Visual Journal – Animation Insights and Perspectives

~ The Mighty River ~
History of Themes and Metaphor in Animation

I am Arif Khamis, and my student number is 2305406.

This is my Visual Journal that follows my journey and discoveries as I dive into animation, and how abstract notions such as metaphor are conveyed across its history to modern day.

Week 1 – WS 27/1/2025

To start out my journey I’d decided to begin chronologically. I felt it’d be fit to answer: What even is animation?

[image: Everything You Need To Know About Animation - InstantShift]

ANIMATION – “the art of making inanimate objects appear to move.”[1]

Animation comes in many different forms, but animation at its original core began with series of drawings in quick succession. One of the earliest forms of this practice is the phenakistoscope.

PHÉNAKISTOSCOPE – “[…]a paper disc with animation frames on it. A series of slots between the frames allow the user to see through it.”[2]

If the Phénakistoscope is where animation truly began, then 1832 can be agreed on as the dawn of animation. Etymologically, it comes from the Greek words for “cheating” and “eye”, i.e. in tricking vision into “seeing" movement. 
 
[image: What is a phenakistoscope?]
 The Phénakistoscope, annotated showing which direction it's spinning, and where each frame begins.[3]

Although the phénakistoscope’s reign was short lived, it paved many new ways for animation to blossom. Briefly after it came the zoetrope – with an appearance like an extruded phénakistoscope.
[image: undefined]
[image: A black and white object with a drawing of people on it

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]ZOETROPE – “[…]rotating drum lined by a band of pictures that could be changed,[…]”

A traditional zoetrope is a drum in the shape of a cylinder, with vertical slits on its sides. There is a strip of images arranged in a certain order inside it. As the drum rotates, viewers peer through the slits, which briefly expose each image in quick succession, much like what is known as an animation! The faster the drum spins, the faster the ‘frame rate’, and the smoother the animation.

Many interesting innovations follow the zoetrope that will be highlighted – as well as the journal diving into the main focus – emotions and metaphor.An example of a zoetrope in action.[4]























Weeks 2 and 3 – WS 3/2/2025, WS 10/2/2025,


After the dawn of the zoetrope, things started to pick up their pace quickly. By the 1900s, animation came in flipbooks and sketchy lines, flickery frames, and… 
the first defined characters started to come to life. [image: Introducing.. “Gertie the Dinosaur” – Palaeomedia]
A poster for Winsor McCay’s Gertie the Dinosauri[5]

Thanks to the work of Winsor McCay and Émile Cohl, characters from stories such as Fantasmagorie (1908) and Gertie the Dinosaur (1914) started to come to life, and while their stories weren’t as layered as modern stories, audiences were still given the opportunity to attach, and maybe even project onto these characters, imagining themselves in such worlds and situations.















Fantasmagorie – ‘A Fantasy’ – and other ‘firsts’
[image: A black and white image of a person

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
Emile Cohl’s ‘Fantasmagorie’ is often regarded as ‘the true beginning’ of animation – it’d go onto the concept of hand-drawn animation that is still somewhat prevalent today.[6] 

However, it’s still not quite exactly the very first “animation”, so to speak, either, just the first “cartoon”.

In 1899, a stop-motion animation called “Matches: An Appeal”, that is also earliest surviving British advertisement.[7]

The French cartoonist worked on a mass of 700 individual frames printed in negative to have a blackboard effect. While it didn’t have much of a linear plot, the themes Cohl explored were things such as imagination and the fantastical. 

The film is silent and involves the protagonist – a small stick figure – going on a dream-like adventure where things morph and change in absurd and unnatural ways, ‘free from the weight of true life’.[8]


[image: A cartoon of a penguin

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]Winsor McCay’s ‘Gertie the Dinosaur’, however, was the first cartoon to include a coherent plot and distinct personality in its protagonist, which paved the way for character-driven animation. Such a playful and rambunctious personality was able to be projected onto by many audiences regardless of age.

The film, made of over ten thousand drawings, helps celebrates wonder and innovation, combining the 20th century fascination with dinosaurs with the novelty of animations and moving pictures, bridging the past, present and future in an eye-catching and heartwarming film.

It also highlights playfulness, much like Fantasmagorie, but disobedience in a humorous way. Gertie often misbehaves, refusing commands and throwing things, something integral to her character specifically and not just general movement.




Weeks 4 and 5 – WS 3/2/2025, WS 10/2/2025


Disney
[image: 4 Facts About Disney Legend Ub Iwerks - WDW Magazine]After Winsor McCay and Émile Cohl’s era, the next major era in animation was that of a certain Walter Elias Disney. Once a night-school art student[11], Walt Disney would go onto starting up one of the most influential animation studios in the world for decades to come. Although less known to the general public, Ubbe Ert “Ub” Iwerks was an important part of the beginning of Walt’s studio, despite not initially getting the credit he deserved.[12]Walt Disney, the visionary (left) and Ub Iwerks, the lead animator (right)


His first animation was Alice’s Wonderland. Much like Gertie the Dinosaur having elements of both live action and animation, the titular protagonist Alice is a live-action, spunky four-year-old girl who visits Walt Disney’s studio to enter his magical cartoon world.[13] 

This later led to Walt Disney and Ub Iwerks experimenting even further with this live action/animation blend, leading to the creation of the “Alice Comedies”, and then the Disney Brothers Studio in 1923.

Mickey Mouse
[image: Cartoon characters in a cartoon

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]The birth of Mickey Mouse in 1928 was only the beginning of Disney’s snowballing domination of the animation scene. Thanks to "Steamboat Willie," Mickey Mouse became a massive sensation, and was one of the first characters whose fully animated film included a mix of synchronized sound effects, music and animation, a colossal achievement at the time. 

Steamboat Willie is even more character driven than earlier animation, given Mickey’s playfulness with Minnie as he tries to evade Pete’s iron fist. Mickey represents the underdog in a ‘Man vs. Authority’ situation, which also fits with Pete being a cat, and Mickey being a mouse – the staple “rival” animal duo.Pete (left) and Mickey (right) in ‘Steamboat Willie’[14]


The success of Steamboat Willie culminated in not only the growth of the studio, but the ambition of its projects too. The release of "Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs" in 1937 is likely Disney’s biggest milestone, being the first full-length animated feature film. It showcased animation’s ability to tell stories with many themes and metaphors, develop rich characters, and convey deep emotions.





Weeks 6 and 7 – WS 17/2/2025, WS 24/2/2025

Disney Princesses – History, Themes and Controversy
[image: CDN media]
Disney’s Snow White (1937) is the first of a line-up many know today as the Disney Princesses. The success of Snow White is still celebrated today, as it brought a ‘Classic Era’ of princesses to audiences such as 1950’s Cinderella and Aurora from 1959’s ‘Sleeping Beauty’. 

Even after Walt Disney’s passing, the princesses were revived in a ‘Renaissance Era’ from 1989-1999 featuring Ariel from 1989’s ‘The Little Mermaid’, Belle from 1991’s ‘Beauty and the Beast’ and Jasmine from 1992’s ‘Aladdin’, and more.The classic Princesses - Snow White, Cinderella and Aurora, also known as Briar Rose. (left to right)












[image: Fa Mulan | Disney Wiki | Fandom]Mulan from the 1998 movie of the same name was yet another milestone for a princess character, a brave warrior who disguised herself as a man to take her elderly father’s place in the army to fight. The power of Mulan’s character lies in her drive to break traditions and stand in her inner strength.

This was not without its controversies, however, as it received mixed reception and a slow release in China. 

“[…]It contributes to establish, maintain, and reinforce certain ideology – white, middle class, U.S. American ideology in this case – while it challenges, contests, and emasculates others, i.e., Chinese cultural values.”[15] – on ‘Americanization’ of Mulan’s Chinese cultureMulan in her eponymous movie


“It is a slightly gauche gesture for Disney's adaptation to take this complex and significant facet of Chinese history and use it as a punchline.”[16] – on how the movie handles discussion of crossdressing in an ancient Chinese setting 

[image: Cartoon of a person

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
[image: Cartoon of a person

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]Other Disney Princess movies have proven similarly controversial too. Pocahontas from the 1999 movie of the same name is the first Princess based off of a real person, but a lot of the arc is twisted to focus on her romantic relationship with ‘male saviour’ character John Smith instead of her wisdom and inner strength like Mulan. This was not the case in its original history.[17]

The 2000s onward was a more revolutionary time for Disney Princesses, letting us meet more hardworking and independent archetypes such as Tiana from 2009, Rapunzel from 2010, Merida from 2012, Elsa and Anna from 2013, and Moana from 2016.

Together this line up of Disney Princesses helped to shape many a generation with female empowerment and role models, especially the later princesses whose goals were more about their own hard work in Tiana’s case, or about familial instead of romantic love, in Elsa and Anna’s case.
[image: This png image - Princess Tiana Transparent PNG Image, is available for free download]
[image: Two cartoon characters of a frozen princess

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]



Weeks 8 and 9 – WS 3/3/2025, WS 10/3/2025

Snow White – The ‘Original’ Disney Princess

[image: A cartoon of a person in a yellow dress

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]An important part of Snow White's character is that she is a classic representation of innocence that might lean into naivete, as well as beauty and kindness. With her fair skin, red lips, and black hair, she embodies the ideal of beauty that has been cherished for centuries in context of the time of its release, though such notions may be outdated today.

Despite her rather mild-mannered appearance, Snow White demonstrates strength and something of a slightly bossy mother-hen attitude toward the dwarfs throughout the film. Her unwavering kindness and optimism remain a strong pillar of her character, especially in the face of danger.

Snow White's story begins with her life as a princess, which is soon interrupted by the jealousy of her stepmother, the Evil Queen, finally overflowing. As she is forced to flee, Snow White stumbles upon and discovered the cottage of the Seven Dwarfs, where she finds friendship and safety. Her encouraging and nurturing nature begins to win over each of the Dwarfs, and she quickly becomes an integral part of their lives.Princess Snow White - The Fairest One of All



[image: A cartoon of a person holding a baby

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]Frank Thomas was one of eight animators on the Dwarfs in Snow White. One of the most  significant scenes in Snow White is where the Dwarfs believe she’d passed after eating the poison apple but loved her so much they couldn’t bear to have her buried. Usually collectively sprightly characters were emotionally dimmed so far that “even a sniff seemed to be too much action for the mood.”[18] 

“It just felt like they should all move as little as possible,” he explained. “These guys were consumed with grief and wouldn’t be moving around. They’d have strong body attitudes that could be held for the most part, and maybe a sagging move on the head here and there, just enough to keep it alive.[18]


Over the course of the movie, even when faced with the Evil Queen's deceptive plan, her innocence and trust lead her to fall victim to the poisoned apple. This act of betrayal only serves to highlight her purity and the depth of her character. Ultimately, Snow White's story is one of triumph over evil, as her love and kindness are rewarded with the arrival of her prince, who awakens her with true love's kiss, referred to as ‘Love’s First Kiss’ in the movie before the notion was changed by Aurora’s time.

Snow White's arc from an unfairly persecuted princess to a beloved beacon of patience and heroism helps audiences celebrate the timeless themes of love, hope, and the inevitable triumph of good over evil. Thanks to her journey, a lasting legacy has been left on the world of animation, setting a bar for the many beautiful and powerful Disney Princesses that followed her. [image: SNOW WHITE AND THE SEVEN DWARFS, 1937 Walt Disney, Adriana Caselotti,  Lucille La Verne, cinema's first traditional cel animated feature film, a  classic movie indeed]
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