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Dedication

Idedicate this book to the birthplace of the animation industry, and my home, New York City. For more than one hundred years, from Felix the Cat to Blue’s Clues and beyond, this city has housed some of the most innovative and commercially successful animation. Outside of its status as an industry Mecca, New York City contains the world’s most prominent community of independent filmmakers, from the Hubleys to Bill Plympton. This book is dedicated to New York City, its thousands of animation artists, and the animation artists to be.
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Introduction

Although I never set out to be an author, it almost seems I was destined to write this book. Unlike many of my peers in the animation industry, I grew up knowing that one could make a living in commercial art. My father, Bob Levy, achieved remarkable success in advertising. In the span of four decades his career ran the gamut from creative vice president of Benton and Bowles, to creative director at Grey Advertising, Bozell, Jacobs, Kenyon & Eckhardt, and J. Walter Thompson. The demands of a high profile career in advertising would be enough to zap anyone’s strength, but for my father, that was just his day job. At night, his second identity as a freelancer would begin. From his home office, he often worked until 2:00 A.M., creating logos, designs, and illustrations for high profile clients including Pfizer and Procter & Gamble.

Growing up in suburban Long Island, New York, most of my friends bonded with their dads over a shared interest in sports. With both of us hopelessly non-athletic, my dad and I bonded over the world of commercial art. Our nightly ritual went like this: Dad came home around 8:00 P.M. I would follow him upstairs, where he would take his shoes off to relax a moment before supper. This was when I would get a vivid debriefing of the day’s events at the workplace. The stories unfolded like mini radio plays, with my dad providing all the voices, the most interesting being his own.

I’m not sure why he did this. Perhaps he was looking for closure or clarity that can sometimes only come by talking about problems. For a while I was probably too young to offer much back. Yet these talks taught me at a tender age the meaning of words like client, rep, art director, copyeditor, traffic person, account person, and portfolio. I first suspected my dad was giving me a unique education when the distinguished animator/illustrator Lee J. Ames came to lecture at my school. I was only eight or nine years old at the time. More than a few eyebrows were raised when I asked if Lee sent out samples of his art in a portfolio to try to get new clients. Lee laughed and said I must be a “budding artist” to have such a question.


Every night, for nearly twenty years, my dad was giving me valuable lessons on how to survive and thrive in the business. In return, I don’t think my dad could have asked for a more enthusiastic pupil. I got caught up in the drama of each office story and I would eagerly await the next installment the way some people anticipate the daytime soaps. As successful and brilliant as my dad was, he never told stories to try to present himself in the best possible light. These were WartS and all Stories.
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The sketch is by 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.





[image: ]

My father, Bob Levy, Master Art Director at work, February 1980.



There were great mistakes, cataclysmic defeats, and long torturous times of stress and misery. On the other end of the spectrum were avalanches of creative inspiration, promotions, and other great victories in the workplace.

To my delight, the stories didn’t stop when I grew up and moved out on my own. Like some wonderful jukebox, my dad still recounts favorite stories. Now these memories are often jogged after I share some of my own stories. This book is written in the same spirit of shared experiences. My hope is, with this book at your side, you will see that you need not go through your stories alone.

YOUR CAREER IN ANIMATION

This book is as much for those with hopes of entering the field of commercial animation, as it is an industry survival guide for those already working.

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 of SpongeBob SquarePants, Mickey Mouse, Bugs Bunny, or The Simpsons. Although animation dates back to the birth of film, it continues to evolve, as evidenced by the recent groundbreaking computer generated successes of Pixar’s The Incredibles and DreamWorks’ Shrek. Scads of books abound on how those films and your favorite animated TV shows are made. DVD commentary tracks regularly give us the voice of directors as they break down their creations. The curtain has been lifted and would-be animation artists now have more access to technical information than ever before.

Despite this flood of information, there are crucial aspects of the animation business that remain unexplored:

♦  How do you begin a career in animation?

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

♦  How do you meet the local community of animators?

Likewise, those already working may be asking:

♦  How do you ensure that your skills 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?

No single book has ever sought to focus on these important topics until now. Utilizing interviews with those at the top 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 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. Occasionally, the down time between jobs may outnumber the weeks that end in a paycheck. Health insurance, 401K plans, and pensions are scarce to non-existent. For every Mike Judge, Matt Groening, and Steve Hillenburg, there are one thousand animation artists staffing the ranks in complete anonymity to the general public. Yet, within the close-knit animation community, the best animation artists are known 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. Just before I proposed the idea for this book, I met a recently laid off lead animator fresh from fifteen years of animating on features at Disney Animation in Florida. In his time at the house-of-mouse, he’d animated on nearly every feature from Beauty and the Beast to Brother Bear. One would think that sort of experience as a lead animator would prepare a person for working anywhere in the industry. Surprisingly, the animator hadn’t the slightest idea of how to find work. He didn’t know what types of animation jobs were out there in the non-Disney world and he didn’t even know what those jobs were called.

How can this happen? Well, it’s easier than you’d think. Someone can excel at a job and rise to the top of a studio and still work with blinders on. In the case of this Disney animator, his isolation from the larger industry was several fold.

First, Florida is not an animation hub. The isolated geography ensured that it would be difficult for him to meet his peers outside the Disney walls. Animators working in Los Angeles, New York, San Francisco, Toronto, and Vancouver tend to work on diverse projects that involve hopping from studio to studio. Such frequent cross-pollination creates a more savvy workforce than could come from working within the vacuum of a large studio in comparative isolation.

Second, at large studios like Disney Florida, there is a uniformity of style, technique, and work method. Jobs are narrowly defined and compartmentalized. Workers in such a system develop the tunnel vision that lets them excel at their posts at the expense of learning or understanding the myriad of other creative and technical jobs going on around them. Is it any wonder that this Disney animator could work in a top job for more than a decade and still not know how work is divided at a typical animation studio?

Lastly, the comfort of working on such a long-term job doesn’t allow for the advantages that freelancers enjoy by going from job to job. Chances are the freelancer knows where the work is, how to get it, and how to be asked back again. The freelancer needs to be a successful networker. For this reason, the freelancer has probably made his home close to or within a major animation producing city.

Don’t get me wrong. Long-term employment is not akin to getting the plague. Many freelancers would trade all their diverse experiences for a crack at a stable job complete with benefits and a health plan. Successful freelance careers do not happen overnight. Honing your creative skills and building a large client base takes years. There’s also the problem of isolation that comes from working from home or from not having enough time in any one studio to truly fit in to a team environment.

Ironically, freelancers and staffers face many of the same challenges. Recently I had a discussion with another animation industry veteran. He’s a successful New York-based animation artist with ample experience in 2D (traditional or “hand drawn”) and 3D (computer generated or “three-dimensional”) animation. He wondered whether he should pursue freelance work or look for a full-time staff position. While it’s an interesting question to ponder, it’s important to note that such choices are often made for us, not by us. Often the strength of the economy dictates how many long-term staff positions are available. In leaner times, there is a greater number of freelancers bouncing between short-term projects.

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 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. On the subject of salary, it would be hard to find a career where salaries vary more. A small independent studio may pay one-fifth of the salary that a large studio such as Pixar can afford to pay. We’ll come back to this subject later.

As a guest speaker in my animation career course at SVA, animation artist and independent studio cofounder Candy Kugel explained what she looks for in potential employees. “I look for someone who not only has the talent for the job, but is also someone that I can be around for eight hours a day.” Now, following that same train of thought, 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 is for the hopeful, those who are hoping to break into the industry and those already working that would like to “toon up” to an even better career in animation. 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. This book will not glamorize the industry. Instead, this book paints 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 computers are now a part of even the 2D animation 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 voiceover 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 also 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 and I also recommend that you utilize the index in the back to further help you pinpoint what information you’d like to read at any particular time. 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.






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



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 Howard Beckerman’s Animation: The Whole Story. 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, some books are now equipped with CDs or DVDs, providing living examples to the reader. Throughout this book there will be listings of recommended reading that I hope will become a part of your personal library. Richard Williams is famous for saying, “You don’t know what you don’t know.” Believe me, he’s not speaking exclusively to the beginners out there. He’s 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.
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The author interviewing famed Yellow Submarine producer Al Brodax at an ASIFA-East event held at SVA. James Upton, eat your heart out!



So, if books 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 fine 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 all take precedence over where 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 books teaching the art of animation, a book cannot critique your work. It is the trained eye that can help advance your skill by leaps and bounds. With the structure provided by teachers, assignments, and grades, the availability of equipment, and the inspiration supplied by peers, one has the best shot at learning the animation arts. A great book sits on the shelf until you read it. The exercises living in its pages do not do themselves. With a book, you can easily fall into the habit of picking and choosing what you’d like to learn and in what order. Even a valiant start, when learning from a book, 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 what we could or would be doing if left to our own devices.

Perhaps most importantly, animation schools employ teachers 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 they’ll need if they’re to break into the industry. Animator Justin Simonich advises students to, “Pick a school in the city you want to live and work in. The contacts you make through your teachers will be the ones that get you into a studio and start you on your career. They will most likely have worked in that city and have formed contacts with studios, directors, and animators throughout their careers.”

Schools also provide the animation student opportunities to meet some of the legends of the business. In my dual role as president of ASIFA-East and a faculty member of SVA, I have presented events featuring Ray Harryhausen, Richard Williams, Paul Fierlinger, Jimmy Picker, Yuri Norstein, Chris Wedge, Al Brodax, and Bill Plympton. Guest speakers at NYU Tisch Animation have included Chuck Jones, Frank Thomas, Ollie Johnston, Nick Park, Marc Davis, Jule Engel, Tissa David, Michael Sporn, J.J. Sedelmaier, Andreas Deja, Giannalberto Bendazzi, Pete Docter, Joe Ranft, Jonathan Annand, Michael Dougherty, Dan Sheffelman, David Zung, Faith Hubley, Emily Hubley, George Griffin, and Kathy Rose, among others. Even Dartmouth University, a school only offering a few animation classes, has hosted Karen Aqua, Nelson Shin, Piotr Dumala, Jerzy Kucia, David Anderson, Ishu Patel, Frederic Back, Rao Heidmets, Barry Purves, Michel Ocelot, Bordo Dobnikovic, Lejf Marcussen, Priit Parn, Nikolai Todorov, and Noori Zarrinkelk, etc. In addition to guest speaker engagements, schools also often host festivals and special events. For instance, Parsons School of Design in New York hosts 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.

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?

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 separate levels 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 enthusiasm 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. Art schools, like SVA, 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. In this environment, students enjoy access to and information about the industry while also being nurtured as independent, thinking, artistic filmmakers within the safe confines of the school.

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 five hundred dollars 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 an art 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 anytime and any place to be creative. What better a time or place to be creative than when you’re stuck on a bus or train? Now I was using this beast of a commute to conjure up some creativity.

On the subway I came up with a fun idea for The Flintstones bid: a live-action family of four is wearily 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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Each year I draw hundreds of fish gags on my commute, six or seven of which have been subsequently published in newspapers and magazines.



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 Amusement Park. This time there was no money available, just experience. Still, 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 (now 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 experience, 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 two hours twice a week 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.

I’TS NOT ABOUT STYLE; ITS 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. How well you draw reflects your natural talent and the amount of effort you’ve put forth. While in school, instead of focusing on style, free yourself to borrow, steal, or experiment. Being a slave to 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 device to hide behind. For example, many students these days have got the Anime bug. While there is nothing wrong with Anime as a genre or drawing style, students often cling to its drawing formula as law. How open can you be if you’re busy processing all you see through such a limited point of view? As you begin your school career, check your style at the door along with your ego. Now it’s time to stretch, stumble, and grow.
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Still from my thesis film, Get off My Back, revealing limitations, not style.



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 animation tests 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 the labor-intensive and comparatively mundane (story-board, layout, and design) stages.

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 have fun doing it.

Anezka Sebek, director of Parson’s School of Design’s animation program, 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 was interviewed on stage by SVA’s chairperson of the film, video, and animation department, Reeves Leehman. Leehman asked Bird how important 2D skills are in this 3D digital age. Bird replied 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 SENIOR-ITIS

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 Eastern United States chapter of ASIFA, based in New York) 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 Butthead 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 is largely about 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.

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.
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A sample of the ASIFA-East newsletter, which goes out monthly to over four hundred members.
Note: John R. Dilworth’s Life in Transition on the cover. Newsletter image courtesy of editor Mark Bailey



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 connections 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.
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Whitewash and Champagne, available on The Films of Michael Sporn Volume I, DVD.
Courtesy of Michael Sporn Animation, Inc. and First Run Features.



ASIFA-East helped smooth my transition from school to employment by introducing me to an entire community in one night. All the animation hubs in North America have ASIFA chapters of their own. Why not plug into the one near you? Tell them I sent you.

YOU GET BACK WHAT YOU PUT IN

Schools are like living, breathing organic things. 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.

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.






2 Stretching and Squashing Into a Job


“The first few years out of school, work was scarce. I lived at home with my parents and made my own cartoons and experimented with Flash, After Effects, and some 3D programs. I felt like Boo Radley with a computer. I got a little Web notoriety, and taught myself things that give me a big technical edge over many other directors.”

—Mike Overbeck, animator/director



In a typical animation career you wear many hats. You may have a specific expertise, but chances are that just as often, you’ll juggle many skills and titles from job to job. 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.
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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.



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! There’s a lot that can be learned from the experiences of others.

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, producer, president, 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 e-mail.

Recently I was in a producer’s office when he received an e-mail from a mutual friend of ours. “I guess he’s out of work again,” said the producer. I asked how he knew that without reading the e-mail. The producer replied, “This guy only e-mails me when he needs work.”

Since I’ve been writing this book a few people have approached me for some career advice. 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 at a certain studio and then that person gets a job somewhere else and lets that contact die 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. Keep an eye and ear out for news about your contact in the trades, online, or via the grapevine, then send an e-mail offering congratulations. When I come across a media item on a contact I’ll photocopy it and mail it to him. Who knows, he may have even missed it in the trades himself. 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 mailing out some congratulatory messages. While I wouldn’t say sending out e-mail messages and updates should be anyone’s main focus for job-hunting, they are a part of what builds up a career over time.

TACT IN CONVERSATION


“Know-it-all students with chips on their shoulders go nowhere fast.”

—Mark Simon, A & S Animation



Savvy animation artists with healthy careers make the time to network with others on a regular basis. Networking most often takes the shape of an in-person, casual conversation. In this way we sniff out 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 offer for work. Didn’t someone famous once say that showing up is half the battle? We are each other’s secret weapons when it comes to looking for work.

In my years in the business I’ve been in many networking conversations, sometimes giving tips and sometimes receiving them. These encounters are like a delicate dance. Each time is different, depending on the players, their moods, the weather, the shape 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 it crystal clear that you will go through the officially recommended channels and procedures to apply for the job. You can’t assume that the person giving the tip will also be your conduit into a job. However, it’s okay to ask if you may use his name as a referral. Above all else, use restraint and look out for people’s comfort zones. Step over the line and you’ll risk cutting off hearing about future opportunities. For more on networking and its important role in your career, see chapter 10—“Networking: People Who Need People.”

HOOFING IT: HOW I COT 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 Butthead, 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 (which was banging out Beavis and Butthead) 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 in to 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 with 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 resumes.

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. They tried to ring up my two contacts. When they proved to be out that day, someone else tried (unsuccessfully) to arrange an impromptu meeting with an animation director. I was grateful for the hospitality and encouragement to come back another time.

Next I hoofed down to 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. 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 place where one could learn the nuts and bolts of filmmaking from a man who had been trained by some of the industry’s most stellar talents, including John Gentilella, 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. 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!

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, 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 doorjamb. 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.
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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.



When I returned to Sporn’s studio, his office manager, Christine O’Neill, asked me, “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 job. 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. 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 THREE MEYERS

A very talented Russian animator recently asked me to help her find work in New York 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 need help, have work, or will be hiring soon. I call these questions The Three Nevers. Nine times out often, whether the industry is up or down, if you ask these three 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.
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