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INTRODUCTION

Hi. My name is Allan. Like many of you out there, I’m a toon-a-holic.

My addiction began at the tender age of four, when my parents gave me my first TV set, an old black-and-white Zenith. No sooner had they placed it at the foot of my bed that I began what was to become my early morning ritual: open my eyes, scamper across the covers to flip the set on, then sit there mesmerized by the cartoon images flickering before me.

Dogs chasing cats … cats chasing mice … mice tricking cats … cats tricking dogs. A hapless coyote hurtling off a cliff. Bears stealing picnic baskets. A blustering southern rooster and a pugnacious chicken hawk. A cowboy horse and his Mexican burro sidekick. A prehistoric construction worker powering the family car with his bare feet. A cheerful mouse and his inquisitive pet dog. A wascally wabbit outwitting a host of verbally challenged, dim-witted adversaries. A plucky flying squirrel and a moose of dubious intellect.

And so many catchphrases, all permanently etched into my brain: “Eh, what’s up, Doc?” “Exit, stage left!” “You’re … dethpicable!” “Watch me pull a rabbit outta my hat!” “Yabba dabba do!” “Vhat is plan, darlink?” “Smarter than the average bear!” “Jane, stop this crazy thing!” “I tawt I taw a puddy tat!” “Aaaaaalvin!!!”

The toons were chaotic, wildly funny, and often sly and subversive. They fueled my imagination and helped form my comic sensibilities.

A year or two later, my mother began taking me to the movies with her, to see all the great animated features. Lady and the Tramp was the first, followed soon after by One Hundred and One Dalmatians, Gay Purr-ee, The Jungle Book, Pinocchio, and on and on. Suddenly, I wasn’t just laughing at wild antics anymore–even though I was a young kid, I found myself absorbed by the narratives and pacing of the longer form. Oh, I still laughed, but now I was also thrilled, frightened, and sometimes moved to tears.

As I got a bit older, I realized I could actually draw these characters and put them through adventures of my own devising–which I proceeded to do, night and day–an experience that’s shared, not surprisingly, by so many others whom you’ll read about in this book. To the complete and utter mortification of my parents, I drew ’em on everything: my clothes, their clothes, painted walls, wallpapered walls, napkins, fine tablecloths, my dad’s handkerchiefs, the margins of books, the soles of my own feet and even, occasionally, on paper. Wherever there was a clean surface, it was soon covered with images resembling Bullwinkle, Yogi Bear, Crusader Rabbit, or Mickey Mouse. My manic obsession with toons had taken root.

But by far the greatest discovery of all was that amazing little device called the flipbook. I learned that if I stapled a small stack of paper together at the bottom, drew slightly progressive poses in sequence, and then riffled through the pages, my drawings could actually move–just like the ones on TV. So that’s how they did it–or, at least, I thought it was that simple.

Years later, of course, I learned what an involved and rich process the act of creating animation actually is–all about the writing and designing and directing and producing, and storyboards, layouts, timing, voice recording, music, sound effects, mixing, and editing that go into making a cartoon series or film. Once I was gainfully employed in the animation field, my parents would remind me of how I’d declared my intentions at the age of seven to make cartoons. I have no reason to doubt it.

My friends and I–and certainly most of you, if you’re reading these words–grew up addicted to animation, consumed by our passion for it. Clearly, we weren’t alone. Aside from the odd curmudgeon or two out there, everyone adores cartoons. Most often, they’re our first introduction to humor and satire and music … an inescapable part of modern pop culture that crosses boundaries of language, class, and generation. More than ever before, animation is appreciated by adults as well as kids. And yet, with millions of fans happily sharing this obsession with the medium, so many people still have no idea what really goes on behind the scenes. Or what an intense labor of love it is for everyone involved.

Which brings us ever so neatly to the beginning of this book.

It’s my hope that you’ll find some answers in these pages that chronicle the creation of many of the most popular animated TV series and feature films from the last few decades–a period now being hailed as animation’s modern renaissance. A toon boom, if you will.

In Makin’ Toons, you’ll hear some of the greatest practitioners of the craft, in their own words, discussing how our favorite cartoons sprang to life. Naturally, I couldn’t cover every show and movie–there just isn’t enough room in one book–so I tried to pick a representative cross sampling of the very best. You’ll also find that most of the focus here is on projects created in the United States. The fact is, there’s been such a worldwide animation explosion in recent years, if I’d tried to include the international scene, it would’ve required a volume three times the size of this one.

As I began my research, I was reminded of how quickly technology is advancing in the animation world. Just as in seemingly every other aspect of modern life, the computer has become more and more a part of our daily process. Some skeptics have even sounded the death knell of classic hand-drawn animation, predicting that computer-generated fare will soon replace it altogether. I believe there’s room for both. Cave wall paintings aside, modes of artistic expression never get antiquated. The digital world is a considerable force to be reckoned with, for sure, but nothing to fear–if anything, it helps us to unleash our imaginations and create in ways that were heretofore impossible. We all crave a good story, and usually don’t care how it’s told … as long as it’s told well.

In mapping out the structure of this book, I debated whether or not to separate the discussions of television and films. For a long time, the two were distinctly different groups. Those who worked on animated feature films didn’t work on cartoon TV shows, and vice versa. In recent years, however, the line has blurred considerably. Many now move freely from one medium to another, and then back again. Hit TV series spawn popular theatrical features (like South Park, Rugrats, Scooby-Doo, and Batman) and successful animated features spawn hit TV series (like The Adventures of Jimmy Neutron: Boy Genius), made-for-video sequels, and Broadway musicals. So, thanks to today’s cross-pollination of talent, and in the interest of keeping things lively, you’ll find all the ingredients mixed together in the same stew.

You’ll also notice a lot of the same names popping up from time to time in various capacities on different projects. Nothing exemplifies the nature of the animation business better–someone can work as a story artist or director on one job, then do animation or layouts on another, then write a script, then go back to storyboarding, and so on. Typically, people in this industry are extremely versatile.

Finally, they say that everyone on this earth has at least one book in them. Well, here’s my first–all about something I’ve loved watching and working on my whole life: cartoons.

—ALLAN NEUWIRTH


CHAPTER 1
WHAT A GREAT IDEA!

How Some Tip-Top Toons Were Born

“Where do you get your ideas? Is there a rack, a file someplace where iced or quick-frozen ideas are stored, only waiting to be thawed? I am grateful to be able to answer the question sincerely and honestly: I don’t know where ideas come from.”

—Chuck Jones, legendary cartoon director (1989)

It’s hard to pinpoint where that initial spark–the germ of a new idea–originates. An inspiration can hit you when you’re standing in the supermarket, reaching for a can of baked beans. It can suddenly occur to you in the shower, or just after you’ve stretched out on your bed at night and turned off the light, or while you’re romping with your schnauzer in the park. Without warning, your eyes can glaze over in the middle of a conversation as a thought suddenly pops into your head–a thought completely unrelated to what you were talking about.

Some of the most brilliant cartoon projects sprang to life as a fleeting notion, whereas others were hatched through a combination of concentration, hard work, and not a small amount of luck.

In our opening chapter, let’s take some fleeting glances at how a few of the most popular animated films and TV shows of the past several decades got their start–and at the remarkably diverse group of people who created them. Later on, you’ll read in more detail how some of these (and other) ideas were developed, designed, nurtured, and produced. Several of them were trendsetters–projects so different they created a sensation, blazing a trail for much of what followed.

To begin with, there was one motion picture that’s largely responsible for jump-starting the animation boom of the last few decades. It actually began back in the mid-1970s, and it all leapt out of one man’s fertile imagination …

THE BUNNY DID IT, AFTER ALL

Roger Rabbit Ignites the Toon Boom

Gary K. Wolf had written three well-received books for Doubleday when they agreed to purchase a fourth novel from him, sight unseen. Basically free to write about whatever tickled his fancy, he began thinking about a story–and doing research on three things that had fascinated him since he was a kid: “Comic books … cartoons … and hard-boiled private eye novels. My favorites were superhero books. Blackhawk, Superman, Batman, Wonder Woman … but I was also big on Donald Duck and Uncle Scrooge.” He even belonged to a Scrooge McDuck fan club. “A penny saved is a penny earned,” laughs Wolf, reciting the zillionaire skinflint’s maxim. “Comic books were always big for me.”

As the author struggled to somehow combine his three interests, he studied the Saturday morning cartoons. “Yeah, it’s research; I’m not doing it because I like it,” he told his dubious wife–yet when the “research” paid off, it wasn’t the shows themselves that gave Wolf his bolt of inspiration. “All of a sudden, I realized … that there was something, not about the cartoons, but about the commercials. Y’know, I was seeing Cap’n Crunch, Snap, Crackle and Pop, Tony the Tiger, and the Trix Rabbit … These were cartoon characters, and they were messing around with real kids, and nobody seemed to think it was odd! That was a real eye-opener for me. I said, “‘What would a world be like if the cartoon characters were real–if this thing that I’m seeing on cereal commercials really existed?’”

Wolf realized that he’d just had an epiphany. “It was a mind-blowing idea,” he says. “I got that idea in 1975. But at that point–you know how writers are–I got really paranoid. I’m not a fast writer. I mean, it takes me a long time to write things. And I thought, ‘This idea is so obvious that somebody else is gonna do it first.’ But nobody did!”

So he stepped up his research, honing in on some very specific details. “I realized that if I was going to do this book the way I wanted–and have people believe it–that everything in it had to be consistent. In other words, cartoon characters in the book had to do things that cartoon characters do … and, if possible, the whole story had to revolve around the fact that these were cartoon characters in a real world, so that if you took the cartoon characters out, the story wouldn’t work.”

That’s the part that took time. Wolf needed to consider what toon characters could do that real people could not, apart from being squashed and stretched. Once he was ready, he began banging out a murder mystery novel quite unlike any other. And he called it, Who Censored Roger Rabbit?

Roger Rabbit, Jessica Rabbit, and Baby Herman were the first three characters he came up with. “My hero was kind of a Disney character … I realized that Disney really didn’t have a prominent rabbit, so I thought a Disney-esque rabbit would be good,” he relates. “I wanted people to read this thing, and go, ‘Oh yeah, I remember that character.’ The one that was most successful was Baby Herman. My own agent came to me and said, ‘You know, you’re going to have trouble with this Baby Herman, because that’s somebody else’s character.’ It worked because everybody remembers human babies from the thirties and forties cartoons and comic books. But these were all mine.”

When he finally finished over two years later, he felt it was the best thing he’d ever written. So it was a real kicker when Doubleday declined to publish it. “They rejected it! First reject I’d ever had,” says Wolf, who admits he was flabbergasted. The reason? The marketing department didn’t know how to sell it. “It doesn’t fit any genre,” he was told. “There’s no category for this.” One hundred and ten rejections later, a publisher–St. Martin’s Press–finally said yes.

[image: image]

Wolf meets Rabbit in person at Walt Disney World Resort in 1991. Disney character © Disney Enterprises, Inc. & Amblin Entertainment, Inc.

Before the book even came out, Gary Wolf’s agent showed the galleys to people in L.A., who shopped it to Disney, who liked it so much they optioned it in 1980. Later on, to the author’s delight, producer (and avowed toon lover) Steven Spielberg entered the picture, and the rest is history.

In 1988, Who Framed Roger Rabbit, a jaw-droppingly seamless blend of animation and live action, was unleashed on audiences. To the sheer delirium of cartoon fanatics around the world, for the very first time ever, Mickey Mouse, Bugs Bunny, Donald Duck, Daffy Duck, Betty Boop, and so many other Disney, Warner Bros., and Fleischer characters coexisted side by side by side in the same on-screen universe, courtesy of Spielberg’s Amblin Entertainment and the Walt Disney Studios. It was a smartly written motion picture, beautifully animated and staged, with live action directed by Robert Zemeckis and animation supervised by Richard Williams. The story may have changed somewhat from the original novel, but the characters, the undertones about racial harmonies and inequities–“Toons are not better or worse than people,” says Wolf. “They’re just people,” and most of what made Who Censored Roger Rabbit? unique were left perfectly intact.

Who Framed Roger Rabbit scored in a big way with audiences. And suddenly, after a long dry spell, people of all ages were interested in animation again.

A LITTLE MERMAID IS SPAWNED IN BURBANK

The next toon was another trendsetter, redefining our perception of what an animated musical could be. It was 1985, and Michael Eisner had assumed leadership of The Walt Disney Company just one year earlier–a company that was floundering at the time. Animated musical films, once Disney’s bread and butter, were by then considered relics of the past. Eisner had already hired Jeffrey Katzenberg to come in and supervise movie production at the studio, and the two immediately began to turn things around.

One notion Eisner brought with him from Paramount, a studio he and boss Barry Diller had built into Hollywood’s powerhouse of the late 1970s and early 1980s, was a sort of brainstorming/pitch session they dubbed The Gong Show (after producer/host Chuck Barris’ loony TV talent showcase). Ron Clements, already working at Disney for several years as a story artist and a writer/director, elaborates: “In January, Michael and Jeffrey gathered together a bunch of creative people–story people, directors, some animators–and everybody was to go out and find five new ideas for animated features. We’d come back in two weeks, and then we would pitch those ideas. They called it The Gong Show because we’d get an immediate reaction: If they liked it, we’d hear ‘yes.’ But if they didn’t, then it got gonged.”

Soon to score a modest breakthrough with John Musker on The Great Mouse Detective (which was nearing completion and due to be released the next year), Clements began actively searching for ideas to develop and pitch. One day, while poking around a bookstore, he spied a copy of Hans Christian Andersen’s fairy tales. Plucking it off the shelf, he riffled through its pages until he reached “The Little Mermaid.” A lightbulb popped on over his head: The story would make a perfect animated feature.

“I thought, this has a lot of really great elements in it! I don’t know why it hadn’t been done,” Clements says today. In fact, Walt Disney had notions about animating “The Little Mermaid” as far back as the late 1930s. Kay Nielsen, a Danish artist on staff at the time, created some beautiful character and story sketches. Nothing much had come of it, however, and the project was shelved.

Clements sat down and wrote up a two-page treatment based on the original tale, but with a few significant changes. He turned the sea witch character into more of a prominent villain so that it would be a classic good versus evil story, and he added a happy ending wherein the heroine married the Prince.

“That was very different from the Andersen story,” he notes, “where she dies at the end.”

Oh, and he named the mermaid “Ariel.” In other words, the basis for what was to develop into one of Disney’s best animated musical films, not to mention single-handedly revive the genre, was all there in his two typed pages right from the beginning. He pitched it verbally to Disney execs at the very first Gong Show–and it got gonged. Apparently, the execs felt it was too similar to Splash, the Tom Hanks mermaid comedy that Disney had recently released. They said they’d take a look at Clements’ treatment, anyway, and happily, to their credit, Katzenberg and Eisner changed their minds after reading the pages. They went ahead and put the picture into development–as yet unaware that they were setting the stage for the dawn of a new era.

THE ANIMATED SITCOM IS REBORN

Meet The Simpsons

In 1986, while production on The Little Mermaid was swimming along, another trendsetting toon was being spawned not too many miles away.

Producer/director James L. Brooks and his crew at Gracie Films were hatching a new TV series called The Tracey Ullman Show for the Fox network’s very first season. Brooks wanted to create a different sort of comedy program–a show comprised of sketches, only longer and more elaborate than usual, performed by a troupe led by the versatile Ullman. The skits would form mini-stories, sort of a hybrid between a sketch show and a sitcom. In between the live action, he decided, he wanted to run short interstitial animated cartoons.

One of Gracie’s production assistants at the time, Paul Germain, remembers sitting in Brooks’ office as the producer tried to decide what the animated bits might be. As it happened, a friend, [designer/producer] Polly Platt, had given Brooks the original artwork from a Matt Groening newspaper cartoon–a framed “Life in Hell” strip, which he’d hung on his office wall. “And so he looks around the office,” Germain relates, “and he says, ‘Why don’t we get that guy?’ I said, ‘Oh, Jim, I love his stuff–that’s such a brilliant idea!’ And he looked at me and he said, ‘Okay, you do it. You go out and put it together.’ I said, ‘Whaddaya mean, I do it? I don’t know anything about animation.’ He said, ‘Well, you better learn!’”

When Gracie Films contacted Matt Groening and proposed the idea, the artist was interested. Suddenly, Paul Germain was thrust into the position of putting together the cartoons for the new show. After culling through some fifty videocassettes–containing animation that ranged from okay to hideously awful–he and associate producer Jeffrey Townsend landed on a then-tiny commercial production house named Klasky Csupo.

Hungarian-born animator Gabor Csupo recalls Germain and crew thinking it would be cheaper to animate Groening’s line drawings in black and white. “We said that for a comic strip, that’s cool–but for a moving weekly show I think that the audience would like to see some color,” says Csupo. “So we kind of convinced them, and the only reason we won is because we said we were gonna do it for the same price! They said, ‘Oh, okay, well, in that case, it’s in color!’”

The team initially set out to produce a cartoon version of “Life in Hell,” starring a one-eared rabbit named Binky, and hired a color designer named Gyorgyi Kovacs Peluce to develop the animated look of the oddball shorts. Peluce prepared full color presentation boards to show the network, but then the deal ran into a snag. “Basically, they couldn’t reach an agreement about using ‘Life in Hell,’ because Fox wanted to own certain kinds of rights that Matt Groening was unwilling to give them,” as Germain remembers it. “He had been drawing the cartoon strip for ten years, and he didn’t figure that it was anybody’s but his. He wasn’t gonna give it to Fox just because they were going to animate one minute spots–I think he was being very savvy.”

Finally, Fox said to forget “Life in Hell,” and asked if Gracie and Groening could think up a new, original idea. We know what the cartoonist came up with next. “He went away,” says Germain. “He had two weeks to do this–and I think he did it the night before. What he did was, he drew this family. The original drawings look very different from the drawings now. They’re crudely, fundamentally similar, but they’re not the same.”

Three artists–David Silverman, Wes Archer, and Bill Kopp–were assigned by Klasky Csupo to refine and animate the characters, and The Simpsons were born. In 1987, they began appearing on The Tracey Ullman Show, along with another quirky series of short toons that has been all but forgotten today: underground cartoonist M. K. Brown’s Dr. N!Godatu (with characters also voiced by Simpsons regulars Dan Castellaneta and Nancy Cartwright). From ’87 to ’89, there were forty-eight Simpsons shorts in all before they graduated to their own half-hour prime-time series. Fox Broadcasting’s gamble paid off in a big way.

AN ANGRY CHIHUAHUA AND A RETARDED CAT

Ren & Stimpy Get Their Start in the Biz

By any account, The Simpsons was a groundbreaking animated TV series–but it wasn’t the only one of its time. Yes, my roguish readers, there is another. It invaded not the prime-time viewing hours, but those of the daylight–previously the domain of sugarcoated guano like Smurfs and The Care Bears–and it helped change the nature of so-called children’s cartoons for years to come.

Back then, the airwaves were cluttered with bland, cheaply animated kiddie fare. It wasn’t just numbing kids’ brains and disheartening their parents; it was downright depressing as hell for anyone working in the animation world. Many of the most talented artists and writers were forced to toil on this stuff if they wished to earn a living at their chosen profession. Some survived it by taking a philosophical approach. “I called my first house Casa de He-Man,” laughs director and animator Tom Sito, who worked on He-Man and the Masters of the Universe at the Filmation studio. “I was makin’ a mint. I mean, we knew it was junk while we were working on it. But hey, sometimes they want sausage, and sometimes they want pâté.”

Mostly, artists were just grinding out the sausage. But many of them yearned to be making their own cartoons–cartoons they actually cared about.

One man, John Kricfalusi, was hell-bent on reviving the kind of gutbustingly funny, shoot-milk-out-your-nose animated shorts that his hero Bob Clampett used to create at Warner Bros. in the good old days. He eventually got his chance when a young network called Nickelodeon bought a show from him named Ren & Stimpy.

It really began a few years earlier, when Kricfalusi was working for a small animation studio in Los Angeles called Calico Creations. Constantly scribbling his “phone doodles,” the artist found himself drawing the same character, “this retarded-looking cat,” over and over again. “He looked way more retarded than Stimpy ended up on the show,” he asserts. The brainstorm for Ren came more suddenly, based on a postcard of a sweater-clad Chihuahua standing beside a woman’s legs. “I thought it was hilarious,” Kricfalusi remarks. “So I drew a caricature, only really, really perverted-looking, of this psychotic Chihuahua. And there was a guy there named Joel Fajnor who thought it was funny. He and I used to do Peter Lorre impressions, and we would just make up a million jokes. I think he suggested that I put that character together with Stimpy, the cat that I was drawing. It wasn’t like I sat down and said ‘Well, gee, I’ve gotta create a team of characters.’ That’s usually not as good as things that just happen by accident, or inspiration.”

[image: image]

Stimpy making sure his pal Ren is happy in “Stimpy’s Invention.”

Nothing much came of the retarded cat and psychotic Chihuahua for a few months. They didn’t even have names. Then, one day, Fajnor came to pick up his friend at his apartment. Kricfalusi saw him standing near the mailboxes, laughing his head off, and asked what was so funny. In the best juvenile tradition, Fajnor was cracking up at the name of the apartment manager, Ren Hoek.

“It was a funny name,” Kricfalusi says, “so I just used it. Originally, I called him ‘Ren Hoek Toad Tot.’ I don’t know what the hell a Toad Tot was; it just sounded weird. And I used to call a college roommate of mine ‘Stimpy’–his name was Harold Duckett; he’s an animator, too–but for some reason, he just looked like a Stimpy to me. And when I used to draw that cat, the name seemed to fit. So all this stuff just sort of randomly came together.”

Eventually, someone–probably Fajnor again–encouraged Kricfalusi to pitch it as a series idea, so he did. With the help of then-girlfriend Lynne Naylor and pals Jim Gomez and Francis Forte, he kicked around ideas before assembling a presentation. The characters of Ren and Stimpy were nailed down early, as Kricfalusi tells it: “Ren is an absolutely psychotic lunatic, but he’s completely helpless because he’s so small. If he could, he’d kill you in a second; he would just tear your skin off. But he needs Stimpy–he needs someone who’s got a little more girth to him, and strength to protect him, and who’ll put up with his rages.”

John K. pitched Ren & Stimpy, along with a few other animated series ideas, to anyone who’d listen. Mostly, the suits at the networks didn’t know what to make of this hyper lunatic who sweated buckets as he jumped about, acting out all his nutty ideas and characters. “They were just nervously looking around,” he says, “thinking, ‘How can we get a security guard in here?’ Whenever I pitched anywhere, it was always [whispering,] ‘Call the police!’”

But they all said no to Ren & Stimpy–everyone, that is, except the fledgling network Nickelodeon. And a new cartoon trend was born.

TIM BURTON SHARES HIS NIGHTMARE WITH THE WORLD

In the early 1980s, Disney had an imaginative young animation artist/director in its employ that it didn’t quite know what to do with. His drawings were too unique, too dark and different from the studio’s house style. Still, he turned out a pair of distinctive animated shorts that they funded and encouraged him to create, Vincent and Frankenweenie, and a forty-five-minute, live-action retelling of Hansel and Gretel for the Disney Channel, all in 1982.

Around the same time, he began developing characters and designs based on a three-page poem that he’d written, inspired by the holiday TV specials he’d adored as a child–including Dr. Seuss’ How the Grinch Stole Christmas (directed by Chuck Jones) and Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer (filmed in stop-motion “Animagic” by Rankin/Bass). The poem began:

It was late one fall in Halloweenland,

and the air had quite a chill.

Against the moon a skeleton sat,

alone upon a hill.

He was tall and thin, with a bat bow tie;

Jack Skellington was his name.

He was tired and bored in Halloweenland.

Everything was always the same.1

Tim Burton attempted to get his idea produced as an animated short, a television special, anything he could. He imagined it narrated by his idol, Vincent Price, whom he’d already worked with on Vincent, but no one would do anything with The Nightmare Before Christmas until years later, after Burton had succeeded wildly as a live-action film director.

In 1990, he approached Disney–who actually owned the designs, sketches, and story outline that he’d created while working there–and a deal was struck to turn his holiday parable into a big-screen stop-motion animated feature. Burton began developing the project in a decidedly nontraditional way, telling the story to composer and frequent collaborator Danny Elfman–who would then go off on his own and write songs. So before anything was ever scripted, The Nightmare Before Christmas began to take shape more as an operetta. Elfman himself ended up performing the singing voice of Jack Skellington, the fearsome Pumpkin King of Halloweentown who dons a white beard and red coat in a misguided attempt to replace Santa Claus and preside over Christmas.

The finished film, produced by Burton and directed by talented stopmotion animator Henry Selick, finally opened in 1993. Although it was criticized by some as too frightening for kids, most critics raved about the movie–“Through Burton’s eyes, these dark dreamscapes aren’t bad places at all. In fact, they’re quite wonderful,” the Washington Post declared. In fact, the film and its songs hold up remarkably well to repeated viewings–and its popularity has only increased over the years as it slowly achieved cult status.

GIVING HIS CREATION LIFE … DOWN IN DEXTER’S LABORATORY

By the late eighties and early nineties, the cable TV networks were growing bigger and more influential. Cartoon Network had started out by programming mostly older toons, drawn largely from the Hanna-Barbera library. The big plan was always to eventually develop their own original series, so in the summer of 1994, the network put out the word, inviting new artists to submit their toon proposals. Those selected would be given the opportunity to create a seven-minute short that would introduce their characters. The goal from the start was to fund and create forty-eight cartoons in all–which would appear on a new series called World Premiere Toons. (When the network began airing the films, they re-dubbed the show What A Cartoon!)

With the stage set for some fresh new talents to get their big chance, into the picture walked an unassuming young Russian émigré named Genndy Tartakovsky, who says he didn’t start to draw, or even know what a comic book was, until he was about seven years old and his family moved to Chicago.

“When we came here, I saw comic books all over the place,” he recalls. “If you go into a 7-Eleven, they’ve got a rack–I think that’s where I actually saw my first one–and I just fell in love instantly.” But, surely, as a child in Moscow, he was influenced by all the cartoons he’d watched on TV, right? Surprisingly, no. Soviet Russia offered only one cartoon show that Tartakovsky can remember, called Nu, Pogodi! “The best translation is, ‘Wait Till I Get You Now,’ and it was a Tom and Jerry type of thing about this wolf chasing a rabbit,” Tartakovsky recalls. “It was a very popular show. But I wasn’t drawing in Russia. I started drawing after I discovered comic books. Then I discovered cartoons, and started watching those religiously.”

Yet, as he grew older, animation didn’t seem like a career option to him. He figured he would go into advertising design and do storyboards, but when he got to Columbia College in Chicago, all the classes he wanted to take were closed. “They had alphabetical registration,” Tartakovsky adds dryly.

“So I was taking English and stuff, and then I realized there was an animation class, and I could fill in an elective credit.” From the moment he stepped into that classroom, he suddenly realized that animation was his true calling. After two years of creating some wildly experimental short films, Genndy decided he needed more of a challenge, so he moved to Los Angeles and transferred to California Institute of the Arts (CalArts), where he met Rob Renzetti, Randy Myers, Paul Rudish, Craig McCracken, and a host of others who’d all end up working together one day.

It was during his second year at Columbia College that Tartakovsky made a two-and-a-half-minute toon called Changes, which just happened to feature two future (and as yet unnamed) cartoon stars. “I drew this girl, and I really liked her–I wanted to animate a girl dancing, and I decided to make my student film around her. And I thought, she’s tall and skinny, what do I need for her to interact with?… . I’ll make a little boy, and he can be more square and he can be a little scientist, and then he can have a lab in his bedroom. And then things started to click.”

Tartakovsky pitched his idea to Cartoon Network, and in February of 1995, they aired their very first short: Dexter’s Laboratory, which proved so successful that just a year later the network introduced it as a series.
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The pint-sized genius after an experiment goes awry in Dexter’s Lab.

WHOOPING SOME CARTOON ASS, POWERPUFF STYLE

Much of Dexter’s distinctive look came from the show’s art director, Craig McCracken, another up-and-coming cartoonist discovered by Cartoon Network. McCracken, a relentless drawer and doodler from the moment he could pick up a crayon, had visions of immortality dancing in his head from an early age, when he first set out specifically to create something that would end up as his legacy.

By the age of twelve, McCracken recalls, he had begun trying to create “that one character that would be my definitive character.” Of course, his young hands and mind were bound to frustrate him, and he reluctantly ended up taking his parents’ advice: “Just go to art school, and just wait.”

It was at CalArts, at age twenty, that he finally honed in on his characters. “I was already in school, so I was making films,” McCracken recalls. “And I knew for my second-year student film I wanted to do a superhero type short … At the time, I was working on a Mexican wrestler character to be my hero. I wasn’t totally sure of it yet–and I just happened to draw these three little girls, and I went, ‘Wait a minute. They’re super-heroes; it’s much cooler!’ It was more of a contrast, and they seemed tougher because they’re so cute.”

[image: image]

Bubbles, Blossom, Buttercup, and Professor Utonium exude love in this publicity image from The Powerpuff Girls.

So McCracken made an animated short called The Whoopass Girls, designed in a sharp-angled minimalist style not unlike UPA Studio’s 1950s cartoons. The short went over pretty well in school. It went over just as well when he pitched it to Cartoon Network for World Premiere Toons, and they ended up commissioning two animated shorts from McCracken, which both aired in 1994–but not before a name change, to The Powerpuff Girls.

Although it took a long time, the girls finally made it to the screen as stars of their own series. Once the fourth season of Dexter’s Lab wrapped, McCracken got crackin’ with his original creation. With pal Genndy Tartakovsky along to help produce and co-direct, the new series was put into production and began to run in 1998.

CONGRATULATIONS, MRS. LION! IT’S A BOY

The Birth of The Lion King

At about the same time that Dexter’s Lab was premiering on TV, Walt Disney Pictures had been basking for a year in the glow of their biggest box office smash and one of the most beloved animated films of all time, The Lion King (1994). The origins of the picture have been shrouded in mystery for years–even many of the film’s key creative personnel can’t seem to agree on how it began. In fact, The Lion King was born several times–first springing to life in a casual conversation between Peter Schneider, then head of feature animation at the studio, and Jeffrey Katzenberg. During the press tour for Oliver & Company, the two execs were sharing a flight and loosely talking about potential films when the idea of a movie featuring lions came up. Why lions?

“Because lions are cool,” says Thomas Schumacher, who was The Lion King’s producer from the very start and guided the project through its development. “They started talking about making a movie that had lions in it, an animal movie. There was no story, no concept, it wasn’t conceived as a musical, there was nothing. Just lions.” In 1989, Charlie Fink–who’d been hired by Schneider to start an animation development department at Disney–put the vague idea into the works. Several different stories were devised by various authors, and a lot of drawings were done–of lions. What emerged from all this was a story outline for a film called King of the Beasts, about a war between lions and baboons.

Schumacher, who had just produced The Rescuers Down Under (released in 1990), was asked to take King of the Beasts under his wing and shepherd it forward. By then, the studio had another little project well on its way into production–something called Beauty and the Beast–so the lion film was renamed King of the Jungle. This apparently didn’t sit well, either.

“Roy [Disney] said, ‘You can’t call it King of the Jungle. Lions don’t live in the jungle!’ So it became this ongoing thing that lions don’t live in the jungle,” Schumacher recalls with amusement. “In fact, the king of the jungle isn’t really a lion, anyway, since lions live in a savannah, not a jungle. This was something that eluded a number of people, I think.”

The idea quickly became a problem child.

Since there was no existing story structure to fall back on, what followed were years of false starts, development that veered off in many different directions but never felt right, storylines that went unresolved, and characters–like Bhati, the young fox, and Mheetu, another lion cub–that were written in and then cut. Screenwriter Linda Woolverton (Beauty and the Beast) worked for about a year on various early drafts of the story. “But it was difficult to figure out what the film was actually about,” says Schumacher, “and who was who. During this period of time, Rafiki went from being a cheetah to being a baboon … the whole idea of the war with the baboons had ended … and now it was going to be about responsibility, and about raising a cub who wants to be king–but how was that going to happen?”

Then came the conversion of the movie into a musical–which practically everyone resisted–and an inspirational trip to Africa for creative personnel, which provided many ideas that would eventually find their way onto the screen. Though the story kept evolving, moving closer to the one we know today, there still were major problems. By the time the film’s first director, George Scribner, was traumatically let go, there was so much turmoil that “no one wanted to work on this project,” according to director Roger Allers, who had climbed aboard in 1991, thanks to some serious coaxing by Jeffrey Katzenberg.

When Rob Minkoff was assigned to join Allers as co-director, they wisely decided to lock themselves away in a room with producer Don Hahn and a few story artists and writers for two weeks of intense brainstorming. The team took the story apart, analyzed it–especially the troubled second and third acts–figured out who the characters were, and put it back together again.

“Then the thing raced into production, and it was a wrestling match for the next three years,” says Schumacher. Despite all its early problems, “the alchemy of this movie–which still confuses me–works,” he observes. “And the very things people didn’t like about it are the things that drive it.” The Lion King went on to become a hugely successful phenomenon, spawning sequels, merchandise, a television series, and a smash-hit, award-winning Broadway musical with productions running all around the world.

PRETTY AS A PIXEL

Toy Story Becomes the First CGI Toon Feature

Another animation milestone was set one year later, with the release of the very first movie ever to be created entirely on computers. Toy Story (1995) rewrote the rules about what a feature-length toon could look like and how it could be produced. It was a huge technological leap.

Hard to believe now, but when the Pixar creative team begin planning out the film in 1991, they faced a question similar to the one encountered by both Disney and Fleischer almost sixty years earlier: Would audiences who were accustomed to short-form computer-generated cartoons sit still for one that ran the length of a feature?

The landmark movie actually began as an idea for a holiday TV special. Pete Docter, Toy Story’s supervising animator and one of its three original creators–along with John Lasseter and Andrew Stanton–reveals the company’s early strategy: “Ed Catmull–who’s the president of Pixar–had long had dreams of doing a feature film using computers. He had this plan loosely in place that we would start by doing shorts, then we would do commercials (’cause shorts don’t actually make any money) … and then we were gonna do television of some sort, working our way up to features.”

In late 1990, they began developing an idea that director Lasseter and story artist Joe Ranft had hatched: Using some of the characters they’d developed already for the shorts, such as Tinny from their Academy Award winning Tin Toy (1988), they’d create a TV special. Their idea turned into something they called Tin Toy Christmas, which they pursued until the group encountered a small problem. “The bare bones bottom budget that we could make this for was still, like, eighteen times more than what any network was gonna give us,” recalls Docter. They realized they’d have to rethink their plan.
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Tinny from Pixar’s acclaimed short, Tin Toy.

The folks at Disney, meanwhile, had been after former employee John Lasseter to return to the fold. But instead of going back to work there again, he cannily managed to convince them to hire the whole Pixar Studio–to produce a feature film. Eisner and Katzenberg told Lasseter to come back to them when he had some ideas.

“We sat around, and we thought and we thought,” says Docter. “I remember John finally saying, ‘What if we took this Tin Toy Christmas idea and extrapolate it out into a feature?’ Well, we didn’t know what we were doing, so we just said ‘Sure!’” he laughs. “And that was the beginning of Toy Story.”

The original story bore little resemblance to the one we know today. Buzz Lightyear started out as Tin Toy’s Tinny, explains Docter. He was to be the main character–a toy that in the 1940s doesn’t sell and so is put away in storage. “And it’s sort of like Rip Van Winkle: When he wakes up, it’s now the bustling nineties, and he’s in this huge megastore like a Toys ’R’ Us, where he’s eventually bought by this girl.”

Docter speculates that it took a year of figuring out the story and characters before they were able to lock in the basic structure. At one point, for instance, they had Tinny encounter a ventriloquist dummy. But the test of that one didn’t go so well. “It was really creepy. I think a lot of people had ventriloquist dummies that attacked them as kids or something,” Docter muses. Eventually, the dummy became a pull-string doll–“based largely on a Casper the Friendly Ghost pull-string doll that John had loved when he was really little.” That doll finally evolved into a cowboy named Woody, whose personality was not unlike Andrew Stanton’s. “He has this way of saying these really rude, obnoxious things,” grins Docter, “but they make you laugh, so he gets away with it. And that’s the way we were playing Woody.”

When they finally pitched their big idea to Jeffrey Katzenberg, Thomas Schumacher, and the rest of the Disney honchos, the reaction wasn’t what they’d expected. The execs felt that the story seemed too juvenile. “A lot of the elements were there, but everybody was very happy and fun and nice to each other,” Docter observes. “I’d say it was charming and innocent. But the words Jeffrey used were, ‘It’s juvenile.’ He pushed us to make it much more edgy, make the characters acerbic and angry. So then we came back, and by now we had storyboards. We showed a reel where Woody was a complete asshole. And nobody liked him–but it was edgy! It was really finding the balance, then, of those two things.”

“From the very beginning there was a ton of back and forth on the story,” Schumacher confirms. “At one point most of the crew got laid off while it went back into development–but John Lasseter always had a vision for how the characters would behave.”

Toy Story ended up a solidly crafted tale, and it proved that if the storytelling is strong, the characters are memorable, and the movie’s entertaining–three qualities that Pixar’s first feature had working in abundance– audiences will take that leap of faith and embrace something different and new.

MR. HANKEY GOES TO HOLLYWOOD

How South Park Got Started

Sometimes, it’s all about the timing, as with one wildly popular toon that could never have seen the light of the small screen just a few years earlier. Trey Parker and Matt Stone’s South Park (1997) started out as a small, obscure, cheaply produced cartoon utilizing cutout paper animation. Today, it’s a very big, famous, cheaply produced cartoon utilizing cutout paper animation–or at least the look of cutout paper, as it’s now being created digitally.

Parker and Stone, who both actually grew up in South Park, Colorado (purportedly a real-life hot spot for UFO sightings and alien abductions), met and became friends at the University of Colorado. It was there that they decided to collaborate on some projects together, including a few cartoons and a low-budget independent feature called Cannibal: The Musical. One of the toons, whose look was inspired by Terry Gilliam’s cutout animation on Monty Python’s Flying Circus, had a simple yet touching premise: Beloved childhood character Frosty the Snowman comes to life and threatens to slaughter everyone until he’s stopped by Baby Jesus and four potty-mouthed little kids–all early incarnations of the South Park gang. The Cartman character’s name is “Kenny” in this short, now known as “The Frosty Episode,” and, just as his namesake would do in countless later stories, Kenny dies.

Now that the world is familiar with Parker and Stone’s sensibilities, it comes as no surprise that there was enough blasphemy and bad taste in the short to offend just about everyone. Also, no surprise that this thoroughly delighted many of the folks who managed to view it. In 1995, one such person–Brian Gradon, then a TV exec at Fox–offered the guys $2,000 to create a short video in the same style, so he could use it as a novel Christmas card to send all his friends that year.

They jumped at the offer and quickly produced “The Spirit of Christmas,” in which Santa Claus battles a now grown-up Jesus at a local shopping mall. Adequate.com’s South Park Web site quotes one of the creators talking about the cartoon:

“I did the animation using construction paper cutouts,” Trey Parker says, “and we both improvised the dialogue, screaming obscenities at each other in my basement while my mom was baking fudge upstairs. It cost $750 and we pocketed the rest.” That Christmas, Graden sent the video out to eighty people, who promptly copied it and made it their card, as well. And so on and so on. “By February, we were hearing about it from every state; friends of friends in New York were telling us, ‘Metallica saw your video and they loved it.’”

As the story goes, actor George Clooney also went crazy for the short, making another 150 dubs to send out to all his friends. The momentum kept building to a fever pitch, finally prompting Parker and Stone to head to Hollywood together and try to sell their idea as a series. The pair found themselves sleeping on people’s floors at night and making the rounds during the days. Most networks were too apprehensive to put a show about foul-mouthed kids on the air every week–but not Comedy Central.

“When I saw ‘The Spirit of Christmas,’ I thought it was the funniest thing I’ve ever seen,” network CEO Doug Herzog told Animation Magazine’s Sarah Baisley in 1997. “My first instinct was, if we can find a way to make it airworthy, we need to do this and be in business with these guys.”

It premiered that summer with its first episode, “Cartman Gets an Anal Probe,” with the kids still voiced by the show’s creators. Sure, the stream of four-letter words spouting out of Cartman, Stan, Kyle, and Kenny’s mouths are bleeped or muffled, but we know what they’re saying. South Park the series has been consistently–and lovingly–crudely animated. It’s also totally irreverent and wickedly funny. Another holiday-themed show, “Mr. Hankey, The Christmas Poo” (in which a sweet, singing, dancing brown turd teaches the town the true meaning of Christmas), may have plumbed new depths in tastelessness, but no one could deny it was flat-out hilarious.

The TV show spawned a successful theatrical animated musical film, South Park: Bigger, Longer, and Uncut (2000), which proved even raunchier than the series. Suddenly, the constraints of television didn’t apply, and the kids could curse and swear–in both dialogue and song–openly. The film was slapped with an “R” rating by the Motion Picture Association of America, but that didn’t stop millions of kids and adults from flocking to see their favorite show blown up onto the silver screen. One of the film’s songs, “Blame Canada,” was even nominated for an Academy Award! Although it didn’t win, many felt that the satiric South Park: Bigger, Longer and Uncut musical number was robbed, in, uh, large part, due to the movie’s cheerful vulgarity.

In 2002, Parker and Stone decided to kill Kenny off for good. Hard to say if he’ll stay dead, though, considering the kid’s track record at resurection. Regardless, the TV series will be around for a long, long time.

MIDDLE-AGED WHITE GUYS MAKE IT TO KING OF THE HILL

South Park wasn’t the only enduring prime-time animated comedy show to hit the air in ’97. Flush from the success of his unexpected (and long-running) hit on MTV, Beavis and Butt-Head creator Mike Judge was encouraged to create something for the Fox network to run following The Simpsons on Sunday nights. “I had met with all the studios, and I think they said, ‘Oh, okay, so he’s not a scary guy with swastika tattoos or anything,’” the affable Judge muses in his Texas studio.

Fox offered Judge a deal, and he set about trying to think of an idea for a show. What came to mind pretty quickly were four neighbors he remembered from Dallas: “We had bought a house up there and it was kinda like, they were always out in the back, drinking beer in the alley, y’know?” This recollection, combined with his penchant for doodling middle-aged white guys in his sketchbooks, led straight to the creation of the characters Bill and Dale. Judge’s work had begun.
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Mike Judge’s original drawing that inspired Fox’s hit prime-time series, King of the Hill.

“I had a different Hank originally,” he explains. “I kinda mellowed him out a little bit, and just kinda made up Boomhauer… . I’d done it like a panel cartoon of four guys with beers. Originally, I was gonna do an animated short of basically those four guys standing around looking down at an engine, arguing about what’s wrong with it–which is just something I saw growing up all the time, on my paper route… . There’s, y’know, guys standing out there with their beers going, ‘Uh … it’s the carburetor.’ I just started from there.”

Somewhere along the way, Judge decided to write a pilot script and do some more drawings based on the blue-collar guys. His managers saw the idea as a potential new TV series, and brought in then co-executive producer of The Simpsons, Greg Daniels. “That was around the time the Beavis and Butt-Head movie was starting to go,” recalls Judge. “I’d already written a pilot and done the drawings … so he came in and did a rewrite.”

Daniels refined Mike Judge’s basic premise without losing its flavor, making changes both subtle and broad in the pilot script. Perhaps most significantly, he added the character of Hank Hill’s nubile eighteen-year-old niece, Luanne, to the household. “And then, he kinda got the show up and running while I was doing the Beavis and Butt-Head movie. He did all the work of finding the writers,” says Judge. “He was really the show runner. He had added some good stuff to the pilot, so I thought it would be good to put his name on there, make it his reputation, too, not just mine. At that point, I was like, ‘I’ll share the success if I can share the blame,’” he adds wryly.
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