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A CAREER IN THE INDUSTRY 
 
          I have always been a fanatic of stop-motion animation but have only 

recently had the desire to become a professional animator. My original 

thoughts were “this doesn’t seem possible” and “how can I get into the 

animation business?” Although I am still uncertain about the future, I decided 

to take a leap of faith and dedicate myself to this field one hundred percent.  

  As I was halfway through with animating my film, I put together a 

rough cut of my work and sent it to the California Institute of the Arts as well 

as the Pratt Institute for an MFA. As soon as this film is finished, I will submit 

it to short film festivals around the country, and if I am not accepted to 

graduate programs this year, I will readily apply next time with a completed 

short film under my belt. 

  My idol is renowned animator, Tim Burton, who says, “Visions are 

worth fighting for. Why spend your life making someone else’s dreams?” 

With this in mind, I am working hard to make a name for myself and share my 

ideas with the animation industry. Good Boy Smokey is not just a graduation 

requirement; it is what I do for enjoyment. I take pride in knowing that I am 

capable of completing a film of my own while working as chief animator, 

director, writer, art director, cinematographer and sound mixer. 

 

THE BEGINNINGS OF GOOD BOY SMOKEY 

  During my junior year, I was taking a number of different 

photography classes and practicing with my new digital camera, but I decided 
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early on that I wanted to take my photography skills one step further. I had 

recently seen a new installment of the Wallace & Gromit series and had 

discovered that it was shot entirely with Canon Rebels. Since I had a model of 

my own, I decided that I would create a stop-motion short of my own during 

the following summer as part of my SIP. Having had some previous 

experience in stop-motion animation, I had faith that I could finish an entire 

10-minute short in six months’ time, but I needed all the support I could get. 

That summer, I received a $1200 stipend as part of a marketing internship I 

was doing and purchased DragonFrame – the same stop-motion software that 

was used to animate films like Paranorman, Coraline and Boxtrolls. Perhaps 

the biggest advantage of DragonFrame is its ability to display the view of your 

digital camera on the screen of your laptop; making it easier for playback, lens 

correction, motion paths, etc. If I was going to become a professional 

animator, I had to become familiar with professional software. 

  For major stop-motion productions, character and set designs are at 

least half the battle. Tim Burton’s The Nightmare Before Christmas, for 

example, used more than thirty different puppets and twenty individual sets. 

Since my time and budget were both very limited, I condensed my workload 

to three sets with six different characters. I originally planned to mold each 

character out of latex rubber and animal hair, such as in Wes Anderson’s 

Fantastic Mr. Fox, but I found out that it is a lengthy process that would 

require a special type of drying oven, casting plaster, at least five pound of 

water-based clay, and many other necessities that would have slowed 
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production down. During the summer, however, I found a great alternative 

after watching a video by Australian animator, Nick Hilligoss. Needless to 

say, I ended up creating each character out of Van Aken plasticine, aluminum 

wire, wood, epoxy putty, T-nuts, plastic eyeballs and small amounts of dyed 

rubber latex for the humanoid characters, Lindsay Gotfreidson and Byron 

Hammersly.  

  Though each character has a slightly different makeup, they are all 

built from similar “skeletons,” as it were. Smokey, Max, Aldous and Teddy 

are all between 8 and 10 inches tall and have frames made out of aluminum 

wire. The skeleton is divided up into two main parts – the legs and the torso. 

The aluminum wire is bent from the feet, to the hips and then to the 

diaphragm. It is especially important that both sides are symmetrical. For the 

torso, a small wooden block is cut and sanded on all sides, with holes drilled 

for the arms, diaphragm, and tail (the head is saved for last). At least three 

links of wire are twisted together and then, using super glue, are attached to 

each hole. After everything has dried, I use moldable epoxy putty (that which 

comes in two colors and is required to be mixed) to make static areas of the 

skeleton. These areas include any bones, facial features, heels, palms, etc.  

  On a separate pedestal, the head is constructed from a wooden block 

(roughly two thirds the size of the torso block) and about four or five links of 

aluminum wire. A hole on the bottom of the block is drilled and the links of 

wire are glued into place. The wire must not be too short, as it will soon be 

attached to the rest of the body. With a pencil, the main points of the face – 
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eyes, nose and mouth – are roughly marked into place before smaller holes are 

drilled to make way for a jaw and the eyeballs. At this step, precision is more 

important than ever! Each eyeball is fixed with a hole to attach a single wire 

to. Being as careful as possible, cut a small wire, dab the end in some super 

glue and place it in the hole at the back of the eyeball. After the jawline and 

eyeballs have dried into place, it’s time to attach the head and start sculpting. 

  Using small amounts of clay at a time, carefully weld each crack and 

crevice to ensure smoothness all around. I have found that olive oil works best 

at this. Although it is tempting, do not use water, as it will reduce the elasticity 

of the clay. 

  This same process was repeated on all six of my puppets. Being 

inexperienced at first, it may come as no surprise that Smokey was the first 

puppet that I made. On at least two occasions, his right arm snapped in half 

because I twisted the armature wire too much, rendering it brittle. The last 

puppet I created was Max. Compared to every other puppet, he is the easiest 

to animate. His eyes move from side to side, his jaw moves smoothly and 

flawlessly and most importantly, he is able to stand on his own without any 

tie-downs or additional supports.   

 

INSPIRATION 

  Although the title is named after the protagonist, the most complex 

character is the villain, and this is because I created him when I was an 

adolescent. This character’s original name was not Teddy, but he was always 
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a cynical cat who had a burning desire to wreak havoc on the human race. If 

this sounds ridiculous, I mean come on…we were all eleven once, right?  

  During my adolescence, I began writing comic strips of a cybernetic 

cat created in a laboratory sometime during the Cold War. It was a secret 

experiment by the Soviet Union that went horribly wrong. Instead of 

following orders from the government, this rogue cyborg sought to wreak 

havoc on the world just because. Without a personality (considering that half 

of his brain was mechanical), he was unable to feel empathy for anyone or 

anything.  

  When I started drafting for Good Boy Smokey, the very first thing I 

decided was that I wanted to base Teddy off of this cybernetic cat I had 

created long ago. This time, however, I wanted to make his story more tragic 

by giving him a rough upbringing instead of a mechanical brain. Over the 

course of three films, I want to show a progression in Teddy’s attitude from 

bad to good. 

  This ten-minute film very subtly touches on Teddy’s tragic 

backstory, and the very end of the film serves to peak the audience’s interest 

of that subject. In the beginning, he explains to Smokey that he was once an 

orphan who dreamt of taking over the world. Later on, Teddy mentions a sick 

kitten that was cast astray by his owners. After Teddy reveals these two 

important clues, we can assume that the kitten was he. In the next installment 

(which I hope to complete in graduate school), we rewind to Teddy’s 

childhood as a house pet. Through this film, we will learn exactly how 
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Teddy’s ideologies were shaped and what ignited his hatred for all humans 

(except for his cronies, Hammersly and Gotfreidson). 

 

SETS 

Having previous experience in building model railroad sets, I used a 

multitude of different foams, plasters, paints and texturizers to build the 

exterior façade of a jailhouse, the interior of a jail cell and an underground 

coal mine-like office setting. Since these sets were to be transported back and 

forth from my studio to my home, it was necessary that I designed them to be 

modular. Each face is clamped to each other from the back, making up a 

three-walled animation stage.  

I believe that backdrops and props make up for a great deal of stop-

motion animation because the best ones are the most memorable. Could 

anyone forget the dreary, science fiction-like buildings in The Nightmare 

Before Christmas or the cave-like dwellings of the animals in Fantastic Mr. 

Fox? For stop-motion enthusiasts, I certainly do not think so.  

During the entire spring term of my junior year, I went through several 

architectural sketches of buildings found in London. My goal was to capture a 

tarnished, dreary, post – World War II London as the setting for Good Boy 

Smokey. My inspiration for this was Tim Burton’s Sweeney Todd: The Demon 

Barber of Fleet Street, complete with low color saturation, smokestacks and 

row houses. Although this film took place in the 19th century, I wanted to use 

some aspects of its style in my own film. The jail cell doors, for example, are 
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painted gray but washed with translucent black ink, much like the walls and 

doors in the smoky atmosphere of Sweeney Todd.  

The dreary, depression-like setting of the film is consistent even 

underground. Teddy’s office, for example, is underneath the Piccadilly line of 

London’s Underground. Periodically, we can hear eerie echoes of the train 

passing by. Since the space is large, nearly every sound is echoed, 

emphasizing just how secluded the area is, and how confidential Teddy’s 

operation is.  

For the very last set, I wanted to create an exterior façade of Teddy’s 

house. This was going to be especially difficult considering not only the size, 

but also matching the architectural styles of row houses found in the Battersea 

district of London. I wanted to be consistent with my gray-themed scenery, 

but I also wanted to romanticize certain aspects like the doorway and the 

window frames. For reference, I eventually came across a tavern built in the 

late 17th century. With its rugged yet having a sense of once being 

aesthetically pleasing architecture, I decided I would make this Teddy’s 

house.  

 

LIGHTS, CAMERA…ACTION! 

  The moment I had been waiting for had finally arrived. Just before 

fall term began, I was all ready to go. I had just purchased DragonFrame, 

completed most of my sets and had at least half of my puppets ready. What I 

didn’t know then, however, that my skills would improve significantly over 
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time, which meant that nearly all the footage that I shot during the fall would 

fail to make the cut. Fortunately, however, this allowed me to finesse my 

skills until I was ready to show the world what I could do. 

  During Advanced Studio, I presented some experimental animated 

sequences to my classmates, receiving helpful feedback and some food for 

thought on what I could do differently. In all honesty, my first attempts at 

animation were not impressive at all. I was a rookie at lighting scenes 

properly, mimicking realistic movements and creating believable, rhythmic 

dialogue. Through trial, error and minimal success, I found the answers to my 

problems while taking an English class called “Global Cinemas.” While 

watching classic Hollywood productions like Citizen Kane and The Maltese 

Falcon, we scrupulously observed cinematic techniques, such as pans, tilts, 

high key lighting and more. In the scene where Gotfreidson and Hammersly 

barge into Smokey’s cell, I attempted to use low key lighting to give it a film 

noir-like feel to it. The light that bounces off of the character’s skin adds an 

orange tone to the picture, making the film appear almost as if it were made 

with 35-millimeter film.  

  I became skilled at lighting sets, but dialogue was an entirely 

different ball game. On paper, dialogue may be as believable as a conversation 

that you would have with your parents, but trying to animate it is much harder 

than it sounds. Smokey, for example, is oblivious and childlike but overall a 

good boy (hence the title). When Teddy interrogates him, he is completely 

unaware of what Teddy wants and rejects his offer once he finds out what he’s 
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up to. To carry this point across to an audience, a good voice actor is key. I 

initially used my own voice to play Smokey, but since I sound too serious 

when I talk (at least that’s what my friends tell me), the character simply 

wasn’t believable enough, which is why I decided to hire a friend and 

teammate of mine, Michael Allen. Michael’s voice has a higher pitch than 

mine and is generally more casual than my own – a perfect fit for our 

protagonist. 

  As far as I was concerned, the only thing that mattered was the 

overall story and that each character’s mouth moved as they talked. I would 

find out later, however, that there was much more to this. A voice actor has 

many abilities; he or she can provide an angry voice, a happy voice, a 

surprised voice, and many more. But just as humans convey their emotions 

equally through body language and facial expressions, so must stop-motion 

puppets.  

  One of the main advantages of using clay faces versus replacement 

faces is its pliability. An audience notices even the most subtle eyebrow 

movement, and an animator must use that to his or her advantage. Anytime a 

character is in a state of confusion, stress, anger or surprise, for example, 

blinks, eyebrow movements and even head bobs must be animated. Although 

it would seem too theatrical to do in a live-action film, I have found that it is 

difficult to be too theatrical in animation. The objective of every animated 

film is to trick the audience into believing that they are watching a living 
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being act before their eyes, and the more theatrical a puppet is, the more 

humanlike it is.  

 

 

SYNCHRONIZED VOICES 

  Is it as difficult as it sounds? Absolutely, at least for a person whose 

primary focus is animation. Having little experience with sound mixing, it is 

safe to say that my first time was rough. The hardest part, however, was not 

the actual sound synchronization, but trying to make each sound realistic.  

  In any animated movie, there is sound throughout. Dialogue is the 

most important aspect, but so is every subtle background noise. Anytime I 

played back new sound footage, the footage failed to sound natural. Being that 

the setting of the film takes place in a jailhouse/cave, there are few sounds that 

occur in the first place, which is why I decided it was best to add subtle music 

tracks. 

  In Tom and Jerry, every action is accompanied by some kind of 

musical score, which, when applied to Good Boy Smokey, made perfect sense. 

As a lover of classical music, I decided to use “The William Tell Overture” 

throughout various scenes. When Max becomes sad, for example, the first 

movement of the William Tell Overture plays and then fades as the next scene 

fades in from black.  

  An idea that hit me relatively late was the fact that this film takes 

place underneath London’s Underground, meaning that periodically we 
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should hear a subway pass. In a few instances, a subway’s echo is heard in 

Teddy’s office. 

 

BACK TO THE OL’ STORY BOARD 

  Having taken very few story-writing classes in my academic career, I 

struggled at times to get the story line of Good Boy Smokey perfect. Though I 

can never be sure if my storyline is perfect, I can relax knowing that even the 

best writers go through several drafts before they are satisfied with the 

outcome. Heading into this endeavor, I had one thing in mind: to make this 

story a feature-length animated film. While this in and if itself is a lofty goal 

for a team of professionals, it is next to impossible for one college senior in a 

timespan of six months. With this wakeup call, I decided that first and 

foremost I needed to keep this story concise but interesting. Knowing that 

animation attracts many different age groups, I was able to add some subtle 

adult humor and movie references among a cast of cute and cuddly animals.  

  In the simplest of terms, Good Boy Smokey follows this progression: 

A cat is put in prison, the prison is run by an evil cat, the evil cat sways the 

other cat with balls of yarn, the evil cat wants to use the other cat’s 

susceptibility to help him take over the world…and so on. When it’s all drawn 

out on a storyboard, it can seem quite boring. The thought of keeping a 

boring, linear storyline frightened me, and I vowed to correct this mistake 

before it was too late, but how? 
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  The answer lies in a book called “A More Perfect Ten” by 

playwright Gary Garrison. I was lucky enough to have the will to take a 

playwriting class during the winter term of 2015, not knowing that learning 

more about the structure of any well-written story could solve all of my 

troubles. A well written ten-minute play (or in this case a ten-minute 

animation) always starts in the middle. In other words, the audience is already 

aware of what is going on in a given story just by the setting, stage directions 

and what a character is saying or doing. When applying this same technique to 

Good Boy Smokey, I placed Smokey, Max and Aldous in their respective cells 

in the present tense. With a small monologue from Smokey and some 

establishing shots, the audience can tell perfectly well that this takes place in 

London and that the characters are all housed in an animal shelter in the 

district of Battersea. With this information at hand, I was able to reorder some 

of my earlier footage into quick flashbacks, giving the audience a sense of the 

villain’s motives and why Smokey and his fellow captives are all there.  

  With this newly instantiated story structure, I believe there are more 

forwards for the audience. A ‘forward,’ according to playwright David Ball, is 

a motive for an audience to pay attention to a story. For example, one of the 

main forwards in Good Boy Smokey would probably be Teddy’s reasoning for 

holding Smokey captive. The audience figures out little by little what Teddy is 

planning to do to humanity and that he wants Smokey to carry out his mission 

once he passes on, but what more reasoning could there be? Well, as we learn 

in the very last scene, Smokey is Teddy’s nephew, and that the evil tyrant will 
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entrust his mission to only those related by blood. The audience may ask 

themselves, “why does he care so much about who carries on his mission? 

Does it have to be based on divine right?” These questions will hopefully be 

answered in my next installment of Good Boy Smokey, where the story is 

focused on Teddy’s childhood, and what was responsible for shaping his 

ideologies.  

 

EDITING 

  While not nearly as difficult as animating, editing brings forth a 

multitude of challenges. It’s one thing to make every movement look 

convincing, but it’s whole different ball game if you want to eliminate 

awkward pauses. Rhythm was something that didn’t even occur to me until 

the earliest stages of editing Good Boy Smokey. In real life, we are not aware 

of how much we interrupt each other or how quickly dialogue exchanges 

between two people. After some research and some exercises in my 

playwriting class, I made my film considerably shorter by cutting out as many 

unnatural pauses as I could. Sadly, about fifty percent of my work had been 

tossed into the garbage, but now it felt so much more real. Unlike before, I 

was occasionally tricked into believing that my puppets had come to life – the 

overarching goal of all stop-motion animators. 
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MUSIC 

  People are gravitated towards certain films for a variety of reasons. 

For me, music is what draws me in at least nine times out of ten. I associate 

my favorite movie scenes with accompanying soundtrack. The opening scene 

in Blade Runner and the fight scene between Uma Thurman and Lucy Liu in 

Kill Bill, for example, are probably most famous for their foreboding and 

catchy music, respectively. When applying the same technique to my own 

film, I synchronized some of my favorite songs to certain scenes. As a lover of 

Stanley Kubrick’s films, I chose Wendy Carlos’ Funeral of Queen Mary as 

Teddy’s theme.  

 

A SHAMELESS HOMAGE 

Anyone who knows me well enough can tell how much I appreciate 

the work of Stanley Kubrick, which is why I used several different techniques 

and motifs to show it. The obvious one is near the very end, where Smokey 

wears eye clamps as the camera catches him at a high-angled 45-degree shot 

(this is taken from A Clockwork Orange). Another more subtle homage is the 

soundtrack that plays in a flashback that Smokey has. The song is called 

“Midnight the Stars and You,” and is the same song that plays in the famous 

ballroom scene in The Shining. I tried my best to mirror the conversation 

between Delbert Grady (Philip Stone) and Jack Torrance (Jack Nicholson) as 

best as I could to the dialogue between Teddy and Smokey. Just as we find out 

little by little that the seemingly pleasant butler in The Shining is the ghost of 
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an axe murderer, we find out little by little that Teddy has an evil plan that he 

wants Smokey to take control of. 

 

CONCLUSION 

  After I published my very last version of Good Boy Smokey, I was 

very happy to have completed something that I thought to be impossible. Over 

16,000 frames, 20 hours of editing and countless script rewrites all came 

together to create my very own 12-minute stop-motion animated film. As soon 

as I uploaded this to my portfolio, I sent it to many different companies such 

as Laika and Plastianimation.  

  Looking into the future, I am excited to see what companies and 

graduate programs I can get into. Before embarking on this next journey, I 

plan to take a year off and save up some money for UCLA’s film program, all 

while updating my resume, adding to my portfolio and searching for 

animation and film-related jobs.  
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