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People have enjoyed cartoons for decades, but do people understand how a cartoon begins and the process to develop said cartoon? Animation’s early beginnings were somewhat crude, but it has developed into a meticulous process that animators take very serious. One independent animation company based in Atlanta, Dagnabit!, has had its fair share of struggles maintaining the company, but their finished artwork makes the process worthwhile. By visiting the studio, the process of animation becomes very complex, as there are different drawing and editing techniques employed, and this process becomes much more complicated than just putting pen to paper. However, in order to look into the techniques employed by Dagnabit!, one must look at how animation was first developed, the different types of animation used, and animation’s social implications.  

[image: image1.png]


Before the invention of the computer, hand-drawn (or classical) animation was the norm for much of the 20th century. What made animation possible was the creation of the motion camera by Thomas Edison, and that invention inspired the classical animation era (James). Classical animation can be defined as “the art of movements that are drawn in such a way to create the illusion of life” (Shannon 434). The first two animated cartoons to inspire future generations of animators were Gertie the Dinosaur in 1914 (see Fig. 1) and Felix the Cat in 1919.

Fig. 1 Gertie the Dinosaur (McCay) (Gertie the Dinosaur.avi) 

Although there was no sound at the time both were created, both character’s personalities came off on the screen through their physical appearances, and that visual aspect is what appealed to the American audience so much. Gertie in particular inspired future animators with the character design aspect of animation. Winsor McCay, the creator of Gertie the Dinosaur, had a somewhat pedestrian outlook on the future of animation when he declared “Animation should be an art […] what you fellows have done with it is making it into a trade […] not an art, but a trade” (Crandol). For some people, animation became devalued as the years went on because of the perceived lack of artistic value behind it, but a generation of great animators including Walt Disney, Tex Avery, Chuck Jones, and Bill Hanna and Joe Barbera changed this perception by breathing new life into the industry (Corliss 78).


What can be considered the “golden age” of animated cartoons was during the 1930s through the 1950s, as animators created the cartoons that are considered classics today. The “golden age” all started with the first synchronized sound cartoon, “Steamboat Willie” in 1928 starring Mickey Mouse himself (Mouse 82) (see Fig 2). Mickey was the vision of Walt Disney, whose creations were more lifelike in motion than previous animations, and Walt was responsible for many of the Disney classics we see today and founded the Walt Disney Company.  
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Fig. 2 Steamboat Willie (“Steamboat”) (Steamboat_Willie__1928_.avi)

Classical animation takes time to perfect, as cartoonists may change their mind on the exact form of one character, and, of course, each animation and movement of one character takes time to put together. Tex Avery and Chuck Jones, creators of Bugs Bunny, took about ten years to really get the voice and the form of Bugs perfect (Crandol). Apparently, animation had been turned back into an art again contrary to what McCay had said earlier. Into the 1960s, animation started to move to the television, an era that would last well into the 1980s, and made the appeal of cartoons more widespread. With the move to television, there was more promotion and merchandise that came with the cartoons, and an expert believes that the quality of the writing and the animation itself seemed to falter compared to earlier time periods (Crandol). Animation had hit another bump in the road in terms of the quality of the art, but new technology and innovative companies took the animation world to new heights. 


The beginning of a new type of animation became apparent in the 1980s. There were already some aspects of computer-generated images in movies in the late 1980s like Terminator 2, but the first true computer generated film was Toy Story created by Pixar Animation Studios, which was owned by Walt Disney Company at the time (Disney owns the studio fully today). A new type of animation was born, computer animation, which can be defined as “the art and science of generating a convincingly lifelike virtual reality through computation” (Shannon 435). The goal, according to Sonya Shannon, of computer animation is to have the actual animation disappear into the motion picture and the different forms and aesthetics of the movie, which means that the animation may not be as noticeable as before. There are many animation companies that have been created because of computer animation, including DreamWorks Animation SKG, Pixar, and Blue Sky Studios (Roberts 36). There are many steps into making a computer generated film that take longer than that of a classically animated film, but it all begins with an idea (Smith). In general, the storyline and storyboard of the film must be worked out first, followed by the recording of the voices by the actors and actresses, then follows the actual creation of the character models that are hand-drawn, and finally these sketches turn into computer models (“From Toy” 25). Using the computer can be more convenient, as animators have a place to keep their work and can edit any imperfection on the hand-drawn animation on the computer (Pope). An interesting process for setting up the character models is made just before the hand-drawn sketches go to the computer, as a wire-frame model is created and then that model undergoes a process called rigging. The rigging process basically determines how the character will move, and the wire-frame model is developed for the structure of the character and shows how it will move through its joints. The figure below shows how a wire-frame model combines with a character model to create the final moving character (see Fig. 3). In Shrek, rigging took almost a year to complete, adding to what is already a long process. After the character model is made, the process of putting all of the pieces together into a movie takes according to Pixar one to two years (“From Toy” 25). 
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Fig. 3 Rigging a Character (Baran)

There are some challenges that the animator faces when creating the characters, including some technological limitations. Fur and water are two examples of challenges, as fur has to move as the character moves, and with water there are troubles demonstrating its translucence and flowing. Another challenge for directors is that they do not want to use too much physical simulation of the characters and too many special effects, as they still have the main story they want to convey. Finally, the biggest challenge seems to be the accurate portrayal of humans and how they move (Weiss 57). Computer animation has many complexities to the actual animation, but the finished product is worth the hard work of making the film.

Animation has changed throughout the years because the industry has had to adjust to society. Animation to some is intended for those “on a mental level under fourteen,” and while animation and cartoons are mostly considered for kids, the release of Who Framed Roger Rabbit (1988) and “The Simpsons” (1989) had animation being more accepted by adults (Smoodin 129). Animation even spread into the fantasy world, as Ralph Bakshi was the first to animate Lord of the Rings, and his influence could be traced to the rise of Japanese anime (Robinson). Another function of animation is to get messages across, like political cartoons would (Bryant). Tex Avery, interestingly enough, would convey some of his political views through Bugs Bunny, and it seems apparent that sometimes the character reflects the mind of the creator. There is also a debate on what impact animation has on young children, as children so easily imitate what they see on TV. There was even a controversy where a Bugs Bunny cartoon was banned because of smoking in the cartoon.  Animation has a global impact, and for better or for worse, there is often a message behind every piece of animation, but the process is important to understand, as evidenced by Dagnabit!
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Fig. 3 Dagnabit (“Dagnabit”)

Dagnabit! (see Fig. 3) began as an independent animation company just after 9/11, with John Ryan and Robert Pope co-founding the company. The company is currently located in downtown Atlanta, and they have an office in one of the Midtown Plaza buildings. The studio was small but could accommodate each as each animator had their own workspace and computer. John Ryan and Robert Pope are the main animators of the company, while Lucas Ryan joined later on in Dagnabit’s existence. John Ryan, Robert Pope, and Lucas Ryan (John’s son) make up the staff of the company, and the question came up of how the creative process starts. John Ryan stated that to start with he draws a character that fits whatever project they are assigned (he even said that it could start on a “cocktail napkin”) (Pope). Ryan and Pope showed me their workspaces, where they have computers for editing, but the process all starts with a drawing as sown in this clip (Animation Interview Clip 1.m4v). Dagnabit!, unlike many other animation companies, focus mainly on drawing on paper rather than doing everything through the computer, but the computer is used for editing and adding colors to the picture. They even use a brush for ink effects, which in the modern industry world is very rare (they get the brush custom made from a craftsman from Oregon who uses bamboo) (Pope). Also, the computer, as Ryan noted, saves time, as there used to be many drawings laid out around the studio, but the animation company still relies on traditional hand-drawn methods (Pope) (Animation Movie Clip 2.mov). Most of their drawings turn into flash animation, which are turned into TV commercials or for their website. In another interview that Ryan gave, he comments on how he seems content with the resources that Dagnabit! has, and he does not envy the technological advantages some of the big companies like Cartoon Network has (Ryan). Dagnabit! mainly works on televisions spots (usually around 30 seconds), and they receive work when certain companies ask them to create certain character for their commercials. After Ryan gave an idea about the process behind the art of animation, Ryan and Pope both talked of heart and soul of an animator, their doubts, and what goes through their minds once they start a project.


“Doubt is my constant companion,” remarked John Ryan when he talked about the struggles faced by an independent animation company (Ryan). Dagnabit! has had a pretty good run of success during the 7+ years they have been in operation, but there are certain factors that had them wondering if they would survive in such a competitive market as animation. Sometimes, what the client wants out of Dagnabit! may be not to the liking of the animator, and animators want to have the freedom to create to their pleasing and not follow an exact model that has been laid out for them. Another animator, Ralph Bakshi, declares in an interview, “If you had to pin down what drives me, it's freedom. The right to make choices, the fact that no one tells you what to do” (Robinson). One example of that artistic freedom includes a certain commercial that was completely changed by the client, as the original consisted of a character sword fighting with the audience, and the remake had a woman use the straw of the drink that was advertised as the sword. The animators treat their artwork as if it was their children, and they obviously do not respond when any client makes any major changes. Robert Pope also remarked that it also depends on the economic outlook at a particular time, as that can affect the budget that an independent animator can work on (Pope). Another tough aspect of the independent animation company seems to be that making a project that will sell costs money, and there is no guarantee that the project will sell, and the animator feels like he has wasted his time with the particular project. “The struggle is to satisfy the client,” remarked Pope as he talked of how an animator maybe unsure of what a client exactly wants and when the client wants it, as the deadlines to finish are often hasty as Ryan explains in this clip (Animation Interview Clip 3.mov). One last aspect of an animator’s job is that the animator has to take some sort of pride into the finished product, but if that product has been revised not to the animator’s liking, the work seems devalued to the animator. Certainly, there are many complexities that go into creating a work, but as the process progresses, an animator finds out that there are many factors that affect the final product. 


To some people watching cartoons from the comforts of their homes, animation represents something that most take for granted, but the process and struggle behind the art goes unaccounted for. Dagnabit’s process obviously differs from some of the modern computer animation studios, but all of these studios all share one common goal: to create the best possible work of art that will ultimately satisfy the creator and the work’s intended audience. Animation has many intricacies and complexities that are involved, and there are many types of animation, but the process is somewhat the same throughout, and animation is also linked to its past by earlier animations.  
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