Animation Realism Cinema
Realism in Animation

The aim of this essay is to discuss realism in live-action cinema and why it fails to translate when applied to animation. The dearth of writing about realism in animation fundamentally influenced the nature of animation theory that we know today. There is no possible way to achieve a sole unifying theory when it comes to animated realism or to outline a realistic theory of live-action cinema. The study of live-action cinema however, was boosted by the various early theorists who put forward alternative contrasting theories about cinema's relation to real life. Theorists such as Bazin, Arnheim and Kracauer were predisposed with a central theme they shared in their work: the medium's mechanical reproduction of reality.

When animation is created to resemble our actual physical world the implications between the differences and similarities directly affect the way in which we understand the animation. There are several types of realism in animation and the focus of this essay is to provide a detailed description of how these different types of realism in animation interrelate. Visual realism, aural realism, realism in motion, social realism and narrative and character realism are all understood by the audience as the way the animated environments and characters resemble ours. Disney studio produced five feature films that Wells suggests can be used as a ‘yardstick' of realism in animation, and these five animated films will be used as the principle examples in describing the various conventions understood as realistic in each of the different types of realism. There are intriguing differences between the ways in which live action and animated cinema relate to the real world. After all animation is cinema that belies the founding assumption of realist theory.

It is not based upon photographic reproduction of the real world that we know today. In a volume entitled ‘Theory of Film', Kracauer (1960) stated that “achievements within a particular medium are all the more satisfying aesthetically if they build from the specific properties of that medium.” Kracauer also believed that film makers should work with cinema's inherent affinities and to do so is to take what he calls the “cinematic approach.” However the photographic film does not apply to animated feature films. Walt Disney's films are aesthetically questionable due to the fact that he increasingly attempted to express fantasy in realistic terms.

Camera reality comes to mind when looking at his later full length films where he combined real landscapes and human beings creating the illusion that they are not just simply drawings brought to life but life reproduced in drawings. Realism is not what animation is best at especially when looking at such animated feature films from Disney which have been criticised as being too realistic. Maltin (1987) introduced his discussion of Tex Avery's work at Warner Bros, “If an animated cartoon, with its unlimited potential for exaggeration and flights of fancy, couldn't venture beyond the realm of a live action film, what was the point?”

Realism is in fact very difficult to achieve in animation. Wells (1998) turned to the works of Umberto Eco to try to solve the problem of what is considered realistic in an animated cartoon. The inherent artificiality of animation means that the slippery concept of “realism” becomes even more suspect than in the live-action context, and thus demands more interrogation than it has usually received. He notes that Eco uses the term “hyper-reality” to describe Disney theme parks, suggesting that theme parks offer a completely artificial environment as a representation of the real. For Wells, this concept of a realer than real environment can usually be extended into animation. Like Disney's theme parks, animation is a “completely fake” environment. Yet like the theme parks, cartoons seek to artificially create their own world which is represented as real. This idea applies to animation in general, says Wells, but he argues it is particularly true of Disney animation. He echoes Kracauer in suggesting that Disney films make a point of emulating live-action cinema “even when making films with fairytale narratives or using animals or caricatured humans as the main characters.” For Wells, realism makes a good starting point for the entry into a close analysis of any animated film. The greater the variation from the hyper-realist model, the more an animated film will “demonstrate different kinds of approach and purpose.”

An animated film may be defined as non-realist or even abstract the more it deviates from the model of hyper-realism located in Disney film or full length feature films like Bambi (1942). It is clear that Disney films are not close to being the definitive hyper-realist films. Disney films somehow do correspond closely to the conventions of Classical Hollywood live-action cinema but they are in fact a long way from being a representation of reality. Wells (1998) relating to diegetic sound argues that hypothetical animated neo-realist approaches bear little in common with Disney films.

Disney's first five animated feature films clearly show that non-diegetic sound is ubiquitous. Sound isn't the only problem encountered when trying to label these films as realist. The magical acts say it all when the Queen transforms herself in Snow White or even when young boys start turning into hilarious donkeys in Pinocchio. Or even animation that is usually inanimate objects like Pinocchio himself and the living fountain, flowers and broomsticks in Fantasia, weird and wonderful animals being able to speak in Dumbo and Bambi. And then looking at unreal bodies such as an elephant that is able to fly by using its own ears as wings.

If Wells' criteria is to be taken as a definitive way of measuring realism in film, then it seems that we must abandon the whole idea that Disney films are at or close to one end of the extreme. If Kracauer can condemn films featuring magic mirrors, dancing mushrooms, walking broomsticks, blue fairies, flying elephants and a talkative bunny named Thumper for betraying the animated mediums' potential for fantasy, then there's something else about Disney film that begs description as realistic. Wells (1998) suggests that Disney films don't seem to strive for an exact duplication of either reality or of live-action filmmaking. Wells makes the point that in animation, the depiction of characters, objects and environments are indeed over-determined and exaggerated so that they move into a realism which is simultaneously realistic but beyond the orthodoxies of realism. If for example looking at early Disney styles from the 1930s of using the classic squash and stretch animation, these over emphasised movements are great examples of animation exaggerating reality in order to create a greater impression of realism.

Wells defines that term as ultra-realism which is slightly different. He seems strangely reluctant to fully embrace the idea that Disney animation is aspiring to such a heightened realism, downplaying the idea by noting that “figures within the Disney canon correspond more directly to realistic movement than work informed by other approaches.” Disney animation is more realistic than abstract animation and does not in itself suggest that Disney animation is aspiring to a literal depiction of reality. Wells (1998) did note thatBambi (1942) a classical Disney animation about an animal trying to realistically stand up and walk like a human is over-determined and the sequences only move beyond realist orthodoxies through the anthropomorphised exchanges between the animals. But if what Wells is trying to say is that the only thing that is strictly impossible in the sequence is the animals talking and behaving in an anthropomorphised manner, then this must be true enough.

Even though the movements of Bambi are over-exaggerated, even if only slightly, to heighten comic relief and better reveal the character then it is safe to say that they are deliberate for those reasons. It is also possible that over time such over-determined movements can shape our expectations of the medium to the extent that they become a codified convention that is understood by audiences to connote reality, even while it is clearly not literally realistic. Wells is right to say that the relative realism of an animated film makes a useful starting point for the close analysis of the film, but such a discussion will have little value and most likely descend into confusion if the different ways in which a film is realistic are not carefully thought through.

Is Pinocchio for example with its elaborate animation and backgrounds depicting a fantasy scenario more or less realistic than an early episode of “The Simpsons” which uses stylised animation to depict a relatively realistic domestic scenario? Here is where a framework must be constructed that allows the differences between two such examples to be properly described and understood. Several types of realism will be identified to better understand the differences. Visual realism is measured by the resemblance of any given shot and considered purely in terms of its appearance as a still image to a still photograph of the real world.

It is just one objective in character design, and arguably a minor one, characters and backgrounds are very different. Creating photo realistic characters will indeed present complications, drafting skills, budget and time dictate the appearance of the characters and will need to be simplified to facilitate the redrawing. Background artwork is somewhat easier to create as it remains static and only needs to be drawn once. In Winsor McCay's Gertie the Dinosaur (1914), the background is drawn with roughly the same degree of detail and by the same artist as the central character. Once the character and backgrounds are separated, there is an almost unlimited possibility for visual realism in the backgrounds. Disney's main focus was to create the greatest amount of realism possible within constraints of technology and budget. A great example of visual realism occurred in Fantasia when Mickey Mouse got into a frantic rage and cut up an enchanted broomstick with an axe. As he did this the screen turned a deep crimson that was at odds with the established colours of Mickey's environment, and in the aftermath of his rage the colour receded into an equally incongruous monochromatic scheme.

Such instances in earlier Disney features only occurred in moments of extreme narrative motivation. While character design did shift marginally further toward caricature for limited animation such as late theatrical or television animation, if considered purely in terms of visual realism the essential conventions of character design have remained remarkably unchanged since the late 1930s. The amount of character detail from Snow White is not greatly different from that seen in an episode of “The Simpsons.”

Just as animation does not photographically reproduce any actual real-world location, neither does it record any actual location sound. Aural realism in animation is best described when Snow White opens the door of the dwarf's house and there is no real hinge to creak. In animation there is no production sound as the image is constructed purely through drawings. Synchronised sound was one of a number of technical innovations that the Disney studio used to distinguish its productions from those of competitors, resulting in an early tendency towards very close relationships between music and sound. The early Disney Features echo musicals in their use of musical numbers to convey ideas, introduce characters, or simply as set-pieces in themselves.
Snow White relies heavily on songs to carry the action while the substitution of music for sound effects is much less apparent in Pinocchio, Dumbo, and other later Disney features, where the sound leans much closer to full diegetic appropriateness. Realism of motion is central to the question of realism. The movements of characters such as Bambi or the Dwarfs are accepted as more realistic than those of other animated traditions. Disney animators studied live action film in great detail to discover the ways that bodies actually moved in order to better reflect it in their animation. In some cases this extended to the use of the “rotoscope,” whereby live action was traced and this appeared in Disney features such as the Prince in Snow White and the Blue Fairy in Pinocchio. Narrative and Character realism is best described when Hollywood productions turned to elaborate fantasy, the fantastic was structured around narratives driven by believable characters, causal plot structures, and a closed story world.

The quest for realism in animation was driven by many imperatives, but the ability to sustain audience interest in a narrative was key amongst them. In Snow White, Disney had to prove that audiences would respond to the narrative of a feature length cartoon. What is interesting about the instance of narrative and character realism is that the conventions construed as realist have been adopted wholesale from a tradition of live-action cinema. When they are seen together the realistic effect they create can be termed as Social Realism. A cinema that strives toward a depiction of the complicated, messy, downbeat nature of everyday life. Disney features take place in storybook worlds with a classical Hollywood style and narrative structure. Is Pinocchio more realistic than “The Simpsons?” “The Simpsons” is much less realistic in terms of most aspects of realism, but shows greater social realism. It may be that there is little point in harnessing a more socially realist view to Disney-style animation.

It is arguable that more limited, less showy styles of animation are more suited to such subject matter, or that such a project would indeed stray too far from the “inherent affinities” of the medium. However, discussions of realism must be aware of the distance between Disney's realism and approaches to realism in other cinematic modes. In conclusion when understanding realism it is vital to understand animation, particularly when the greatest struggles of this form has been to create the realistic effects in a medium that is inherently artificial. Disney feature films have come to be accepted today as the pinnacle of animated realism and yet the convention that surrounds the “illusion of life” is rarely examined at all. There are a number of different types of realism identified in this essay and some of the problems surrounding them have been uncovered when the concept of realism is questioned.

Each type of realism has been identified as having different relationships to the real. Furthermore, one form of reality might be prioritised over another, or even one type of realism might serve to reinforce another. If a creators intention is to achieve audience interest and identification in a characters personality and situation that would be narrative and character realism. If a character moves and behaves in a realistic fashion that would be realism of motion. If it is more important for the character to look real then that would be visual realism. This explains why many animated feature films can at the same time combine outrageous exaggeration with a painstaking fidelity to reality, achieving all of this without audiences perceiving an incongruity. Just as the free spirited nature of animated cartoons belies the arduous manner of their construction, the audience's casual acceptance of an animated reality belies the complex underpinnings of the cartoon notion of the real.
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