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Animation: The Creative Process 

 

 Animation is the portrayal of movement and motion by using many images. This art form 

has been used for hundreds of years and has branched off into various subgroups across the 

world. Its history is long and vast and has many diverse areas that can be explored. When one 

first thinks about animation, what it is, and how it is used, one major thing comes to mind being 

cartoons and feature length films consisting fully of the characters drawn up to take the place of 

an actor. This is a very acceptable view of what the field represents to most in western countries; 

however, animation covers a much larger area and expands over into several forms of art. Not all 

animation is created in the same fashion and throughout history the way artists have learned to 

animate has changed and adapted with technological growth. There are many different ways to 

create movement by animating and they all have their own advantages and disadvantages when it 

comes to telling a story or expressing motion. Each one of them has a specific creative process 

that goes into bringing a narrative to life in an animated work. The three most well-known and 

vastly used forms of animation are cell animation, computer animation, and stop-motion 

animation. 

The process used to create animation is a lengthy one that has many different steps that 

vary depending on what type of animation is being created. The process for all forms of 

animation, artistically, begins at the storyboard. The storyboarding process is meant to create a 

rough draft by laying out the visuals for the narrative of an animation. These thumbnail drawings 

are a layout for the animators to use as a guide when determining how a scene should be set up 

and are often much more helpful to the artists instead of just being handed a script to work off of 
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(Amblimation). After running ideas to create a solid storyboard, which is necessary before any 

animation is created, the character designing begins. It is important for the main art directors to 

create solid and thorough turn around, well designed character sheets of each character to pass on 

to the artists who will be animating them. This way, the character will have a uniform look 

throughout the film no matter which artist on the team is working on them (Amblimation). When 

creating a feature length film, it is common practice to assign a team of artists to each animated 

character. This is because it cuts down on the amount of work significantly. Creating a film is an 

immense amount of work and animation takes a lot of time and creative labor to produce.  It also 

benefits the development of the character if only a few people are responsible for them. That 

way, said artists will be able to fully develop how that character moves, behaves, and interacts 

with the world around them (Amblimation).  

After fleshing out characters and assigning teams as well as finalizing any storyboard 

changes, the animating process can begin. Each team works on creating animated sections, 

usually only several seconds long, within the scenes that their character appears. These scenes 

are often first sketched out roughly and can even be done in several different takes (Great). This 

is very similar to how an actor would be shot performing a scene several different times in 

different ways even from different angles. This way the director can pick out what they feel adds 

the most to the scene and meshes with everything else in the best way possible. Once a sequence 

has been approved and drawn out fully, they are then colored in. With traditional cell animation, 

this would be done by taking a clear sheet, referred to as an animation celluloid, tracing over the 

drawing, and painting it. Acrylic paint is the most common form of paint to use when coloring a 

cell due to its consistent color and easy mixing abilities (Maltin). The important thing to 

remember during this process is that when lining this character on the clear sheet, the image is 
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actually in reverse and when it is to be painted, the sheet needs to be flipped over before the 

painting begins so that the character is facing the proper direction (Maltin).  

Once computers started to be used for animation, it was more common for these drawn 

cells to just be scanned into software to be colored. This would not only cut down on time spent 

painting frames by hand, but also cut out the need for cells to be used. It was not unusual for 

cells to be reused and recycled but by using a computer, it made the storage of these files much 

easier with ease of access and need for less physical storage space (Maltin). For example, Disney 

Animation often reused and edited animated sequences in their films The Aristocats and Robin 

Hood by simply editing the traditional cells to have different characters but still kept the exact 

same movement.  

After cells are colored and lined, they are to be edited together to create fluid motion. 

Cell animated pieces would be lined up in their layers: backdrop on the very bottom, foreground, 

moving aspects within a scene, and individual characters. This process was created in 1916 by 

John R. Bray and soon became the standard (Maltin). This was so successful when used 

traditionally that it was altered to function in a similar fashion for computer animation decades 

later when it was arranged digitally. These frames would be captured one at a time by taking 

pictures of each cell. Digitally, an editor would align the frames and other elements and record 

them and their movements. Once the editing was completed, the film would be finalized and 

prepared for release. 

 The most popular and highly recognized form of animation is Celluloid animation, also 

one of the oldest methods. It combines several artistic and technical abilities to create. Celluloid 

animation, also known as traditional animation or shortened to cell animation, is the hand drawn 

frame by frame animation that when arranged quickly in sequence shows movement (Maltin). 
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Cell animation started to really make its mark in the film industry in the early 1900’s with the 

growth of the motion picture film. Some of the earliest animations were done by drawing right 

onto the live action film itself (Compiled). Others were done by doing drawings on sheets of 

paper and then taking photographs of each drawing on a roll of film to create movement when 

played back. In order to create a motion picture with backgrounds and characters, an animator 

would layer the elements on top of one another with each aspect being placed on a separate clear 

sheet. Backgrounds, however, were usually paintings and rested as the base.  

Each cell would be arranged and photographed in sequence to create a moving clip. One 

of the first shorts that successfully portrayed this type of animation and then caused it to grow 

was Gertie the Dinosaur by American artist Winsor McCay (Maltin). Gertie is introduced and 

interacts with a narrator while she moves across the screen and entertains the watcher with her 

mischievous behaviors. This process was used in many animated films in the earlier years to 

create the iconic films such as Disney’s Snow White and the Seven Dwarves and Bambi 

(Compiled). Along with other motion pictures, this traditional animation was used primarily for 

shorts and comedic skits called cartoons. They were often played before films in the cinema and 

kept audiences of all ages entertained with witty and unique characters. Some of the most well-

known and iconic animated characters are Felix the Cat by Pat Sullivan Studio, Walt Disney’s 

Mickey Mouse, and Warner Brothers Cartoons’ Bugs Bunny (Kanfer). This form of animating 

was very popular for many years and slowly evolved through technological advancements. As 

technology advanced, the use of cell animation started to become more of a digital mix of itself 

into the computerized forms of animation.  

 Alongside cell animation, computer generated animation phased into mainstream use. 

Computer generated animation, also called CG, takes similar steps to create movement as cell 
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animation does. Some of the earlier forms of computer animation had a similar process to cell, 

such as being hand drawn by frame. However, instead of being colored and arranged 

traditionally, these cells would be scanned into the computer, colored, and arranged digitally 

(Amblimation). For example, films such as Universal Pictures Balto or Disney’s The Lion King 

meshed the two styles of animation to create a more advanced form of traditional animation that 

still held true to the look of the hand drawn style, but also made the creation a much easier task 

(Great). This use of animation is often looked at by artists as some of the most aesthetically 

pleasing because it combines both the drawn look of traditional animation as well as the fluidity 

of computer animation. 

As computers and software became more readily available, a different style of CG 

animation became common practice within the industry. Three-dimensional forms started to be 

used instead of the flat imagery that had been popular in the past 150 years or so. These three-

dimensional forms would be created by modeling a character as well as their environment by 

using software that is capable of rendering images in a three-dimensional space. By continuing to 

layer elements such as background, foreground, and character into separate spaces, much like 

how traditional animation established, these forms could then be captured in stills and 

repositioned to create movement (Maltin). Many films first started to experiment with the use of 

three-dimensional animation by incorporating it into the backgrounds of a scene. One of the most 

popular films to gain great amounts of praise by using this method of animation in such a unique 

and successful way was Disney Pixar’s Toy Story (Compiled). The amount of detail and smooth 

movement of all of the characters still holds up today even years later.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                

 The earliest forms of animation in film began with the use of photography. Photography 

ultimately led to one of the three most popular forms of animation, aside from computer and 
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traditional, throughout history which is still widely used today: stop-motion animation. Stop-

motion animation is the use of physical objects being positioned, taking a picture, and 

repositioning slightly to create the illusion of movement when played back in sequence. When 

these images are played back quickly they appear to make a figure move. It is common practice 

to use figures, clay models, or cutouts to create a stop-motion work. Stop-motion is one of the 

oldest forms of animation and also one of the most tedious to create. The film that brought stop-

motion to the attention of a large audience was King Kong by Willis O’Brian in 1933 

(Animation). In this film, live action and stop-motion were fused to create a narrative for one 

film by using live actors and model figures to represent the mighty beast. In the case of creating 

an entire film with stop-motion elements, such as with Tim Burton’s The Nightmare Before 

Christmas and Aardman Studio’s “Wallace and Gromit” franchise. These shorts and movies are 

not only moving characters created through models, but the entire set as well (Stopmo). Just like 

a live film set, stop-motion films also often consist of a miniaturized version of a set. In fact, the 

processes of filming and editing a live action film and a stop-motion film have many similarities 

since they both work in the physical space as opposed to a drawn space. The use of green screen 

to add complex effects and edit out props that assist in the positioning of the model are two 

similarities that are used in both types of production. Stop-motion is often created by using clay 

models but can also be achieved through models that move and adjust like action figures.  

 When comparing stop-motion to other types of animation, the process and creation are a 

bit different and it resonates much more with the process of creating a live action film. Unlike 

traditional animation or CG, stop-motion animation requires the use of a real live space and sets. 

Lighting and effects are achieved using similar methods as would a live set, but they are usually 

smaller in scale when compared to a movie set (Stopmo). For example, intricate lighting as well 
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as the use of green screen are quite prominent for both film making processes. The 2016 Laika 

film, Kubo and the Two Strings, is a strong example of a stop-motion film being created with 

these methods. Granted, editing is still a major part of creating a large amount of the proper 

atmosphere with both processes since only so much can be achieved effectively during filming. 

The largest difference between live action film and stop-motion animation is that stop-motion 

takes far longer to create. This is because unlike traditional animation and similarly to a live 

action film, stop-motion requires the use of a three-dimensional space.  Even though computer 

animation deals with this as well in its more advanced renderings, manipulating a physical object 

is much different from doing so in a computer program or rendering graphics through program 

algorithms. If the animators are displeased with results, the artist must start again from scratch; 

there is no undo button for hand drawn animation or stop-motion. Both must be redone when 

error occurs. 

 Animation has greatly impacted the world over the years that it has grown and developed 

for storytelling and technical advancements. Many varieties and styles have come to fruition in 

many different countries. It is important to note that even though animation is a global and very 

diverse form of artistic expression, the cause for it to become so vast of a field is due to the deep 

roots it has in the United States (Cavalier). The United States animation industry had a major 

impact on the outside territories, such as Europe, which in turn influenced other areas to bring in 

their own styles into how animation was presented as well as created. Many countries work to 

emulate the styles and processes that American animators use; however, there are a few countries 

that instead have taken these ideas and have run with them to create their own genre entirely.  

An example of this can be seen when looking at the prominence and growing popularity 

of Japanese animation, or anime. Anime is the general term used to describe Japanese cartoons 
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and animated films (Ivy). The style of anime is a bit different compared to the western style of 

animation. Japanese animation was greatly influenced by the style of Disney’s Bambi with the 

large doe eyes and expressive features of the face (Cavalier). Much like American cartoons were 

often inspired by comic strips, Japanese anime is often inspired by or based on manga or 

Japanese comics (Ivy). One of the very first popular forms of anime that displayed this large-

eyed style was Astro Boy (Anime). Another difference between anime and western animation is 

the frame rate used to create movement. Anime generally uses a much lower frame rate than 

many other forms of animation in the United States or Europe. The most common US/UK frame 

rate runs at twenty-four to thirty frames per second compared to around twelve to twenty frames 

per second for the average anime (Cavalier). Because of this, anime often appears to move in a 

less than smooth manner when compared to other animated works of the world (Ivy). That is 

unless the film or animation received a larger overall project budget to work with or wished to 

achieve a more fluid sequence such as some fast paced action scenes seen in Paprika for 

example. Even though the style and overall visuals appear differently, the stylistic choice that 

anime often takes in no way diminishes the beauty and work put into creating it.  

Over the past decade or so, Japanese animation has grown incredibly in popular culture. 

Unlike many of the more childlike themes in western animation, anime tended to focus on more 

mature themes and capture a unique sense of storytelling, similar to how animation in the west 

used to be (Anime). Throughout the early to mid-1900’s animation was used to entertain all age 

groups and had themes that could keep any age group’s attention. Some strong and convincing 

examples of feature length anime films would be Katsuhiro Otomo’s Akira.  Another would be 

Hayao Miyazaki’s film that won Best Animated Picture in 2001, Spirited Away. The reason that 

this work is so important not only to anime history, but also to animation as well is because this 
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particular movie brought attention to the anime industry and its unique art style to the rest of the 

world (Cavalier). Miyazaki was certainly not the first Japanese animator to break new ground 

within anime, but he definitely is known to have made the largest ripple across the industry. 

Aside from the unique use of traditional animation that was used, that at this time in the United 

States was beginning to phase out of the mainstream motion picture industry, the vivid painted 

backgrounds and lively characters certainly captured viewers’ attention and awe.  

Animation has grown and progressed over the years from analog to digital. The process is 

very similar for cell, computer, and stop-motion animation even though stop-motion works 

directly in the physical three-dimensional space. Aside from the slight differences technicality 

wise, these types of animation all have a similar creative step-by-step protocol. Animation has 

grown to influence countries outside of the United States and has branched off to many different 

subgroups as well outside of the mainstream Hollywood film industry. As technology advances 

and new artists enter the creative field, there’s no telling where the industry will go. As Walt 

Disney himself once stated, “Around here… we don’t look backwards for very long. We keep 

moving forward, opening up new doors and doing new things, because we’re curious… and 

curiosity keeps leading us down new paths.” 
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