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Hooroo Jackson has directed more AI animated feature films than any filmmaker alive. With DreadClub: Vampire’s Verdict (2024), A Very Long Carriage Ride (2025), and My Boyfriend is a Superhero!? (2025), he produced the first AI anime feature film, the first AI stop-motion animated feature, the first AI classical animated feature, and the first solo AI 3D CGI animated feature, spanning every major register of animation from a single generative pipeline, at a fraction of the cost of a single traditional production.

Generative Animation is the theoretical architecture behind those films. Where The New Machine Cinema established the foundations of AI film theory, Post-Scarcity Cinema mapped the horizons of a cinema unchained, and Pirate Cinema declared war on institutional gatekeeping, this fourth volume turns to the oldest moving-image artform and argues that AI is not outside animation history, it is the next dominant branch within it, the fulfillment of a tendency the medium has carried since Winsor McCay drew ten thousand frames by hand to make a dinosaur move.

Across eight essays, Jackson dismantles the labor mythology that has governed animation for a century and replaces it with a new ontology built on post-render genesis, directorial curation, and the parametric film:

	The Preparatory Century Is Over

	Post-Render Genesis

	Animation After Labor

	Stop Motion Without Objects

	Style as Variable

	One Film, Three Ways: AI and CG Animation

	The Synthetic Anime

	Three Proofs in Generative Animation


In “The Preparatory Century Is Over,” Jackson traces animation from McCay through Disney, Hanna-Barbera, anime, and Pixar to demonstrate that the medium has always been streamlining itself, shedding labor at every stage while preserving imaginative freedom.

“Post-Render Genesis” provides a new definition of animation capacious enough to survive contact with the entire history of the medium. “Animation After Labor” confronts what remains of the animator’s craft when the labor floor collapses, arguing that selection, coercion, and stabilization form a new discipline more concentrated in authorship than the industrial model ever allowed.

“Stop Motion Without Objects” documents the production of the stop-motion A Very Long Carriage Ride—the first AI stop-motion feature—and examines what survives when the puppet vanishes. “Style as Variable” presents the dual release of Carriage Ride as a controlled experiment allowing the audience to experience the same film in two bodies, becoming a participant in the realization of cinema itself.

“One Film, Three Ways” extends that logic into CG animation’s sacred territory, breaching the one tradition that had been genuinely closed to independents, while introducing the Choose-Your-Protagonist model, the agentic AI editor, and the True Line Cut through the production of My Boyfriend is a Superhero!?

“The Synthetic Anime” returns to where Jackson’s animation practice began—DreadClub: Vampire’s Verdict, history's first AI animated feature film—and examines what happens when anime detaches from its national and industrial origins. “Three Proofs in Generative Animation” closes the volume by reading the three features as a sequential system: from coherence to variability to architecture, a ratchet that locks into place and cannot be reversed. The experimental phase is over. What remains is the practice.

Generative Animation is the first comprehensive theory of AI animation by the filmmaker who built the field. It is a history of the medium rewritten from the frontier, an ontology that settles the question of whether AI animation is animation, and a practitioner’s account of what it means to direct films when the preparatory century is over and the century of the artist has begun.

🎬 The New Machine Cinema

Volume 1: Foundations in AI Film Theory

Volume 2: Post-Scarcity Cinema

Volume 3: Pirate Cinema

Volume 4: Generative Animation

🎬 Archive Editions

The Making of ‘DreadClub: Vampire’s Verdict’: The Production Journals (Abridged)

The Making of ‘A Very Long Carriage Ride’: The Production Journals (Abridged)
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From McCay to Machine

Before it became an industry, before it crystallized into departments and pipelines and armies of specialized workers, animation emerged as a strange new fact about images: that the dead could be made to move. The phenakistoscope, the zoetrope, the praxinoscope were parlor toys proving a principle before anyone fully understood its implications. 

It has been said that animation’s early history was almost illogical. It was too specialized, too sophisticated; its boom met the very moment of the camera’s iteration. 

By the first decade of the twentieth century, names such as J. Stuart Blackton and Émile Cohl’s Fantasmagorie (1908) showed primitive forms of lines moved by their own logic unbound from photographed reality. These were rough and unstable works, and that is precisely what matters about them historically. 

People tend to take the most industrialized, capital-heavy, institutionally stabilized version of say Disney, Pixar, or large Japanese studios, as animation and mistake it for the definition of the form itself. This is the same mistake people make when they confuse Hollywood with cinema. Hollywood is one industrial formation of cinema. It is not cinema’s ontology. So too with animation. 

If we want to understand where AI belongs in animation history, we have to clear away that confusion first unto the ontology of animation itself. We have to return to the frontier, where a continuity appears. The history of animation is the history of the form continually streamlining itself, reconfiguring its labor, simplifying its procedures, and changing the relationship between artist, image, and motion. Every major stage of the evolution of animation has involved a restructuring of that relationship. Artificial intelligence is simply the latest, most accelerated expression of this evolution already in progress.

McCay and the Founding Paradox

Winsor McCay is the correct starting point for animation as art.

With Gertie the Dinosaur (1914), McCay stood before a vaudeville audience and drew a dinosaur on stage in real time; the projected creature then obeyed his commands, to their delight. Gertie has temperament, rhythm, responsiveness, appearing to possess an interior life. 

McCay produced that illusion essentially alone, drawing thousands of images by hand, on rice paper, over backgrounds he redrew for each frame. The labor was so staggering that Gertie was as much an endurance feat as an artistic statement. Who would actually sit down and draw a cartoon frame by frame before cartoons even existed? McCay proved the medium through sheer impossibility. 

That paradox sits at the foundation of the entire medium. Animation offers the greatest imaginative freedom and demands the greatest physical labor per second of screen time. A live-action filmmaker records the physical world around him. An animator must build every frame of the world by hand. The freedom is total and the cost is total, this is the contradiction the rest of animation history keeps trying to solve.

After this, the studio system took McCay’s paradox and scaled it. 

The Fleischer brothers introduced the rotoscope in 1915, tracing over live-action footage to produce more fluid motion on screen. This was the first major instance of what would become animation’s recurring negotiation: importing mechanical assistance to reduce the labor of pure hand-drawing at the cost of imaginative autonomy. The rotoscope tethered animation to live-action reference, exchanging one set of constraints for another. There at its outset, animation was already solving ways to streamline itself.

But it was Walt Disney who transformed the methodology into an industrial system. By dividing production among key animators, in-betweeners, ink-and-paint departments, background artists, camera operators, and specialists of every kind, Disney made feature-length animation economically viable at scale. Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (1937) locked in a public idea that would haunt the medium for nearly a century: animation must equal a visible and painstaking human exertion. Its cost, its production must be front and center, or at least in parallel of the work itself. The discussion becomes not only about Snow White, but about its innovations, its development, its use of multiplane camera, its roto.

This equation, the myth of a genius industrialist building an empire has governed animation’s moral imagination ever since.

Once the Disney model triumphed, people began to confuse the pipeline with the ontology. Thousands of drawings. Hundreds of workers. Years of refinement. The image came to be treated as a monument to toil. This was historically understandable but it was never philosophically correct.

The cost of the studio solution was authorship. The animator who drew Snow White’s face was not the animator who drew the dwarfs, who was not the artist who painted the forest, who was not the technician who photographed the cels. The director coordinated, but the hand, the very unit of animation, was now collective. To be an animator increasingly meant to be one hand among many, contributing to a vision no single person could fully own. Factory work had been elevated to art, and in the process the artform itself became identified with the factory.

This was famously said by animation pioneer McCay during an animation conference he invited to in the late 1920s: “Animation should be an art, that is how I conceived it. But as I see what you fellows have done with it is make it into a trade, not an art, but a trade. Bad luck.”

His bitterness might have set the tone for the subsequent century as a warning call. Rather than sit within the binary, we come to expand the definition of the arts to accomodate its largest, industrial craft. 

The implications would only compound. Industrial animation required enormous capital. Capital required commercial returns. Commercial returns narrowed the imaginative range the medium’s freedom theoretically permitted, necessitating financial obligations only toward what would sell. The production problem was solved by creating a commerce problem equally constraining.

The artform of industry thereby becomes what can be worked around these financial consideration. There, you’re no longer getting art, but a certain artform of capitalism itself. This becomes, outside definitional struggles, rewarding to study in its own right, because the window is so narrow in such crushing evolutionary constraints, what emerges will be innately, wonders or monstrosities. This goes on to this day with cultural obsessions over box office totals. The film itself becomes almost incidental.

Warner Bros. and Tex Avery offered one of the earliest serious alternatives to Disney realism, forming slapstick cartoons as we know them. Where Disney pursued ever-greater fidelity to physical motion, Avery embraced animation’s right to violate the physical world entirely. Characters stretched beyond anatomy, ignored gravity, destroyed the frame, reassembled themselves. Facial expressions were exagerrated, sound effects were ridiculous. It was all cheaper than Disney’s realism, but the cheapness became its own artform in philosophy. 

Animation should do what live-action cannot.

UPA pushed this further. With films like Gerald McBoing-Boing, the medium was stripped to flat color, graphic abstraction, angular design, and minimal movement. This too was partly economic necessity. But in animation history, economic necessity repeatedly becomes aesthetic doctrine, it was almost standard practice. When you cannot afford the dominant model, you theorize your way out of it. The result became the aforementioned wonder emerging from constraint, forming an entirely new proposition about what animation is for.

This pattern repeats continually across the entire medium. A production bottleneck appears. Someone finds a shortcut. The shortcut becomes an aesthetic. The aesthetic becomes a philosophy. Then history retroactively acts as though the philosophy came first. In the brutal process of history, the artist is never granted a continuum of process. 

Ralph Bakshi’s films showed the same tension from another direction. Heavy rotoscoping functioned as both crutch and style, an unstable attempt to push animation toward adult material and greater narrative scale without access to the old industrial means. Bakshi revealed that animation’s cultural ceiling was imposed by the industry’s commercial structure, with no limitation from the form itself. Don Bluth’s break from Disney represented the last major effort to preserve classical hand-drawn prestige outside the Disney machine. His wager was that labor itself could still be felt by the audience as quality. He was right about the quality and wrong about the economics. By the 1990s, theatrical hand-drawn animation at that level had become structurally untenable for almost anyone. Soon it would become untenable even for Disney.

This represents the real continuity: animation keeps trying to preserve imaginative freedom while lowering the production burden required to achieve it. The continuum begins to emerge. 

Television made the issue brutal. Hanna-Barbera demanded volume: episode after episode, delivered on schedule, at a fraction of theatrical budgets. The response lead to a production grammar built around reduction. Characters moved while only their mouths while their bodies remained static. Walk cycles repeated. Backgrounds looped. In-betweens vanished. Labor was shaved wherever it could be shaved.

More people saw this stripped-down form than ever saw Disney’s full-animation ideal, to the point where one could watch fully fledged animation masterpieces and it might feel wrong to them. 

The cheapest
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