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Introduction

Pack your bags, folks. We’re about to go on a round-the-world trip like no other.

First, though, let’s get one thing straight: animation is many things, but it is not a genre. This is a common misconception, one fomented by the likes of IMDb and Letterboxd – where you’ll often find Animation sitting alongside the likes of Drama, Comedy, Horror, Musical or Documentary in separate genre categories.

Frankly, this has never sat right with us, and within this book you’ll find animated films that are dramatic, funny and horrifying; you’ll find animated musicals and documentaries, too, in dozens of languages or in no language at all.

Animation can be anything: it is an art form that can approach any style of storytelling, or it can abandon storytelling completely. From the most ultra-detailed and realistic illustrations to the most minimal, stylized or abstract art, animation can take countless forms – about as many as there are individual artists creating it. Animation has also given us some of the most universally adored, box office record-breaking films of all time, while, at its experimental extremes, there are radical and cutting-edge visions that challenge us and provide us with the shock of the new.

And yet, animation can sometimes be treated as separate from, or subordinate to, live-action cinema. At the Academy Awards, some of the year’s greatest films are ring-fenced within the Best Animated Feature category – and only three animated films have ever been deemed worthy of a nomination for Best Picture: Beauty and the Beast (1991), Up (2009) and Toy Story 3 (2010). Thanks to decades of Disney dominance, the bias still lingers that animation is merely kids’ stuff. It certainly can be, but it is also so much more than that.

Think back: what was the first film or TV series you remember watching? It’s very likely that it was animated. Our very first impressions of the delights of the big and small screen were shaped by animation, and at its best this wonderful art form taps into that childlike sense of curiosity and imagination. Unbound by expectation, animation is a space of pure expression: films rendered in pencil, paint, paper, plasticine or pixels, painstakingly laid out, frame by frame, and brought to life by the magic of the moving image.


[image: Snow White holds a red apple while an old woman in a cloak leans forward, offering it.]

Disney’s pioneering feature-length fairy tale Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs has epitomised family-friendly animated filmmaking for close to a century.



[image: A bird stands on the edge of a boat with large red sails as a person adjusts ropes against a mountain backdrop.]

Tight Crew. 2024’s Oscar-winning adventure Flow, made independently on a small budget by a close-knit team, points toward exciting, uncharted waters for animation.



[image: A girl sits at a table in front of a mirror while a woman styles her hair. Reflected behind them, another woman watches. Posters read 'Fair and Beautiful' and 'Maggie Gro's Formula'.]

How do you ‘do? Kenyan-American director Ng’endo Mukii’s Yellow Fever uses animation to address themes of identity and imperialism.



[image: A child with a striped shirt floats between oversized plants. A large bird with an orange beak watches from the left.]

It’s a Boy’s World. Animation is a globe-spanning art form that comes in many colours. Case in point: Brazil’s vibrant and unique Boy and the World.



[image: A red bird perches near the lips of a pale woman surrounded by soft pastel floral brushstrokes.]

State of the Art. The Japanese erotic fantasy anime, Belladonna of Sadness, is a lush, painted marvel.



[image: Two black silhouettes face each other in profile. The one on the left has braided hair, and the one on the right wears an ornate headpiece.]

Even a century after its release, Lotte Reiniger’s paper cutout epic The Adventures of Prince Achmed still looks magical.


And so, here it is: The Animation Atlas. In our previous books, we have dived head first into areas of film history that we felt deserved further exploration and consideration, starting with the animation titan Studio Ghibli, then Japanese anime at large, and most recently the vibrant world of Korean cinema. This book returns us to animation, and it is our most ambitious expedition yet. Where we have previously used 30 key films to light the way through a certain strand of cinema, this book takes us around the world of animation in 30 countries – with us highlighting key films, filmmakers and studios at each stop along the way.

This international scope was important to us from the off. Despite what you may think from the box office charts, where Hollywood and anime tend to dominate, animation is a truly worldwide phenomenon, with artists making distinctive and creative work in all parts of the planet. So, while we were plotting our journey, we were keen to embrace work from all continents, encompassing countries with long and pioneering animation traditions as well as those that are, comparatively speaking, still finding their feet.

Now, this was sometimes easier said than done. Picking representative films and animators from countries with long and varied histories – from Czechia to France, the USA to Russia – was a task and a half in itself. Trickier still was navigating the inherently international nature of the animation industry, with filmmakers emigrating in search of opportunities, or projects bringing together financing and creative teams from multiple countries in the journey from pitch to screen.

Ultimately, this is a celebration of art made by human hands – something more important than ever, thanks to the rise of AI. Within these pages, you will find recommendations and reviews for hundreds of films: films that come in all shapes, sizes, styles and, yep, genres, all united by that very human urge to create and communicate, to interrogate the world around us and dream of something new. This is only the tip of the iceberg of over a century of innovation, but we hope that this trip is just the first of many.

Animation isn’t a genre, it’s a whole world. Let’s explore it together.

Michael and Jake

One in the attic, the other in the basement

December 2024
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North America
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Canada

Shorts Don’t Get Much Bigger



[image: ] The Man Who Planted Trees

Director: Frédéric Back

Released: 1987

When Studio Ghibli co-founding director Isao Takahata was asked to lead a TV documentary about a place that inspired him (Journey of the Heart, 1999), he picked Canada. There, he could not only revisit sites that inspired his pre-Ghibli TV series Anne of Green Gables, but also meet the man he considered one of the greatest animators in the world: Frédéric Back.

Born in 1924 in Germany – well, what was technically at the time the Territory of the Saar Basin – Back moved with his family to Paris at the start of the Second World War. There he’d go on to study art, before emigrating to Canada in 1948. After working as a farmer and a teacher at a Montreal art school, he was asked to provide titles for TV shows for public broadcaster Radio-Canada in 1952. He would work there for the rest of his career.

Back’s first short as director, Abracadabra (1970), is a vibrant vision in which multiculturalism and collaboration help save the sun from a dark thief. It has a psychedelic storybook quality, lavishly painted with the feathered tail end of the hippy era, but it was his 1978 film All Nothing that began his streak of more internationally acclaimed work. Telling an Eden-like tale of human vanity and violence in the face of a deity and their creations, All Nothing overflows with fluid, constantly shifting natural life and colour, while simplifying the Almighty to pristine curves and sharp angles (not dissimilar to the heavenly counsellors in Pixar’s Soul). It scored Back his first Oscar nomination for Best Animated Short, but he left empty-handed, a fact his next film Crac (1981) would change.

Emblematic of Back’s interest in cycles of life, the Oscar-winning Crac’s protagonist is a rocking chair. First the wood is felled, then it is lovingly crafted into a chair that passes through eras of domesticity before being abandoned and eventually landing in a gallery. Softly illustrated and emanating warmth, Back’s chair is a gift from nature to man and carves out a joyous and tragic silent fable about environmental responsibility and respect. While that film began with a tree being cut down, his next, also an Oscar winner and Back’s finest work, is all about growing them.


[image: A man with a walking stick stands next to a tree with bare, twisting branches.]

The Man Who Planted Trees. In a filmography of remarkable achievements, this is Back’s masterpiece.


Based on a 1953 novel of the same name, The Man Who Planted Trees (1987) is an extraordinary animated experience. Embracing voiceover, it tells the story of a French man who spends decades turning barren wasteland into a thriving forest by planting seeds, all by himself. Drawn delicately, it feels like it could be blown off the screen: blank space dominates the early chapters of the story, with barely shaded characters surviving through the arid minimalism. Constantly flowing between states, caught in the winds of its Provençal setting, characters, places and times disappear and evolve in moments, with the brief arrival of war dramatically thickening lines and stuttering that harmony. Eventually, as the forest begins to grow, Back’s page begins to fill in, with life and colour enlivening the parched screen. The short, pulsing strokes evoke Pointillism and become a natural carnival in celebration of a humble act of environmental kindness – one that Back himself took on in reality.


[image: Frédéric Back smiles and waves while holding an Oscar statuette in one hand.]

The Man Who Won Trophies. Frédéric Back with one of the two Academy Awards he won.



[image: A man in a red cap and a checked shirt carves a rocking chair with yellow swirls.]

What’s the Crac? Back’s 1981 short film follows the unlikely protagonist of a rocking chair through its lifecycle.


Embracing the lessons of his film, Back actually planted over 26,000 trees himself. And, when Isao Takahata travelled to Canada for his documentary, after first corresponding via mail years earlier, he was able to plant a tree with the man who so inspired him – a tradition Back had with all his guests. Conversing, the two masters of the form spoke interchangeably about art and nature; Back’s statement that “nature’s beauty is often the work of farmers” could easily be Takahata talking about his agriculturally underscored (and underrated) Only Yesterday (1991), while Takahata’s belief in the “tremendous life force of trees” is key to Back’s life and work.

Back would make one more film before retiring, The Mighty River (1993), an animated documentary about Canada’s St. Lawrence River, which explores its biological and topographic history, its symbiotic relationship to humanity and eventually its exploitation. After expressing his philosophy through fable and suggestion, he signed off from filmmaking more directly, maintaining his signature animated flow in which time, space and geography can collapse in an instant, but asking (via an English-language voiceover from Donald Sutherland) if the literal flow into environmental disrepair can be avoided. It’s a question still asked three decades later. Back died in 2013, but the power of his films endures, creatively and politically, with the internet (and perhaps this book) allowing more people to discover him, share his work and become even more trees in his forest.


[image: ] Further Viewing

Canada’s standing in animation history rests on its peerless tradition of short filmmaking, and the haven that it has provided for animators over the decades via the National Film Board of Canada (Office national du film du Canada).

In fact, Canadian animation is so closely associated with short films that even one of its most enduring cult features, the wild, and wildly uneven comic book adaptation Heavy Metal (1981), is a collection of shorts handled by multiple studios and animators, some in Canada and others abroad (such as the UK’s Halas & Batchelor studio). Heavy Metal director Gerald Potterton was born in the UK and cut his teeth on Halas & Batchelor’s Animal Farm (1954) but emigrated to Canada to work on productions funded by the National Film Board, including the Oscar-nominated My Financial Career (1962) and Christmas Cracker (1963).

He wasn’t the only one: many great filmmakers moved to Canada to work with the NFB, including world-renowned innovators and pioneers such as Norman McLaren (Neighbours, 1952), Caroline Leaf (The Street, 1976), Ishu Patel (Bead Game, 1977) and Co Hoedeman (The Sand Castle, 1977). The NFB has also supported filmmakers around the world, including many mentioned in other chapters in this book, such as Georges Schwizgebel (The Man With No Shadow, 2004), Claude Barras (co-director of Land of the Heads, 2008), Kōji Yamamura (Muybridge’s Strings, 2011) and Joanna Quinn (Affairs of the Art, 2021).

Working through the NFB filmography is essentially an immersion course in animation history and practice. Contained within, you’ll find experiments in drawn-on-film animation (Begone Dull Care, 1949), pixilation (where human subjects are manipulated frame by frame), sand and paint-on-glass animation, stop-motion and early computer animation (Hunger, 1974). These overtly experimental works sit alongside a treasure trove of more conventional but no less distinctive films made in hand-drawn 2D and CG-animated styles, including gems by Richard Condie (The Big Snit, 1985) and Alison Snowden and David Fine (Bob’s Birthday, 1993).

Making animated shorts rarely makes financial sense, and so the NFB’s cherished status as a government-funded public body gives it the freedom to fund innovation and to showcase under-represented voices and viewpoints, most recently with films such as Inkwo for When the Starving Return (2024), directed by stop-motion filmmaker Amanda Strong, the latest in a growing body of works that foreground Indigenous stories and experiences.

If you find yourself with a spare afternoon, you could do much worse than diving into the NFB’s website and exploring the scores of animated films they have supported. Start with the above and continue through its enviable library of 6 Oscar winners and 38 total nominees. That second number is significant: only Disney has produced more Oscar-nominated animated shorts, and the gap is closing by the year.


[image: A street scene with a person in a yellow top screaming with arms raised as a car collides with another car, causing it to flip. A dog, houses and smoke clouds fill the background.]
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Across the Board. The National Film Board of Canada is home to a wildly diverse library of short films, from Richard Condle’s The Big Snit (left) to stop-motion Amanda Strong’s Inkwo for When the Starving Return (right).
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USA

Once Upon a Dream



[image: ] Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs

Supervising Director: David Hand

Released: 1937

And so, we come to Disney. If this book were written in the style of a sweeping fairy tale, our grand villain may well be the great Disney empire. The Walt Disney Company has had a chokehold on family entertainment for decades, so much so that the company’s own fortunes have an impact on mainstream animation as a whole.

Today, they’re the imperialists of cinema, harvesting intellectual property and crowding out the competition with their spectacular, merchandisable franchises filled with sequels, prequels, remakes and spin-offs. Pixar, Star Wars, Marvel and Walt Disney Animation Studios itself are load-bearing pillars in this monolithic, ever-present cathedral of content.

For many of us, our first film experiences were watching Disney films, and for much of culture at large, Disney is animation. However outdated that notion may be, it has proved to be useful to have such a totemic presence looming over animation history: an accepted norm to co-opt, compete with, fight against or deviate from. Many filmmakers in this book have been christened (or cursed) with the shorthand of being their country’s answer to Disney: dream weavers beloved by audiences of all ages. Disney cracked the formula and epitomized a certain style of popular animation, one that’s by turns magical, emotionally engaging, stylistically safe and ultimately conservative.


[image: Walt Disney looks down at miniature models of the Seven Dwarves arranged in a line.]

The Founder. Walt Disney, a titan of world animation, pictured with miniature models of his iconic dwarf characters.



[image: A vintage poster titled 'The Miracle of the Movies' features Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs in a colourful illustrated frame with bold text.]

The Miracle of the Movies. This poster for the initial release of Snow White promised a whole new, magical world of animated cinema – and the film delivered.



[image: Snow White stands at the foot of a bed, smiling at seven dwarves, who sit up, under a patterned quilt.]

Magnificent Seven. The gang of dwarfs are now household names, but there were several alternate characters left on the drawing board, including Jumpy, Wheezy and Baldy.


But in this corner of our Atlas let’s wind back the clock to the 1930s, when Walt Disney’s dream of making a feature-length animation was anything but a safe bet. These were the days of the Golden Age of (American) Animation, an era of great innovation and huge popular success, with household name characters including Mickey Mouse, Popeye and Bugs Bunny among many others. Crucially, these miniature marvels were all short films, and despite their clout with the public, they were still standing in the shadow of live-action cinema.


[image: Snow White kneels in a forest clearing, surrounded by deer, squirrels, rabbits and birds who look up at her.]

With a Smile and a Song. Snow White is the source of many Disney traditions, including the long-running line of Disney Princesses.


Walt Disney started developing what would become Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs in 1933, settling on the German fairy tale popularized by the Brothers Grimm as a compelling, magical story. “[Snow White] has every element that makes for great entertainment. It has comedy galore, romance, pathos, excitement, and suspense,” Disney later said. It also had the potential to travel around the world. A tour through Europe in 1935 confirmed to Disney that the studio’s brand was strong enough to make the leap to features: in certain cinemas, Disney’s one-reel shorts were receiving top billing on cinema marquees, above their live-action counterparts, or they were being compiled into all-Disney feature programmes.

Back home, teams of “storymen” and story sketch artists were fleshing out the plot, its characters and world: finding a more uplifting, positive tone than the notoriously dark Grimm original. As production began in earnest, upwards of 500 crew members were brought on board (although some sources put that number north of 750), so team structure proved to be pivotal for such an ambitious production. David Hand, a veteran director of Disney shorts, was given the role of Supervising Director, leading a team of five Sequence Directors, while characters themselves were placed in the care of several senior artists, credited as Supervising Animators.

Over the course of the three-year-long production, budgets spiralled and the project became known as “Disney’s Folly” – a sure-fire box office bomb that would send the creator of Mickey Mouse back to shorts with his tail between his legs. How wrong they were! A popular anecdote, shared by Walt himself, tells of a tense visit from the Bank of America executive Joe Rosenberg when the budget had ballooned to six times the original estimate. Disney pulled out all the stops to impress the reticent Rosenberg, who barely batted an eyelid all day – before saying to Walt, as he climbed into his car to leave, “Walt, that thing is going to make a hatful of money.”


[image: The Evil Queen in disguise leans through a stone window, holding a red apple in one hand and a basket of apples in the other.]

Queen Witch. The original iconic baddie, the Evil Queen set the standard for countless compelling Disney villains.


Snow White was a worldwide smash. For all its innovations in sumptuous production design, vivid colours and painted backgrounds, catchy songs and divine dance sequences, its major success lies in the remarkable consistency of its world, tone and look. Despite being divided up into separate sequences and crafted by scores of individual artists, Snow White is convincing as a feature film – one that invites you to lose yourself in it. And within it, there are standout scenes that still impress today, from the playful characterization of the dwarfs themselves, to the Evil Queen’s tempestuous transformation into the aged witch, to the perilous, expressionistic sequence of Snow White’s frightful flight through the haunted forest (which is partly to blame for the film’s “A” rating on its UK release in 1938 – requiring kids under 16 to be accompanied by an adult).

Snow White was not the first animated feature – in this book alone, we have Lotte Reiniger’s The Adventures of Prince Achmed (1926), which predated it by more than a decade (see page 70) – but it might as well have been. Disney had perfected a fresh, new, exciting art form on first try, and that “Disney Magic” was developed across a golden streak of now classic films, before the United States’ entry into the Second World War put a pause on feature production. Across Pinocchio (1940), Fantasia (1940), Dumbo (1941) and Bambi (1942), we see a consolidation of the studio’s house style, principles put in place by Disney’s core animators, a group now known affectionately as the Nine Old Men, and passed down from generation to generation. And yet, watch these films with unclouded eyes, and you’ll find them to be more experimental and innovative and risky than nostalgia and corporate narratives would have us believe.

It’s easy to take Disney for granted, and hard to see past the parks, the cruises and the endless content. Yet, venturing through their library is a journey worth taking. And, since our history as animation lovers started with a podcast, it’s only fair that we recommend one to lead the way: Disniversity, a delightful romp through the peaks and troughs of the Disney Animation story, hosted with infectious enthusiasm by Ben Travis and Dr Sam Summers.


[image: The prince leans over to kiss Snow White, who lies asleep with flowers on her chest and her hands crossed.]

Kiss Alive. Whether it makes you swoon or cringe, Disney’s depiction of a true love’s kiss cemented the trope for generations to come.




[image: ] The Nightmare Before Christmas

Director: Henry Selick

Release date: 1993

First, let’s get that possessory credit out of the way. Yes, it’s Tim Burton’s The Nightmare Before Christmas: he drew some initial sketches, wrote a poem, and pitched the idea to Disney when he was still an unknown quantity in the early-mid 1980s.

Years later, it was a different story. By that point, Burton had jumped ship and made a name for himself with Beetlejuice (1988), Batman (1989) and Edward Scissorhands (1990). Literally so: “Tim Burton” was turning into as much of a brand and overarching aesthetic as it was a simple filmmaker’s name. And so, Disney wanted a piece of Burton.

But you could make the argument – and many have – that this Nightmare belongs just as much to director Henry Selick, screenwriter Caroline Thompson, composer and songwriter Danny Elfman or “visual consultant” (read: initial model designer, storyboard and concept artist) Rich Heinrichs. There are many fingerprints all over this perennial classic. Yet more than anything, the film’s enduring appeal is down to its ability to cross over between holidays, generations and demographics, and to be embraced by endless waves of spooky kids and stop-motion fans alike.

It’s testament to the riches of the Disney Renaissance period that, while they were on a roll with blockbusters like The Little Mermaid (1989), Beauty and the Beast (1991) and Aladdin (1992), studio bosses Jeffrey Katzenberg and David Hoberman found space in the slate for this offbeat project: its title is a pun on the opening of Clement Clarke Moore’s festive poem, “A Visit from St. Nicholas” (often called “The Night Before Christmas” after the first line), and its form a spin on seasonal specials, such as Rankin-Bass’s stop-motion Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer (1968).

Like Jack Skellington, the King of Halloween Town who finds himself dreaming of a more festive vocation, The Nightmare Before Christmas drew from well-worn tradition while pushing into new territory. It found its filmmakers at a creative turning point, too: Burton shuffling out of the shadows and into the mainstream; Elfman abandoning the hyperactive new wave of his band Oingo Boingo in favour of no-less-eccentric orchestral scores for film and television; and Selick, emerging as a filmmaker after years working on the fringes in a more experimental vein. (Track down his gloriously grotesque idents for MTV, or the wildly creative, mixed-media short Slow Bob in the Lower Dimensions.)


[image: A poster for 'Tim Burton's The Nightmare Before Christmas' shows Jack Skellington standing on a spiral hill against a full moon.]

Welcome to My Nightmare. The addition of producer Tim Burton’s name to the film’s title is still controversial today.



[image: Two men stand on a film set filled with props and models. One adjusts a puppet under the lights and equipment.]

Tim & Henry’s 18 million dollar movie. The former CalArts buddies reunite to revolutionize mainstream American animation.



[image: Jack Skellington, dressed as Santa Claus, grabs Santa while sinister characters stand nearby in Halloween Town.]

Season’s kidnappings. At the heart of Nightmare’s unique appeal is the collision of Halloween fear and Christmas cheer.



[image: A Christmas tree lies toppled in a room, surrounded by ornaments, with a striped leg sticking out from beneath it.]

Wreck the halls. Scenes in which Halloween Town’s vision of Christmas goes awry are a devilish delight.


Burton and Selick met as students at the California Institute of the Arts. After graduating, both were funnelled into staff jobs at Disney, but neither was an ideal fit for the production line: they needed freedom to be themselves. But whereas Burton brought together influences including kitsch Americana, Universal monster horror and the twisted sensibilities of Charles Addams and Edward Gorey, Selick was deeply
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