
A History of Animation 
Instructor: Kirk Pearson (kirk.pearson@oberlin.edu) 
Meeting Times: TBD (1 hour/week for class, up to 2 hours/week for screenings, plus under 20 
minutes for weekly reading) !
“A History of Animation" is a course about the technical and narrative developments of the 
animated film, all the way from the zoetrope through vaporwave. As we walk through 20th 
century history, we will pay close attention to the mechanized history and cultural theory behind 
some of the world’s most critically important animations. Students will complete this course with 
both a considerable knowledge of technical film and a more nuanced understanding of the sheer 
magic and profundity of the animated form. 

Attendance Policy: Students are expected to attend every class and screening. Students are 
allowed two unexcused absences. Any more will result in a grade of “NP.”  !
Homework (40%): One or two short readings will be assigned each week. You will be expected 
to reserve 10 to 40 minutes to read and understand them well. Furthermore, you will also be 
asked to send a related comment or discussion question to the instructor before class every week, 
which will help determine your class grade. !
Timeline Project (10%): At the start of the first class, students will be given a large sheet of 
paper and begin a timeline that will evolve through the course. This will not be collected and 
graded, but will simply serve as a helpful tool for contextualizing large-scale cultural trends. !
Lead Class Discussion (20%): Classes 6-12 will not be a traditional lecture, but a conversation 
about the week’s topic led by students. For the week you are assigned, your group will prepare a 
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Animation depicts the compromised dream sequences in Satochi Kon’s “Paprika.”
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set of questions, along with a small collection of 3-4 pieces of related media (videos, pieces of 
art, etc.) for us to discuss. Expect the conversation to last at least fifty minutes. 
Internet Art Project (30%): The final two classes of the semester will be dedicated to 
contextualizing and interpreting Internet art. The first class will be a short lecture about themes 
and critical tools used for analysis. The second will be a series of student-led critical discussions 
about the Internet content of your choice. !
In addition to presenting your ideas, I ask you send me a fleshed out version of your final project 
in whatever media you choose. 

Week 1: A Persistence of Vision 
Film (During Class): “Le Chaudron infernal” (Melies, 1903), “Voyage à travers 
l’impossible" (Melies, 1904), “La maison ensorcelée” (Chomón, 1908) 
Techniques/Themes: Phi Phenomenon, Beta Movement, Progressive Imaging !
• How does film actually work as a mechanism? 
• What turned the glorified parlor trick of film into something commercial?  
• How did the thumatrope and zoetrope pave the way for the kinetoscope? 
• What is a “medium” and what is meant by “media theory?” !
Week 2: The Illusion of Life 
Reading (Before Class): “The Illusion of Life” (Excerpt), Ollie Johnston and Frank Thomas 
Film (During Class): “Humorous Phases of Funny Faces” (Blackton, 1906), 
“Fantasmagorie” (Cohl, 1908), “Gertie the Dinosaur” (McCay, 1913) 
Techniques/Themes: Diegesis, Framerate Dependencies !
• Why were turn-of-the-century audiences so enraptured in the cartoon form? 
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The evolution of Mickey Mouse from the dawnings of cartoon form (1918), through the multiplane camera (1940).



• What affordances does the cartoon form have? 
• How do early comics treat “real world” physical and social laws? 
• What is diegesis, and why is it the fundamental assumption of how traditional narrative works? 
• How can we link modernity theory to cartoon behavior? !
Week 3: The Golden Age of American Animation 
Reading (Before Class): “The Cinema of Attractions,” Tom Gunning 
Film (During Class): “Bed Time for Koko” (Fleischer Brothers, 1923), “Alice’s 
Wonderland” (Iwerks/Disney, 1923), “Steamboat Willie” (Iwerks/Disney, 1929), “The Skeleton 
Dance” (Iwerks/Disney, 1929) “Three Little Pigs” (Gillett, 1933), “Music Land” (Jackson, 1935) 
Techniques/Themes: Hand Inking, Diegesis, Framerate Dependency !
• How did the post-WWI boom change the image of animation, as well as who profited from it? 
• What is a rotoscope, and how did it change the politics of the animating process? 
• How did the use of sound, color, and blocking shape the animated film? 
• How did the animated form become commodified for family viewing? 
• In what ways did Iwerks and Disney 

change the context for American 
animation? 

• What is a “Golden Age,” and is it a 
term with any validity? !

Week 4: The Multiplane Camera  
Reading (Before Class): TBD 
Film (During Class): 
“Papageno” (Reiniger, 1935), “Snow 
White and the Seven Dwarves” (1939) 
Techniques/Themes: Multiplane 
Camera, German Expressionism !
• What is a multiplane camera, and 

how did it change the capabilities of 
animated storytelling? 

• In what ways does “Snow White” 
differ from the short films that 
preceded it? 

• Can we view “Snow White” as a form of abstract expressionism? Why or why not?  !
Week 5: The Rise and Fall of Cartoon Physics 
Reading (Before Class): TBD 
Film (During Class): “Crusader vs. the State of Texas” (Ward, 1949) “Porky in 
Wackyland” (Clampett, 1938), “Fast and Furry-ous” (Jones, 1949), “Heavenly Puss” (Hanna/
Barbera 1949), “The Cat Concerto” (Hanna/Barbera, 1951), “Duck Amuck” (Jones, 1953) 
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Art Clokey’s “The Gumby Show,” the first television program 
done entirely in claymation.



Techniques/Themes: Interlaced Imaging, Hammerspace !
• How did the introduction of television change animated content? 
• What affect did the introduction of interlacing have on the look and feel of animation? 
• What is the notion of “cartoon physics,” and what does it posit about the diegetic animated 

universe? 
• What advances did Chuck Jones and the Hanna-Barbera partnership have on popular 

animation? !
Week 6: Modernity Politics 
Reading (Before Class): TBD 
Film (During Class): “Mirror Land” (Clokey, 1956), “The Dot and the Line” (1963, Jones), 
“Pottsylvania Creeper” (Ward, 1963), “Ruka (The Hand)” (Trnka, 1965), “Eye 
Myth,” (Brackage, 1967) 
Techniques/Themes: Xerography, Claymation !
• What is xerography and how did it change how animation was created? 
• How do mixed-media animation allow us to contextualize diegesis in postwar America? 
• What can we learn about opinions of modernity from the sardonic parodies of Jay Ward? 
• How does Gunning’s “Cinema of Attractions” argument uphold the media changes in late 50s-

early 60s animation? !
Week 7: Adult Animation 
Reading (Before Class): TBD 
Film (During Class): “Closed 
Mondays” (Vinton/Gardiner, 
1973), “Coonskin” (Bakshi, 
1975) 
Techniques/Themes: Mixed-
media Animation !
• How did the Vietnam War 

change both the aesthetic as 
well as the context for 
animated film? 

• How did the studio system 
changes of the 60s open up a 
period of parody and 
sardonicism? 

• In what ways does Ralph Bakshi’s work parrot Jay Ward’s? Is it ultimately successful?  !
Week 8: The Dissonant Universes of Real and Imagined 
Reading (Before Class): TBD 
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A sardonic reimagining of “Song of the South” (1946) in Ralph 
Bakshi’s controversial “Coonskin” (1975)



Film (During Class): “The Thing (Selection)” (Carpenter, 1982), “Sledgehammer” (Johnson, 
1986), “Who Framed Roger Rabbit” (Zemekis, 1988) 
Techniques/Themes: Hot and Cool Media !
• How has the relationship between live action and cartoon change over the 20th century? 
• In what ways does “Roger Rabbit” reinterpret the notions of diegesis and cartoon physics? 
• How, as a 21st century audience, does Zemekis foreshadow future trends in animation? 

Week 9: Cybernetics 
Reading (Before Class): Berman, “All That Is Solid Melts into Air” (Selection) 
Film (During Class): “Enter Life” (Hubley, 1981), “Die Schöpfung” (Meyer-Hermann, 1994), 
“Akira” (Otomo, 1988) 
Techniques/Themes: Retrofuturism, Cyberpunk !
Week 10: The Dawn of Digital Animation 
Reading (Before Class): TBD 
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Film (During Class): “Money for Nothing” (Barron, 1986), “The Adventures of André and Wally 
B.” (The Graphics Group, 1986), “Luxo Jr.” (Lasseter, 1986), “Knick Knack” (Lasseter, 1989), 
“Geri’s Game” (Pinkava, 1997), “For The Birds” (Eggleston, 2000), “Lifted” (Rydstrom, 2006) 
Techniques/Themes: Wireframe Imaging, Graphics Libraries !
• What affordances did digital animation bring to narrative? 
• How did digital animation change the relationship between audience and character? 
• What is the uncanny valley, and how did it influence character design? !
Week 11: The End of the Broadcast Age 
Reading (Before Class): TBD 
Film (During Class): “Couch Gags (Selection” (Various Directors, 1990-2016), “La vieille dame 
et les pigeons” (Chomet, 1997), “Return of the King” (McGruder, 2006), “The World of 
Tomorrow” (Herzfeldt, 2015) 
Techniques/Themes: Film During the Early Internet !
• How did the TV medium change from 1990-2010? 
• Based on these media changes, how did animation narratives change as well? 

Week 12: The Internet and Globalized Humor 
Reading (Before Class): TBD 
Film (During Class): “E-mail #58, Dragon” (Brothers Chaps, 2003), Logorama (Houplain/Crécy/
Alaux, 2010), “Too Many Cooks” (Kelly, 2014), “Nuggets” (Hykade, 2014), “Shake it Off 
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Rotoscoped” (University Of Newcastle 
Australia, 2015) 
Techniques/Themes: Bitrate, Memetics !
• How did the changing politics of bitrate 

capping allow for new technologies to 
appear? 

• What are the defining aspects of Internet 
humor, and how did current events in the 
early 2000s help dictate those? 

• In what ways did these films help 
globalize the Internet humor construct?  !

Week 13: Contextualization of Internet 
Art 
For your final project, find an example of 
contemporary Internet Art that comments 
on something you find interesting. You will 
be asked to do the following: !
• Develop a critical analysis of the art you 
choose, and pick a medium in which to 
best display it. This means you could write 
an analytical essay on your piece, or you 
could try synthesizing it through creating 
your own piece of art. All I ask is that you put time and effort into your project, and make 
something that you would be proud to show the group. !
• In addition, prepare a short presentation that looks critically at the piece through a lens of the 
material covered in this class. We will spend our final class listening to your presentations, as 
well as asking questions. This assignment is not intended to take a lot of time to prepare, but 
rather to change the ways you think critically about web-based art. 
______________________________________________________________________________ !
Your final project must be sent to the instructor by the final class. Any student without a 
submitted project by the beginning of finals period will be given a grade of “NP.” 
______________________________________________________________________________
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Kitsch, surrealism, and faux-nostalgia in two 
examples of contemporary Internet Art.


