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AAAAHHHHHHGGGGGGG….I just wanted to make a puppet!!!!!!!

(Or “Reconciling the needs of the learner with industry standard practice.”)

The good news is that you are not on a professional production – you are here to learn about stop motion animation, and the essential skills and processes used to make puppets and props. You do not need to have any prior experience of sculptural materials or knowledge of the animation process to achieve this. You simply have to have the energy, money and disposition to enter into a series of in depth investigations into materials and fabrication. Some of you may already have a qualification in animation or a related subject and have enrolled on this course with a view to gaining work experience in the animation industry. In this case, you will be encouraged to follow basic industry procedures, starting with the delivery of a full set of design documentation, which is the subject of our first lecture. 
You are here to learn what you need to know in order to enable to make the film you want. No more, no less.
Designing for stop motion – Knowing what you want to make.
The term “Animation” covers a vast range of processes, genres, techniques and technologies. Everything from Traditional stop motion to virtual reality, from Disney to Shrek,and  from full length feature films to 30 adverts on the TV can be described as expressions of the animated form.

If we chose to simply examine the term “stop motion” animation there is still a very wide range of output which falls into this broad classification. 

Consider the most well known and mainstream examples of the art of stop motion animation…Childrens TV such as “Postman Pat” and “Bob the builder” come to mind, along with the obvious feature films of the last 10 years  such as “Coraline”, “The Corpse Bride” and of course the very successful TV and film work produced by Aardman animations – “Shaun the Sheep” “Creature comforts” and the “Wallace and Grommit” films and shorts. 

A quick examination of characters from these well known animated films and shorts shows how much they differ from each other in terms of the visual aesthetic…let us also consider how they are similar.
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Puppets and sets from independent short films.
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Puppets and sets from student productions.
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How to avoid generic clichéd or poorly considered designs.
Designing for stop motion is a complex activity, and one that varies wildly from project to project (and from designer to designer) Without a very clear design strategy the stop motion animator is always in very real danger of losing production time due to poor design or shoddy fabrication. 

In real and practical terms, every stage can and frequently does overlap other stages, and certain processes occur in tandem to other production activities.  It is difficult to present the design and development cycle for stop motion production as a clearly defined series of activities which occur in a chronological or even linear fashion. However, without some form of map, or development cycle, it can be very difficult to navigate through the “process” of designing and making stop motion puppets in the context of teaching and learning, and to that end, let us attempt to define a design and development cycle in a bid to illustrate an ideal production schedule in these terms. 
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So what is the point of this illustration?

To illustrate the importance of seeing your fabrication in terms of the overall production arc, and to help you to recognise the importance of having key pre visualisation aids at pre production level.

The fundamental point of reference should always be the narrative. In a conventional narrative, there is usually a recognisable character or series of characters to be designed.

What should the narrative tell us?

First, the narrative will identify what it is we need to design. Is my piece orthodox or abstract? Is it aimed at children or adults? What style does it appropriate?
For orthodox/conventional narrative
 An established “Story” with environments, characters etc

· Who is the character?

· What is the style mood and tone of the story you are telling?

· What emotions do you wish to convey?

·  What message you want to communicate?

· What actions or performance is required of your character?

For Non conventional narrative 
(Abstract or experimental techniques such as sand or ink on glass, object pixilation etc) the “character” can be a more nebulas concept, and may be constantly shifting, morphing or may even be nonexistent. However, the spirit, tone and mood of the piece will still require careful consideration at the design stage in order to give your film impact and a clear direction. In this case, key design elements such as recurring visual patterns or motifs, composition and audio design will all play a vital role in giving your work meaning.

In your capacity as students who have declared stop motion as your chosen technique on a production module, the time to resolve (as far as possible) these design issues is in the period of time running up to your pitch. It is impossible to successfully fabricate something as complex as a stop motion puppet without a clear design statement or manifesto. Of course this will change slightly as you begin to explore materials and processes, but at your level as students of animation lack of experience in practical materials based fabrication is not an excuse for a conceptually weak or poorly designed character. It is often the case in industry that the design of a stop motion character is designed by an individual who has little or no understanding of how this character will be built. That is a very liberating position to take, and one that I recommend you try to adopt early in the production… one of total freedom to distort, develop and stylise your design to better serve the needs of the story. In this way, you are more likely to arrive at an innovative and fresh design well before you embark upon the fabrication process. If you have confirmed a good and appealing design in pre production, and you are committed in seeing that design through to completion, you will work harder at achieving an elegant design solution in fabrication, where you may find it necessary to adapt modify and adjust certain aspects of your design in response to unforeseen factors, such as your own how certain materials look and behave, or indeed, to your own lack of experience and skill as sculptors, engineers and fabricators. If your design is weak to begin with, you run the risk of allowing your lack of skill with certain processes to be the deciding factor in the look of the puppet. This leads to a very generic low process look that we can all recognise.
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There is a generic cartoony/realistic style with these puppets that just screams poor design concept. Why?

A strong concept and an elegant design solution can not only raise the entire aesthetic of a film, but can also make the fabrication process easier. Stylising a character can shorthand details which are tricky to create (Facial expressions, emotive response etc) 

· Stylising - to design something in a particular artistic style

Links to examples of character concepts which have successfully stylised the design.

http://www.stephanehalleux.com/
http://www.jessicajoslin.com/jessica/index.html#
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wEgftat01rs
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-4VpC5VO_D4
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Why do these designs appear more successful that the previous solutions?

Some successful and appealing designs, each one is very appropriate to and sensitive to both the materials and the story it comes from.

So how do we arrive at a strong and appropriate design concept?

concept art.

As part of your pre-production, you will have produced a number of drawings/designs which will have helped you to reach a final design solution for your character. This was your opportunity to develop your concept, and to move it away from obvious early sketches to more carefully considered and developed concept work. 

If you feel that your designs are not resolved, you will need to address this before moving on.

]
Concept art focusing on external detail is key in your pre production decision making, but as you move into fabrication, they become less and less useful, and the tools that a model maker will require become vital.

· Macquette.

· Scale Drawing

· Model Sheet

The most important piece of concept art for the model maker’s perspective is the macquette. 
Have a look at these examples

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maquette
http://www.google.co.uk/imgres?imgurl=http://www.davidbellstudio.com/stopmotion/images/line-of-sculpts.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.davidbellstudio.com/stopmotion/illumin.html&usg=__NGKARnCrbeaLciD1CprITvRLfV0=&h=540&w=720&sz=127&hl=en&start=1&zoom=1&um=1&itbs=1&tbnid=ws17VaFv0dHIJM:&tbnh=105&tbnw=140&prev=/images%3Fq%3Dsculpts%2Bfor%2Bstop%2Bmotion%26um%3D1%26hl%3Den%26sa%3DN%26rlz%3D1R2ADFA_enGB341%26tbs%3Disch:1
A macquette does not need to move, or to be flexible, light and durable. All of this issues can be shelved at this point, so that you can concentrate on important decisions/solutions which will impact on the aesthetic success of the character.  A macquette should endeavour to address and realise all of the key visual decision making.
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If the puppet is to be made using fabric solutions with a polymer clay head, then the macquette should show that key decisions such as the shape and proportions of the puppet, along with costume details etc have been made. These may need to be further modified at a later stage in order to improve performance and function, but it is really important that a decision on the aesthetic look is reached now. 

A simple model, made in plasticine is a good start, but unless you are intending to design a character with that typical “claymation” look it is simply not good enough. 

Making a scale drawing

A stop motion puppet is simply a tool. That tool has a form, and a function. The scale drawing deals purely in function, and can only be properly addressed when the form is fully resolved. A scale drawing deals with the placement of a rigid skeleton or armature inside the flexible covering or skin of the puppet. This armature must be able to do three fundamental things

1) It must be strong enough to stand upright and firm (even in an unbalanced position) against gravity, and against the weight of the skinning material and against accidental contact or unintended manipulation by the animator.
2) It must be flexible enough to move freely and easily into any position required by the narrative. The force needed to move it cannot be so great that the skinning material is disturbed every time an action is performed.
3) It must be capable of being attached to the surface of the animation table using a system that will hold it firmly but also release it easily if necessitated by the narrative.
A scale drawing is an essential tool used to address the issue of the proportions, size and strength of your armature.

To produce a scale drawing, you will need to select or produce a basic outline diagram type drawing of your character from your concept art. You will also need the exact proportions of the joints or wire strands and bones you will be using. I would recommend that you use the actual joints or wire frame and bone as a reference, especially in the joints to be used in the ankle and toe. 

Select the concept art drawing which is most successful in terms of proportion and aesthetic appearance and sketch an outline of your puppet from the front in a neutral pose, it is a good idea to produce the initial drawing on graph paper, and to use the graph squares to keep the shape symmetrical. This shape should be actual size.
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Note the stance of the puppet. It is displaying no character traits, nor is it in performance mode. This type of drawing is similar to diagrams of flat packed furniture in its nature.  Chris Webster has described this process as “Pinning the Character out” as one would a butterfly, or a frog to be dissected.  The annotations are business like and practical. They all address issues of construction, and design. It is inappropriate to annotate this type of drawing in terms of the personality of the puppet, or in terms of the narrative of the sequence.  

It is to be recommended that you spend time on your scale drawing. Getting it right at this stage can save you having to begin again down the line. In terms of your own practice, this type of drawing makes an ideal illustration in evaluating your process. 

Of course, if you have the skills, a drawing of this nature can be achieved digitally. 

1) With your ruler, calculate the dimensions of the ankle joint, and reproduce it in the appropriate position inside the outline of the puppet. 

2) Adjust the outline if necessary. There should be enough room to allow you to apply the skin, in whatever method you have decided upon. (at this point you may need to compensate for aesthetic considerations.)

3) When you are happy with the proportions, go over your pencil line with a fine liner. 

4) Erase the pencil line, and photocopy your outline onto graph paper several times. This is for consistency throughout what may become a series of drawings. It’s also insurance in case you mess it up. It is also a good idea to scan the image into a computer at a high resolution.

5) Approaching each joint in the position it should be in to create the most natural movement, carefully draw each joint in place at actual size using the correct proportions. A simple line drawing, in diagram form is fine.

6) Identify the size of K&S to be used, and sketch that in at the head and wrists, again using the actual proportions. 

7) Measure the thickness of the rod you will be using, and connect up the joints. You may need to adjust the aspect in pairs of joints in order to preserve the symmetry of the drawing.

8) Fill in your breast plate and pelvis, and adjust any elements which are not successful, aesthetically or technically. 

9)   Carefully ink over your pencil lines with your fine liner, and erase any construction lines or mistakes. 

10)  Again, scan this drawing in at a high resolution, and photocopy it.

11)  Annotate the drawings appropriately. One could be adapted to cover material costs; one could indicate every measurement, etc.

12)  Date and sign the drawings. A good professional version of this type of drawing can be found on page 67 of the book  “Stop Motion Craft Skills For Animation” by Sussannah Shaw. This design was produced five years ago by John Parsons of Aardman animations for U.W.E. The final result is still being used as a training puppet on the three month course.

These design tools, the scale drawing, the macquette etc. then forms the “Brief” for the model maker to begin the task of experimenting, exploring and developing physical tests on materials, techniques etc to help to reach a decision on the fabrication approach in terms of the aesthetic of the character.
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If the puppet is required to perform complex actions, such as lip sync, an investigation into approaches to lip sync should begin now. It is really important that you engage in an intensive period of research and testing as early as possible in the production. You can develop an approach to lip sync with paper shapes under a line tester now that will help you to resolve design issues with the head further down the line. Lip sync requires an extremely high problem solving ability, and support for that can only take place in the form of one to one advice sessions.

There is also a considerable learning curve in terms of the animation process. Even the most experienced animator needs to “warm up” to a production, and this warming up time needs to be factored in to the schedule.
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