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Introduction


You’re about to dive deep into the heart of LEGO ani-


mation and filmmaking! It only gets stranger—and more 


fun—from here. 


Our goal was to create a definitive reference for 


folks of all ages and skill levels, from the 8-year-old 


YouTuber to the 45-year-old AFOL (adult fan of LEGO) 


and beyond. We’ve structured things so that you don’t 


need to read the book from cover to cover all at once—


though we’d love it if you did.


If you’re brand-new to LEGO animation, start with 


Chapter 1, which introduces some key concepts to get 


your feet wet. If you’re already knee deep in the LEGO 


animation hobby, you might be looking to sharpen a 


specific skill. That’s cool. Feel free to skip around, skim, 


or read upside down. You won’t hurt our feelings.


If at any point you feel compelled to stop reading 


and start animating, please do so. No amount of prose 


can take the place of practice. We’ll be here waiting 


when you need us again.


But wait—who exactly are “we”? Allow us to intro-


duce ourselves . . .


You can use 


The LEGO 


Animation Book


any way 


you want, but we don’t 


recommend eating it.
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DAVID PAGANO


DAVID PICKETT


Hi there! I’m David Pagano, one half of 


The LEGO Animation Book


duo. I run 


a studio called Paganomation, where my team and I create stop-motion shorts, 


ads, and music videos. Since 2007, we’ve made dozens of LEGO animations 


that have appeared on LEGO.com, YouTube, Disney XD, and Nickelodeon and 


for approximately two seconds in the climax of 


The LEGO Movie


. You might also 


be familiar with some of my original films, like 


Little Guys!


or 


Playback


(where I 


introduced the large-scale characters seen in Chapter 5).


First LEGO animation:


1995 


Prefers brick-built special effects to CGI:


Always


Place in the 2008 Nicktoons “Built by Me” 


LEGO animation contest:


2nd (tie)


Born:


1985


Middle name:


Michael


Wears glasses:


Yes


Has facial hair:


Often


Hello! I’m David Pickett, and I’m excited to teach you about animation! I’m a self-


taught animator with no formal training, but that hasn’t stopped me from making 


award-winning LEGO animations like 


Nightly News at Nine


, 


Metamorphosis


, 


and 


Choose Your Own Storyline: The Fight for Paradise Hills


. I’m best known 


for my YouTube channel BRICK 101, where I share my animations, custom 


creations, and LEGO set reviews.


First LEGO animation:


1998 


Prefers brick-built special effects to CGI:


Always


Place in the 2008 Nicktoons “Built by Me” 


LEGO animation contest:


2nd (tie)


Born:


1985


Middle name:


Michael


Wears glasses:


Yes


Has facial hair:


Rarely
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About the Companion Film


There’s another important duo you need to meet: Anna 


and Matt. They’re here to illustrate LEGO animation 


techniques. But they’re more than just pretty faces—


they’re also the main characters of a short film we’ve 


produced as a companion to this book, 


The Magic 


Picnic


. 


Nearly every shot in 


The Magic Picnic


showcases 


an important LEGO animation concept or idea (though 


some are there simply because we thought they looked 


cool). You might want to watch the film before reading 


the book, just to enjoy the story and to see what’s pos-


sible with LEGO animation. Later, you can come back to 


the movie with newfound knowledge and see how the 


approaches we discuss in the book look onscreen.


You can find 


The Magic Picnic


on the book’s web-


site (


https://www.nostarch.com/legoanimation/


).


Meet the stars of 


The Magic Picnic


: Anna, 


Matt, and Shaun (the picnic basket).
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A Word 


About LEGO 


Animation 


When we talk about 


LEGO animation 


or 


brickfilms


, 


we’re talking about something specific: stop-motion 


animated films created with LEGO bricks and 


elements. 


Stop-motion


is an animation technique almost 


as old as motion pictures themselves. It involves tak-


ing many still photographs of an object. An animator 


moves the object a tiny amount after each photo is 


taken. Then, the pictures are viewed in sequence (like 


a flipbook) and the illusion of movement is achieved.


LEGO animation is a 


medium


(like live-action 


film, photography, painting, or writing), not a 


genre


(like comedy, drama, action, or romance). You’ll come 


across all kinds of brickfilms—stories, music videos, 


advertisements, tutorials, and more. That said, there are 


a couple of things we 


aren’t


talking about when we say 


“LEGO animation”: computer-generated animations of 


LEGO bricks and characters, and live-action footage 


of LEGO models being manipulated by a human.


We use the terms 


animator


and 


brickfilmer


to 


refer to anyone who creates LEGO animation. Today’s 


LEGO filmmakers are kids, adults, girls, boys, parents, 


teachers, students, and everything in between. You 


may not consider yourself an animator or filmmaker yet, 


but our goal is to change that. Let’s get to it!


A stop-motion photo sequence. Notice that tiny movements 


have been made between each image.


Anyone can be a LEGO animator!
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The Basics


1


The world of LEGO animation: where inani-


mate plastic objects come to life. If this is 


your first foray into brickfilming, welcome! 


This chapter will teach you the basic skills 


you need to make your first animation. Later 


chapters will build on this base to help you 


become an expert animator.
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What You’ll Need


With digital cameras becoming cheaper and more sophisticated every 


year, the hardware to create brickfilms is easy to acquire. There’s no 


need to spend money on fancy equipment; you probably have every-


thing you need to get started sitting around your house right now.


Masking 


tape


Camera 


Minifigures


Assorted bricks 


Baseplates


Posterboard


Desk lamps
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Step 1: 


Grab a Camera


The camera is your primary tool for capturing the worlds 


you create. For your first animation, we recommend 


using a smartphone or tablet running the Stop Motion 


Studio app by Cateater (available for iOS, Android, 


Kindle, and Windows devices). By keeping the technical 


setup simple, you can focus on the fun part: animating. 


If you don’t have a smartphone, use a camera you’re 


comfortable with. This could be a simple point-and-shoot 


camera, a high-end DSLR, or even a webcam. If it takes 


pictures, you can animate with it. See Chapter 6 for a 


more detailed rundown of camera options.


If you’re using a brand-new camera that you aren’t 


familiar with yet, read the instruction manual or watch 


online tutorials to get up to speed on the basic func-


tions. If you’re feeling really ambitious, consider taking 


a photography class or two.


You can use any camera for LEGO 


animation, but a smartphone is the 


easiest for beginners.
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Step 2: 


Set Up Your Studio


Now it’s time to set up your animation studio. Find a 


flat, stable surface that you’re comfortable working 


at. A table or desk is ideal. This will be your 


animation 


surface


.


Place the animation surface somewhere that’s out 


of the way—preferably in a room where there aren’t 


a lot of windows and with a door that you can close. 


Stop-motion is a delicate craft, and we don’t recom-


mend animating in areas with heavy foot traffic. Make 


sure there are electrical sockets nearby so you can plug 


in your lights, camera, computer, and so on. 


Once you’re set up, get comfortable . . . you’ll be in 


this spot for long periods of time. 


Place your animating surface next 


to a wall to prop up your backdrops. 


Take that, gravity!
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You should be able to take decent pictures using 


any overhead light fixtures in your room. If you have 


a couple of desk lamps, you can use those, too. The 


goal is to have as much control over your lighting as 


possible. 


Set up your camera at about the same height as 


your animation surface. You can accomplish this using 


a tripod or a camera cradle (see Chapter 6 for more 


details). If you don’t have either of these things, you 


can build your own camera cradle out of—what else?—


LEGO bricks.


Be careful with lights; they can get 


hot. Ask an adult for help. (If you are 


an adult, ask yourself for help.)


Don’t make your camera 


cradle more complicated 


than it needs to be.


Build a Camera Cradle


1. Grab a baseplate and some bricks (don’t worry 


about color).


2. Set your camera on the baseplate.


3. Build a structure around the camera to hold it in 


place. Make sure not to block the buttons or the 


camera lens.


4. When your camera cradle is complete, secure the 


baseplate to your animation surface using clamps 


or masking tape.
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Build a Scene


Now comes the fun part: building your first 


scene! Imagination is one of an animator’s 


greatest assets, and you might have all sorts 


of crazy ideas for things you want to animate. 


If this is your first animation, we recommend 


keeping it simple. The more activity there is 


in a scene, the longer it will take to animate. 


Instead of jumping right into an epic battle 


between dozens of robots and cheerleaders, 


start with just one robot and one cheerleader 


performing some basic actions. 


More characters mean more 


work. Start small and work your 


way up.
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We used a 20"×30" sheet of sky-


blue posterboard for the sky in 


The Magic Picnic


. 


The backdrop for your first 


animation shouldn’t be overly 


complicated, either. It can be as 


simple as a baseplate in front of a 


piece of posterboard or an official 


LEGO model. 


Once your scene is set up, 


secure anything you don’t want to 


move (the camera cradle, the set, 


etc.) with clamps, masking tape, 


or sticky tack. Now you’re ready 


to animate!


Ready to animate? Sure— 


although I prefer writing 


out a script, creating 


sketches and storyboards, 


and planning my films 


in detail. 


Planning is nice, but sometimes 


you just need to jump in. For 


most of my early animations, 


I made up the story as I went 


along and filmed without using 


any software. I think it’s more 


important to have fun and start 


animating than to be totally 


prepared.
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To take a picture in Stop Motion Studio, just press the big 


red button. Don’t worry—nothing will self-destruct. 


Step 3: 


Animate


This is what you’ve been waiting for—animation. 


Arrange your characters (or whatever you’re ani-


mating) in front of the camera and take a picture; 


this is also called 


capturing a frame


. Next, move 


your characters slightly. Then, take another pic-


ture. Repeat these steps until you’ve done all the 


movements you want to do. 


Tips for Your First 


Animation


•


Before you start animating, think about what 


you want your characters to do. Where will they 


start, and where will they end up? How will they 


get there? 


•


Don’t worry about how tiny the movements 


should be between pictures. For now, just do 


what feels right. You can adjust things later to 


improve the final product.


•


Be careful not to accidentally bump your 


animation surface, camera, or set. These 


set 


bumps


can produce unexpected results.


If it feels like you’re not getting the hang of 


animation as quickly as you’d like, fear not. In 


Chapter 2, we’ll take a close look at how to ani-


mate LEGO minifigures. And in Chapter 3, we’ll 


cover some fundamental principles for animating 


just about anything. 
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Basic Cinematography


Here are a few tips for taking great photos!


Adjust the focus. (This helps 


you avoid “everything is blurry” 


syndrome.)


Set the exposure. 


(Let there be light!)


Compose a shot. (Keep the 


subject in frame, and keep your 


fingers out!)


Does your photo look like any of these goofy 


photos? If it does, you might want to spend some 


more time learning how to operate your camera 


(check out Chapter 8 for more tips).
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