Character and Creature Animation.

1. Confession - “I’ve got a great idea (A portrayal of Desperation)”

Confession was an attempt at trying to portray emotion during a monologue. I went through numerous different ideas and soundbites that I thought interesting but I eventually settled on a speech performed by Arthur Morgan (played by Roger Clark) in Rockstar Games’ 2018 epic, Red Dead Redemption 2. The ingame context of the speech is about how Arthur is coming to terms with his ever approaching death by Tuberculosis and is a big point in the character’s story arc as it marks the point where Arthur first admits fear about death and reaches out to another character about this fear.

I took this emotional speech and made some edits. I removed the majority of it and re-edited lines together so that the speech was recontextualised from an admittance of fear of death to an admittance of fear over losing someone he loves and how desperate he is because of this. The character is someone who has done something that has affected his partner and he truly regrets it as now it seems like he could lose that person. This is a very relatable topic that I felt anybody could relate to. 

The most important aspect of this animation, aside from getting the lip sync right, was getting the physical emotion of the character right. That meant that I needed the right rig. I looked around at a variety of different advanced character rigs but I settled on the Ray rig, as this seemed to be the most intuitive and easy to use. To plan the animation, I actually spent a lot of time sitting at my desk, trying to create a pose that I felt would be natural for this kind of monologue. I did not draw thumbnails or an animatice for this short, as this was a much more personal and subtle animation performance that I needed, and felt that just being able to feel the character’s situation and emotions would help me far more. 

Ray’s poses changed many times, but I always knew he’d be sitting down. I wanted him to be slouched over a table, portraying a lack of energy and an atmosphere of apathy. The main iterations of the pose were worked out in these stages before animating, however, many aspects of it changed during animating. The lip sync was the first thing to be animated and I worked my way down the body. I let certain ways that I had animated the eyes dictate how the head moved and eventually, how other body parts moved, hand gestures for instance. This was a very rewarding way to work as it felt like I was trying to solve a puzzle and I often ended up with better results than I had planned for.

The background came from an interest in keeping the origin of the soundclip alive and relevant. I thought a campfire did this while also neatly tying into the context of my work. A late night campfire seemed like the perfect place for an emotional confession, as one person (Ray) confides in a friend (The audience) his true feelings. It also lent context to the background sounds of the sound clip, as you can hear insects, birds and other ambient outside sounds that you could easily find in this environment.

This is one of my favourite pieces that I've produced. I showed it around to others for evaluation and aside from some timing issues, people largely bought the characters emotion and situation. I can see where the criticisms come from and in future, will make sure to not repeat these mistakes. 


2. Spoils - Bushido

The intention behind Spoils was to try and portray an injured soldier after a battle, who finds a relic from a fallen fighter on the field. The name comes from the term “Spoils of War”. The animation is build around the concept of juxtaposition. Using a rig of a big, burly figure, I wanted to play with the idea of a battle hardened character finding himself taken aback by a small action, much like the old myth of the Elephant being afraid of the Mouse. In this situation, I thought up the idea of him finding an old pocket watch on the field of battle after winning it. He’s injured from the fight and in his curiosity, he picks up the watch and jumps when he accidentally flips it open. 

To begin this animation, I first researched how other animators have handled big muscular characters and drew most of my inspiration from the character of Thanos in Avengers: Infinity War. Specifically, I wanted to try and replicate the sense of emotions that the character feels at the end of the film, having accomplished his goal. I then drew out rough thumbnails and put them into an animatic to try and get out a rough idea of what I wanted.

I knew exactly which rig I wanted to use, the idea had partly come to be after some practice with it. It came from a pack of different Rigs that I had bought before the module began. The rig package, branded as mRigs, came with a bunch of different types of body rigs and I thought that they would be perfect to use as bodies littered around the field, just to set the scene. Animating the main rig was simple. These rigs were really intuitive and with a mixture of IK and FK handles it was easy to get a slow and injured walk cycle that I was happy with. 

The pocketwatch asset is just a good quality model found online for free but was perfect for what my animation. One of the important parts of properly utilising the concept of the animation was to scale it correctly with the character rig, emphasising the character’s large shape and chunky fingers with a small item.

Spoils probably is the most criticized piece that I did for this module. During the evaluation, viewers stated that they felt that the character could have appeared more injured with his movements, as well as some tightening of the crouch and pick up movements. I agree with this assessment and will take this with me into future projects. 

3. Boulder - Slapstick

Boulder is intended as an homage to the old Hanna-Barbera. I watched a lot of Tom and Jerry to research this and how they handled a lot of iconic animated poses such as the eye expanding surprise pose and the exaggerated physics of jump scares. I also wanted to make use of the trope of the rolling boulder threat, and the comical climax of a character being flattened by one, while getting stuck in rotation with the big rock.

Due to the cartoony nature of this short, I decided to use the Stewart rig, as this was built for this exact kind of animation style. Stewart is a free and easy to use rig which acts as many animator’s first bipedal rig.

The process of creating the Boulder short was relatively straightforward. I drew out thumbs of what I was expecting the movement of the character to look like and turned it into an animatic. While wanting to keep this short comedic, I also wanted the boulder to come as a surprise so, from the beginning, the animation was always framed so that there was a sense of suspense and wonder. The character reacts to seeing something in the distance and the audience is meant to wonder what the character can see. This is kept up for at least half of the animation before the character reacts and starts running away. This is where the threat is revealed, after the character has run away. The boulder then takes up the characters space in the frame. The audience is then meant to wonder momentarily if the character made it out before it’s revealed that he in fact did not.

I had to improvise when it came to the eyes popping out in surprise, as the rig did not allow for this movement. This was not a big problem however as two cones with rounded caps functioned perfectly as expanding eyes when parented to the rigs head, coloured black and keyframed to expand and shrink back down.

The actual surprise of the character was a bit more difficult to animate. Despite my planning, I was unsure of how “Anti-Gravity” I wanted the character to feel, as cartoon characters typically are able to defy physics for full entertainment effect. This led to many attempts at getting the jump right until finally I decided on a quick ascend with a slower descend. This essentially split the jump into 2 parts, the surprise and the escape. The surprise is centred all around the revelation of what is approaching the character, so it is quick and jarring while the escape is a bit slower, with the character remaining in the air long enough to be able to turn 180 degrees mid air.

This piece is my favourite. It’s pure Hanna-Barbera style slapstick and viewers also thought this.Some requested the reveal of the boulder, just before the jumpscare to be a bit more drawn out but otherwise, this was the most well received.

4. The Blind Hunt - Predator

The Blind hunt is another comedic shock piece that I wanted to make. The idea is inspired by the iconic “Clever Girl” scene in the original Jurassic Park (Steven Spielberg, 1993). The concept is simple. A character who is clearly out hunting for something, is himself being hunted by the creature. Just like my animation Spoils, I felt like this idea could only fully work using exaggerated juxtaposition.

With this in mind, I knew exactly which rigs I wanted to use for this. I would return to the Stuart rig for the hunter and I would use a giant creature rig that can be found in the mRigs bundle. This creature rig was a giant, Rancor (a creature found in Star Wars Episode 6: Return of the Jedi (Richard Marquand, 1983)) looking beast. There’s also a surprise aspect for the audience to this piece as well, as the character is investigating a massive footprint for most of the animation, with a hardcut revealing the creature standing right behind him.

Prepping for this animation was similar to the others. I drew out thumbs for the beats that I wanted the animation to take, and put it together in an animatic to see how it worked. This idea is a very simplistic one, so it did not take long for me to finalise the ideas and start animating.

I animated the scene with both rigs exactly how I’d planned, and it looked good. However, there was something missing. There was just something too plain about the animation so I made a small change that I feel really helped the personality of the short. I gave the hunter a magnifying glass. This helped to cement the hunters motives and intentions, and also helped to just lighten up the mood of the animation, as the magnifying glass helped to add a little bit of cheesiness to the atmosphere of the piece.

One thing I could not settle on however, and this is the only example of indecisiveness during this module, is how the animation should end. I had two endings in mind, and I felt they were both just as interchangeable. Ending one was that the animation just ends a couple of seconds after the reveal and Ending 2 was that the shot continues on just long enough to see the creature grabe the hunter in one of its hands. In the end, after letting others watch both versions for opinions and giving it a lot of thought, I decided to go for ending one. I felt that this was the better choice as the Creature’s unknown presence to the Hunter felt more like a stepping off point than the Creature’s action against him.

This animation, like the slapstick, also was received well by people who saw it. The main criticism was, again, timing but as this needed to be fit into an 8 second piece, I think this was one of the stronger animations I did for this module

5. The Beast Strikes Back - Find a Happy Place

This animation is probably the most basic of my animations but was also one of the most difficult. I wanted to animate a creature, as the The Blind Hunt didn’t have an awful lot of creature animation. I tried a bunch of different animal rigs and animal concepts but eventually settled on a Horse based Animation (Thanks partly to all the ‘research’ I did playing Red Dead Redemption 2 for Confessions.) I found a free Horse rig online and instantly started planning out what I wanted. 

I wanted to get the basics of an animated creature down so I worked a horse walk cycle into the idea. I then thought about a narrative where the horse is being ridden by a small character but the horse just stops randomly, much to the annoyance of the small character. The character tries to force the horse to continue by slapping it, an act which is immediately repaid by the horse rearing and throwing the character off. 

I didn’t plan this animation out as much as the others as it began with just practice for a horse walk cycle. The walk cycle proved to be quite difficult as the horse rig was not of the best quality. It was constantly glitching out and breaking, forcing me to start from the beginning multiple times and, then later in the process, force me to reload past saves. A notable issue I had was the switching between IK and FK handles for the legs. The IK’s would keep glitching out and breaking, requiring me to readjust them so that the transition from each type of handle was smooth and unnoticable. All these aspects made the first time attempts at making a believable horse movement very difficult indeed, as horse are notably difficult to animate anyway, with the difference in movement types between the front legs and back legs. A lot of time was spent watching Horse movement references to try and copy the movements, particularly with the way horses rear up and the weight distribution within the horse's body.

Adding Stewart in later was a nice break from the trouble I had with the horse. As I had used Stewart multiple times before hand, I had not trouble integrating the Stewart rig into the animated horse and animating him around the creature. I was really pleased with how this animation ended up, especially with how difficult it had been to create.

Despite the troubles I had making this, the everyone who saw it seemed to enjoy it. They commented on some sloppy movements on the horse legs but that was the only criticism I recieved. I am pleased with how this turned out and will work to improve my creature animation skills in future with this evaluation.
