
2020         3             www.animationmagazine.net 

(ƝƮƜƚƭƢƨƧ�Ż�&ƚƫƞƞƫ�*ƮƢƝƞ

F RU�DQLPDWLRQ�VWXGHQWV��VFKRRO�LV�GHˉQLWH-
ly the perfect place to learn the basics of 
the craft while expanding their personal 

and creative horizons. And with so many op-
portunities and new frontiers opening up for 
the art form, it’s no wonder that so many of 
WKH� WRS� DQLPDWLRQ� VFKRROV� DUH� ˉQGLQJ� IDV-
cinating ways to prepare their students to 
make the most of it.

So here we present some of the most 
SRSXODU� DQG� RULJLQDO� FODVVHV� RIIHUHG� DW� ˉYH�
RI� WKH� WRS� DQLPDWLRQ� VFKRROV� LQ� WKH�8QLWHG�
6WDWHV��6RPH�RI�WKHP�ˉQG�QHZ�ZD\V�WR�LQVWLOO�
WKH� IRXQGDWLRQV�� ZKLOH� RWKHUV� RIIHU� ˊLJKWV�
into unknown territories. Either way, it’s an 
excellent example of the depth and quality 
of animation education available to students 
looking to take the art form by storm.

Slice of Life
Filmmakers have increasingly recognized 

animation’s utility as a documentary tool 
and incorporated it into feature and docu-

mentaries. CalArts professor Pia Borg helps 
students explore those techniques in a class 
called Imagining Reality, part of the school’s 
experimental animation program.

“The distinction between documentary 
DQG� ˉFWLRQ�� WKDW� ERXQGDU\� LV� UHDOO\� EHFRP-
ing quite elusive in all areas of cinema,” says 
Borg. “We’re entering into an age where re-
ality is more shocking than fantasy … and 
students are really attracted to working with 
QRQˉFWLRQ�VXEMHFWV�ȣ

The class is geared toward MFA students 
and consists of a series of screenings and 
discussions with students creating four short 
works in the class around a series of differ-
ent briefs. One such brief might be to make 
D� ˉOP� DERXW� D� ORFDWLRQ�� RU� GR� D� SRUWUDLW� RU�
DQ�DUFKLYH�HVVD\�ˉOP�WKDW�GUDZV�RQ�KLVWRULFDO�
subjects. 

“We often associate documentaries with 
capturing the real or showing reality,” says 
Borg. “Animation is really interesting because 
you’re able to capture aspects that can’t be 

ˉOPHG��D�SHUVRQȠV�LQWHULRU�VWDWH�RU�HYHQWV�WKDW�
haven’t been captured.”

The class usually has 12 to 14 students and 
demand is high for the class, which draws 
students from disciplines outside animation 
LQ�WKH�ˉOP�DQG�YLGHR�GHSDUWPHQW��7KH�FODVV�LV�
open to any technique, be it stop-motion, 2D 
animation or CG. 

CalArts students’ success stories include 
Danski Tang, whose thesis short 8PELOLFDO, 
won the silver medal in the international 
VKRUW�ˉOP�FRPSHWLWLRQ�DW� WKH������/RFDUQR�
Film Festival, and Samantha Gurry’s thesis 
:LQQHUV�%LWFK, which was selected for the To-
ronto International Film Festival. 
7KH� FKDQJLQJ� GHˉQLWLRQV� RI� ZKDW� FRQVWL-

tutes a documentary and the growing accep-
tance that documentaries have always been 
and always will be constructions aligns the 
FODVV� ZLWK� H[SHULPHQWDO� ˉOPPDNLQJ�� %RUJ�
says. 
Ȣ([SHULPHQWDO� ˉOPPDNLQJ� GRHV� GLVWLQ-

guish itself from journalism,” she says. “Stu-

Class Acts
2XU�DQQXDO�ORRN�DW�ˉYH�RI�WKH�PRVW�LQQRYDWLYH�DQG�SRSXODU�DQLPDWLRQ�DQG�9);�FODVVHV�WDXJKW�LQ�FROOHJHV�DURXQG�WKH�FRXQWU\�

By Tom McLean

Reality Bites: CalArts graduate Samantha 
Gurry’s thesis project :LQQHUV�%LWFK was 
selected for the Toronto Int’l Film Festival.

http://www.animationmagazine.net/
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dents are dealing with emotional subjects  … 
LWȠV�DERXW�ˉQGLQJ�D�WUXWK�LQ�WKH�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ�
and the tone and acknowledging that the 
YRLFH�RI�WKH�ˉOPPDNHU�LV�D�SDUW�RI�WKH�ZRUN�ȣ

Adventures in Motion 
Motion design is a growth area for anima-

tion, and Ringling College of Art and Design 
SUHSV�VWXGHQWV� LQWHUHVWHG� LQ� WKH�ˉHOG�ZLWK�D�
realistic simulation of the job.

The core curriculum, established in 2009, 
addresses the main skillsets required for a 
motion design career: concept development, 
an understanding of branding and market-
ing and the technical skills required to de-
liver a working screen-ready product, says Ed 
Cheetham, head of the school’s motion design 
department.

The senior project production studio class 
UHFUHDWHV�WKH�HQYLURQPHQW�VWXGHQWV�ZLOO�ˉQG�
in a real studio, and requires students each 
VHPHVWHU� WR� SURGXFH� VL[� ˉQLVKHG� SURGXFWV�
chosen from a roster of briefs. 

“It gives them a very accurate expectation 
of what their turnaround time is,” he says. “We 
don’t tell them how to solve 
the problem, we just give 
them the challenge.”

Examples of briefs in-
clude creating a piece for 
Extinction Rebellion, con-
veying the importance of 
voting for Civic Nation, cre-
ating AR apps for the Mel-
low Mushroom restaurant 
chain, scoreboard graphics 
for the Tampa Bay Lightning 
KRFNH\�WHDP�DQG�ˉOP�WLWOHV�
sequences. 

Students are given practical skills they need 
to function in the workplace, such as how to 
work with art directors, taking notes during 

meetings and following up with coworkers. 
“The students that have graduated say that 

class prepared them the best for the indus-
try,” says Cheetham, who adds recruiters say 
Ringling grads are the best-prepared students 
they’ve ever hired.

Nickelodeon has hired 14 program grads 

in the past three years and one student was 
named to The Rookies platform for emerg-
ing digital artists. Classes are kept to about 
15 students and meet twice a week for three 

hours at a time. 
And the future is expected to continue 

to grow for this segment. “Everybody needs 
some sort of graphics on the web, online, ad-
vertisements,” he says. “Everything is turning 
into a screen.”

Powered by Unreal
The animation program at 

1<8ȠV�7LVFK�6FKRRO�RI� WKH�$UWV�
requires students to expand on 
the fundamentals they learn 
with special topics, exploring 
such new frontiers as VR with 
the Unreal Engine, which was 
ˉUVW� WDXJKW� DW� WKH� VFKRRO� LQ�
2015.

Taught by associate profes-
sor Phil McNagny, the program 
VWDUWHG� ZLWK� D� GRQDWLRQ� RI� ���

95�KHDGVHWV�IURP�RQH�RI�WKH�ˉHOGȠV� WRS�WHFK�
companies, Oculus, which was especially in-
terested to see what students could do with 
the new medium.

“I don’t want to say it’s uncharted territory, 
because obviously there are a lot of practitio-
ners out there by now. But what I always ap-
preciate about Oculus is that, back when they 
made this donation, they made it clear that 
they’d love to see the student work just be-
cause they’re sort of feeling their way through 
this as well,” says McNagny.

A dozen students are in each class and are 
tasked with creating a VR experience, which 
includes creating assets, learning to use Epic’s 
8QUHDO�(QJLQH�FUHDWLRQ�VRIWZDUH��GRLQJ�VRPH�
VFULSWLQJ�DQG�GHPRLQJ�WKH�ˉQDO�SURMHFW�DW�WKH�
end of the semester. “It’s pretty intense, you 
get a lot of work done in a short time,” he says.

The process is very much one of trial and 
error. “So much of it is just kind of feeling their 

continued on page 6

Dragon Quest: 
Inspired by the 

art of Mary Blair 
and Eyvind Earle, 
Ringling students 

Paul Detlin and 
Liv Lenhoff cre-

ated the stunning 
AR project The 

+ROH�LQ�WKH�:DOO�

Prize Winner: Sheridan graduates Michelle 
Chua and Aileen Dewhurst’s animated short 
7KH�)R[�	�7KH�3LJHRQ is nominated for an 

Annie Award this year.

‘We often associate documentaries 
with capturing the real or showing 

reality. Animation is really interesting 
because you’re able to capture 
EWTIGXW�XLEX�GER´X�FI�½PQIH��E�

person’s interior state or events that 
haven’t been captured.’

— CalArts professor Pia Borg

http://www.animationmagazine.net/
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way through the dark,” says McNagny. “Either 
they get assistance from their classmates — 
of course they get assistance from me, I do 
provide a lecture every class 
SHULRG�ȞbEXW�\RX�NQRZ� LWȠV�D�
little bit where the onus of 
making this is theirs to bear.”

While some students have 
attempted narrative VR proj-
ects, most create environ-
ments. McNagny says one 
student recreated her favor-
ite part of a park that over-
looks the Golden Gate bridge 
in San Francisco, while an-
other created a racing game. 
One student created a simulated space shut-
tle launch game, in which the user has to ex-
HFXWH�D�VSHFLˉF�VHTXHQFH�RI�FRPPDQGV�ZLWK�
their hands to get their transport into orbit 
successfully. 

Graduates have landed jobs at companies 
like Oculus and Baobab Studios, and the 
class enriches the school’s overall animation 
program. “Certainly The VR class has been 
a great asset in our toolbox in terms of the 
classes we teach,” says McNagny.

Mapping Out a Career
86&�ZDV�WKH�̄ UVW�XQLYHUVLW\�WR�RIIHU�D�EDFK-

HORUȠV�GHJUHH�LQ�ˉOPPDNLQJ��DQG�LV�UHQRZQHG�
for educating innovators such as George 
Lucas and Robert Zemeckis. The addition in 
1996 of the John C. Hench Division of Anima-
tion & Digital Arts continued its dedication 
to teaching cutting-edge techniques such as 
a course in projection mapping, added in the 
IDOO�RI������

Hench DADA chair Teresa Cheng says that 
while projection mapping has been around 
for a while, interest has been growing as the 
technology has advanced. 

The class is titled Projection Mapping 
Design & Production, with instructor Jordan 
Halsey overseeing a class of about a dozen 
students. 

Cheng says the class is equal parts tech-

nical and creative work, with the goal being 
to teach student industry standards, how to 
create projection mapping and create images 
WKDW�WKH\�FDQ�SURMHFW�RQWR��'�VXUIDFHV�RI�DQ\�
type. “It could be a building, it could be a tree, 
it could be a cake, it could be a sculpture,” 
Cheng says.
7KH�FRXUVH�ˉWV�LQWR�86&ȠV�RYHUDOO�IRFXV�RI�

teaching animation students to be content 
FUHDWRUV�DQG�ˉOPPDNHUV�ZKR�FKRRVH�DQLPD-
tion as their medium, Cheng says. “We try to 
actually impress on them there are so many 
different things out there, especially now, 
that they can get into and have good oppor-
tunities to be creative and also have a viable 
career.”

Projection mapping has been used to 
create immersive experiences at concerts, 
project the New Year’s Eve countdown onto 
buildings at Grand Avenue in downtown Los 
Angeles, and to brand entire buildings for 
movie premieres or other special events.  

“There’s a lot of op-
portunities out there for 
our students when they 
leave us to become part 
of these new efforts,” 
says Cheng. “Projection 
mapping is so cool be-
cause it’s a shared ex-
perience … it’s not so 
lonely.”

Sharing a Tale
While having each 

VWXGHQW�FUHDWH�D�ˉOP�LV�VWDQGDUG�IRU�PRVW�DQL-
mation schools, Sheridan College in Canada 
UHˊHFWV� WKH�FROODERUDWLYH� UHDOLW\�RI� OLIH� LQ� WKH�
industry with its third-year fall-semester course 
Storyboarding: Advanced Story Structure. 

continued from page 4

FUTUREFUTURE
ANIMATE YOUR

SVA’s innovative and practical  
graduate, undergraduate and 
continuing education programs 

teach the traditional craft and latest technology skills 
necessary to meet the demands of the industry. The 
proof of our success is in our alumni representation 
throughout animation's most prestigious companies, 
like Pixar, Blue Sky and DreamWorks.

STUDY ANIMATION AT THE

SCHOOL OF VISUAL ARTS

BFA COMPUTER ART,COMPUTER  
ANIMATION AND VISUAL EFFECTS

BFA ANIMATION

MFA COMPUTER ARTS

Master the creative, technical and narrative 
skills necessary to meet the growing needs of 3D 
computer animators and visual e!ects artists.

Learn traditional and digital 2D techniques 
in this drawing intensive BFA program with 
an emphasis on storytelling.

A nationally ranked graduate program  
emphasizing creative experimentation  
and a multidisciplinary approach to making  
art and telling stories with computers.

DIVISION OF

CONTINUING EDUCATION
O!ering professionals opportunities to  

stay current with their skills or find a  
new passion in animation and computer  

art, among many other areas of study.

FIND OUT MORE AT

SVA.EDU

Hands On: Ringling’s motion 
design students work with 
faculty on demo reel reviews 
at the open lab.

‘When you’re working on your own 
thing it’s not like working on a real 
ERMQEXIH�½PQ��%RMQEXIH�½PQW�EVI�

much more collaborative than even 
PMZI�EGXMSR�½PQW��-�½RH��FIGEYWI�XLI�

story is kind of derived from boarding 
and everybody has a kick at the can.’

— Sheridan faculty member James Caswell

A sequence from the innovative VR 
SURMHFW�FUHDWHG�E\�1<8�7LVFK�6FKRRO�RI�

the Arts graduate Bettina Avila.

http://www.animationmagazine.net/
http://sva.edu/
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Taught by full-time faculty 
member James Caswell, the 
class divides the entire third-
\HDU�FODVV�LQWR����ˉOP�JURXSV�
to pitch an idea and develop 
it, starting with beat boards, 
moving to storyboards and 
development art and continu-
ing into the spring semester 
for production as a three to 
four minute short.

“When you’re working on 
your own thing it’s not like 
ZRUNLQJ� RQ� D� UHDO� DQLPDWHG� ˉOP�� $QLPDWHG�
ˉOPV�DUH�PXFK�PRUH�FROODERUDWLYH�WKDQ�HYHQ�

OLYH�DFWLRQ� ˉOPV�� ,� ˉQG�� EHFDXVH� WKH� VWRU\� LV�
kind of derived from boarding and everybody 

has a kick at the can,” Cas-
well observes. 

Faculty serve as mentors, 
offering advice but leaving 
the rest up to each group of 
students to decide among 

themselves. 
Ȣ,WȠV� WKHLU� ˉUVW� FUDFN�

at trying to make a col-
ODERUDWLYH� ˉOP�ȣ� VD\V�
&DVZHOO��Ȣ7KH\�ˉJXUH�RXW�
how a story works in 
front of an audience, and 
that’s something that in 
WKH� ˉUVW� FRXSOH� RI� \HDUV�
here they don’t get.” 

Along the way, students 
learn professional grace 
notes, such as putting in 
their best effort on proj-
ects that may have come 
from other group mem-
bers, making sure they 
don’t drop the ball and 
leave their team hang-
ing at a crucial point, and 
OHDUQLQJ� WR� ˉ[� D� SURMHFW�
when it isn’t working.

“Often, seven weeks in, 
they’re changing their idea, and I 
tell them not to change their idea 
but what they do, is they have to 
rethink and make sure it’s land-
ing,” he says. “It’s landing with 
them, but it’s not landing with the 
broader audience.”

The class earned praise from 
Sheridan alumna Domee Shi, who 
directed the Oscar-winning short 
Bao for Pixar. A project developed 
in the class, 7KH�)R[�	�7KH�3LJHRQ 
directed by Michelle Chua and Ai-

leen Dewhurst, is nominated for best student 
ˉOP�DW�WKLV�\HDUȠV�$QQLH�$ZDUGV��

“It’s really intense because there’s eight 
months they work together on these things at 
student work stations, but they live with each 
other for about eight months so I think they 
learn a lot about how to work with people,” 
Caswell says.X

CalArts School of Films/Video
ˉOPYLGHR�FDODUWV�HGX

School of Visual Arts
sva.edu

Ringling College of Art & Design
ringling.edu

USC’s John C. Hench Division of Animation & Digital 
Arts

cinema.usc.edu/animation

Sheridan College
sheridancollege.ca

‘I don’t want to say it’s uncharted 
territory, because obviously there are a 
lot of practitioners out there by now. 
But what I always appreciate about 

Oculus is that, back when they made this 
?:6�IUYMTQIRXA�HSREXMSR��XLI]�QEHI�MX�
clear that they’d love to see the student 
work just because they’re sort of feeling 

their way through this as well.’

— NYU’s Tisch School of the Arts VR instructor Phil McNagny

Like Life: CalArts graduate Danski Tang’s powerful short 
8PELOLFDO�KDV�UHFHLYHG�PXFK�FULWLFDO�SUDLVH�ZRUOGZLGH�

Winners’ Club: Pixar’s Domee Shi, 
who directed the Oscar-winning 
short Bao last year, is a
proud Sheridan College alum.

http://cinema.usc.edu/animation
http://www.animationmagazine.net/
http://filmvideo.calarts.edu/
http://sva.edu/
http://ringling.edu/
http://sheridancollege.ca/

