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Introduction

WHEN THE ORIGINAL EDITION OF YOUR CAREER in Animation: How to Survive and Thrive was published in 2006, the world was a very different place. There were no smartphones, tablets, or streaming services. Social media platforms such as Facebook and YouTube were still in their infancy, and I still had hair on my head.

Grandpa Simpson once said on The Simpsons, “I used to be hip, but then they changed what hip was.”

Change in a career is a guarantee. Change is the reason this book needed an update. Some new developments, such as the #MeToo movement and #OscarsSoWhite, were long overdue. Change comes to everyone in this industry, from the big corporate CEO to a freelance animator working in their basement. If the latter involves a failing retainer wall, consult a foundation expert immediately. Not to belabor the point, but change is so common at the large media company I work for that they offer special courses to employees on how to manage and cope with change.
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The sketch is by famed Disney artist and author Lee J. Ames, presented to me at age eight or nine, at Willow Road School in Valley Stream, NY. The wear and tear is all mine.

What if we constantly evolved in our animation careers just like the world around us inevitably will? It’s my hope that this updated edition will be of use to just about anyone working in animation—from eager newbies to industry veterans ready to adjust course, reflect, or level up. But for a book like this to be useful to anyone we have to get real.

Careers in the entertainment industry are seldom a straight line. Often a career journey only looks logical or tidy once a certain amount of time has passed. I got a recent reminder of this when I caught up with producer Amy DiBattista Davis, whom I worked with at Nickelodeon in the 1990s. She told me she followed that gig by taking a left turn to become a hotel manager for a few years, before landing at Disney as a production manager for apps and experiences connected to parks and resorts. The animation/media production know-how she gained at Nick combined with guest relations learned in the hotel industry came together in her new job. With hindsight it’s possible to see how the sum of Amy’s experiences added up, and the same will be true for you and your particular career story. Happily, a lot of fine folks have already walked the walk and they’ve left multiple trails to follow in this book. Wear comfortable shoes.

Twenty-five years into my career I’m still picking up tips and tricks. So while some of my stories and experiences form the backbone of this book, the real treat for me was having this opportunity to collect the diverse experiences of my peers and mentors.

Speaking of diversity, this updated edition provided an opportunity to reach out to animation talent from all backgrounds and make sure their voices (which reflect today’s industry) are heard. And where the original book had a scrappy indie New York Animation point of view, I’ve spent the last decade living in Los Angeles and working for the Walt Disney Company where I’ve led (and learned from) animation teams producing cutting-edge content for apps, social media, and a little ol’ streaming service you may have heard about.

But you won’t just be reading success stories. Equal time will be given to capture the many challenges, setbacks, and full-blown failures typical in any animation career. Because that’s the most useful stuff. In contrast, early in my career, I attended an event at New York’s School of Visual Arts where a well-known Hollywood animation director gave a lecture. I don’t remember a single drop of wisdom being shared that night—instead we heard about every celebrity he ever shared a sandwich with. And while I enjoy a good sandwich as much as anyone, this kind of talk didn’t cut the mustard. All kidding aside, the event was a wasted opportunity. An eager and young audience was there and primed to listen, but there were no insights in sight—nothing to hold on to that might help one navigate this unique industry. It was all sizzle and no steak.

If I needed any convincing that sharing one’s mistakes is desperately needed in this industry, I got it when I gave a lecture at the 2015 Pixelatl Festival in Cuernavaca, Mexico. This marvelous annual event is the creation of CEO José Inesta, whose aim is to encourage and support the growth of the Mexican Animation industry. The subject of my talk was the top five mistakes I’ve made over the course of my career. In what felt like some kind of public form of therapy, I spilled my guts, laying out regret after regret and pairing each one with a lesson learned and applied at the next opportunity. It was my goal that within these pages, that same spirit of meaningful sharing continues.
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The awesome and affable Christian Bermejo, artist director at Pixelatl, and the author, comparing who wore their facial hair better. I lost.

YOUR CAREER IN ANIMATION

The worldwide animation industry rakes in billions of dollars of business each year. It’s hard to imagine a day going by without being confronted by an image from Frozen, Adventure Time, Toy Story, BoJack Horseman, or Bob’s Burgers. Scads of books abound on how your favorite animated content is made. Through interviews and panel events (most of which are also available on social media), we regularly hear the voice of creators, directors, and key staff breaking down their process and creations. The curtain has been lifted, and would-be animation artists now have more access to the process than ever before.

Despite this flood of information, there are crucial aspects of the animation business that remain shrouded in mystery, myth, and misinformation:

• How do you begin a career in animation?

• What kind of portfolio, reel, or experience do you need?

• How do you meet and sustain meaningful relationships with the local community of animation folk?

Likewise, those already working may be asking:

• How do you keep your skills at pace with industry changes so you can stay marketable for years to come?

• What can you do to network more effectively?

• How do you make the leap from working for others to pitching and selling a show of your own or going into business for yourself?

Utilizing exclusive interviews with those working in all roles and levels of the industry, this book will offer up answers, advice, and personal anecdotes on all those questions and more.

What is the life of an animation artist? Ask one hundred and fifty artists, as I did for this book, and you’re likely to get just as many different answers. The average animation artist is a nomad, ready to offer his or her talents on a work-for-hire basis, hopping from studio to studio and sometimes back again. For every Rebecca Sugar, Pete Docter, Dana Terrace, Loren Bouchard, Mark Osborne, and Lauren Faust, there are thousands of animation artists staffing the ranks in near anonymity to the general public. Yet, within the close-knit animation community, the best animation artists are known (and followed on social media) and sought out for job after job.

WHO IS THIS BOOK FOR?

On the surface, it may seem that this book is best suited for students and beginners in the field of animation. I might have made that assumption too, if experiences didn’t constantly show me otherwise.

In many ways, a career in animation is not like any other imaginable. If you’re a doctor working at a hospital, you will not likely be expected to take a job as a nurse or an intern as your next job. Yet, in the animation business, such an equation is surprisingly common. Directors (even creators or showrunners) on one project may be animators or storyboard artists on the next. Not surprisingly, salaries swing up and down with these variations in titles and responsibility.
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Right after my production team at Disney finished our first pilot, we celebrated at Burbank’s Story Tavern, in the booth with the wall decked out by local animators. From left to right, Joseph Servantez, Hilda Karadsheh, Josh Bitzer, Trevor Knapp Jones, the author, and Marissa Bernstel.

For some, this book might be the proof they need that animation is not a viable career choice. That’s not a tragedy. It’s considerably faster and cheaper to read this book than it would be to attend four years at film school, only to find that out. Nor is the purpose of this book to convince someone to enter this very specialized field. Oddbot Inc. president and creative director Chris Hamilton explains, “We spend so much time in our day away from our families and friends that the work that we do has to be worth that sacrifice.” Building on Chris’s point, picture yourself working in animation for eight hours a day, five days or more a week for your entire career. You have to live with yourself and look after your own happiness and livelihood. Is a career in animation the right fit for you?

This book will not glamorize the industry. Instead, our aim is to paint a realistic portrait of many different careers in animation.

ANIMATION ARTISTS, NOT ANIMATORS

We’ll use the term “animation artists” and won’t presume to call everyone animators. Animator is but one job in the collaborative atmosphere of a studio environment. This book focuses on all “animation artists.” It need not matter whether you work in 2D or 3D animation. The distinction between the two is a mere matter of technology. The industry is the same for both. While it’s true that even 2D animation largely exists now as a digital process, it is unlikely that there will ever come a time when drawing skills will not be important in this business, or at the very least, a marketable asset to possess.

You won’t find specifics here about careers in special effects, motion graphics, voice acting, editing, musical composition/scoring, sound design, or marketing. While all of those jobs are integral to the animation industry, there is nothing about them that is exclusive to animation. Those who perform those jobs in our industry often work just as often outside of it.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

Although only one chapter serves as this book’s official industry resource, this whole book is one big resource. As a reader, you have the flexibility to read chapters in any order. You may be first drawn to a chapter that deals with your immediate needs or interests. I welcome that approach to reading this book. However, like most things about this industry itself, topics presented in this book are highly interconnected. No chapter or idea presented here is an island to itself. The most useful information to you may live in a section you’re least interested in. Sneaky, huh? My fantasy is that most readers of this book will find all of the information gathered here of interest and, even more important, of vital and practical use.


CHAPTER 1

So You Want to Be in Pictures?

“I’d recommend any art school that will give you a good understanding of the basic principles of animation and access to good film equipment is a good start. However, some of the most successful people I know went to a state college and made animated films in their garage in their spare time. The thing that will teach you the most is experience.”

—Eileen Kohlhepp, stop-motion animator
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Eileen Kohlhepp, on set, making magic one frame at a time. Photo by Richard P. Ulivella

TODAY, IT IS POSSIBLE FOR ANIMATION ARTISTS to pick up the skills of their trade without going to a special school to study animation. There are numerous great books that teach animation techniques, such as Richard Williams’s The Animator’s Survival Kit and Eric Goldberg’s Character Animation Crash Course! By following the exercises and instructions in these books, you can conceivably teach yourself the nuts and bolts of animated filmmaking. Taking the home instruction idea even one step further, there’s Animation Mentor: The Online Animation School (see appendix), which is looking better and better during a worldwide pandemic. Throughout this book there will be listings of recommended reading and online resources that I hope will become a part of your toolkit. Richard Williams was famous for saying, “You don’t know what you don’t know.” Believe me, he wasn’t speaking exclusively to the beginners out there. He was talking to everyone, including, amazingly enough, himself. The best talents in animation know that there is always more to learn. In a healthy career, we don’t reach a point where we throw our books or our tools away. We need them too much. Our journeys are over when we stop, not when we think we’ve learned all there is to know.

So, if books and online resources play such an important part in our learning and development, why the need to enroll in an animation school? Why should one put in the time and expense required to get a degree in animation from one of the schools listed in the appendix of this book? It would be hard to imagine a field where a college degree or a good grade point average means less than it does in the animation industry. When it comes to finding a job, talent, enthusiasm, and relationships can take precedence over where (or if) you got your degree.

WHY GO TO SCHOOL?

Yet, before all the school recruiters faint in shock, I’d like to make the case for going to school. While it’s true that there are many great opportunities to teach yourself the art of animation, a book or online exercise cannot critique your work. It is the trained eye that can help advance your skill by leaps and bounds. With the structure provided by instructors, assignments, grades, the availability of equipment, and the inspiration supplied by peers, one has a good shot at getting a worthwhile animated education. A great book sits on the shelf until you read it. Online exercises do not do themselves. Left to one’s own devices, it can be all too easy to fall into the habit of picking and choosing what you’d like to learn and in what order. Even with a valiant start, one can lose steam because there’s no one there to cheer you on. Nobody cares if you stop midway through or never even get started. Learning the animation arts is a discipline. It’s not always fun. In school (or on the job, for that matter) we’re not always drawing what we’re comfortable drawing. We are pushed to go beyond our safety zone.

Perhaps most importantly, animation schools often employ instructors that are working in their field. While this does not automatically make them great teachers, it does help students have the opportunity to make those first vital connections with professionals that they’ll need if they’re to break into the industry. Animation director and South Park animator Jonathan Eden thusly benefitted from his time at CalArts, emphasizing: “I studied in the Character Animation program, and the skills and connections I obtained there were a definite factor in getting to where I am now.” Of course, CalArts has the added plus of being close to a world animation capital in Los Angeles, but even across the country while attending Boston’s Lesley University College of Art and Design, Unikitty! animator Joshua Pinker reports, “One of my classes allowed me to get a tour of an animation studio. From that tour I was offered a summer internship.” Farther up the East Coast, Addams Family storyboard artist Keely Propp studied animation at Sheridan College, leading to numerous helpful connections. The school’s strong relationships with studios allowed Propp to present her work to the industry and be chosen for internships during school and jobs after graduation. As a result, she explains, “I was a 3D animation intern at Sony Imageworks, and then after my graduation showcase I was a storyboard revisionist at AIC Studios for a short time, then my first full storyboard job was at Bron Animation a couple months after graduation.”

Schools also provide the animation student opportunities to meet some of the legends of the business. During my time as a faculty member of SVA, I presented events featuring Ray Harryhausen, Debra Solomon, Al Brodax, Richard Williams, Emily Hubley, Paul Fierlinger, Linda Simensky, Tissa David, Yuri Norstein, Nina Paley, Chris Wedge, Signe Baumane, and Bill Plympton. In addition to guest speaker engagements, schools also often host festivals and special events. For instance, Parsons School of Design in New York has hosted the ASIFA-East annual Animation Festival as well as annual events with SIGGRAPH (the International Conference on Computer Graphics and Interactive Techniques).

Whew! That’s a lot of opportunities. It’s no wonder the Beach Boys sang, “Be True to Your School.”

Job Placement

“We have an outstanding career services office that works with graduates indefinitely as a career placement resource. They provide services online as well as in person.”

—Judith Aaron, vice president for enrollment, Pratt University

Animation schools, particularly those in or near animation hubs, offer students valuable job placement assistance. Schools receive frequent job postings from neighboring studios and often host annual recruitment events with the big studios such as Pixar and DreamWorks. These services are open to both students and alumni. Perhaps even more useful to the student are school/studio internship programs. With internships, students have the opportunity to venture into the industry while still accumulating credits toward their graduation requirements. According to Parsons School of Design’s Anezka Sebek, students in her school’s animation sequence are encouraged to spend one or more semesters in internships with animation studios. As internships are largely prolonged job interviews, many students have snagged their first job fresh off a successful internship.

Peer-to-Peer Connections

One advantage of going to school to study animation is that you’re automatically in the position to make connections with your student peer group, as well as with your instructors. The school becomes your first animation community. Here, the seeds you plant or the bridges you burn set the direction your career will take post-school. Some schools promote a sense of “healthy” competition among the students. A better idea would be for students to learn that each member of their class is a potential collaborator, partner, ally, and friend. New York–based animator and SVA graduate Angela De Vito adds, “I would say school was extremely important! Not only did I learn all the basic skills necessary to land a job, but my classmates became my colleagues. I’ve gotten jobs from and have recommended former classmates.”
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The author interviewing famed Yellow Submarine producer Al Brodax at an ASIFA-East event held at SVA. James Corden, eat your heart out!

Everything a student does affects the reputation he has among his peers. As a guest speaker and an instructor I always encounter a moment when everyone in the whole class rolls their eyes or grumbles when a certain student talks or asks a question demonstrating tactlessness or an oversized ego. Such students are usually oblivious as to how they’re really perceived. Students also keep watch as to who regularly botches homework assignments, delivers lazy work, or is sloppy and careless in his or her craft. Students and instructors make mental records of such behavior and work. These evaluations stick to people long after the school grades have faded. These are the marks you can’t erase. So, why start accumulating them in a negative column? A word of caution, though. Give everyone the benefit of the doubt and assume they have good intentions. Some of us are late bloomers and need some time to show our skills and strengths. Don’t give up on anyone or count them out based on first impressions. You may end up working for them some day.
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Color keys by Angela De Vito for her Disney Digital Media short Heartless Prince. Copyright 2017 Disney.

Happily, positive behavior is also noted by our peers. Humility, interest in what others are doing, and hard work are qualities that win the respect of others. After graduation, when the students scatter like billiard balls, who are they going to recommend for a job when in a position to do so? Our reputations matter as much, if not more, than the portfolio or reel we carry around. Learn to value relationships and you’ve already taken a major step towards a successful career.

My First Key Moment in School

One day in my second year at SVA, instructor Mark Heller, who ran a successful animation studio with John R. Dilworth called Streamline Film Manufacturing, popped into the small pencil test room I was occupying. Closing the door behind him, Heller asked me if I would be interested in doing some paid work on a commercial. If I’d been wearing a beanie with a propeller on it, it would have started spinning up into the air. Instead, I had to get by with smiling widely and nodding my head “yes.” For six bucks an hour I would be doing mat-inking for a thirty-second commercial for Land O’Lakes butter. In the days of traditional animation, this was one of the techniques used to add depth to flat animated characters by adding controlled shadows. Mat-inking is a process by which shadows on characters are drawn on a separate level of paper. The shadow areas are filled in with a black marker. These blackened-in drawings would then be shot under the camera on a separate pass from the backgrounds and character animation. The blackened-in areas could then be set to any desired opacity or softness by means of a digital process.

This was my big break into show business and I don’t think I’d ever been happier to pick up a marker in my life (and no, the marker fumes had nothing to do with my euphoria). As I knocked out the work, balancing speed and accuracy, I was able to finish and deliver the job on schedule. I wondered why I had been selected by Heller out of the twenty other students in the class. I knew I wasn’t the best draftsman, but I certainly projected a lot of passion for animation and the class itself. That attitude and enthusiasm had a lot to do with success was an epiphany. Employers want to work with people who are enjoyable to be around. The opportunity to work while I was still in school made me realize that being a student was my first chance to make the right impressions on potential employers (my instructors) and future collaborators (my classmates).

Instructors were looking at us as a pool of potential hires. They searched us for signs of enthusiasm and talent. This was both exciting and nerve-wracking. Wasn’t school supposed to be a sanctuary of learning, free from commercial and industry tampering? Most students want school to be a safe haven before they are forced to strike out into the big bad world. Schools deliberately blur the lines by using instructors who are working in the industry. Unsurprisingly, this brings a great deal of “the industry” into the school and into the teaching process itself—students enjoy access to and information about the industry while also being nurtured as independent, thinking, artistic filmmakers within the safe confines of a learning environment.

My Second Key Moment in School

Mark Heller continued to throw good opportunities my way during my years at SVA. One day he announced to our class that his company was bidding on some spots to promote The Flintstones’ return to prime time as reruns on cable TV. He offered the sum of $500 to any student who proposed an idea that landed the job. As a student with a full load of homework, my available time was fairly limited, but I still wanted to come up with at least one idea for Mr. Heller’s project. I used my only window of free time: my daily commute. Living on Long Island, New York, provided me with a two-hour ride in each direction. As kids, my sister and I would sometimes go to work with my dad, and we would watch him use the commute to fill every bit of paper he had with ideas and designs. He might be working out a new campaign as a creative director or maybe figuring out a design or a logo as part of a freelance job. From my dad I learned that I could use any time and any place to work out a concept or idea. What better a time or place to be creative than when you’re stuck on a bus or train?

On the subway I came up with a fun idea for The Flintstones bid: a live-action family of four is warily driving home in their station wagon. Suddenly someone in the car remembers that they’ve got to race home to catch The Flintstones in prime time! Bare cartoon feet grow underneath the car and the family drives “Flintstones feet–style” all the way home.
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Now that I’m a dad, my creative time outside work hours is extremely limited, so I have focused on creating quick “dad”-inspired single-panel cartoons for my Instagram account, DavetheDadJokes.

Mark Heller liked the idea, had one of his artists draw it up, and showed it in his bid meeting. The promoters didn’t end up using Mark Heller’s company for the spots, but it was still exciting to participate in a real bid for an account.

I worked for Mark Heller two more times as a student. On one occasion, he needed help shooting a John R. Dilworth animated commercial for Sesame Place Theme Park. This time there was no money available, just points for my résumé. I leaped at the opportunity to spend a Saturday afternoon working on the project. After that came a three-week job assisting Heller’s other business, a stock footage supply company. I’m forever grateful that Heller took a chance on me and encouraged my talents during my formative school years. I learned that working hard, being enthusiastic, and doing good work bring rewards that go beyond a paycheck. The first reward is getting asked back to work on another job.

My Third Key Moment in School

The final and most important lesson I learned while at school was that fear can be a great motivator. At the end of my junior year, an animator named Michael Klein called me at the recommendation of my favorite instructor, Howard Beckerman. Klein had graduated from SVA a few years prior. He had worked at several New York studios, including Jumbo Pictures (subsequently called Cartoon Pizza) and Michael Sporn Animation Inc. Klein’s side gig was teaching animation to children in an after-school program at the prestigious York Preparatory School.

Klein tried to talk me into teaching the program, telling me that it would be a valuable experience. I have to admit that teaching had never been part of my plan, and certainly not teaching while I was still a student myself. Not quite convinced, I agreed to meet up with Klein in person. He turned out to be an even better salesman face-to-face than he was on the phone. Klein’s easygoing personality calmed me and, despite my fear of this new experiment, I soon found myself making a commitment to take over his class.

Twice a week for the next year and a half, I headed uptown to teach a group of children ages nine through twelve something about animation. We watched and analyzed classic cartoons and spent the second half of class working out exercises in movement. At the end of each class I’d scoop up the drawings and then shoot them on a video pencil test system at SVA. The following class the students rushed to the monitor to see their scribbles come to life. Before long, many of the children showed up to class with a stack of drawings ready for the camera. Holding a bunch of restless kids’ attention for hours at a time was an invaluable experience. Best of all, in taking on the class, I’d made a connection with Michael Klein. A short time later, his good advice launched me into my first real job in the industry. Fear can be healthy and normal. I’ve trained myself to use fear as a gauge. If I have fear it is a sign that I’m out of my comfort zone. With this realization the fear yields to the excitement of a good challenge. The main thing we fear is failure. I like to give myself permission to fail knowing that it can be the best teacher of all. Before I start to sound like Yoda, I’ll stop here.

IT’S NOT ABOUT STYLE; IT’S ABOUT EXPERIMENTATION

I’m always amazed to see college students defending poor work, calling it their “style.” Style is their get-out-of-jail-free card. Most of us draw what we have always drawn, the way we’ve always drawn it. This isn’t style. Style is something you arrive upon after going through a journey of experimentation. Pablo Picasso didn’t wake up one day and declare, “I’m a cubist painter now. This is my style.” Picasso developed by studying and exploring classical drawing, painting, and sculpture first.

Every drawing you make is a record of where you are as an artist based on the sum of your experiences. While in school, instead of focusing on style, free yourself to borrow, steal, or experiment. Being stuck in your style can hold you back from taking in other ideas and growing as an artist. It’s important to not use style as your crutch or excuse to hide behind. For example, a lot of students have the anime bug. While there is nothing wrong with anime or manga, students often cling to its drawing formula as law. How open can you be if you’re busy processing all you see through a single point of view? For Jonathan Eden, just taking a tour of CalArts broadened his horizons: “That’s when I decided that animation was the path for me. The creative atmosphere was just so inspiring and drew me into the world of crafting animation.”
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Self-portrait by South Park animator Jonathan Eden.

ANIMATION IS NOT FOR EVERYONE

My first year of animation class at SVA was filled with twenty-five students ready to have “fun.” By our senior year, eight students remained. So much for fun. Of the eight, one student, who had done as little work as possible in four years, remarked on our last day of class, “I don’t like animation. I think I’ll do something else.” Some students gravitate towards studies in animation because of the implicit fun of animated cartoons. They’re fun to watch, so they must be fun to make. Many students grow quickly frustrated that their first attempts at animation don’t immediately look like the TV shows and movies they admire. There’s no quick way to get to the fun stuff, the finished work, without a lot of time and effort.

School is a very expensive and time-consuming place to discover that you can’t get past the “fun” of animation. The irony is that those of us who seriously respect the process of animation and the variety of skills and talent required to do it well are the ones who actually have fun doing it.

Anezka Sebek, associate professor of media design at Parsons School of Design, feels that students often expect computers and technology to take care of the tedium of animation. “If students have paid attention to build their sense of timing and applied animation principles, they do well. Students should know that animation is essentially creating life, and creating life is not easy.”

REEL STUDENT ADVICE

Twenty days prior to the release of his film The Incredibles, writer/director Brad Bird presented the film to an appreciative audience at SVA. Following the (forgive me) incredible film, Bird explained how important 2D skills are in this 3D digital age, noting that 2D is still the fastest and most direct route for students to learn timing, acting, and design for animation. “From one character sketch, you can immediately throw a character into action. CGI is far more time-consuming to get started. You need to design a character, build a skeleton, cover it with textures, create all the points of movement, light it, and so on. Nowadays most people in the biz assume that a good 2D animator can learn ‘the box’ [computer animation].”

ASIFA, THE NOT-SO-SECRET WEAPON AGAINST SENIORITIS

ASIFA (Association Internationale du Film d’Animation) was formed in 1960 by an international group of animators to coordinate and increase worldwide visibility of animated film. ASIFA’s membership includes animation professionals and fans from more than fifty countries. The group sponsors international animation festivals in Annecy, Ottawa, and Hiroshima. I first heard about ASIFA-East (the New York City–based chapter of ASIFA) from fellow SVA student Silvie Nueman. Nueman was an energetic and fearless Belgian transplant, already making a name for herself in New York animation. She had interned for Jumbo and MTV Animation; she knew Beavis and Butt-Head creator Mike Judge. Nueman was only one year ahead of me in school, but she might as well have been light years away. She had already figured out that success in the animation industry involves plugging into the local scene to make relationships. Every chance she could she talked to me about ASIFA-East and how she attended all their monthly events, helped out on the board of directors, and worked with then ASIFA-East president Linda Simensky.
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A past sample of the ASIFA-East newsletter, which went out monthly to over four hundred members. Note: An image from John R. Dilworth’s indie short, Life in Transition, on the cover. Newsletter image courtesy of editor Mark Bailey.

I remember the day Nueman told me about an ASIFA-East event in which a group of pros, including John R. Dilworth and Michael Sporn, blew off the dust from their student works and screened them before an audience. Nueman was giddy with excitement when describing the films and was energized to see that even local animation heroes came from a place to which students could relate. The idea of plugging into ASIFA as a means of joining the community of animators intrigued me. Still, I stayed away despite instructors Don Duga and Howard Beckerman constantly nagging my class to join ASIFA-East or check out an event. What was I afraid of? In my fantasy I imagined all eyes would turn to me as I walked in the door. They’d ask me to do the secret handshake or name all the Nine Old Men of Disney.

It wasn’t until my senior year that I finally got involved with ASIFA-East. My impetus was the thought of graduating and not having enough meaningful relationships in the animation community. The ASIFA-East Animation Festival, an annual event that’s been around for decades, was the three-hour event that changed my life and career forever. As a newcomer to the scene, I remember thinking at once how big and how small the local animation industry was. The three hundred plus in attendance were representatives from every large studio and independent shop in town.

Winning two prizes that night was Whitewash by Michael Sporn Animation Inc. This was my first introduction to Sporn’s work. I was at once struck by the subject matter in Whitewash and the imaginative way it was translated into animation. A few months after the festival, I went to work at Sporn’s studio, setting my career in motion.

Having an organization such as ASIFA-East helped smooth my transition from school to employment by introducing me to an entire community in one night. Others are no doubt having the same experience today at events such as LightBox Expo (Pasadena, CA); Glas Animation Festival (Berkeley, CA); CTN Animation Expo (Burbank, CA); Pixelatl (Cuernavaca, Mexico); the Sweaty Eyeballs Animation Festival (Baltimore, Maryland); and the Ottawa International Animation Festival (Ottawa, Canada), to name but a few. Why not check out an event near you? Tell them I sent you.

YOU GET BACK WHAT YOU PUT IN

Schools are like living, breathing organisms. As technology takes animation into new territories, schools struggle to keep up so their students retain a competitive edge in the marketplace. As a result, schools always seem to be restructuring the way they teach the animation arts. Your experience at a school could be very different from someone else’s experience a few years earlier or later.
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Whitewash and Champagne, available on The Films of Michael Sporn Volume 1, DVD. Courtesy of Michael Sporn Animation Inc. and First Run Features.

One constant is that there will always be good and bad teachers. It remains up to the student to exploit every resource the school has to offer (regardless of the school’s limitations). The best animation curriculum in the world will not make you a success. The onus, as it will be for the rest of our careers, is on us. We decide if the debt incurred by four years of school is worth it or not. Showing up at school, paying tuition, and breathing the school’s oxygen for four years only entitles us to what we’ve earned.

If you have a lackluster instructor, not only should you give him a poor performance review, but you should also spring into action to salvage your education. Instead of complaining to kindred spirits, sit in on a class taught by a better instructor, or better yet, work with your teacher to help him become the teacher you need. Teachers need students who communicate their educational needs clearly and consistently. Bring a list of questions to each class and ask them. Demand critiques on your work. Challenge yourself to do your best under any circumstance.


CHAPTER 2

Stretching and Squashing into a Job

“In my junior year of college, I applied to 134 positions across the world, got seven responses and two offers, one of which asked me to work from someone’s living room in a small town on the east coast. It was unpaid. I won’t lie, I cried for weeks and took a break, but once refreshed I had to keep going. The worst thing you can do is stop.”

—Ruth Baraz, storyboard revisionist, Disney TVA
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Some slice-of-life comic panels by Ruth Baraz. Image courtesy of the artist.

IN A TYPICAL ANIMATION CAREER THERE ARE two common paths. Those that work at the large studios tend to have a specific expertise or focus, while others that staff the indie or boutique animation studios tend to be generalists that juggle many skills and titles from project to project. Either way, animation artists find most of their work via word of mouth. No offense to agents, reps, and recruiters, but to succeed in finding work in the business of animation is to develop and maintain relationships. We are, as Barbra Streisand sang it, “people who need people.”

THE SIMPLE TRUTH

The key to finding work in animation is to accept that this is a people-driven industry. People who know people who recommend people who hire people. Those who take a negative view of the importance of relationships to the job hunt boil it down to, “It’s all based on who you know.” This makes “who you know” sound like some random act of luck. In reality, you are responsible for “who you know,” for the relationships you create and sustain. Relationships require energy and effort.

The business of animation in North America is small enough that even within a few short years, you could know someone connected to every studio on the continent. We’re all six degrees from our animation Kevin Bacons. Simple enough, right? But these truths are not self-evident, and if they are, we certainly don’t behave all the time as if we hold this to be true. This simple truth will show up over and over again in this book.

While there’s no guaranteed way to find work in the animation industry, there are a lot of things we can do to create the best possible odds for success. Happily, finding work in the animation industry is something that gets easier over time, as you expand your network of contacts and your reputation opens doors for you. If you’re already working in the field you might be tempted to skip over this chapter. Hold it right there, buster! You might just pick up a new trick or two.

SUSTAINING RELATIONSHIPS CAN LEAD TO WORK

“The most effective opportunities that have come my way have been from relationships I have developed over my lifetime. Some of those relationships go back to childhood, some of them are ones started last week (seriously).”

—Fred Seibert, founder and CEO of Frederator Networks Inc. and Frederator Studios
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A postcard mailing from Frederator sent out to filmmakers and friends makes a great device to sustain relationships. Call this our field’s version of “going postal.” Image courtesy of Frederator.

In the animation industry, sometimes the most effective job hunting happens in the most indirect way. Often, even when we make a good connection at a studio, the timing is not right for an immediate job. So, what can we do to “hang around” until something opens up without risking a restraining order? My favorite solution is to stay in touch with people via the occasional email.

I was once in a producer’s office when she received an email from a mutual friend of ours. “I guess he’s out of work again,” said the producer. I asked how she knew that without reading the email. The producer replied, “This guy only emails when he needs work.”

Over the years I’ve given a lot of advice to those having trouble finding consistent work in the industry. One thing that keeps coming up when I ask them how they look for work is that people are not keeping in touch with their contacts enough while they are working. I hear about the great interview a person has had with such-and-such at a certain studio, and then that person gets a job somewhere else and lets the previous contact fade away. We need to nurture our contacts.

Periodically send out updates to your contacts. Let them know where you’re working and why it’s a great experience. Twenty-five years into my career I’m still picking up tips on how to do this better. Chuck Peil, VP of business development and strategic partnerships at Reel FX Animation (The Book of Life, Scoob!), sends out periodic emails to his industry friends and colleagues, updating them on the latest and greatest work coming out of Reel FX. Doing this is a no-brainer, right? But the Chuck Peil difference is that he makes sure to include a “no need to respond” phrase in his message. Chuck knows that everyone is busy and even those that squeeze in the time to check out his links may not also have time to reply. He preemptively lets them off the hook, and it’s a very thoughtful thing to do. Chuck, we owe you one.

Another thing to remember? It’s not all about YOU. Keep an eye and ear out for news about your contact in the trades, online, or via the grapevine, then send an email offering congratulations. When I come across a media item on a contact I’ll sometimes copy the link and email it to him, or post it on social media and tag him with a congrats. Either way, your contacts will be tickled that you thought of them. It’s a great way to spread good vibes. Our careers are all linked, so let’s acknowledge that and support one another’s endeavors.

Over the years, I have received a few job offers as a result of sending out some congratulatory messages. While I wouldn’t say sending out email messages and updates should be anyone’s main focus for job hunting, they are simply a nice thing to do and evidence that you get that everyone is connected.

TACT IN CONVERSATION

“You need to be able to read the room—to make sure you’re not overstepping. I know it can feel like this is your only chance, but you will get another chance at another point. Try not to be too intense.”

—Brooke Keesling, head of animation talent development at Bento Box

Savvy animation artists with healthy careers make the time to network with others on a regular basis. In-person networking most often takes the shape of a casual conversation. Sometimes through conversations or catching up, we learn about possible jobs or share a tip on work with someone else. Sometimes just bumping into someone you haven’t seen in a while could lead to an unexpected opportunity. Didn’t someone famous once say that showing up is half the battle?
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A beacon of good vibes, Brooke Keesling, as sketched by storyboard artist/designer Daniel Schier.

We are each other’s secret weapons when it comes to looking for work. These encounters are like a delicate dance. Each time is different, depending on the players, their moods, the weather, the state of the economy, or what they had for lunch. The only important thing to remember is that you should never make someone feel on the spot or uncomfortable. If the conversation turns to work opportunities, make sure to thoughtfully follow the person’s recommended channels and procedures for following up. And if it’s unclear, confirm if you may use his name as a referral. Above all else, use restraint and look out for people’s comfort zones. For more on networking and its important role in your career, see chapter 10, “Networking: People Who Need People.”

HOOFING IT: HOW I GOT MY FIRST JOB

I graduated from SVA in 1995 when gross, ugly, and edgy humor in animation was king. These were the heydays of Beavis and Butt-Head, Ren and Stimpy, The Simpsons, and Spike and Mike’s Sick and Twisted Festival of Animation. My SVA thesis film, Get Off My Back, was a gentle story of two characters trying to single-handedly solve the overpopulation problem by encouraging everyone to walk “piggyback” to save vital space. The softness of my colored pencil technique coupled with the “family-safe” humor made the film seem like a throwback to the seventies more than an audition piece to land a job at the time.
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Still from my thesis film, Get Off My Back, in which the main characters are moments away from a horrible death. Well, maybe in a different film.

New York in the mid-nineties was not at its peak for industry production. Jobs were scarce. Most people gravitated to two large studios, MTV Animation (Beavis and Butt-Head, The Head, Liquid Television) and Jumbo Pictures (then recently bought by Disney and working on numerous series projects). Outside of this were a smattering of small shops and fragile partnerships spread across town. Where would I fit into all this?

On the plus side, I’d just finished Get Off My Back two weeks before its due date. This meant I had two weeks to do whatever I pleased. I wanted to work. I turned to one of my few contacts in the field, Michael Klein, whose class I’d taken over, teaching animation to children at York Prep School. He pushed me to make a bold move. Klein gave me the contact info for three studios all in the downtown area of Manhattan and told me, “You have a finished film! What are you waiting for? Go to the city tomorrow and start knocking on doors. Don’t call ahead of time. Just show up!” The next day I packed a messenger bag with five VHS copies of my film and just as many résumés.

First, I hoofed over to Jumbo Pictures. I had been to this studio once before on an SVA class outing. Two fine folks from Jumbo, Jack Spillum and Rick Allen, had spoken to our class. These were the names I asked for when I showed up at the reception area, unannounced and uninvited. The reception people were nice to me just the same and tried to ring up my two contacts. When they proved to be out that day, someone else attempted (unsuccessfully) to arrange an impromptu meeting with an animation director. I was grateful for the hospitality and encouragement to come back another time.

Next visit was Michael Sporn Animation Inc. Sporn was well known for animating long-form (half-hour TV specials) completely in-house. It was rare for New York studios to tackle half-hour specials. Most of the smaller studios scraped by animating thirty-second commercials or other short content, such as educational spots for Sesame Street. The larger studios working on TV series farmed all their animation work to South Korea, where there is a larger and cheaper workforce. In the industry this practice is known as outsourcing. Sporn’s studio was a rare place where one could learn animated filmmaking from soup to nuts. It also didn’t hurt that Sporn had been trained by some of the industry’s most stellar talents, including John Hubley, Tissa David, and Richard Williams.

As I rode up the elevator to Sporn’s fourth-floor studio, I suddenly felt very calm and confident. Something told me the sensitive films coming out of his studio might mesh with my own sensibility, and perhaps he would appreciate my gentle thesis film. Michael Sporn, himself, came to the door to let me in. At the time I thought I’d interrupted a staff meeting, but later he told me, “It was only lunch.” Sporn was gracious and kind to me. His studio was long and narrow, which reminded me of pictures I’d seen of Pat Sullivan’s Felix the Cat studio from the 1920s. Sporn and I chatted for a few minutes. We talked animation history. I asked him questions about his recent film Whitewash. Emboldened, I asked if I could come back later that day for feedback on my film. Amazingly, Sporn agreed!
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Michael Sporn’s animation studio circa 1995. Can you spot a young bearded Dave Levy? Photo from the author’s collection.
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I challenge anyone to find two better mentors than Michael Sporn (standing) and Robert Marianetti (seated), seen here in a rare moment away from drawing. Photo from the author’s collection.

The next and last studio on my list was Stretch Films, John R. Dilworth’s then one-room operation. Out of such a humble space poured some of the best animation in New York at the time, including the Oscar-nominated short The Chicken from Outer Space, which was later spun into the Cartoon Network series Courage the Cowardly Dog. Stretch Films was my most poorly timed visit of the day. I never made it past the door jam. Dilworth’s nice office manager invited me to come back when he would have the time to review my work. In the background I could see Dilworth animating with one hand and holding a phone receiver with the other.

When I returned to Sporn’s studio, his office manager, Christine O’Neill, asked, “You were in here earlier, right? Michael would like to offer you a job.” My eyes went as wide as two animation discs. The offer was for a studio runner position, which was basically production assistant. I was to fetch art supplies, drop off packages, and use the rest of the time to help out wherever I could in the studio. I accepted the job, which I began three weeks later. Oddly enough, my first day of work was the day after graduation. It all seemed so tidy.

None of this is to say that dropping by unexpectedly is the best way to find work. In fact, I haven’t repeated this method since that fateful day, and post-9/11 security precautions alone would make this difficult. Now I use “hoofing it” as a metaphor for putting the necessary energy into the job hunt. It’s important to get out there and start making relationships. Our mission is to meet real people, face-to-face. The rest can surely follow.

THE NEVERS

A very talented Russian animator, new to my city, once asked me to help her find work in animation. The first thing I did was give her ten studios to contact. A week later she called me sounding very disappointed. “Nobody will hire me,” she sighed. “I called everyone on the list and asked if they had work and nobody needed any help.” This is one of the most common mistakes people make when looking for work in the animation industry. Never ask an employer if they have work or will be hiring soon. I call these questions the Nevers. Nine times out of ten, whether the industry is up or down, if you ask these two questions, you will be told, “No.” Like the craft of animation itself, timing is very important. However, unlike the craft, this timing is out of your control. Often you’ll hear about a project too late or too early to be considered for a position.

When cold-calling (or emailing), contacting a potential employer who is unfamiliar with your work, put yourself in the position of the person on the other end of the message. Independently owned smaller studios may not have a designated person handling inquiries. Whoever answers is likely juggling duties in production or may be the head of the studio themselves. If you immediately ask the two Nevers, the person who answers is likely to ask you to follow up in a few weeks or email links to your reel, portfolio site, and résumé. If this sounds like success, remember that these materials may never be viewed at all. This isn’t because the animation business is full of jerks. Emails languish because studios find it nearly impossible to make the time to sit still and watch unsolicited material. If you follow up in a few weeks, you’ll just be putting yourself in a position to go through the same thing all over again. After you’ve asked the two Nevers and been dismissed, you’re already forgotten. But don’t despair, I’m building to something here. Keep reading. . . .

DON’T WAIT FOR PERFECTION

I can’t even count how many former students emerge six months to a year after graduating and announce, “I just finished my reel or my portfolio site!” Upon further questioning, I usually discover that the student didn’t look for any actual industry work during that span. In other words, they were in hiding, putting off the uncomfortable: the job hunt.

There’s nothing wrong with fine tuning a portfolio site or reel or making new samples to feed them. But to have to get all those ducks in a row before you can step out into the world is a huge mistake. The better way would be to use some of your evenings and weekends to make those samples, and spend your days getting out there and showing them. You’ll NEVER be done building your reel or portfolio. That’s a lifelong pursuit. And while we’re on the subject of reels, résumés, and portfolios, what we seldom hear is that you should also personalize your presentation. Think about what is authentic to you. You are an individual, but you’re also your own brand. What best shows that off?

In my early days of job hunting, I only showed my thesis film and a résumé. I left the big clunky portfolio at home because I didn’t think it represented me. I’m not a slick guy with a fancy portfolio with every piece of art neatly pressed into its plastic pages. That didn’t feel very “Dave Levy” to me, so I didn’t do it. By being thoughtful about what I showed and how I showed it, it made the interview process feel honest and personal to me. For instance, when I applied for a job on Blue’s Clues all I showed was a large envelope full of storyboard samples. I simply spread the pages across the conference room table. There was nothing fancy about it. It was authentically me.

Since Blue’s Clues ended I’ve never made an animation reel, in a traditional sense. Shocking, isn’t it? Instead, when I’m up for a job I attach a few specific movie clip files or links of my work in an email, all of which are good potential matches for what the client or employer may be looking for. It’s never failed me. Nobody has ever said, “This is unacceptable.” Or “Where’s your reel?” But obviously, I’ve built my career to the point where I can do this. But isn’t that precisely the point? You should be steering your presentation method to work for you. It doesn’t happen overnight, so I would still advise you to begin with having the expected materials of a reel, portfolio site, and résumé at the ready, but it’s never too early to nudge the presentation to being as personal as possible.

GET THE MEETING

Earlier I mentioned the two Nevers, but what’s a person to do—especially someone looking for a first break into the industry? Fortunately, the answer is easy: Get the meeting. Your single goal, whether cold-calling or cold emailing or doing so on a recommendation, is to get the meeting. It doesn’t matter if the company you contact has an opening because the best way to look for work is to set up informational interviews. In a first encounter with a studio representative you’re a perfect stranger to them. Change that as soon as possible and try to create a relationship. Informational interviews are low-pressure affairs. You’re much more likely to be your relaxed self if you’re not worried about wearing the right shirt, saying the all the right things, or showing up with perfect timing.
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A promotional postcard from my indie doc short Grandpa Looked Like William Pow-ell, which premiered at the Tribeca Film Festival and led to a producer hiring me to direct three doc shorts.

Getting the meeting is already a measure of success since it gives you the chance to make a real impression. Your work will be seen because you’re the one showing it. Plus, you have the opportunity to pick the brains of great animation artists and tour their workplace! Blue’s Clues & You! and Gabby’s Dollhouse cocreator Traci Paige Johnson adds, “I always left informational interviews with one or two more people to meet. Contacts would grow and grow. Afterwards I always sent thank-you notes and sent updates of new work to people I really clicked with.”

The most surefire way to get the meeting is to snare a referral before you make your call. That way you can say that so-and-so recommended you. This is always better than not having a referral. However, it’s common courtesy to ask permission before using someone else’s name to land your interview. You should also be sure not to go back to the same referral well over and over. Just like it would be inconsiderate to keep asking the same person to drive you to the airport (sorry Dad!), you should also avoid becoming a regular referral nuisance.

What if becoming a nuisance isn’t even an option because you don’t know anybody yet to secure a referral? I suppose that could happen, but so many animation folks are accessible these days on social media, and a lot of them answer questions and respond to direct messages. Assuming you went to an animation school, you can also check in with your school’s alumni office to see if they can help make any connections. Of course, be sure to do your research before approaching any studio or employer. Be familiar with their work and achievements so you can talk about specific projects the studio or employer has tackled.

GET THE MEETING: CLOSING THE DEAL

Not everyone you email (even with a referral) will get back to you in a timely matter or at all. Remember that folks are busy and it’s likely that your message hit their inbox at an inopportune time. If a few weeks go by, it’s okay to try again with a gentle check-in, but if that fails too I’d recommend letting it go and moving on. When you do get a bite with a willingness to meet, there’s a definite art to what comes next. The temptation is to be overly gracious and say, “Whenever you have the time I’d love to visit your studio and show my work.” But if you write that you may never hear back again because you’ve accidentally allowed them to put planning a meeting on the back burner. You’ve actually made it hard for them to set up a visit because they would have to plow through their busy calendar and find a time to offer you, which you may not even be able to make. Instead, offer a few options to them. Say that you’ll be near their studio next week on Tuesday and Thursday afternoons. Now you’ve given them a target, making it far more likely they will dip into their calendar and find a slice of time.

This approach is successful because it gets you in the door. Period. The rest is up to you and your work. No amount of superior schmoozing will land you a job if you aren’t qualified to do the work. When you get an in-person informal meeting, the employer has a chance to draw conclusions about where you might fit inside their studio.

GIVING THE REFERRAL

If you’re a newbie reading this book it may seem like a long way off before someone asks you for a referral, but I promise you it can happen within months of starting your career. And it won’t stop there. I’m a quarter century into my animation career, and I’m often on the giving and receiving end of referrals. They have become as routine to me as popping open a LaCroix, although arguably less refreshing. In all seriousness, my rules for giving referrals are:

• I need to know or at least have met the person I’m providing with a referral. When you give a referral, your own personal reputation is on the line. To refer someone means you endorse them. And I’m not going to send someone to meet a colleague without taking the time to vet them myself.
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