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THE ART OF

MOVIE STORYBOARDS

VISUALISING THE ACTION OF THE WORLD’S GREATEST FILMS

Fionnuala Halligan

I L E X


The unsung heroes of film, storyboard artists are the first to give vision to a screenplay, translating words on the page into shots for the screen.

 

Their work is a unique art form in itself. Many storyboards are beautiful in their own right, but ultimately the skill of the artist lies in their visual communication of a script, with multiple factors to consider: composition, movement, camera angles, special effects, and the rhythm and pacing of a scene.

The Art of Movie Storyboards celebrates this art, showcasing a vast collection of storyboards in a range of styles, and including some of cinema’s greatest moments. The collection includes the work of pioneers such as William Cameron Menzies (Gone with the Wind) and Saul Bass (Psycho, Spartacus), as well as contemporaries such as Raúl Monge (Pan’s Labyrinth) and Jane Clark (Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire). Many are seen here for the first time, and all are accompanied by insights into the films featured, their directors, and, of course, the storyboard artists.
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Preface

For the fact that storyboards are, for the most part, executed on pencil and paper, they can seem very ephemeral. Someone tells you about an amazing set of boards they’ve seen or heard about. They appear to be in a certain archive, but it turns out that’s not the case. You find a box; it’s empty. You see some storyboards online, but they turn out to be illegal reproductions.

The sad truth is that many of the great storyboard artists of Hollywood’s golden age have passed away and most of their work is probably lying in a box in an attic (that’s if it survived the studio clear-outs of the 1970s, which saw much irreplaceable material consigned to the bin). Very few storyboard artists hold the copyright to their material and many of the entities involved are now defunct.

Storyboards are also, by their very nature, progressive artworks. An artist will go through hundreds of roughs before they get to the final boards, and even then the scene may be excised from the finished film, or the film may not even be made at all.

The intention with this book is to show as many styles as possible, across the widest timeframe possible, and hopefully for films that hold an artistic significance in the history of cinema. Although I wanted to avoid concept art (also known as production art) or concept storyboards (which are mostly concerned with scene-setting), in the end, there are some examples that straddle the line but were too beautiful not to include.

Copyright restrictions mean that the work of the art department on a film is not widely circulated to the outside world; this book is an attempt to lift the curtain on their tradecraft. Although storyboards are, by their very nature, quick and disposable, they are very much an art form, one which goes much deeper than the strip: they work at a very profound level of the filmmaking process.

This book includes work by most of the legendary storyboard artists of the film business; omissions are most likely due to the difficulty in either locating work or obtaining permissions to publish it. Likewise, every effort has been made to find and credit the storyboard artists featured. In the rare event that they are not named, it is because typically more than one artist will work on a film and it was not possible to determine who drew the work in question—there is a fuzzy line between production illustrator, concept artist, and storyboard artist when it comes to an incomplete credit list. I’ve also tried, where possible, to include examples of the craft from an international perspective.
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Mary Costa with storyboards for Disney’s Sleeping Beauty.

This book clearly isn’t a how-to title. I couldn’t have done anything at all without the help of people who know “how to.” So thank you to Dean Tavoularis, Alex McDowell, Sarah Greenwood, and Jim Bissell for pointing me in the right direction; to the cheerful Tina Mills and Chris Holm at Lucasfilm, and James Mockoski at American Zoetrope; to Marianne Bower and Martin Scorsese; Arthur Sheriff and Anna Harding at Aardman; Terence Chang, Annie Press-man, Guillermo del Toro, Terry Gilliam and his daughter Holly, Jean-Pierre Jeunet, Tamia Marg, Gaby Tana, Louise Tutt, Mike Goodridge, Carlo Dusi, Jennifer Lim, Rhonda Palmer, Daniel O. Selznick, Annie Pressman, and everyone else I’ve begged for a favor along the way. And, of course, to Justin Knight, Aidan, and Xavier.

Archivists at the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences have been unflaggingly helpful—in particular Anne Coco—alongside those at the British Film Institute, Albert Palacios and Steve Wilson at the Harry Ransom Center at the University of Texas, and Mr. Masahiko Kumada at the Kurosawa Archive. Without the help of Yoko Shimada in Japan we would not have the beautiful work of Akira Kurosawa and I am again grateful for her help. Katie Greenwood is an untiring and dedicated picture editor and part responsible for the finished product.

But overall the debt of gratitude is to the artists whose work is represented on this pages. They have their own debts to the past masters, which they acknowledge; they helped me enthusiastically and were generous with their time. So, in order, thank you David Allcock, Ed Verreaux, David Russell, Christopher Hobbs, Martin Scorsese, Michael Salter, Jane Clark, Rob McCallum, Temple Clark, Terry Gilliam, Joe Johnson, Nick Park, Raúl Monge, Sylvain Despretz, and Luc Desportes for your support. I hope the finished product sits as well with you as your work sits within it.

Fionnuala Halligan


Introduction

The art department tends to be the unsung hero of a finished film. It’s easy to notice a flash camera angle or filter or a fancy costume while still taking for granted the visual fiber of a film and attributing it to the script or the direction.

A director can come late to a project; a cinematographer can start on a film the week before it shoots. But the art department must be there from the outset, deciding—collaboratively, of course—what the film will look like.

One of the first people to work on a film is the storyboard artist, charged with providing, at its essence, a blueprint for a finished feature. A storyboard is the first look at a work about to go into production that has hitherto only existed as words. Working closely with the director, storyboard artists translate screenplays, or sequences from screenplays, into the first vision of what is to come. Occasionally, they see their work directly translated onto the screen in the final film; more often, they witness the spirit of it come to life.
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A storyboard from Hein Heckroth and Ivor Beddoes’s “The Red Shoe Sketches.” The artists storyboarded the entire seventeen-minute ballet sequence in Michael Powell and Emeric Pressburger’s The Red Shoes (1948).

In the early days of the storyboard, from the 1930s and throughout the “Golden Age of Hollywood,” the process was widely used but not particularly esteemed as an art. Rather, it was considered a means to an end. When the studios broke up and the lots were taken apart, many valuable storyboards were sacrificed in the clear-out. Random works now survive in archives and in private collections—literally, the luck of the draw.

On the other hand, the end of the studios also signaled the rise of the director as auteur. With that, the mechanics of making a film have been pushed aside in favor of an overriding focus on its helmsman. Most directors prefer to talk about the finished product than how it came about, and storyboard artists have remained in the shade. Copyright issues abound, and ownership of the work belongs to the production. Some boards can be seen online, but they’re limited and generally unauthorized.

The “disposable” nature of the storyboard artist’s work doesn’t help their art either. They’re quick and they’re reactive and page after page hits the floor. Sequences are cut; ideas aren’t used. Many storyboard artists shy away from “polished” boards, believing that if too much time has been spent on them, then the point has been missed.

But storyboarding is clearly an art, and one that is rapidly gaining in reputation and recognition. In part helped by the adoption of storyboarding in other industries, appreciation has grown for the storyboard as an artwork that penetrates much further than what can be seen on the page. For all the difficulties in uncovering forgotten boards, you’ll find many passionate advocates for the process and its stars, from William Cameron Menzies through to Harold Michelson, Mentor Huebner, Sherman Labby, Alex Tavoularis, and on to the crop of talented professional storyboard artists working in film today.

The “art” of the storyboard has two distinct sides: there’s the beauty of the work you’ll see on these pages, but that skill is only valid if it can be coupled with the ability to conceive a way for a director to visually discover his three-dimensional film. These artists are a bridge between the director’s internal take on the script and the externalized execution of it. They’re on board before the wheels of the production even lock into the cogs, and will be gone by the first or second week of shooting. When you look at a payroll, often they’re “Employee No. 3 or 4” on a film whose workforce can later grow into the hundreds.

Storyboard artists take the clues provided in the script and, working in very close collaboration with the director, collate all these ideas in one “cartoon-strip” image that appears magically three-dimensional. Sometimes directors will hand the storyboard artist their rough sketch; sometimes the artists will come up with this themselves in a “rough” and refine it until it fills the boards you see on these pages. These will often have written instructions regarding camera angles and dialogue to further pinpoint the scene.

Apart from helping directors clarify what they want to achieve, storyboards work across all departments to allow the heads to conceive and develop what is required for everything from camera and lighting set-ups to stunts, prosthetics, CGI, and even set dressing. Even when a director knows precisely what he wants from the get-go, storyboards work as a reminder and a template.

When talking about storyboards, however, it’s important to draw a line between stick figure sketches on the one hand, and what is known as “production art,” or “concept art,” on the other. Production art/concept art, which is almost entirely computerized across the industry today and is executed in color, is an artistic impression, a scene-setting tool to provide visual keys and inspiration. Stick figures are often what a storyboard artist is handed to work with.



Attributed to British art director Wilfred Shingleton (1914–1983), it’s unlikely that these The Lord of the Flies storyboards were produced for Peter Brook’s 1963 big screen adaptation of William Golding’s novel, which was filmed on location in Puerto Rico in black and white, without an art department or even a script. Instead, it’s possible they were made for an earlier, abandoned Ealing Studios production.
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This extract from Raúl Monge’s boards for Guillermo del Toro’s Pan’s Labyrinth (2006) demonstrates how a storyboard can prefigure an iconic movie moment—in this case the waking of the memorable “Pale Man.”
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That said, this book does include some storyboards that could possibly be classified as “concept art,” in particular those most unusual boards painted by Akira Kurosawa over a decade for Ran
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