s, he designed 
animatronics for a Universal theme park 
ride and creatures for movies. He worked 
for BKN, an international company, 
that sent him to Paris and London to 
pitch ideas for the company to develop. 
Eventually, he realized it was time to start 
pitching his own ideas. He quit his job 
and dedicated time to developing original 
ideas. Cartoon Network optioned his first 
idea, which spent a year in development 
but ended up being swept out when new 
management came aboard. 

Robles moved to Nickelodeon where 
he worked on The X’s and was given an 
opportunity to pitch a short to Fred Seibert. 

He drew from his childhood experiences 
to develop Fanboy & Chum Chum, which 
turned into a series. The show ran for two 
seasons and won five Emmys. Nickelodeon 
wanted Robles to stay on and offered him 
an overall deal. 

When he was working late one night then 
studio president Russell Hicks popped 
into his office and showed interest in 
the box of ideas Robles kept on his desk. 
Hicks randomly pulled out one about 
kids who work at a video game company 
to exterminate glitches that escape 
from faulty game consoles. “A kind of 
Ghostbusters with video games,” Robles 
says. Hicks loved the concept and put it 
into development. Robles partnered with 
Dan Milano, who became his co-creator 
on Glitch Techs, now in its second season 
on Netflix. Robles says that although it’s 
often noted how ethnically diverse the 
cast of Glitch Techs is, he wasn’t actually 
thinking about diversity when creating the 
show. It simply reflected the Los Angeles 
neighborhood he grew up in.

Reflecting on a career that has spanned 
25 years, Robles is quite certain that if a 
teacher hadn’t asked about his portfolio, 
his life would have gone in a different 
direction. “It took just one person to 
believe in me and to give me that one 
opportunity,” he says. He likes to go to 
schools and talk to kids in communities 
that lack resources and positive messages 
about following passions and pursuing 
dreams. “So they know that if you can 
dream it, you can get paid for it—if you 
love it, it can be a career for you.”

— Karen Briner

Learn more about Robles on Instagram  
@rrrrobles.

from top left, clockwise: Glitch Tech 
characters High Five and Miko Kubota; 
Robles (circled) growing up in L.A.; 
working on DreamWorks’ Prince of Egypt; 
one of five Emmy wins for Fanboy & Chum 
Chum; an action packed image from 
Glitch Techs; and sketches of Kyle Fanboy.
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A NEED TO SPOTLIGHT BLACK CREATIVES INSPIRED WAYMOND 
SINGLETON TO CO-CREATE THE PODCAST BLACK N’ ANIMATED.
Black artists remain woefully 
underrepresented in the animation 
industry. That’s why Waymond Singleton 
co-created Black N’ Animated, a podcast 
that aims to increase visibility for  
black creatives.

Throughout his career, the storyboard 
artist for Disney Television has found 
himself in rare company as one of just 
a handful of black animation artists. In 
fact, it was during a fish out of water 
moment that the seeds of Black N’ 
Animated were first sown.

After a Cartoon Network mixer in 2017, 
Singleton found himself and a handful 
of other black industry professionals 
quite literally on the outside looking in.

“There was a group of people hanging 
outside and we realized that we were 
all black,” he says. “It was a circle of 
black people standing outside this 
restaurant watching a bunch of white 
creatives hanging out and talking 
to each other inside. And we were 
like, ‘This is a weird metaphor for the 
animation industry.’ So we started 
the podcast because we wanted to 
highlight black creatives and let 
students and [prospective animators] 
know we’re here.”

With co-host Breana Williams, 
Singleton interviews black creative 
professionals about their experiences 
navigating the industry.

“I really love talking to folks about their 
careers and their paths into animation,” 
he says. “In college, we learned about 
black creatives within the industry. We 
heard about guys like Floyd Norman 
or Bruce W. Smith but rarely did we 
hear about anyone else. My first job in 
animation, I was the only black person 
on the team and yet the stories that 
were being told were very black-
focused. It made me question myself 
like, ‘Am I here because I’m talented or 
because I check a box?’ Even when I am 
in spaces where I’m one of a handful, 
it’s very exciting and uplifting.”

Despite knowing what he wanted 
to do from a young age, Singleton’s 
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own career journey was fraught 
with difficulty. “Growing up, I loved 
cartoons, drawing and making comics,” 
he says. “In high school I wanted 
to be a comic book artist and as I 
considered a career in art, I realized 
animation was viable.” 

Upon graduating from Savannah 
College of Art & Design in 2014, the 
Bronx native moved back home 
to New York where the animation 
industry caters mostly to commercial 
work. He landed an internship, and 
later a job as a production assistant, 
at Brooklyn’s Augenblick Studios, 
but found trouble finding more 
cartoon animation work. “It was 
tough to get into [the industry],” he 
says. “I remember having an awful 
time. I realized I wanted to go 
into storyboarding and do less 2D 
animation work so I moved to Los 
Angeles in 2017 and started working 
as a storyboard artist.”

He got his first storyboarding job 
at Oddbot Studios on the show 
Corn & Peg. “Oddbot tends to give 
that first chance to creatives that 
have potential, so that was my in,” 
Singleton says. From there he moved 
onto the Nickelodeon show Santiago 
of the Seas before joining Disney 

Television in January on the series The 
Ghost and Molly McGee.

Since launching Black N’ Animated 
in 2018, Williams and Singleton have 
recorded more than 40 episodes 
interviewing dozens of black creatives as 
well as discussing topics from political 
allegory in anime to the Censored Eleven, 
a series of racist Warner Bros. cartoons. 

“I really enjoy the episodes where it’s 
just me and Bre talking about some 
perspective or aspect of animation,” he 
says. “Because we get to sit down and 
watch a movie and talk about how it 
influenced us, the aesthetic and a little 
bit of production history.”

Now that the COVID-19 pandemic 
has forced many businesses to go 
remote, balancing work duties with the 
demands of the podcast has been “super 
tough,” Singleton says. Throughout the 
day he juggles his podcast duties with 
his storyboarding work.

“My mind is not that organized,” he 
adds. “So it’s a lot of trying to set a 
schedule for myself. It’s been teaching 
me more rigid time management.”

The podcast, which has grown to 
include an advocacy group and 

organization, wrapped its third season 
in August, months after mounting 
tensions erupted into nationwide 
protests against systemic racism. In 
the animation industry, a wave of 
white actors stepped down from 
roles voicing nonwhite characters, 
prompting Black N’ Animated to 
release an open letter outlining 
actionable steps for the industry to 
take to support the black animators 
among its ranks.

“Because of the Black Lives Matter 
movement, a spotlight has been put 
onto our organization and our podcast 
and suddenly people are noticing,” 
says Singleton. “Which is great, but 
it’s also this double-edged sword 
because so much pain has had to 
occur in order for black people to be 
taken seriously. But at the same time, 
we have to be able to make good out 
of the bad.”

As the animation industry continues 
to wrestle with implementing 
and improving upon diversity and 
representation both onscreen and 
behind the scenes, Singleton says 
he just hopes Black N’ Animated can 
contribute to creating widespread 
change. “I hope to achieve more 
inclusivity in the animation industry,” 
he says. “My hope is to see more 
inclusive hiring practices and fewer 
microaggressions. And continuing 
to see studios hire and bring in more 
diverse talent and give black creatives 
a chance.”

—Sonaiya Kelley

Check out the Black N’ Animated podcast 
at blacknanimated.com/podcast

“My hope is to see more inclusive hiring 
practices and fewer microaggressions. 
And continuing to see studios hire 
and bring in more diverse talent and 
give black creatives a chance.”

AFTER HOURS
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HOW TO COMMUNICATE WHAT YOU NEED IN ORDER TO SUCCEED

In September, The Animation Guild 
and Women in Animation (WIA) hosted 
a virtual panel fielding questions 
about how to ask for what you want 
in the workplace as we adapt to these 
unprecedented times. 

Moderated by Tracy Miller-Zarneke, 
the WIA Board Chair of Legacy & 
Archives, along with Animation 
Guild Family and Membership (FAM) 
Committee Co-Chair Kyle Neswald, 
the panel included FAM co-chair 
Kristin Donner, labor lawyer Kait 
Feeney, director and creator Elizabeth 
Ito, literary agent Karen Kirkland, 
supervising producer Jim Mortensen, 
and career coach Lori Perkins. 

Asking for what you want can be 
intimidating at any time, but with our 
work/life balance turned upside down, 
the panel agreed that the pandemic is 
offering new opportunities for people 
to reflect on their careers and create 
job situations that suit their needs on 
a holistic level. Following are a few of 
the issues the experts discussed.

WHAT DO YOU ASK FOR WHEN YOU 
DON’T EVEN KNOW WHAT YOU 
NEED TO SUCCEED? 

“The best thing you can do for yourself 
in these crazy times is to take a 
pause,” says Perkins. Ask yourself 
what is working and what isn’t. Look 
at yourself as a human being as well 
as an employee, and use this to take 

an inventory of what you need at 
your job. Better technology? More 
flexible hours? Then ask for what you 
specifically need to do your best work. 

IF YOU SHARE CHILD CARE DUTIES 
WITH A PARTNER, HOW DO YOU 
MAKE SURE YOU GET WHAT YOU 
NEED AT HOME? 
Ito emphasizes that it’s important for 
partners to know what each other’s 
goals are and then work together as a 
team. Because blocks of time can be 
difficult to carve out while working 
from home, check in with each 
other often, and stay aware of your 
partner’s needs so that when you have 
down time, you can step in and help 
the other. 

TAG AND WIA COLLABORATED ON A UNIQUE VIRTUAL EVENT THAT TOOK 
PLACE ON SEPT. 9TH. HERE, WE SHARE SOME OF THE HIGHLIGHTS.

SOCIAL HOUR
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WITHOUT OPPORTUNITIES TO 
CASUALLY INTERACT WITH OTHERS, 
HOW DO I ASK FOR WHAT I WANT 
WITHOUT COMING OFF AS AN 
OPPORTUNIST? 
Don’t just think about what a person can 
do for you, Feeney advises. Think about 
what you have to offer. Because most 
of your conversations will be scheduled 
and on video, find ways to connect on a 
personal level and make sure you listen 
with sincerity. To this Donner adds being 
aware that most of the body language 
we’re accustomed to is more difficult to 
assess when communicating from home. 
Make sure your expression on video calls 
conveys your interest in what the other 
person is saying. 

HOW CAN A WOMAN OF COLOR, 
WHO AT TIMES FEELS “LUCKY TO BE 
IN THE ROOM”, ASK FOR WHAT SHE 
NEEDS IN A WAY THAT IS NOT DEEMED 
UNCOLLABORATIVE OR AGGRESSIVE?
Kirkland explains, “I never felt lucky to be 
in that room because I felt my position 
in that room had been well-earned.” 
However, she adds: “Rarely does anyone 
just walk around handing out promotions 
or raises. At some point you’re going 
to have to take control of your specific 
circumstances and you’re going to have 
to step up to the table and ask. I take the 
idea of being a woman of color out of it. I 
take the idea of being a woman out of it. 

I’m just a human being standing in front 
of another human being.”

IS THERE A GRACEFUL WAY TO 
INQUIRE ABOUT SALARY, BENEFITS, 
AND OTHER NEEDS SUCH AS 
MATERNITY LEAVE? 
First and foremost, familiarize yourself 
with federal and state rules about 
family and medical leave, benefits, and 
if you’re working at a union shop, be 
aware of the minimums for your job. 
Then, Feeney says, use what you know 
because employers tend to respond 
better to data driven decisions. As 
Ito says, you shouldn’t be ashamed to 
go into a room asking for what you’re 
worth—not to mention revealing that 
you know what you’re worth. 

HOW DO YOU STAY ENERGIZED 
TO CREATE PERSONAL WORK OR 
IMPROVE ON YOUR ART AFTER A 
FULL DAY OF WORK? 
Mortensen emphasizes that “you are the 
most important thing to you. So take that 
time before any other responsibilities 
kick in. I get to work a little early, and 
that first half hour to me is sacred. I don’t 
do anything other than personal work.” 
During these times this means getting up 
early and deliberately blocking out time 
for yourself. Kirkland is also an advocate 
for setting aside time first thing in the 
day. “I say I’ll do it at lunch, or I’ll do it 

ASKING AGAIN
You’ve worked up the courage to ask for 
what you need, but that request is met with 
hesitation. Rather than withdrawing, thank 
your supervisor for listening to you, then 
follow career coach Lori Perkins’ suggestion 
and take the “EARS” approach to furthering 
your “just ask” conversation. 

Empathize with your supervisor. 
Let them know that you 
understand their hesitation.

Ask your supervisor to clarify exactly 
why your request is giving them 
pause. Then sit back and listen.

Respond in a way that shows you 
genuinely heard your supervisor’s 
concerns.

Secure the continuation of the 
conversation by asking your 
supervisor if you can follow up with 
a proposal or idea for how to make 
your request work. You can ask for 
what you want again with information 
relevant to your supervisor’s concerns.

E
A
R
S

later in the evening, and then it never 
happens.” If you invest in personal growth, 
Mortensen adds, “that’s going to benefit 
the company you’re working for.”

IS THERE NEW FLEXIBILITY IN YOUR 
SCHEDULE THAT YOU HOPE TO 
SUSTAIN ONCE THE PANDEMIC PASSES?
As a night person, Donner feels the 
pandemic has been beneficial to her work 
life because she now has a schedule that 
suits her creativity. Working later in the 
day frees up her mornings for family time. 

“This extreme situation is forcing people to 
prioritize differently. We should continue 
having these conversations because what 
a lot of this is about is building the future 
that we want. This pandemic is offering 
a strange test, where we’re trying out a 
lot of possibilities and seeing what works 
and what doesn’t. We should take this 
moment to lift each other up and build a 
stronger, more fortified industry.”

FOR THE BOSS
For supervisors, labor lawyer Kait Feeney offers the “Tight, Loose, Tight” methodology 
for addressing your staff’s needs for flexibility during these unsettled times.

TIGHT: Communicate 
expectations clearly.

LOOSE: Give employees 
autonomy to deliver on 
those results.

TIGHT: Follow up to 
ensure expectations  
were met.

Make time for casual virtual conversations. 
For fostering open, clear, and supportive communication on teams, supervising 
producer Jim Mortensen says, “When you’re working in the same place, you can have 
the kind of casual conversations that let people know your door is open. The barrier to 
entry is low, and chat about small things can lead to conversations about big things. 
Now, everything has to be scheduled and on video. So set up times for people to have 
casual conversations as well as work conversations.”

You can watch the panel on our YouTube channel, TAGTUBE - The Animation Guild Local 839.

SOCIAL HOUR



ENSURING FAIR 
TREATMENT
YOU’RE A UNION MEMBER, AND YOUR SUPERVISOR WANTS TO MEET WITH YOU. 
OR MAYBE YOU’RE IN THE MIDDLE OF A MEETING WITH YOUR SUPERVISOR. 
EITHER WAY, YOU’RE WORRIED YOUR SUPERVISOR’S QUESTIONS MIGHT LEAD 
TO DISCIPLINE OR EVEN FIRING. IN SUCH CASES, YOU ARE PROTECTED FROM 
BEING QUESTIONED ALONE. THIS PROTECTION IS CALLED WEINGARTEN RIGHTS, 
AND THIS ARTICLE BREAKS DOWN WHAT THEY ARE AND HOW THEY WORK. 

WHAT ARE WEINGARTEN RIGHTS?
Weingarten Rights ensure the presence 
of a union representative at any 
meeting with your employer where 
questioning might affect your job status 
or result in disciplinary action or the 
termination of your job.

WHAT ARE THE ORIGINS OF 
WEINGARTEN RIGHTS?
In 1972 an employee at a lunch counter 
was accused of taking a large box of 
chicken but only paying for a small box. 
While she was being interviewed by her 
manager and a loss prevention specialist, 
she asked numerous times for her union 

representative. Her employer refused to 
grant her request. 

The woman explained that she took 
only four pieces of chicken but had to 
use a larger box because the store was 
out of small boxes. She was cleared, 
and her employer asked her to keep 
the interview to herself. But she told 
her shop steward, and her union filed 
charges against the company.

The result: The Supreme Court’s 1975 ruling 
that, upon request, a union employee 
is entitled to union representation for 
investigatory interviews. 

WHAT IS AN INVESTIGATORY 
INTERVIEW? 
In an investigatory interview, an 
employer questions you in order to 
gather information about the employee 
being questioned to support a 
disciplinary action under consideration 
or gain an admission to support a 
disciplinary decision that has already 
been made. 

WHEN CAN I EXERT MY 
WEINGARTEN RIGHTS? 
If you have reasonable basis to believe 
your employer is going to ask questions 
that could lead to discipline, a negative 

THE INVESTIGATORY INTERVIEW
BEFORE THE INTERVIEW:  
The employer must provide you 
and your union representative 
information about the subject 
matter of the interview. You are 
entitled to meet privately with your 
union representative to discuss this 
information before questioning begins.

YOUR RESPONSIBILITY: 
If your union representative 
is present, you cannot refuse 
to answer questions, unless 
the issue being discussed 
has criminal implications,  
in which case you should 
seek legal counsel. 

YOUR UNION REPRESENTATIVE’S 
RESPONSIBILITY: Your representative is not at the 
interview to speak on your behalf; they are not there 
to answer the supervisor’s questions for you. They can, 
however, request that the supervisor clarify a question so 
that what is being asked is understood, give you advice on 
how to answer a question, and provide additional relevant 
information to the supervisor at the end of the questioning.

18     KEYFRAME

THE LOCAL



impact on your working conditions, or 
termination, you are entitled to ask for 
union representation. 

WHAT IS REASONABLE BASIS?
Your employer might state upfront that 
a meeting could lead to disciplinary 
actions. In that case, you have a clear 
reason to exert your Weingarten 
Rights. But if you’re uncertain about 
the meeting’s purpose, consider other 
factors. Have you recently received  
oral or written warnings? Have 
any of your fellow employees been 
disciplined for the conduct you are 
going to discuss with your employer? 
In situations such as these, you would 
have a reasonable basis for exerting 
your Weingarten Rights. 

WHO IS RESPONSIBLE FOR 
EXERTING WEINGARTEN RIGHTS? 
Your employer is under no obligation 
to offer, or even mention, your 
Weingarten Rights. Exerting these 
rights is entirely up to you. Keep in 
mind that if you do not ask for your 
Weingarten Rights, and willingly 
participate in an investigatory 
interview, you are considered to have 

“waived” those rights. 

HOW DO I ASK FOR MY 
WEINGARTEN RIGHTS?
You simply tell your employer you 
want a union representative present 
at your investigatory interview. 
If possible, you should give your 
employer reasonable notice before 
the meeting so there is time to 
include a union rep.

WHAT IF I DON’T REALIZE I NEED 
UNION REPRESENTATION UNTIL 
QUESTIONING IS UNDERWAY?
If you become aware of the disciplinary 
nature of the interview after it 
commences, you are entitled to stop 
the questioning and ask for union 
representation. In such a case, your 
employer must immediately stop asking 
you questions that could result in 
discipline or adversely affect your job. 

WHAT IS MY EMPLOYER 
REQUIRED TO DO ONCE I ASK 
FOR MY WEINGARTEN RIGHTS?
Once you request your rights, your 
employer has three options:

• Grant your request and delay 
questioning until a union 
representative can be present. 

• Deny the request and either 
cancel or end the interview 
immediately.

• Give you a choice between 
having the interview without 
representation or ending  
the interview. 

WHAT IF I EXERT MY 
WEINGARTEN RIGHTS AND 
MY EMPLOYER KEEPS ASKING 
QUESTIONS?
Your employer is committing an unfair 
labor practice, which is an action 
that violates the National Labor 
Relations Act. You have the right to 
refuse to answer the questions, but 
you cannot walk out of the interview. 
You must wait until your employer 
ends the interview. Your employer 
cannot discipline you for refusing 
to answer. The employer is not, 
however, precluded from disciplining 
you for the alleged conduct under 
investigation.

CAN I GET IN TROUBLE 
FOR ASKING FOR MY 
WEINGARTEN RIGHTS? 
Your employer is also forbidden 
from disciplining you for exerting 
your Weingarten Rights. If this 
happens, the National Labor 
Relations Board can order your 
employer to rescind any discipline 
imposed because you exerted 
your rights. 

WHY ARE MY WEINGARTEN 
RIGHTS IMPORTANT?
Bottom line: Weingarten Rights ensure 
that you receive fair treatment.

WEINGARTEN RIGHTS CARD 
The Animation Guild offers a downloadable 
Weingarten Rights Card and we’ve included 
one in this issue too. If you need to exert your 
rights, you can use the information on this card: 

“If this discussion could in any way 
lead to my being disciplined or 
terminated, or affect my personal 
working conditions, I request 
that my Union Representative be 
present at the meeting. Without 
representation, I choose not to 
answer any questions. This is my 
right under the 1975 U.S. Supreme 
Court Weingarten decision.”

You do not need to use these exact words, 
but they can serve as a guide to ensure your 
employer understands your request.  

You can download a copy of this card to 
carry with you at  https://animationguild.
org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/
WeingartenCard.pdf.

YOUR UNION 
BUSINESS REPRESENTATIVE
If you have any questions about exerting 
your Weingarten Rights, contact your TAG 
Business Representative, Steve Kaplan, at 
steve.kaplan@tag839.org.This article is for informational purposes only and not for the purpose of providing legal advice.

ADDITIONAL 
RESOURCES

THE LOCAL
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Welcome to our story. Thank you for 
engaging. Keep reading and we will regale 
you with a tale of interactivity and how 
the once novel concept of the “choose 
your own adventure” has become a 
feature of several TV programs geared 
toward animation lovers of all ages…

…Or if you CLICK HERE, you can fight a 
dragon, confront an evil sorceress, rescue 
the kingdom and get treasure beyond 
your wildest dreams. Read on or fight. 
You have ten seconds to decide. 

OK, so we were kidding about the 
dragon and the riches. But you were just 

a little bit tempted by that second option, 
no? Who among us, whether intensely 
gaming or passively viewing our favorite 
episodic, isn’t intrigued by the proverbial 
fork in the road and the chance of being 
the one to determine our hero’s next 
steps? Who doesn’t love options? 

WINTER 2020     21

By Evan Henerson

More complex and engaging interactive projects  
are coming. Here we look at the creative challenges  

of putting together a nonlinear story.
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That is, of course, a key reason why 
many of the men and women who have 
worked on programs with an interactive 
component find the experience as 
exciting as the viewers who actually get 
to engage with it.

“It opens up a whole door of possibili-
ties for the building of worlds, the 

building of franchises,” says Dan Forgione, 
a veteran director and storyboard artist 
on such titles as The Boss Baby, The 
Adventures of Puss in Boots and Randy 
Cunningham: 9th Grade Ninja. “You can 
be building and extending stories 
beyond just time limit with infinite 
possibilities. Of course, there would 
have to be infinite money and budget. 
Somebody would have to pay for that, 
but from a storytelling standpoint, it’s 
kind of a challenge.”

Forgione was one of three directors 
in charge of a team for the special event 
Boss Baby: Get That Baby! which offers 
its viewer 16 different endings. Three 
years ago, he worked on another 
DreamWorks interactive project, Puss in 
Book: Trapped in an Epic Tale, when the 

format was still largely in its infancy. 
Now, new programs and established 
franchises are jumping into the CYOA 
pool with equal gusto.

Producers of interactive episodes—
which are almost always presented as 
special episodes of an established show—
emphasize that the CYOA component is 

a new spin, not a gimmick. As Carla 
Engenbrecht, Director of Product Inno-
vation, Interactive at Netflix insists: 

“We are storytellers first and foremost.”
“We’re really excited to see what kinds 

of stories creators want to tell and what 
our members want to watch,” Engelbrech 
says. “Now, we can share interactive 
rom-coms, horror, mysteries… it’s really 
up to our creators and their imaginations.” 

The Boss Baby adventure allows 
viewers to follow a story that serves as 
a training exercise determining their 

ultimate placement in Baby Corp. In 
Carmen Sandiego: To Steal or Not to Steal, 
the viewer guides the titular master 
thief through a heist while trying to 
figure out how to save her friends, as 
new choices pop up every few minutes. 
Skewing decidedly older, Batman: Death 
in the Family puts the fate of Robin 
literally in the player’s hands when 
experienced on Blu-Ray. And it’s not 
just animation. Netflix has recently 
produced You vs. Wild, an interactive 
episode of the Unbreakable Kimmy 
Schmidt, and Black Mirror: Bandersnatch, 
which was considered every bit a 
game-changer.

Going back further, animation lovers 
of a certain age can harken back to the 
early 1980s when gamers lined up 
outside of arcades (remember those?) 
to have a go at the newly released game 
Dragon’s Lair. With animation by  
ex-Disney maven Don Bluth, the game 
put the player at the controls of an 
animated movie (for more on Dragon’s 
Lair, read the sidebar).

Interactive animation has come a 
long way in the ensuing decades. These 
days the choices are more numerous, 
the integration more seamless and the 
execution more sophisticated. Building 
an interactive program still takes a ton 
of labor and strategizing and the 
technical prowess of proprietary 
software that helps sync everything up 
and keep all of the decision points 
under control. Of great help is Netflix’s 
Branch Manager software, developed 
for Bandersnatch, which helps creators 
keep track of their nonlinear story by 
allowing the input of video clips, 
storyboard and choice points. The 

FEATURE
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The Boss Baby interactive 
episode offered 16 different 
outcomes.
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above: At times, it was difficult to keep track of similarities between sections and they used a board with Post-it notes as a 
visual guide. “We had an 8- to 10-foot-long physical print of the episode laid out left to right,” says Sawyer.

writers who worked on the Boss Baby 
and Carmen Sandiego specials recall 
endless numbers of Post-it notes on 
storyboards trying to help the team 
keep each branch of the tree distinct. 

“It was quite a web and we were 
spinning a lot of plates,” says Duane 
Capizzi, co-executive producer of To 
Steal or not to Steal, “but a key thing 
honestly was having someone on the 
team who knew gaming and who had 
familiarity with how to design games. 
Producer Sam Nisson was our secret 
weapon. He was able to chart out the 
branches in a huge tree-like diagram 
with all these figurative branches. That 
was really the key to being able to see 
how it all played out.” 

“One of the speed bumps I encoun-
tered was just how easy it was to lose 

track of similarities between certain 
sections,” agreed Boss Baby’s Forgione. 

“Because it was nonlinear, there were 
some cases where some parts would 
jump further along. It was interesting to 
see how three different teams could 
come up with similar stock choices or 
even just compositions for very similar 
moments at different points in the story.”

In many of the recent programs, the 
decision to build an interactive episode 
originated with the studio. With more 
than 10 specials, Netflix has started to 
make the practice mainstream. For a 
property like Carmen Sandiego, which 
originated in gaming, an interactive 
adventure was a natural choice, accord-
ing to Capizzi. 

But the “make it interactive” directive, 
while replete with creative challenges, 

is also a daunting ask when you’re 
attempting it for the first time. Boss Baby 
writer Brandon Sawyer, recalls being 
terrified when the idea was broached. 
The first question to be answered—why?

“What’s the justification on our show?” 
Sawyer asks. “Why interactive? How can 
we use this format in the world of this 
show we had been making for—at that 
point—30 episodes? What can we do 
that requires [a show] to be interactive 
and not just, ‘Here’s a typical story we 
would tell with a couple of token 
branching choices, but really it amounts 
to a normal episode?’”

Sawyer’s first idea for Get That Baby 
was to have the series’ villains return 
and hatch a plot to kill Boss Baby. 
While that plot didn’t fly, the villain 
reunion was incorporated and the plot 



above: Originally, the Carmen Sandiego team struggled on whether to create a stand alone episode or one that 
fit within the structure of the series.
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became a training simulation enabling 
the viewer to determine what division 
of Baby Corp he or she would be best 
suited for. A choice may lead to a dead 
end or a redo, but no decision is 
ultimately the wrong one and players 
could go back and try for a different 
outcome (there are 16 to choose from). 

Each of the episode’s three directors 
oversaw three storyboard artists, and 

divvyed up the work into thirds. Essen-
tially that meant the entire staff that 
worked on Get That Baby created enough 
content for three episodes. The choices 
along the way even included a 2D 16-bit 
negotiated fighting game complete with 
diminishing life bars. 

The Carmen Sandiego team wrestled 
with whether their special would be a 
stand-alone episode or whether it 

needed to fit into the structure of the 
series. To Steal or Not to Steal became a 
special episode, but the team had to 
deliver it while simultaneously working 
on Season 2, which meant the need for 
additional manpower. Once it was 
determined that the interactive episode 
would be a stand-alone special, that 
opened up possibilities. 

“We were like, ‘Oh, so we can do dream 
sequences,’” says Capizzi. “Interactive 
storytelling is about choosing. There are 
forks in the road and you choose your own 
approach to problem solving. We got 
really excited about the opportunity to 
do dance numbers and dream sequences. 
I don’t think any dream sequences made 
it in, but two dance numbers did. It was 
about as close as we have come so far to 
doing a musical episode.” 

24     KEYFRAME
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The tone is darker and the stakes higher 
in Warner Brothers’ Batman: Death in the 
Family. Writer-Director Brandon Vietti 
was anxious to jump into the interactive 
format and he found a natural match 
when it was decided that Death in the 
Family would take its inspiration from a 
1988 comic book story that had left the 
fate of Jason Todd—the second Robin—in 
the hands of readers. Shortly after the 
character was introduced, comic book 
creators gave out a toll-free number and 
invited readers to call in and vote whether 
Todd should live or die. 

Spoiler alert: They voted that Robin 
should bite the dust which, three decades 
later, became a sequence in Death in the 
Family as well. But that wasn’t the end 
of the story. 

“Different writers come along as time 
passes and people imagine new ways to 
bring a character back,” says Vietti, who 
has also been a storyboard artist on 
multiple DC Universe series. “It made 
this particular problem so interesting to 
go back into because you don’t know 
what is going to happen after you make 
a choice. The interesting part of 
interactivity is creating stories that play 
out in ways that may not follow what 
you think will happen.”

Death in the Family gives the viewer 
six decisions which lead to seven 
different endings. The death of Robin 
storyline may have a certain familiarity 
to viewers who have been following  
the animated adventures of the Caped 
Crusader. Vietti was able to repurpose 
and reuse extensive footage from his 
own 2010 film Batman: Under the Red 
Hood within Death in the Family. 

The original film needed editing to 
allow it to sync up. Mouth movements 
had to be recalibrated for new dialog. 
The two films didn’t share the same 
animation team so character and 
background looks had to be consistent. 

“From the writing phase, I had to have 
the old movie open on my desktop and be 
writing down time code and editing the 
movie while I was writing it,” Vietti says. 

above: Dirk fights a dragon to save Princess Daphne. 
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“Thinking about the end as I was coming 
up with the beginning was the biggest 
challenge of all. Everybody had to go back 
and study what had been done before to 
try to connect with it, myself included.”

The Batman adventure is for mature 
audiences. There are fewer overall 
choices which, Vietti says, is deliberate 
since he wanted his end product to feel 
more like a story and less like a game. 

Given the way the technology is 
evolving, Vietti sees future watchers 
interacting in subtle and more sophisti-
cated ways. If a smart watch can help 
gauge heartbeats and moods, the same 
device might be able to help a program 
determine your choice. So if you are 
experiencing an adventure as Batman, for 
example, the biorhythms you express 
whether looking at a corpse, a weapon, a 
computer terminal or a newspaper 
clipping may help the program decide 
which story path you choose. 

“We’re talking about harnessing 
technology to create stories that are 
interactive in ways we can’t even imagine,” 
Vietti says. “I’m hoping we get started on 
this sooner rather than later.”  

26     KEYFRAME
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opposite: Though incorporating 
fewer overall choices, the Batman 
team tried to create story lines that 
surprised the viewer.

from left: Gary Goldman, Don Bluth and 
John Pomeroy
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A 
NEW 
AGE

By Jay A. Fernandez

As production on 
The Croods sequel 
moved from the 
studio and into 
the home office, 
staying connected 
became a bigger 
challenge than 
simply a plot point 
in the film.

FEATURE
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IN THE FIRST CROODS MOVIE, IT SEEMED LIKE THE CROODS’ 
WORLD WAS ENDING. BY THE TIME OF THE SEQUEL, THE 
CROODS: A NEW AGE, IT SEEMED LIKE OURS WAS.

this page: A visual 
development painting by 
Production Designer Nate 
Wragg of the sleep pile.

In an inverse of the plot of DreamWorks Animation’s 
2013 hit about a prehistoric family surviving in a hostile 
world after their home cave is destroyed, the spread 
of COVID-19 drove the film’s crew out of the studio 
and back into their home office caves. The remote 
scenario forced a range of sudden creative and logistical 
adjustments even as new technology made advancements 
in collaboration and design possible, which is not a bad 
description of the story arc in The Croods sequel.

In A New Age, we pick up the first family—Grug, 
Ugga, Eep, Thunk, and Gran—as they believe they’ve 
finally stumbled upon the perfect new home: a gorgeous 
paradise with functioning agriculture and high protective 
walls. Unfortunately, a more evolved family called the 
Bettermans already lives there. Phil, Hope, and teenaged 
daughter Dawn offer to share their elaborate treehouse 

and other modern inventions with the primitive Croods, 
but it’s not a smooth arrangement. Tension rises between 
the two clans—one cohesive, chaotic, and close, the other 
independent, unburdened, and isolated—until they are forced 
to work together to deal with an unexpected threat.

“The longer we worked on this movie, the timelier it 
became,” says first-time director Joel Crawford. “One family 
has figured out the modern comforts and built walls around 
themselves, but they essentially built walls within the walls and 
lost their connection. The Croods have no home and no walls.”

The Crood family mantra—“the pack always stays 
together”—could be the same for any feature animation crew, 
where the workflow among departments must be smooth for 
the magic to take shape. So what happens when a pandemic 
makes the crew disband? What happens when the pack can’t 
stay together? 
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AN EXPANDING WORLD
Written and directed by Kirk DeMicco 
and Chris Sanders, The Croods grossed 
$587 million worldwide and earned an 
Oscar nomination for best animated 
feature. The sequel, which hit theaters 
November 25 and Premium Video on 
Demand 17 days later, is sillier than the 
original and utilizes a lighter palette, in 
terms of both color and emotion.

“In the first movie, the whole world 
was trying to kill them. It had a dark 
undertone,” says Crawford. “Tonally, 
this film is brighter and more comedic.”

At the center of the story is the 
world’s first teenaged couple—daughter 
Eep Crood and Guy, the “modern” man 
she met in the first movie—as they try 
to navigate a strange new discovery: 
feelings. “We wanted to explore how their 
relationship would blossom,” says Head 
of Story Januel Mercado. “The challenges 
they would encounter as more complex 
things entered their life: other families, 
more emotions and dynamics. Eep is this 
firecracker experiencing a lot of these 
emotions for the first time. There’s a lot 
of meat there.” 

Throughout, the dueling natures of the 
two families surrounding the central couple 
are accented by posture and framing. “We 
were conscious to keep the Croods not 
upright, like animals, while the Bettermans 
live like we do,” says Story Artist Heidi Jo 
Gilbert. “And the Bettermans’ lives are 
separated, so visually we wanted to keep 
them isolated from each other. The Croods 
are always together visually.”

The world was also expanding for the 
artists, animators, and designers, who 
had new techniques and tools to play 
with that would not only push the story 

FEATURE
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“To some extent, the imagination 
led the story” – mark swift, producer

but also allow them to layer even more 
rich, inventive detail into the nature-
gone-berserk Croodaceous era the Croods 
inhabit. The dreamy, Shangri-La of the 
Bettermans’ compound in particular 
invited a visual perspective defined 
by more saturated colors, a “blast of 
sensory overload,” as Crawford puts it. 
According to Production Designer Nate 
Wragg, the mantra in the design and art 
departments was to use a richer palette 
to paint bold, whimsical landscapes that 
“feel like National Geographic on steroids.” 
For example, they used the Maldives and 

Hawai‘i as inspiration for the lush greenery 
of the Betterman farm’s resort vacation 
vibe and an invented watercolor turquoise 
they called Betterman Blue.

The story’s mythical Paleolithic setting 
offered endless potential for such whimsy, 
and the story and art departments were 
encouraged to pitch ideas and sketches, the 
stranger the better. “To some extent, the 
imagination led the story,” says Producer 
Mark Swift. One idea—a forest where the 
trees turn out to be giant butterflies—had 
been pitched by an art modeler for the 
first movie. The designers developed a 

“prehistoric version of fall in Vermont” 
to dial up the greens and devised lighting 
that shines off and through the butterflies’ 
wings to create a stained-glass look.

Where the first film emphasized 
naturalistic effects with characters and 
environments, the new Croods pushes 
into more stylized territory. “You could 
feel the tactility of the world,” says 
Wragg. “It was stylized first rather than 
photorealistic in the details.”

Several sequences involve groups of 
characters falling into water, and the 
resulting splashes were a favorite for the 

this page: Concept art by Peter Zaslav.
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clockwise from top left: Concept art by Leighton Hickman, a butterfly forest envisioned by Sebastien Piquet, the 
crows nest by Frederick Stewart, and a chase through kangadillo canyon by Peter Zaslav.

effects team to play with. “The splashes 
have beautiful, stylized shapes to them 
almost as if an illustrator had drawn the 
silhouette,” says Visual Effects Supervisor 
Betsy Nofsinger. “We looked at splash 
reference in high-speed commercial 
photography and sculptures of breaking 
waves, along with shape sketches from 
Nate. At the same time, they’re very 
physical, real splashes.”

One major animation challenge was 
executing a sequence where Eep and 
Guy steal a romantic moment while 
inside the Croods’ sleep pile. From Guy’s 
point of view it’s as if his girlfriend is 
part of a huge Italian family crammed 
into a tiny studio apartment, but the 
story team run by Mercado had the 
idea to push it to where the pile seems 
somehow much bigger. The animators 
had to design ways to ground the 
stacked and shifting bodies in reality 
while also opening it up to a private 
moment between the lovebirds.

“For those sequences, to create the 
nice graphic pile we had to put stunt 
bodies in there, an extra limb here and 
there, to maintain that nice spherical 
silhouette,” says Head of Character 
Animation Jakob Jensen. “That was one 
of the first scenes we animated. It was 
baptism by fire.”

“Tonally, we described it as like two 
teenagers sneaking out at night to have 
this lover’s rendezvous in the moonlight—
but surrounded by their family,” says 
Wragg. Fragments of moonlight and 
off-screen firelight spill between the 
bodies to achieve a romantic feel. “I love 
when you have a stupid cartoon idea, and 
all these genius minds try to crack it,” 
says Mercado. “We hand it off to these 
smarter guys who build it, rig it, light it. 
Jakob took it as a fun challenge.” 

A WHOLE NEW  
TOOL SET
Not long after The Croods opened, the 
studio rolled out upgraded animation 
software called PREMO that Jensen 
calls the “Lamborghini version” of 
the previous software. Since it offers 
real-time full 3D cached playback, it 
opens up more time for the animators 
to experiment and refine their work. 
It also allows them to build shots with 
a greater number of characters while 
still making real-time adjustments to 
the animation.

“Having the entire Croods family 
riding on the back of [their pet 
macawnivore] Chunky would have 
been nearly impossible for us to 

achieve in our old software, not to 
mention some of our wilder shots at 
the climax of the film with people 
riding on all sorts of creatures doing 
crazy stunts with the camera flying 
about,” says Jensen. 

An upgrade to the raytracer Moonray 
meant the effects crew could render 
things in real time as they altered them 
and handle increased complexity, such 
as a sequence in a vine-strewn monkey 
town with choreography that slows into 
bullet time and a scene of the Croods 
riding together on a sabretooth tiger. 
“We can throw tons and tons of stuff 
at this renderer, and it’ll just gobble 
it up,” says Head of Effects Li-Ming 
“Lawrence” Lee.

They stretched the rendering of 
things such as water features, banana 
peels, cave crystals, and goopy fruits 
around the Betterman farm to find a 
fresh balance between stylization and 
believability on a large scale. “We didn’t 
hold back anywhere,” says Nofsinger. 
“Even in our ‘easiest’ sequences, we 
were continually adding detail work 
because of how good our rendering 
looks and how easy it was to focus in 
on all those details. Those effects really 
add so much layering and complexity.”

At the same time, the pipeline 
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“You could feel 
the tactility of 
the world... It was 
stylized first rather 
than photorealistic 
in the details.” 

– nate wragg, 
production designer

had been redesigned to enhance 
real-time collaboration, with many 
departments—lighting, VFX, effects, 
and surfacing—all on the same 
platform, which increased efficiency 
by allowing different departments to 
add to a scene contemporaneously 
all through the process. Complexity 
management was reduced so that 
environments heavy with tangible 
organic material—plants on plants, 
small pebbles, fog—could be built 
with more contact and creativity. 
Every image got richer, and animated 
previews with a cheated lighting render 
were available much sooner.

“I was blown away by the state-
of-the-art cinematic tools,” says 
Mercado, whose team had come up 
with odd bits such as Eep’s “peanut 

toe” and a visual gag involving 
Grug’s first uncomfortable sauna 
experience. “We would come up with 
silly ideas, and they would be shot 
beautifully through real lenses and 
lit with atmospheric perspective and 
beautiful sunlight and fog.” 

THE SCATTERED PACK
When the production finally abandoned 
the studio for remote work in late 
March, the crew faced a slew of 
logistical hurdles to keep the pipeline 
intact. About 20 percent of lighting, 
50 percent of lighting set-up, and 60 
percent of the animation was already 
complete, and the final look of several 
sequences had been established, 
so they had enough of a collective 
understanding of the project to 
continue. But with everyone scattered, 
the feedback and review processes 
were harder, and the lack of physical 
proximity meant close creative 
collaboration was no longer possible.

It was a tough transition, but the 
technology operations group was 
able to create remote logins quickly 
enough that the production was 
approving scenes within a week or 
two. Department heads, many of 
whom were in leadership roles for the 
first time, were in a Google Hangout 
brainstorming solutions not just with 
other departments but with other 
DWA productions, crowdsourcing 
ways to do remote dailies and other 

workarounds. The visual effects 
department had to figure out how to 
factor for the way color showed up 
differently on individual monitors, 
eventually developing a key set they 
were comfortable using to compare 
light images and make color calls.

Many animators and designers 
had kids at home—and a few gave 
birth during lockdown—so the crew 
developed a new understanding of 
work-life balance. “We all had to have 
a crash course in being flexible and 
accommodating and trusting that our 
professional coworkers are going to 
deliver,” says Nofsinger.

The situation did have its positive 
aspects beyond more schedule 
flexibility and a lack of commute. Using 
remote meeting tools allowed them 
to look in on multiple meetings at 
the same time, so they could monitor 
dailies, notes, and discussions from 
other departments via captioning while 
participating in their own meeting (or 
record them for later). This improved 
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left: Concept art by Leighton Hickman showing Guy making a discovery. 
above: A new shade of turquoise dubbed “Betterman Blue” contributed to the vibrant 
landscapes, seen here in concept art by visual development artist Luca Pisanu.

awareness of where every sequence 
was in process at any given time.

For the effects department, being 
on separate computers at home during 
the review process—rather than all in a 
room with a single person at a screen—
meant a lot more access to assets 
and interactivity, a benefit they may 
build into the process moving forward. 
Jensen says it’s conceivable they could 
also bring back to the studio a good 
collaborative media reviewing platform 
like SyncSketch, which they used to 
watch video during lockdown. And now 
that remote work has proven viable, it 
opens up the talent pool to animators 
and designers who don’t live in Los 
Angeles. “I imagine in the future there 
will be more situations open to artists 
working all over the globe,” says Swift.

“We’re lucky we’re imaginative 
creatures that can work anywhere,” 
says Jensen, who used his children 
to act out potential scenes in his 
backyard since reference shoots were 

no longer available. Partners and 
kids also became substitute preview 
audiences for artists, who got to share 
their work with their families in a new 
way. “My daughter would ask me every 
day, ‘When are lighting dailies today?’” 
says Wragg. “Usually we review in 
a dark, color-accurate room in the 
basement at DreamWorks. Here at 
home, your family, pets, everyone can 
take a little peek.”

Lee’s eight-year-old daughter, 
Abigail, would occasionally peek over 
his shoulder and break out in laughter. 
“That’s always a good sign,” he says, 
“when your target audience says, ‘Hey, 
that’s funny!’”

So, the world didn’t end. It just got a 
little harder, a little weirder. But it also 
opened everyone up to new ways of 
thinking, working, and living. Curiosity, 
ingenuity, and a willingness to stay 
connected despite the hardships won 
the day both within the production team 
and onscreen. A new age, indeed.
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HOLIDAYS
AT HOME
Though the holidays may look a little different 
this year, we can still celebrate together. The third 
annual Holiday Gift Guide continues to showcase 
crafts and artwork by some of The Animation 
Guild’s talented members. It’s a way to celebrate 
the season while supporting local artists and 
union kin. And, this year our holiday market is 
going virtual too. Here, we spotlight some of the 
vendors who will be showcasing their talent online.
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FIT FOR A QUEEN
Onesimus Nuernberger, a Matte Painter at 
DreamWorks Animation, has his pet to thank for his 
artistic inspiration: “The artwork I’m selling is inspired 
by my dog Geordi (named after Geordi La Forge from 
Star Trek). He’s very expressive and many people say 
he’s more like a person than a dog!” The corgi-inspired 
apparel (starting at $14.99), greeting cards ($5) and 
prints (starting at $9.99) might be a good choice for 
Queen Elizabeth, a corgi enthusiast. Visit lacorgi.co.

FOR THE BUDDING ARTIST
“I really love creating stories within my 
artwork and incorporating inspiration 
from my everyday life,” says Kelsey 
Eng, a visual development artist and 
background painter. Her art books are 
perfect gifts for the budding artist, 
offering tutorials inside. Also, check out 
her line of pins, keychains and stickers 
(from $7; kelseyeng.com/store).

PAGE TO PLANETS
“I’m inspired to create because it allows me to travel 
beyond myself,” explains Pre-Vis Artist Tom Bruno. 
“I yearn to visit fantastic worlds and go on far-off 
adventures. Where reality has a ceiling, imagination 
is an endless sky of possibilities.” To explore the outer 
regions of the imagination, Bruno has written In the Orbit 
of Sirens ($16.80; tabruno.com), a great gift for that sci-fi reader 
in your family.



38     KEYFRAME

JOYFUL ART
Vis-Dev Artist and Background Designer Chris 
Deboda strives to entertain, bringing humor and joy to 
anyone that views his art with the hopes of brightening 
their day just a little bit. His signed prints, like “Ukelele 
Rivals” and “Baked Goods” ($12; chrisdebodaart.com/
store), are whimsical keepsakes for all ages; while his 
Snicker Doodles sketchbook series ($19.99) compiles 
60 pages of stylized sketches including process notes.

TIKI TIME
After having her son Connor, 
Storyboard Artist Kelly Hobby-Bishop 
realized there wasn’t much available 
in the tiki market for kids or pets. 
This got her creative juices flowing to 
create fun tiki designs for the whole 
family to enjoy, including the dog. You 
can find her designs including cute 
T’s ($15), masks ($10-$15) and baby 
blankets ($30) at keikitikidesigns.com.

TALES FOR ALL AGES
“I like to pull emotional experiences from life that have changed 
the shape of who I am then find ways to imbue the lessons into 
my creative work,” says Michael Cawood, Animator and Post-Vis 
Artist. He and his wife craft novels and children’s books (from $7.99; 
jpcawood.com) that offer unique premises and clever twists. A 
perfect gift for a holiday staycation! 

FEATURE
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FANTASY FANS
“As a 15-year-old kid in Australia, escaping 
the heat and too many sisters, I discovered a 
deep love of history and a reverence for fantasy 
artists like Frank Frazetta, and later a favorite comic artist, Adam 
Hughes,” says Layout Artist Mark Mulgrew. He incorporates this 
inspiration into a series of fantasy photography prints, canvases 
and art books (starting at $5; mulgrewmark.com/new-products).

UNIQUE ADORNMENTS
Digital Artist and instructor Sonserae Leese was one of the 
first women in computer graphics and has spent more than 
25 years working in visual effects for Disney, Sony Pictures 
and Nickelodeon. Now, she has returned to traditional 
painting and drawing as well as jewelry design. You’re 
bound to find a unique gift, whether a print or a bracelet 
(starting at $9), at etsy.com/shop/sonseraedesigns.

FROM BRAZIL WITH LOVE
Prop Designer Julia Moraes, who hails from Brazil, 
infuses her creativity, passion and imagination into 
a stationery company she co-owns with her mother. 
“Every single compliment we get motivates us,” she 
says, “every smile on people’s faces when they hold 
our handmade books, tote bags and prints and see 
our love for what we do.” The sketchbooks ($7), pins 
(starting at $13) and pouches ($20) make for perfect 
stocking stuffers for family or colleagues; visit etsy.
com/shop/JuliaMoraesDesigns.
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BEAR NECESSITY
This deluxe hardcover ($50) includes a 
curated selection of animation veteran 
Bob Scott’s syndicated comic strip Bear 
with Me about a tween and her 800-pound best 
friend, Bear, who happens to be afraid of everything. 
You can pre-order the book, out in January, at 
hermes-press.myshopify.com/products/bear-with-
me-pre-order.

PLEIN-AIR PRESENTS
Visual Development Artist Angela Sung co-runs Warrior 
Painters, a plein-air painting group based in Los Angeles. 
Her coastcard sets of five high quality art prints ($30, 
angelasung.com/store) are inspired by life’s moments from 
sunsets to travels to nature. “I love just observing how time 
passes by every day,” she says. Sung has also collaborated 
with Kayleigh Ma on a series of handmade ceramic items 
such as planters that include potted plants ($25-$40; 
klayhaus.square.site).

SHARE A LAUGH
Art Director and Visual Development Artist Ted Blackman 
might be known for his work on Cloudy with a Chance of Meatballs, 
but his crotchety gag cartoons have gained fans online. When 
he was a kid, he proclaimed that he wanted to be a cartoonist. 
To which his teacher responded, “That’s wonderful, you want 
to make the world laugh.” “I never forgot the impact those 
words had on me,” he says. In Los Angeles, he found his clan in 
animation “coming together to make the world laugh.” Share the 
smiles with your family with one of Blackman’s T-shirts or coloring 
activity book (both $14.95) at crotchetycomics.bigcartel.com.

FEATURE
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OVERCOMING 
GRIEF WITH LOVE

SHORT STORY

CANVAS FEELS LIKE 
A PERSONAL STORY. 
WHAT INSPIRED IT?
Canvas was inspired 
by my own personal 
experiences with 
loss and dealing with 

tragedy. We lost my father when I was 
five, and it impacted my entire family—
especially my mother. As an adult trying 
to progress in the animation industry, I 
hit a rough patch creatively, questioning 
my own worth and position in it. But 
spending time with my niece reminded 
me that kids have this instinctive ability 
to bring joy to any situation. I was 
inspired to create again. With that, the 
idea for Canvas began to take root. I 
wanted to tell a story about overcoming 
grief and about surviving this type of 
trauma with the love and support of 
those around you.

IT TOOK FIVE YEARS TO PRODUCE 
CANVAS. WERE THERE EVER MOMENTS 
WHEN YOU FELT IT MIGHT NOT  
MOVE FORWARD?
Yes, it took five years to make this labor 
of love! There were definitely times when 
I worried my idea wasn’t “good enough” 
or that I wouldn’t find enough money to 
get this across the finish line. But I put 
aside those doubts. I knew this was an 
opportunity to show my kids and other 
creators that look like me that you can use 
art to speak for you when words fall short. 

SPEAKING OF WORDS, WHY DID YOU 
OMIT DIALOGUE FROM YOUR STORY?
I’ve learned that body language can often speak 
louder than words. I want this film to translate 
to all audiences, so I chose to let our music and 
the characters’ body language and expressions 
drive the emotional heart of Canvas.

YOU’VE WORKED ON SOME ACCLAIMED, 
BIG BUDGET ANIMATION MOVIES. 
WHY DID YOU TAKE THE INDIE ROUTE 
WITH CANVAS?
I’ve been really fortunate to work on some great 
projects. With Canvas, I took the indie route so 
I could create a film on my own terms. When 
I started, there were not a lot of animated 
projects featuring all black characters. I knew I 
wanted Canvas to connect with my community 
as we live in a world where we’re often forced 
to ignore processing our own tragedies. By 
making this outside of the traditional studio 
system, I knew I could create something for my 
community, and extend this idea of overcoming 
obstacles together to the production process. 

YOU USED A KICKSTARTER CAMPAIGN TO 
RAISE FUNDS. WERE THERE ANY OTHER 
MAJOR OBSTACLES TO OVERCOME? 
The biggest obstacle we had to overcome as 
an independent film is that our budget was 
SIGNIFICANTLY lower than what we would 
have had at a studio. That said, we were able 
to problem solve and find ways to still bring 
quality when the budget didn’t really allow. For 
example, the hair, foliage and rendering were 
all done using Maya software, so we didn’t 
have to purchase external plugins and licenses.

WHAT WERE THE ADVANTAGES?
I was able to not only craft the film how 
I desired, but also control the staffing 
process. It was important to me to 
collaborate with other artists of color and 
provide an opportunity for my team to 
grow and tackle new challenges.

WHAT IS NEXT FOR YOU, BOTH AS AN 
ARTIST AND AS A PRODUCER FOCUSED 
ON DIVERSITY?  
As an artist, I’m always looking for ways 
to help bring stories to the world that 
speak to my community and represent 
different cultural experiences. I’m actually 
developing a new animated feature film 
with Netflix, who obviously share my 
passion for championing a diverse and 
inclusive creative process. 

YOU HAVE USED YOUR OWN WORK  
TO CREATE TUTORIALS ON YOUR 
WEBSITE. WHAT ROLE WOULD YOU 
LIKE TO PLAY IN THE CAREERS OF UP-
AND-COMING ANIMATORS?
I’m a co-founder of a non-profit organization 
called Rise Up Animation (@riseupanimation) 
with Trent Correy, Bobby Pontillas and 
Monica Lago-Kaytis. Our goal is to connect 
emerging artists with established mentors 
in the animation industry and provide 
resources for all people of color trying 
to enter this field. It was important to 
foster this philosophy of mentorship and 
professional growth in Canvas, and I will 
always be passionate about encouraging 
young artists. 

FROM FROZEN TO THE BOSS BABY, ANIMATOR FRANK E. ABNEY III HAS WORKED 
ON MANY SUCCESSFUL FEATURE FILMS. HIS DIRECTORIAL DEBUT TAKES A MORE 
INTIMATE PATH WITH HIS ANIMATED SHORT FILM CANVAS. SCHEDULED TO PREMIERE 
ON NETFLIX, THIS TENDER STORY EXPLORES GRIEF AND THE HEALING POWER OF 
FAMILY. IN THIS INTERVIEW, ABNEY DISCUSSES WHAT IT MEANS TO WORK ON A TRUE 
LABOR OF LOVE AND THE IMPORTANCE OF AN INCLUSIVE CREATIVE PROCESS.
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