








Figure 9. Wave, individual frame from stop-frame animation.

As with all three animations, the landscape is a fluid character which changes with the
mood of the story. As she drifts away in her boat, the significance of the dock represents a
tangible connection between contradictions: between land and sea, consciousness and
subconsciousness, rationality and irrationality. Once departed and far off into the colorful middle
of nowhere, it appears as though she is contently alone. After doggedly devouring a sandwich,
she pulls binoculars from her basket and begins gazing at the sky and the sea. Continuing to look

around, she unexpectedly stumbles upon what appears to be an orgy occuring on land.

Figure 10. Wave, individual frame from stop-frame animation.
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At first realization of this she pulls the binoculars down and looks both ways, showing
self-consciousness, but remembers no one is around her, so she continues to look on for a while.
When she puts the binoculars down, she begins to rest and think while the sun sets to passionate
red and the surrounding waves begin to pick up in an uncontrollable nature. Thinking about what
she saw, she begins changing states of emotion just as swiftly as the weather begins changing

around her, and she decides to begin masturbating.

Figure 11. Wave, individual frame from stop-frame animation.

The focus here is less on the physical body but more on her face as it communicates her
internal journey, emotions, thoughts, and feelings. This scene of tension and release is both about
power and vulnerability. It is less about sexualizing her actions than it is about exploring the
erotic as a source of power and information. In Adrienne Maree Brown’s compilation, Pleasure
Activism, there is an essay by Audre Lorde called “Uses of the Erotic.” Lorde recontextualizes
the term erotic, stating it has previously been misnamed by men in use against women. She
writes, “The erotic is a measure between the beginnings of our sense of self and the chaos of our

strongest feelings. It is an internal sense of satisfaction to which, once we have experienced it,
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we know we can aspire. For having experienced the fullness of this depth of feeling and
recognizing its power, in honor and self-respect we can require no less of ourselves.”

Suddenly, the character’s expressions of sexual pleasure take a fast turn into a new pace
of physical pleasure as she realizes she has unintentionally induced her labor. At this point of
situational intensity with suspension rising, the camera suddenly drifts away from this scene
entirely and follows along the rushing waves into a new direction. During this drifting away and
following of the rhythmic waves, a fish jumps out of water. The fish, which leaps out from the
water into the air and back below the waves, is a reminder of what lies beneath the surface. At
this point of the story, the fish which appears as quickly as it disappears also hints at the
absurdities of life, and the rapid passage of time. This conundrum between what is revealed and
what remains hidden further connotes the slippery construction of self identity: something

always remains hidden, and there is always another layer to be peeled.

Spider Under A Glass
Moving into my next animation, I became aware of how the previous two had similarly
built up a climactic narrative rhythm in which the viewer was waiting for a turning point,
moments where everything was on the verge of turning upside down. While the prior animations
are more in line with dream logic and a surrealistic stream of consciousness, I decided to go
against the expectations of viewers that may have been building, and instead redirect attention to
empty space and the experience of time’s passing. What I found is that both high-paced action

and slow-paced inaction are challenging in their own right. Both animations begin with a level of

°® Brown, Adrienne M. Pleasure Activism: The Politics of Feeling Good. Chico, CA: AK Press,
2019. “Uses Of the Erotic,” Audre Lorde
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reality and unravel into a more surrealistic state. Moving into this next animation, I wanted to
hone the attention toward a more grounded quiet loneliness from which the simplified storyline
evolves. The viewer is subject to endure the same mundane mindspace the character inhabits.
The photographs of artist Peggy Levison Nolan are perfectly described in her artist statement, “I
never remember dreams of flying or falling from great heights or losing my teeth. I remember
dreams of looking for car keys, running my fingers over dusty furniture, making coffee and
feeding the cat and the dog, looking out the window for birds.” !

The very gesture of putting a container over an insect and how it speaks more
metaphorically to feelings of entrapment, concealment, and the power dynamics of control were
of initial interest to me. The instinctual reaction to cupping a bug could be out of fear or perhaps
loneliness and a desire to keep it almost in the same relational way that humans keep animals as
pets. There are only two characters: one is an older man and the other is a spider, who is
arguably the main character. The animation takes place inside of this man’s decaying home.
Perhaps the most psychological of all my environments thus far, the room is a domestic

reflection into the characters mind. Aging and staining, the colorful room is mostly bare and

unkept with a few items of furniture and belongings.

' Peggy Levison Nolan. Dina Mitrani Gallery
Miami,www.dinamitranigallery.com/peggy-levison-nolan/.
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Figure 12. Spider Under A Glass, individual frame from stop-frame animation.

The opening shot reveals the bright, hard-edged shadow of an open window cast onto the
wall. An unidentifiable winged animal flies by and lands on the window sill. Possibly a bird or a
bat, it flaps its wings for a while before flying away with an amorphous, shape-shifting form of a
shadow. The focus shifts to the silhouette of a table corner, where the spider enters the frame as
it is deep in web-making ritual. Repeating actions and going back and forth in a rhythmic pattern,

the spider fills the frame as the perspective is from its world.

Figure 13. Spider Under A Glass, individual frame from stop-frame animation.
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The slowness and delicacy involved in making the web is mimicked by the treatment of
the camera. The spider crawls along the table in one last strut before suddenly becoming
captured by a container. This also overwhelms the frame as the glass creates reflections and
distortions in a hypnotic manner, before the camera transitions from this smaller scale back into
the realm of the older man. Smoking a cigarette, he seems almost in a still shock similar to that
of the spider as it was trapped. This stillness and trance is evidenced through time measured by

his cigarette which has burned entirely to ash.

Figure 14. Spider Under A Glass, individual frame from stop-frame animation.

Upon realizing this he drops the ashes to the floor and puts the butt into his ashtray. He
walks across the room and takes a seat in a green brown-buttoned sofa. The materiality of the
chair is merging with the material-makeup of the character himself, further exaggerating the

relationship between environment and character as one.
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Figure 15. Spider Under A Glass, individual frame from stop-frame animation.

Likewise, it begins to rain outside, and the room fills with a physical interruption of light
each time lightning strikes outside. He taps his fingers around, reminiscent of the spiders fast
moving legs, before pulling out another cigarette. He begins to strike a match, but repeats this

action unsuccessfully.

Figure 16. Spider Under A Glass, individual frame from stop-frame animation.

This action is directly inspired by a moment in the 1952 Vittorio De Sica neorealist film

Umberto D. This is an uncomplicated film that follows the story of a complicated social issue.
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Within the film, there is a scene where actress Maria Pia Casilio attempts to strike a match to
light the oven. She continues to strike a match over and over, each catching no flame. The
combination of the bareness of the room, the emptiness in the characters expression, and the
unsuccessful match striking, epitomizes a tangible portrayal of loneliness. This informed the
slowness that follows the older man before he eventually gives up and pulls the cigarette from
his lips.

After his cigarette attempt fails it becomes evident that he has little else to do and quickly
falls asleep. This is the first time in this series of animations where a character physically enters a
sleeping or dreaming state. At this point, the perspective shifts yet again to show both the room
itself in addition to the characters dreams and internal state as they begin to intertwine. A drip
begins to enter the room from the ceiling. While it is heavily raining outside, it is not an ordinary
rainwater drip, but rather an intensified and perhaps imaginary heavy goo which not only leaks
into the room but so happens to drip directly on to his head. This drop, which drools over his

head, wakes him from his slumber as he peers up to see what the source is.

Figure 17 Spider Under A Glass, individual frame from stop-frame animation
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From this point to the end of the animation, the environment and space become
indistinguishable from the character. The lightning eventually strikes the power out and the man
is alone in the darkness, only to be seen by another strike of lightning. The old man and the

spider are alone, but perhaps alone together.

Part Four: Exhibition: The Puppets Look Like Flowers At Last

Figure 18. The Puppets Look Like Flowers At Last, MFA Thesis Exhibit Documentation.

The title of my MFA Thesis show is a spin off of a Charles Bukowski collection of
poems titled The People Look Like Flowers At Last. My play on words between interchanging
people with puppets further implies the indecipherability between the two as this relationship
becomes more ambiguous throughout my animations. Bukowski’s collection of poems, like the
majority of his work, has both sweet and sour characteristics within that I think is also present in
my animations, which have a surface of sweet vibrant colors and textures but a conceptual

underbelly that is more raw and complex. To say the puppets look like flowers at last is an
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exuberant statement from me to myself and from me to my viewers. It is to say that at last, if you
watch the animations and submit to the experience, the puppets who may initially appear
grotesque on the surface will reveal themselves as honest, brave, bold, confident, and vulnerable

characters trekking through the hardships of life familiar to us all.

Figure 1.9 The Puppets Look Like Flowers At Last, MFA Thesis Exhibit Documentation.

While I am in the stages of creating the animation pieces and sets as well as during the
long, isolated periods of time during which I am immersed in the construction of the sets, I
become hyper aware of the textures and details that impact the overall atmosphere. As I was
developing this installation, I worried that some of the information might get lost when
transferred two-dimensionally to the screen. To counter that, as well as to help alleviate a
viewer's transition from everyday reality into the intensified realities developed within the
animations, I designed the installation in such a way as to become a more customized viewing
experience. The gallery space contains special lighting that casts an overall blue hue to the room

that viewers physically stepped into upon entering the room, with warmer yellow spotlights on
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two individual animatronic animals. Each of the three animations played on individual monitors.
The floor was carpeted, with a large pastel pink rug spanning the majority of the room. In all four
corners of the room were dark green rugs. All of the rugs were not straight edged but rather

rounded, cut fluidly to resemble water flowing out and creating a amorphous shape.

Animating Space

Figure 20. The Puppets Look Like Flowers At Last, MFA Thesis Exhibit Documentation.

As I mentioned, I wanted the installation space to resemble the animations in an alternate
world manner. In considering how I can animate the space of the room and ultimately cause the
viewer to become more aware of their own body in this space, I decided to separate the
animations around the room, each playing on their own monitor. All three monitors were in
synch so one animation would play at a time on a continuous loop, moving through the room in a

cyclical manner. While one animation was playing, the other two monitors transitioned slowly
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from one color to another. The colors transitioning were deliberately chosen to further emphasize

the emotional content occuring in the animation.

Animal Animatronics
During the time I began making the first animation Who’s A Good Girl, 1 also started
taking care of dogs as a side job. One weekend, while one of my favorites was staying at my
apartment, I began to create a lifesize sculptural dog, using the live visiting dog as reference for
scale and such. My intention in the beginning was to create a dog, not to replicate any of the
characters in the animation, but to expand on the atmosphere and create a character from that
same state of mind. What resulted was more of an aberration of an actual dog than what one

might expect to see.

Figure 21. Sculptural Animal Documentation.

The ambiguity of the sculptured animal is a trait shared with all my animated characters.
It became clear that my sculptural process and choice of materials is similar to my puppet

making process, just on different scales. Viewing the kinetic animation alongside the stagnant
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sculpture revealed a disconnect in form and motion. They had in common a saturated color
palette, unique personality, distinct characterization, and more, but beside one another, the
sculpture just needed to be set into motion ever so slightly to give it life. As with my lack in
formal training in animation, I have no training in robotics. Nevertheless, I began teaching
myself and studying bits and pieces from an array of sources. I decided to make the tail wag, as a

dog’s tail is one of the most indicative gestures revealing their mood.

Figure 22. The Puppets Look Like Flowers At Last, MFA Thesis Exhibit Documentation.

Figure 23. The Puppets Look Like Flowers At Last, MFA Thesis Exhibit Documentation.
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The second animatronic animal I made is more technologically advanced than the first. It
blinks its eyes, moves its head from side to side, as well as wags its tail. As with the animations,
the sculptures contain a double-edged quality where they coexist as sweet and playful but also

haunted and frightening.

Figure 24. The Puppets Look Like Flowers At Last, MFA Thesis Exhibit Documentation.

Final Remarks
While my thesis work most neatly fits into the category of animation, I don’t think of

myself solely as an animator. This is mostly because I see stop-frame animation as merely the
best manner for me in which to output the idea most suitably. The various stages in my process
just as much involve painting, sewing, sculpting, and puppetry as they do animating. In fact my
process of building and creating the puppets, props, sets, and scenarios requires much more time
than the actual animating itself. I approach animation in a more liberated manner. Although the
process is slow and calculated, my animating attitude is more improvisational and intuitive as I

attempt to embed a level of spontaneity in the scenes.
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The quick cuts, camerawork, and overall editing, more broadly reflect the nature of our
current relationship with internet culture and the need for immediate results. My initial
introduction to photography through classic photographers such as Diane Arbus, Robert Frank,
and Emmet Gowin, all whom of which remain my personal favorites, have influenced my
approach to composition, cinematography, and my treatment of each stop-frame as a stand alone
photograph. I think of my animations more from a cinematic perspective that is influenced by my
background in lens-based storytelling. I also draw inspiration from innovative French and
Swedish filmmakers, Jean-Luc Godard, Ingmar Bergman, and Robert Bresson, to name a few.
Some of these directors approach filmmaking in such a way that is both specific and nonspecific
simultaneously. They strike a balance in their films to allow for an audience to get lost in the
characters or even experience the stories vicariously. I personally find this transcendental
experience within their films to be similarly experienced through some of my favorite
photographs. A photograph, although a manipulated moment, has the power to suggest
specificity by its literal relationship to referencing reality. In spite of that, a photograph contains
the mysterious power of never revealing a before or after of it’s moment, nor what lies beyond
the confines of the frame. Both filmmaking and photography share a language of the lens, just as
experiencing the world through the lens of our eyes relates to time, both present and
remembered. Paul Schrader, both a filmmaker and film critic, expands on this technique in his
book Transcendental Style, in which he writes “transcendental style, like the mass, transforms

experience into a repeatable ritual which can be repeatedly transcended.” "

" Schrader, Paul. Transcendental Style in Film: Ozu Bresson Dreyer - With a New Introduction -
Rethiking Transcendental Style. University of California Press, 2018.
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My animations confront the complex nature of inner life. Each short animation attempts
to resolve conflicting elements of the human psyche. This of course is an aim with no finite end.
My practice will continue to challenge these emotionally complex subjects as each animation
may get closer and closer to a question that poses no answer other than the intense feelings of
existence. On some occasions while working, I suddenly notice out of the corner of my eye a
slight movement of the puppet in the scene without me touching it. Whether it was a loose wire
that gravity pulled or a loose eyeball that popped out from its socket, there is always an instant
reaction of suspense and curious wonder. This causes me stop in that split second and think to

myself, “is this puppet actually alive?” But we all know the answer to that. Or do we?
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