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Animation: A Reflection of our 

Society in the 21
st

 Century. 

Mickey Mouse Trap, Artist Unknown 

 

Introduction 

 

“Cartoon” is a word thrown around lightly to describe animation.  The likes of Mickey 

Mouse and the famous yellow family from Springfield dominate our general perception of 

animation.  “Silly characters doing silly things.”  Laughs and gags may be on some of the 

labels that are attached to animation but beneath the surface, animation is an art medium.  

To animate means to bring to life.  Animation is the replication of life.  To be an animator 

you must understand how life moves, why it moves and how it feels.  When we watch an 

animation we watch an artist’s reinterpretation of their understanding of life.  

 

Animation is not recognized as an art medium, however.  Animation is listed as an 

“industry”.  This is perhaps due to the fact that the animation world is dominated and 

overshadowed by the two large pillars of the medium, Disney and Ghibli, who are famous 
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for their merchandise production line.  When I approached my tutor about writing an essay 

on proving “Animation is Art”, he replied:  “But isn’t that a given?”  

According to The Arts Council of Ireland, this is not the case. The Arts Council of Ireland do 

not give funding to animation because they label it as an “industry” and not as “art”.  

 

I began writing this essay to investigate animation as a whole.  I wanted to dissect 

animation and break it down into its core elements.  I wanted to understand the appeal of 

animation, its capabilities and potentials and most of all I wanted to understand what it is 

as a medium.  I understood that animation is a series of sequential images gathered to 

create something that appears to be moving; the illusion of life.  But if making a film, why 

make an animated film?  An illusion could never compete with reality.   So, why choose 

animation at all?   

 

Despite this thought, there appears to be an ever rising appeal for animation.  We need 

only look to Ireland to understand that.  Currently as it stands, animation is Ireland’s 

largest grossing medium in the media industry.   Over the past twenty years there has 

been an increase in the production of animations for adults, with the likes of Family Guy 

(1999-), Bojack Horseman (2014-), Rick and Morty (2013-) and many more.  What is it 

about animation that appeals so much to this generation? 

 

In this thesis I investigate the appeal of animation; what about it appeals to an audience, 

and what kind of audience is that.  I have studied the capabilities of animation in 

comparison to live-action, to show just what the medium is capable of.  Finally, I have 

investigated the medium of animation as a whole and as a form of “fine art”.  Through the 

exploration of animation I will reveal the connection between its capabilities and its appeal 

to society and, by observing these qualities, I can highlight the potentials of animation as 

an art medium and establish its place in the fine art world.  Art is a reflection of society, an 

illusion. And what better reflection depicts our society today than animation; as you shall 

soon see... 
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The Appeal 

 

Animation is a beautiful spectacle of artwork and movie making combined.  It combines 

two of my greatest passions, painting and cinema, while also incorporating comical 

elements like the storyboarding in a comic - that over exaggeration which takes it a step 

beyond reality or a step back from reality in its subtle details, details we might miss in live 

action. 

Jo-Jo’s Bizarre Adventure: Diamond is Unbreakable (2016) 

 

It is the beauty of minimalism combined with energy of exaggeration that takes you beyond 

reality and plunges you deep into the world of the imagination where everything makes 

sense, somehow.  Every over exaggerated movement is understood, every subtle flicker of 

colour connects with you because this is a world you live in every day.  This is the world of 

the subconscious.  Animation brings situations that you experience or play out in your own 

mind onto the big screen in front of you. When you watch animation you are watching the 

world of imagination brought to life as close as it can be, in an illustrated form.  When you 

imagine how situations play out in your own mind there is always a little sense of 

surrealism to them compared to how they would actually play out in reality; it becomes 

heightened. 

 

When you watch animation you understand it because it has been drawn from the world 

that has existed longer than the reality you live in today.  For some, animation will not 

affect them as much as it does others because they have been immersed within the world 

of reality more than they have their own mind and its imaginings.  But there always lies 
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that connection deep within everyone that ties straight back to childhood when they would 

have spent a substantial amount of time delving into the world of the imagination.  You can 

go back further still, back before you had even developed eyes to see.  You lived in your 

subconscious for 9 months before you reached the word you live in today.  Perhaps you 

would have been conscious of the physical events taking place around you, but this 

ingestion or gestation period is spent in deep sleep; immersed totally within in the 

subconscious.  This is the inner child that Disney reaches out to and it exists in everyone. 

Snow White and the Seven Dwarves (1937) 

 

Animation, therefore, is a familiar world where one can easily immerse themselves in; 

escaping reality. Those who spend a lot of time caught up within their own heads, even as 

grown adults, may tend to be drawn to animation.  However they will most likely seek out 

something richer or something with more depth than what is supplied in the likes of a 

Disney movie, or in a Looney Toons cartoon.  They want something tailored to their age 

group, as do we all, in almost everything in life. Young adults may turn to something 

targeted towards a more mature audience. Ghost in the Shell (1995), for example is a dark 

sci-fi anime (Japanese animation) adaptation of a manga created by Masamune Shirow.  It 

follows the story of a cyborg agent, Motoko Kasunagi, who works for an elite secretive 

police force who are trying to hunt down a criminal known as “The Puppet Master”.  The 

anime poses philosophical questions on what it means to be human and if it is possible for 

A.I.’s (Automated Intelligence) to have a soul. 
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Mamoru Oshii, Ghost in the Shell (1995) 

 

The topics this anime covers, as well as the violence and dark psychological games that it 

plays with the audience, are not qualities that can be put into children’s animations but are 

perhaps qualities that a more mature audience will crave. 

 

Animation has become a lot more popular over the past twenty-plus years.  Today’s 

generation, have been brought up in a world where escapes from reality exist around 

every corner: in video games, in social media, even in the simple act of texting.   

 

Texting has become a huge part of everyone’s lives and with the unlimited potential of the 

internet anyone can be found, reached and contacted.  We can text a friend who is 

reclining on a beach in the tropics while we sit in a log cabin by the fire in the Arctic (if the 

Wi-Fi is good enough).  When we text, our brain becomes divided.  One part of our mind is 

focused on the physical act of texting while the other part will subconsciously play out the 

conversation.  A part of us never really leaves our imagination.  For people we know and 

have met and understand, we will read their texts in our thoughts as we imagine they    

would.  Our Imaginations give character to the static words of a text message so that we 

can make a better judgement in how the sender wants us to decipher the message.  For 

example, a text message saying: “I don’t care about anything right now!” could be 

interpreted in a multitude of different ways.  Obviously, any conversations had before the 

arrival of this text message would affect its standpoint.  If the sender was on holidays in 
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the tropics the receiver can assume they are relaxed.  If the sender has been in an 

argument and is possibly flustered with rage we might assume that they are about to do 

something reckless.  The characteristics of the sender would also be taken into account 

from the reader - perhaps the sender has a carefree personality, perhaps they can get 

easily upset, or perhaps they have a short temper.  When reading a text message our 

subconscious accumulates all of this information that we know about the sender and their 

state and imagines for us exactly how this person would be speaking right now if they 

could.  Additions such as “emojis” or “GIFs” are often used to help aid with this deciphering 

processes and allow the conversation to become more immersive.  The likes of emojis can 

exaggerate emotions and suddenly the conversations taking place within our imagination 

become more animated.  Below is a statistic released by Experian Marketing Services  

of the amount of texts on average sent a day by people of different age groups. 

Kenneth Burke, How Many Texts Do People Send Every Day? (2016) 

 

According to these readings the majority of today’s generation are most likely to be texting 

every day, always lost within their own imaginations.  So when people view an animation, 

they understand the over exaggerated movements and the simplistic details.   

Scott McCloud discusses “the cartoon” as an icon in his book Understanding Comics: The 

Invisible Art. 
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Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art, Scott McCloud (1993) 

According to Scott McCloud in “Understanding Comics”, when two people interact they are 

often looking directly at each other, seeing their partner’s features in vivid detail. Each one 

also sustains a constant awareness of their own face.  But this “mind-picture”, as McCloud 

puts it, is not nearly so vivid; just a sketchy arrangement, a sense of shape, a sense of 

general arrangement.   This sketchy sense of shape could be similar to that of a cartoon. 

 

 

Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art, Scott McCloud (1993) 

It could then also be argued that any imagined expressions we might substitute for a 

person that we converse with over text for example would be similar to that of a cartoon.  
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In fact, the world of imagination as a whole can almost relate entirely to that of the cartoon 

world.  Any scenario you might play out in your mind’s eye, such as planning out how you 

make your way down to the shop later or how you imagine your dream holiday will go, will 

never be an exact replica of reality.  Instead, when you imagine a situation or conversation, 

you imagine a rough sense of how it will play out; you imagine a moving cartoon, an 

animation within your own mind. 

 

When I use the world “cartoon”, however, I do not simply refer to the likes of Mickey Mouse 

or Popeye.  Although these characters are incorporated into the overall style that is 

cartoons and as previously summarized by Scott McCloud, cartooning is the abstraction of 

an image through the stripping down of an image to its core details to depict a stronger 

more immediate meaning.  This is one of the reasons why director, Satoshi Kon only 

directs in animation.  Having fewer details to focus on, highlights the more important 

details.  This allows the audience to absorb information much faster, which allows for Kon 

to edit far more quickly in his work.  This is something I will expand on later in this essay. 

 

To summarise all that has been mentioned previously: there has been an increase of 

people escaping reality into this cartoon world within their minds.  Therefore, there are 

more people familiar with the cartoon world and more of an appeal for it in today’s 

generation.  Animation is simply another escape from reality, a place where the audience 

becomes each of the characters on screen and who can easily project people from their 

own lives onto the characters around them, making the whole animation feel a lot more 

personal. 
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The Capabilities 

 

To discuss the capabilities of animation I will analyse the works of Satoshi Kon, with 

Paprika (2006) being the central example of how to make an excellent animation.  I will 

also be referencing, Taylor Ramos and Tony Zhou, video essay Satoshi Kon - Editing 

Space & Time for a lot of this. If there’s one thing Satoshi Kon excelled at, it was editing.  

Paprika (2006) is a movie about dreams and reality, a movie that Christopher Nolan 

actually took a lot of inspiration from before making his feature film, Inception (2010).  

Paprika follows the story of a psychiatrist who is able to enter patients' dreams using a 

recently invented device called the “D.C. mini”.  This new invention breaks down dreams 

into movie-like scenes which can later be watched from a computer.  The potential of this 

device develops throughout the movie with its capabilities warping and changing as the 

story progresses.  Later in the animation dreams start to become invaded by others and 

people start to have dreams planted into their subconscious and start to experience 

dreams whilst awake.  Kon, blurs the lines between dreams and reality until the 

characters, along with the audience, become unable to tell them apart and question reality 

entirely.   Many of Kon’s films are about people existing between two or more worlds; 

dreams, memories, nightmares, movies, life and he looks at the interaction between them.  

Kon was famous for his use of matching scene transitions which he would often use to 

connect these worlds.  Match cuts are used continuously throughout Paprika,  at first using 

them to connect dream sequence to dream sequence. 

 

However, as reality and dreams become more connected and the boundaries between 

them blurred, the matching scene transitions start bringing us from reality into dreams and 

visa versa.  Below is an example of psychiatrist, Atsuko Chiba, entering the dream world 

as Paprika, her alter ego.   
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Paprika (2006) 

Kon loved ellipses and would often jump past parts of a scene. This scene is also a 

reflection of his notoriously fast editing.  In this scene we move rapidly from Atsuko Chiba’s 

thought of entering someone’s dream to her being within the dream, all within the time it 

takes you to blink. 

 

Kon is famous for his quick editing and seamless transitions.  Often while watching a 

movie by Satoshi Kon you could blink and lose track of where you are.  In the opening 

credits of Paprika, we see the main character Paprika leave a diner, hop behind what looks 

like a man on rollerblades, and appear on his t-shirt.  The guy with the t-shirt skates 

towards the frame to reveal Paprika who then goes from a static image on a t-shirt to 

hoping up and smiling at the camera as the camera frame widens to reveal a new street 

scene.   
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Paprika (2006) 

 

To give an idea of just how dense Kon’s use of matching scene transitions can get, the 

opening four minutes of Paprika has five dream sequences and every single one of them 

is connected by a match cut.   

 

To give a comparative example to this, the opening fifteen minutes of Christopher Nolan’s 

Inception (2010), has four dream sequences with only a single match cut.  Sometimes Kon 

would stack transitions back to back, so that you are just be getting used to one scene 

before you are thrown into the next one.  Even when not dealing with dreams he was a 

very interesting director.  As Is previously pointed out, Kon loved ellipses and would often 

jump past parts of a scene.   
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Paprika (2006) 

He might show a man jumping out of a window in one scene and then fade out... 

Paprika (2006) 

...to a scene we don’t understand, reveal that this is a dream... 
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Paprika (2006) 

..move out of that scene and explain the conclusion of what happened with the man 

leaping out of the window... 

Paprika (2006) 

...and then return to that previous scene.    

 

In the video essay, Satoshi Kon - Editing Space & Time, Ramos discusses how much he 

loves the way Kon dealt with character deaths.  In Tokyo Godfathers (2003), an old man 

dies and the windmills in his house stop.  Then it transpires that he is alive and the 

windmills a start up again.  When the scene finishes the windmill shot does not repeat but 

you will notice that they are not moving, implying that he is dead.  Ramos goes on to talk 
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about how Kon was always showing one image and then revealing it wasn’t what you 

thought it was. 

“Your experience of space and time became subjective.” 

Satoshi Kon - Editing Space & Time 

Kon could edit in a lot of ways live-action filmmakers could not.   According to Ramos, Kon 

has said that “he didn’t want to direct live-action because his editing was too fast.” For 

example there is a scene in Tokyo Godfathers (2003), where a character inserts a note 

into his pocket which happens within ten frames.  In a comparable shot from Robot & 

Frank (2012), Frank Langella, playing Frank, steals a small figurine and slips it into his 

back pocket. This scene takes up 49 frames.  Kon believed he could draw less information 

in the shot so your mind could read it faster.  Directors such as Wes Anderson do this with 

certain scenes; remove visual information so the action can read faster.  In Wes 

Anderson’s, Moonrise Kingdom (2012), there is an action scene where a boy is suddenly 

stabbed by a pair of scissors.  To immediately deliver the swift and violent act of attacking 

someone with a pair of scissors, Wes Anderson simplifies it down to two frames. 

 

Wes Anderson, Moonrise Kingdom (2012) 

  

There is just enough information for the audience to read what happened and it is fast 

enough to deliver a sudden dramatic shock to the audience. 

There are moments where Kon delivers information so fast in his movies that they only last 

a single frame. Kon will jump from one frame to another in rapid succession. When 

information is given to the audience like this it becomes subliminal. None of this was for 

cheap effect, however. Kon believed that we each experienced space, time, reality and 

fantasy at the same time as individuals and also collectively as a society.  Kon’s style was 

an effort to depict this through pictures and sound.  In his ten years of filmmaking Kon 

pushed animation in ways that were not really possible in live-action.   Kon achieved this 

not only with elastic-images but also with elastic-editing; a new way of moving from image 

to image, scene to scene. 
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An excellent summation of Kon’s work can be seen in the last movie he ever made, Ohayo 

(2008). The movie is a one minute long story illustrating how it feels to get up in the 

morning.  In the first few seconds of the short, his clever use of music comes into play 

which reflects the current theme of this animation.  A melody is played with the same 

melody played over it but just a fraction out of sync.  After cutting to a few images of a 

young ladies bedroom, the next shot is of a young woman lying in bed.  The woman rises, 

her character is de-saturated and in blue tones like the rest of the room, but what is the 

most noticeable is the fact that she is slightly transparent and has left a second copy of 

herself behind which remains lying in bed. 

Ohayo (2008) 

The young woman continues in her morning routine with her second self soon following up 

behind her repeating her previous actions.  As the woman starts to wake more and more 

the distance between her and her second self, shortens until they meet as one fully 

saturated smiling image in bright orange and yellow hues. 

Ohayo (2008) 
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The Medium 

 

Animation will never compete with live action on an emotional level.   

“emotion itself is not ‘actable’. 

...So no matter how much, how wonderful a character you’ve got, or how much it can 

express emotion, that is not enough... 

...the illusion of life is not the same thing as acting, that structured performance.” 

AWN - FMX 2017 Professional Spotlight: Ed Hooks (2017) 

 

“A stage actor performs in the present moment... 

A stage actor is taught that indication (showing the audience how you feel) is an acting 

error.  He learns to stay in the moment, playing off the reality of whatever his scene 

partners are doing.” 

Ed Hooks, Acting for Animators (2003) p.x 

 

The actor must feel the emotions that their character experiences; immerse themselves in 

the roll.   

“A stage actor’s art requires that he be psychologically visible on stage.”  

Ed Hooks, Acting for Animators (2003) p. x 

An actor never questions what facial expression they need to make; “should I raise my 

eyebrows to look surprised?”  An actor simply becomes the character and acts on the 

fleeting moment reacting to their fellow actors.  An actor never looks back, never focuses 

on the emotion itself, to do so would break the immersion.  What we see in their 

performance is genuine feelings, not an act, ironically. 

 

An animator is at a disadvantage when it comes to this.  They need to be asking questions 

such as: “should he raise his eyebrows when he’s surprised?” because the animator is 

creating life from scratch.  Every movement, every tiny expression needs to be drawn onto 

a blank sheet.  An animator creates the illusion of life.  Unfortunately, an illusion will never 

compete with reality.  Ed Hooks exclaims:  

“Actors learn that once a moment is gone, it’s gone for good, but animators have to pitch 

camp at intersections of movement and emotion.  For the stage actor, it is an error to 

attempt re-creation of the performance he gave yesterday.  For the animator, the ability to 

re-create - and describe - yesterday’s performance is essential” 

Ed Hooks, Acting for Animators (2003) p. xiv 
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An emotion expressed in animation will never be genuine.  What we observe in animation 

is an emotion that has been tailored and considered, for sometimes hours by the animator.  

Realism will often be sacrificed to adjust the action to the style of the animation.  The 

emotion may be simplified so it does not to feel out of place.   Sometimes, however, due to 

this simplification, we might understand the information given to us faster than we would 

an emotion observed in a live-action.  An emotion in animation will often be clearer due to 

our eyes having less information to process.  Animation allows for the amplification through 

simplification; an idea that I will discuss in greater detail later in this essay.  To give an 

example for now: when observing an actor’s performance unconsciously we are aware of 

every detail in that scene; every micro movement of the face, each strand of hair on the 

actor’s head, the weave of their clothing, the wrinkles on their brow.  All of this information 

is processed.  In animation we see only what the animator wants us to see.  Certainly the 

character might have hair or clothes but the details will be simplified.  Our attention is 

brought to a pinpoint focus, on the important information that the animator wants us to see.  

We have less information to digest which gives us more time to focus on the more 

important details, such as the smile that a character has made.  With an actor we may 

ponder if their smile means that they are happy or just being polite, but when we see an 

emotion delivered by an animated character it will be instantly recognizable, unless the 

animator intended otherwise. 

 

Fred Moore’s character and personality analysis of Mickey Mouse, as presented in The 

Illusion of Life: Disney Animation (Thomas and Johnston 1981) reads as followed: 

“Mickey seems to be the average young boy of no particular age; living in a small town, 

clean living, fun loving, bashful around girls, polite and as clever as he must be for a 

particular story...” p.551 

Mickey Mouse is certainly an icon of the animation world of course, and Fred Moore was 

one of the Giants of animation, being one of the first to point out that cartoon characters 

could think.  But to agree with Ed Hooks’ reaction to this: “the complicated 3-D characters 

that are being created by animators today cannot get by with such simple character 

analysis./ What the heck is an “average boy” anyway?” 

Friz Freleng explains that, in the earliest days of animation, it was enough just to make the 

character’s move:  
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“make ‘em walk, make ‘em run, make ‘em turn around, make ‘em talk to each other, in 

pantomime, of course.  But you didn’t distinguish one from another, they all did it the 

same.”   

Merritt and Kaufman,  Walt in Wonderland: The Silent Films of Walt Disney(2000) , p.81   

Emile Cohl, Fantasmagorie (1908) 

 

The likes of Mickey Mouse and Donald Duck are primal compared to the world of 

animation today.  Of course they will always carry their sentimental values and will be a 

reminder of where it all started for animation. 

 

Expectations for animation are much higher than they used to be and in-depth character 

analysis is essential.  Even Disney’s fairy tale era is coming to an end, with the likes of 

Moana (2016) and Brave (2012) trying to break the typical tropes repeated in past Disney 

animations and creating richer and stronger female protagonists who can be differentiated 

by more than what colour dress they are wearing.  In the past, Disney would have very 

distinct “Heroes” and “Villains”.  Take the witch from Snow White and the Seven Dwarves 

for example. Her objective is to kill Snow White so that she can become the fairest in all of 

the land. 

“The queen in Snow White had to be cold, ruthless, mean, and dramatic.  Nothing would 

be gained by developing her personality any further or by letting the audience discover her 

weakness.  Like a Shakespearean monarch, she had to be regal and beyond the reach of 

common people.” 

Frank Thomas and Ollie Johnston in The Illusion of Life: Disney Animation 
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Villain’s were kept black and white in order to keep them “villains” and nothing more.  If the 

audience were to feel sympathetic for the villain it would complicate the plot and would 

veer away from being true to The Brothers Grimm fairy tale, from which these stories 

originate.    

“Fairy tales don’t traffic in subtleties.  They require an archetype hero and villain, a moral 

conclusion, and that’s enough.” 

Ed Hooks, Acting for animators (2003) p.50 

Modern heroes and villains of the twenty-first century need to have more layers, the grey 

areas need to be filled. No one is all bad and no one is ever all good.  We all have our 

flaws, we all have our layers.   

Shrek (2001) 

“Layers. Onions have layers. Ogres have layers... You get it? We both have layers.” 

Shrek (2001) 

Children only need to see something incomprehensible and they will understand it later. 

Hayao Miyazaki, director of Ghibli studios is a master of capturing “the essence of 

humanity”  Miyazaki’s characters feel real.  When you watch a Miyazaki character move 

and interact with the world you don’t feel like you’re observing a “cartoon”, you feel like you 

are observing something with genuine life, a figure who carries memories and emotions.  

Miyazaki humanizes his characters through their subtle movements. We see characters 
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who don’t have to think about what it is they are doing, and so we see them at their most 

primal, their truest self.  Miyazaki tends not to focus on large flashy movements in his 

animations but the more subdued subtle ones.  The character’s presented to us come with 

familiar idiosyncrasies. Whether it’s Chihiro in Spirited Away (2001) tapping on her shoe to 

make sure it is on correctly, or in Ponyo (2008) the little boy Sosuke, sucking on his thumb 

when he hurts it after throwing away a rock. 

Chihiro tapping on her shoe, Spirited Away (2001) 

Miyazaki brings an attention to the subtleties of people and understands what it means to 

be human.  His characters are always an amalgamation of the entire spectrum of 

emotions. There is never a dichotomy of “good versus evil” present in his films. Miyazaki 

proposes a theme of morality that is complex.  Everyone in a Miyazaki movie displays both 

elements of tenderness as well as elements of savagery.  None of his characters are 

simply one thing or another.  Miyazaki builds layers into all of his characters. 

Hayao Miyazaki’s academy award winning animated feature film, Spirited Away (2001) 

tells the story of a ten year old girl, Chihiro who gets transported to the spirit world.  All of 

his characters are incredibly rich and diverse with complex morals but there is one in 

particular that stands out for me.  Kamaji, is a large spider-like man with six arms and he 

operates the boiler room of the bath house.  He is minor character in the overall plot but I 

want to take him as an example of how even in the most minor of characters in a Miyazaki 

film, are given just as much depth as any other character.    



23 

 

When we are first introduced to Kamaji, he comes across as a very terrifying and perhaps 

mindless, monster.  The whole build up before the encounter between him and Chihiro is 

similar to that between Ofelia, and “The Pale Man”, in Guillermo del Toro’s 

 dark fantasy, Pan’s Labyrinth (2006). The young girl Ofelia, must retrieve a magic dagger 

guarded by a monster called “The Pale Man”.  Fear of the unknown is what keeps the 

audience on edge through both of these scenarios.  Both protagonists are warned about 

the dangers of each “man” before encountering them.  When we first meet Kamaji he is a 

hunched figure shouting orders to the little soot sprites that work for him.  We fear for 

Chihiro but there is no evidence yet that her life is in danger. In contrast to this, when 

Ofelia enters the room guarded by The Pale Man, we are shown depictions on the walls of 

him eating little children.  The camera even pans down to a large pile of empty children’s 

shoes.  It is made obvious to us that this creature is dangerous.   

Pan’s Labyrinth (2006) 

As mentioned previously Miyazaki’s characters are never all bad.  In fact Kamaji, turns out 

to be quite a lovely old man despite everyone else’s opinions on him.  After proving her 

worth to the old man, Kamaji, protects her from Lin, a worker in the bathhouse, by 

pretending to be Chihiro’s grandfather.  Later on in the story a rampaging dragon, Haku, 

comes crashing into the boiler room, wounded.  Kamaji immediately begins to help and 

then later tends to Haku’s wounds.  Kamaji understands Chihiro’s feelings towards Haku 

and goes on to talk to her about love almost nostalgically. We are not shown or given any 

insight about his life outside of the boiler room and yet we feel that this character has a 

large enough story to take up a movie all to himself.  Even his name: “Kamaji”, or “Boiler 

Geezer” as he’s called in the original Japanese version, indicates that he perhaps had his 
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name taken by Yubaba, the witch who runs the bath house.  Or quite simply, it’s Miyazaki’s 

way of satirically telling the audience that this is his only roll in this movie.   

 

Chuck Jones, the creator of Looney Toons would get the animators who worked for him 

out into the world and study nature and life.  He believed you can only learn so much from 

static books. Jones, understood that imitating things is funny.  If you capture an action just 

right, you can make someone laugh. We laugh when we understand.  When someone tells 

us a joke and delivers that final punchline we laugh because we connect the dots and 

have an “Ah ha!” moment.   Laughter is our way of informing people that we understand 

something.  And so the only way an animator could recreate funny scenarios like these 

was to get out and study life in action. 

Bugs Bunny in “Rabbit of Seville” (1950) 

 

Alé Abreu, director of Boy and the World (2013), understood that we blink when we 

process a thought.  Blinks are often thrown into animation when “it feels right”. Boy in the 

World, tells the story about a seven year old boy who has lived in the countryside his 

whole life and knows nothing about the world, until he ends up losing his parents and has 

to navigate his way through it.  Everything the boy discovers is new to him.  However, 

when the boy sees something that is familiar to him, like a butterfly for example, he blinks, 

because he understands what it is.  On the other-hand, when the boy sees a parade for 

the first time he is wide eyed; he has never seen anything like this before. 
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Boy and the World (2013) 

 

But what is the value of having such an in-depth understanding of life?  If animation can 

never compete with acting on an emotional level, what is the point of animation at all? 

Animation is only a mere replication of life.  But therein lies the very value of animation.  

Animation is the reinterpretation of life depicted by the artist who created it.  To be an 

animator is to understand life itself, how it moves, why it moves, how it feels, and to be 

able to recreate that moving and that feeling of life through artistic interpretation. 

“Picasso’s earliest paintings were very realistic.  Examine his Nude Study of Jose Romain 

(1895) and Science and Charity (1897), and you’ll see realism worthy of Michelangelo.  He 

could not have executed Seated Old Man (1970) or Two Women of Algiers (1955) without 

first having learned the basics.  His cubist work would have been impossible without a firm 

foundation in realism.” 

Ed Hooks, Acting for Animators (2003) p.1 

Animation is art.  Art does not try to compete with reality.  Art is a reflection of reality; of 

society.  Art makes us question life.  When we admire art, we admire the artists creation.  

In comparison to it’s ancient counter parts, such as painting and sculpture,  animation is no 

more than a new born baby.  According to Donald Crafton in Before Micky- The Animated 

Film (1982), Emile Cohl’s 1908, “Fantasmagorie” was probably the very first animated 

cartoon.  If this is true, animation is only a little more that one hundred years old. 

The world of animation certainly has a long way to go, with large businesses such as 

Disney and Ghibli casting great shadows over the medium.  But these industries are the 
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pillars that have established the medium and paved the way for the animators of the 

future.  The hard work is done, the technical tools have been forged.  Similar to how 

Giotto, Masaccio and Botticelli paved the way for the artists of the High Renaissance, we 

need now only look forwards to the rise of the Leonardos and Michelangelos  of the future 

in animation. 
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Conclusion 

 

The Arts Council of Ireland do not give funding to animation because it is labeled as an 

“industry” and not “art”.  I figured that this might be due to the fact that the creation of 

animation most often requires an entire team.  The task of one artist creating an entire 

animation on their own is a colossal task, and so this is generally avoided.  So most of the 

time, yes an “industry” of sorts is formed.  But the same could be argued for film, which, 

according to the arts council, is classified as “art” and is funded. 

Perhaps it’s due to the fact that the animation world is dominated and overshadowed by 

the two large pillars of the medium, Disney and Ghibli. Disney and Ghibli are notorious for 

the commercializing of their movies through merchandise etc. 

 

 

Frozen merchandise at Disney on Ice 

However, the production of merchandise in no way relates to the production of animation.  

It can also be argued that any commissioned artworks would also be considered commer-

cialized works.  In which case the likes of Leonardo’s works, which were nearly entirety all 

commissioned pieces, would therefore not be considered “fine art”.  With the likes of Dali 

waking up each morning and simply engraving a plate…  
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“My best days are those on which I earn $10,000 before breakfast by engraving 

a plate for my own amusement and which end up with a $50,000 cheque that I 

pocket after a fine gourmet dinner”  

Salvador Dali 

…or the likes of Damien Hirst, who asked a factory build him a 3D, plastic man over 21ft 

tall, which he had taken from a biology book, and then sold  to Saatchi & Saatchi for a mil-

lion pounds… 

 

Temple, Damien Hirst, 2008 

…you begin to wonder, “What is art?” 

Joseph Campbell’s opinion on art was that art either stops you entirely, or in moves you.  

Any art that moves you is pornography, but true art stops you entirely, mind, body and 

soul.  According to Scott McCloud, a romantic idea exists about the “Fine Artist”, the pure 

artist; the “pure artist” says to the world: “I didn’t do it for the money! I didn’t do this to 

match the colour of your couches! I didn’t do this to get laid! I didn’t do this for the fame or 

power or greed or anything else! I did this for art!” In other words: “my art has no practical 

value whatsoever, but it’s important”. 

The definition for “fine art” has been argued for years, but new artists are always proving 

that art can be more than what we see it as now. 

Andy Warhol showed that art can exist on a mass produced scale; so why not an anima-

tion, shared all over the world as a DVD?   
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Marilyn Diptych, Andy Warhol, 1962 

We live in a digital age information is transferred and transported through digital mediums, 

emails, hard drives, USBs; a DVD.  What is so wrong about embracing that? 

The likes of Bansky’s work shows how art does not need to exist within a gallery space. 

 

ENJOY YOUR LIE, Bansky 

Rothko wished for his works to have their own chapel along the road; a place where a 

wandering traveler could stop and meditate.  Yet, all his pieces ended up in museums, he 

slit his wrists. 

The comic does not exist in the mortar of a gallery nor does any form of art. 

Art is beyond what is shown in a gallery space. So why not as a moving image? An anima-

tion? A moving reinterpretation of life? 
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Art is a reflection of reality, it is a reflection of our society. And animation certainly is a 

reflection of our society today.  We live in a world where where information is acquired 

instantaneously. We live in a point in time where escapes from this world exist around 

every corner.  But these do not just exist as a single form; they exist in a multitude of 

different genres, platforms, mediums, take your pick.  Today’s generation communicate 

through a cyberspace, through instant messaging.  A part of us is always lost to the ether, 

lost in our own imagination as we send GIFs and emojis to our friends.  As we listen to our 

podcast while walking down the street our conscious is divided; one half imagining the 

host and his descriptions of the largest fungi in the world, while the other focuses on 

putting one foot in front of the next.  We are a society of the instantaneous and the virtual 

reality.  What is animation?  Animation is a genre of film that can deliver information faster 

than any other.  Animation is a virtual world we can easily immerse ourselves in due to it’s 

amplification through simplification.  Animation is the art medium.  Animation is an art form 

that reflects our society. Alongside video games and comics, animation is one of the three 

pillars of the art world of this generation.  Animation is an illusion of life. 

 

“Creating animation means creating a fictional world.  That world soothes the spirit of 

those who are disheartened and exhausted from dealing with the sharp edges of reality.” 

-Hayao Miyazaki 



31 

 

Bibliography 

 

Movies 

 

Boy and the World (2013) Director: Alé Abreu. Brazil: Filme de Papel. Animation, Film. 

 

Bugs Bunny in “Rabbit of Seville” (1950) Director: Charles M. Jones.  California: Warner 

Bros. Cartoons. Animation, TV. 

 

Fantasmagorie (1908) Director: Émile Cohl.  Paris: Émile Cohl. Animation, Film. 

 

Ghost in the Shell (1995) Director: Mamoru Oshii.  Tokyo: Production I.G.  Animation, Film. 

 

Inception (2010) Director: Christopher Nolan. California: Legendary Entertainment.  Film. 

 

Jo-Jo’s Bizarre Adventure: Diamond is Unbreakable (2016) Creator: Hirohiko Araki.  Tokyo: 

David Production.  Animation, TV. 

 

Moonrise Kingdom (2012) Director: Wes Anderson.  USA: Indian Paintbrush. Film. 

 

Ohayo (2008) Director: Satoshi Kon. Tokyo: MADHOUSE Inc. Animation, Film. 

 

Paprika (2006) Director: Satoshi Kon. Tokyo: MADHOUSE Inc. Animation, Film. 

 

Ponyo (2008) Director: Hayao Miyazaki. Tokyo: Studio Ghibli. Animation, Film. 

 

Robot & Frank (2012)  Director: Jake Schreier.  California: Stage 6 Films. Film. 

 

Shrek (2001) Animation, Film. 

 

Spirited Away (2001) Director: Hayao Miyazaki. Tokyo: Studio Ghibli. Animation, Film. 



32 

 

 

Snow White and the Seven Dwarves (1937) Director: David Hand. California: Walt Disney 

Productions. Animation, Film. 

 

Tokyo Godfathers (2003) Director: Satoshi Kon. Tokyo: MADHOUSE Inc. Animation, Film. 

 

Books 

 

Campbell, J. (1993) The Hero With a Thousand Faces.  London: Fontana Press. 

 

Crafton, D. (1982) Before Micky- The Animated Film. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press 

 

Grimm, J. and Grimm, W. (2014)The Original Folk and Fairy Tales of the Brothers Grimm: 

The Complete First Edition.  New Jersey: Princeton University Press. 

 

Hooks, E. (2003) Acting for Animators. London: Heinemann. 

 

McCloud, S. (1993) Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art. New York: HarperCollins 

Publishers. 

 

Merritt, R. and Kaufman, J.B. (2000) Walt in Wonderland: The Silent Films of Walt Disney.  

Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press. 

 

Thomas, F. and Johnston, O. (1981) Illusion of Life: Disney Animation. New York: Hyperion. 

 

Thomas, F. and Johnston, O. (1993) The Disney Villain.  New York: Hyperion. 

 

Articles 

 

Burke, K. (2016) How Many Texts Do People Send Every Day? Text Request.   

Available at: https://www.textrequest.com/blog/many-texts-people-send-per-day/ 

 

 

 

 

https://www.textrequest.com/blog/many-texts-people-send-per-day/


33 

 

Videos Essays 

Aidan CH (2016) The Simulated Camera | A Video Essay on Miyazaki and Kurosawa. 

Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2DIWjARYwDE&t=21s 

 

Asher Isbrucker (2016) The Immersive Realism of Studio Ghibli. Available at: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v6Q6y4-

qKac&index=13&list=PLgSE0UeWBWPAFtggbkM9zQsoFZoR4ysme&t=142s 

 

Channel Criswell (2014) Hayao Miyazaki - The Essence of Humanity. Available at:  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=52raDbtNpa4&index=8&list=PLgSE0UeWBWPAFtggbk

M9zQsoFZoR4ysme&t=518s 

 

Every Frame a Painting (2014) Satoshi Kon - Editing Space & Time. Available at: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oz49vQwSoTE 

Every Frame a Painting (2015) Akira Kurosawa - Composing Movement. Available at: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=doaQC-S8de8&t=83s 

Every Frame a Painting (2015) Chuck Jones - The Evolution of an Artist. Available at: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kHpXle4NqWI 
Gigguk (2017) Animation in Anime. Available at: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3uMlIg9gVdY 

Super Eyepatch Wolf (2017) Why You Should Watch/ Read Jojos Bizarre Adventure: 

Diamond Is Unbreakable. Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8xFZgPclu3c 

 

Interviews 

 

Animation World Network (2017) AWN - FMX 2017 Professional Spotlight: Ed Hooks. 

Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kb1KH540QlU&t=250s 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2DIWjARYwDE&t=21s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v6Q6y4-qKac&index=13&list=PLgSE0UeWBWPAFtggbkM9zQsoFZoR4ysme&t=142s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v6Q6y4-qKac&index=13&list=PLgSE0UeWBWPAFtggbkM9zQsoFZoR4ysme&t=142s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=52raDbtNpa4&index=8&list=PLgSE0UeWBWPAFtggbkM9zQsoFZoR4ysme&t=518s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=52raDbtNpa4&index=8&list=PLgSE0UeWBWPAFtggbkM9zQsoFZoR4ysme&t=518s

