Experimental Animation – Making and Meaning

by Vanda Carter 
This article was first published in the experimental animation magazine “Boiling” in 1996.
Not much has been written about experimental animation. The definition itself is vague. The generic body of animation sloppily called 'experimental' is usually defined by what it   is not: not narrative, not Walt Disney. Or else it is defined (again negatively) by the   production process: not tightly scripted, not studio produced, not adequately funded, not neat and tidy. Anything with a fine art bias, poor production values, unfashionable politics or just not fitting any of the conventional categories seems to be called experimental. There is spadework to be done to define what an experimental animation has been and is, rather than what it has been a reaction against and is not.

For me, experimental film peels back the surfaces of what seems to be real, what seems to be true, and looks and listens beneath and beyond. Most avant-garde film is not experimental and many TV adverts and the best documentaries certainly are.  I cannot offer a tight definition of what experimental film is, but I do know when I've seen one, because I feel excited.  My mind races and I see things differently. 
The animated film is free to roam and make connections where the live action image cannot go without tremendous expense or cannot go at all, into abstraction, into the unconscious mind, into multiple layers of metaphor, myth, symbolism and dream, into   awesome swiftness and staggering complexity, into the past and the future, into the core   of the atom, the heart of the volcano, the edge of the universe, into the processes and paradoxes of human perception.

As a maker as well as a watcher of experimental film, I have always been intrigued by the ways that the production process and the available technology influence themes and content. This relationship is too often ignored in analytical debate. Because animation is such a bizarre, often solitary process,  the process itself may give rise to these recurrent themes and preoccupations. 
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Norman McLaren working at his drawing board.
LIFE AS LAYERS OF CEL
A simple example: 2-D animators learn to spot cycles of action, repetitive event sequences which can be drawn once and used over and over again on layers of acetate; which may appear to interact but actually never touch. When cycle-spotting becomes a habit it seems that all of life can be broken down into a network of overlapping but separate cycles. Very short cycles - blinking, breathing, walking. Daily cycles - morning, noon and night; getting up, going to work, going home, sleeping. Weekly, monthly, annual and lifelong cycles...
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Still from “Tango” - Rybczynski (1980)
Zbingniew Rybczynski's film Tango (1980) uses multiple layers of cycles of people passing through a room as a metaphor for how people co-exist without connecting. 
CODED MEMORY AND THE CREATIVE PROCESS
The creative process is primarily intuitive and associative rather than rational and analytical. Right side of the brain rather than left. Most artists have had the feeling that their work is making itself, that they are a vehicle for ideas and images rather than the originator. Certainly, it is common for artists to be unaware of all the meanings and connections embedded in their work. Animators have rationalised this feeling in various interesting ways.
Len Lye passionately believed that we all carry within us inherited "old brain information", genetically stored collections of memory and imagery. Survival struggles and evolution are “Transcended by their refinement into symbols and myth which last beyond our graves." Art, to Lye, was a way to access this “old brain" knowledge and also an external carrier for it. 
Lye’s beliefs seem in accord with modern theories about the development of complex adaptive systems:

“In biological evolution, experience of the past is compressed in the genetic message coded in DNA. In the case of human societies, the schemata are institutions, customs, traditions and myths. They are in effect kinds of cultural DNA,”                                         - Murray Gell-Mann, California Institute of Technology. Quoted in “Complexity” (Roger Lewin 1993)
Stan Brakhage's multiple layers of image, abstraction, surface scratching, bleaching and colouring are motivated by his personal theory of hypnagogic closed eye vision. Brakhage believes that the visual experience is at the same time physical, psychological and poetic:

“Hypnagogic vision is what you see through your eyes closed -- at first a field of grainy,

shifting, multi-colored sands that gradually assume various shapes. It's optic feedback: the

nervous system projects what you have previously experienced - your visual memories – into the optic nerve endings. It's also called closed-eye vision. Moving visual thinking, on the other hand, occurs deeper in the synapsing of the brain. It's a streaming of shapes that are not nameable -- a vast visual 'song of the cells expressing their internal life.”

· From “Brakhage at Sixty” interview (1993)

THE ILLUSION OF MOVEMENT
Interestingly, Jan Svankmajer expresses a belief in an encoded past similar to Lye's, but extending, rather mystically, to objects, probably because he spends so much time in their company:
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Jan Svankmajer’s “A Quiet Week in the House” (1969)

“Objects conceal within themselves the events they have witnessed...Objects have their own passive lives which they have soaked up from the situations they have been in and from the people who have made them and touched them and lived with them...In my opinion it should be the purpose of any animation to let objects speak for themselves; so I don't actually animate objects. I coerce their inner life out of them."   
 
- from The Magic Art of Jan Svankmajer - Channel 4 documentary, 1992
Len Lye's first film Tusalava (1929) represents the ritual dance of a witchety grub - believed by Australian Aboriginal tribes to be the ancestor of human beings - and a spider-like predator which attacks the grub. Lye later decided that the images in Tusalava are intuitive representations of "antibodies and microphages". The film images may be read on multiple planes -as a visual celebration of movement and rhythm, as mythic memory, as literal genetic memory. Layers of meaning which Lye acknowledged he was ignorant of when he made the film.
I have had similar experience myself. When I made my film Mothfight (1986), I conceived it as a meditation on light and darkness, with the moth as metaphor for fear of light. Then someone said to me "But surely, it's about sex".  I denied it, then I looked at the film again. And sure enough, that reading of the images is there. As film makers, we are the last people qualified to analyse the underlying meanings of our own work?
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Mothfight
Since time began, people have been drawing pictures, striving to represent, define, analyse, control, worship and totemise the real and imagined world. Cave paintings reveal the impulse to draw movement - to capture the essence of movement in a still medium, to breathe life into an inanimate image. 
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Cave painting
Hans Richter saw his early animated film work- Rhythm 21 (1921) and Rhythm 23 (1923) as an extension of his abstract painting:
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Still from Richter’s “Rhythm 21” (1929)

“Painting and film are nevertheless the same thing for me; they are made by composing poetic images, they are not made from the logical, psychological, scientific story of events, they are not literature. Film is painting in movement."
Although they share techniques, animation is however, fundamentally different from drawing or painting. Each individual picture, each frozen moment is entirely subservient to the creation of movement. To animate literally means to give life, breath, soul. The creation of movement is linguistically almost synonymous with the creation of life. Most of us get part of our kick from making animation because in making still pictures move, we do feel engaged with something mystical. The expression playing God comes to mind.
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Still from “Ersatz” by Dusan Vukotic (1961)
"Animation !s...a protest against the stationary condition. Animation transporting movement of nature directly cannot be creative animation...To animate; to give life and soul to a design, not through the copying but through the transformation of reality".
   


- Collective statement of the animators of the Zagreb Studio (1956)

Norman McLaren neatly defines the difference between animation and drawing, and - in the face of so much philosophising and mysticism - pragmatically describes the interface between the animator and the animated movement as a manipulation rather than a creation or transformation:
"Animation is not the art of drawings that move. But rather the art of movements that are drawn. What happens between each frame is more important than what happens on each frame, therefore animation is the art of manipulating the invisible interstices between frames." 
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Strip of images from Norman McLaren’s scratch animation film Blinkety Blank" (1955)
What McLaren acknowledges is that we aren't really creating animation, in the sense of creating movement or life. Only the illusion of movement and life. Animation, like all cinema, is an illusion:
"The only movement of the cinema screen is one of which no one is aware - the movement of one picture off and another on." - Gilbert Seldes.
It is a spooky thought that cinema and television, the entire culture and communications revolution of the twentieth century, exists solely because the human eye has a design fault. The retina cannot cope with images being flung at it in quick succession. The brain gets confused. 
"For one half of the time that the audience is sitting in the cinema, it is sitting in total darkness without knowing it.” – Roger Manvell, “Film”
If evolution ever catches up with technology, will we have to go back to slopping paint on canvas? Or will we build faster and faster screen scanners? Maybe persistence of vision isn't a design fault, maybe evolution anticipated new technology..?
THE   ILLUSION   OF CONTINUITY
Actually our eyes sample life just as we sample film, in fraction of a second chunks. Every moment of our lives our brains are assuming that these sight-bites arriving down the optic nerves are sequential and connected. We work on the hypothesis that our past is followed by the present and will be followed by a future. Memory stores the past samples, our senses collect present information and imagination postulates our futures.
No one is more aware of the fragility of this useful but dodgy assumption than the animator whose business is the construction of the illusion of visual and narrative continuity
and whose basic tool is a snatch of perceptions lasting one twenty-fourth of a second. 
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Frames from "Recreation" by Robert Breer (1956)
PERHAPS?
Because our brain seems to be desperate for continuity, connection, sequence, the arrangement of disparate images, frame by frame, throws up strange associations and connections for the viewer. Robert Breer has often used this approach in his work. He took the technique to its extreme in his film Images by Images 1 (1954):
"I exposed six feet of film one frame at a time, as usual in animation, but with this important difference - each image was as unlike the preceding one as possible. The result was 240 distinctly different optical sensations packed into ten seconds of vision. By cementing together both ends of this film strip to form a loop and projecting this loop, I was able to project it over and over for long periods. I was surprised to discover that this repetition did not become monotonous because the eye constantly discovered new images."   
- Robert Breer, writing in Film Culture 29 (1963) 
Perhaps the bizarre processes of animation cause animators to interpret the world in particular ways which necessarily creep into the thematic content of their work, whether or not they are aware of it. Perhaps it is because drawing, in-betweening and filming are repetitive and leave the mind free to meditate that animators are preoccupied on a day to day basis with the process and the paradoxes inherent in time, perception, movement and human existence. Looking at the preoccupations of experimental animation, it looks that way.
                                                                 Article Text Copyright – Vanda Carter 1996
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