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Handmade Films
Questioning and Integrating Cinematic Technology

Marina Estela Graca, Aalborg University, Denmark

Abstract: Norman McLaren's most important creation strategy was that of making a film completely by hand: not only the
visuals, which he painted or scratched directly on film, but also sound and —most important— motion. He propounded mus-
cular memory to control the formal differences between successive images (1976/1978), proclaiming the physiological de-
velopment of a consciousness of movement and thus neglecting what has always been considered up to now the main onto-
logical foundations of film: the automatic recording of physical reality. At the same time he was questioning the epistemo-
logical model they integrate, i.e. the perception of order and the ways in which that order is imposed upon reality by films
and the technology which holds them. In this paper I will try to demonstrate that, by overwhelming the cinematic technical
workings with his gesture — literally with his body — Norman McLaren exposed its technological scheme to contingency,
thus opening the production process to new unpredictable expressive and communicative possibilities. I will attempt to explain
how this corresponds to a renewed way of comprehending technology by, simultaneously, revealing the human reality it

contains and physiologically incorporating it.
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HE GENERAL GOAL of my research is

to find out what is questioned whenever an

animated film is made by an author that

chooses to have maximum control over the
device automatisms. I am trying to understand in
what ways that specific kind of film relates with
Cinema and History of Art as a whole and, more
specifically, how it is built within cinematic codes,
workings and machinery.

In this paper, I aim to establish that each time an
author makes a film by suspending both automatic
‘motion’ and image recording functions — that which
is often known as ‘cameraless’ film — he initiates,
simultaneously, a process that questions not only
Cinema, within both expression and technology, but
also the ontological position cinematic technology
occupies in current media.

The illusion of motion constitutes the most import-
ant defining aspect of cinema. Usually the process
of producing such an illusion begins by starting the
automatic film recording process of moving visible
objects at a ratio of 24, 25 or 30 frames per second.
Within animation techniques the recording process
is reduced to a single frame each time the camera is
turned onoff, much as if we were using a photograph-
ic camera. In both processes the visual configurations
will be automatically photographed and put into a
sequence of frames by the camera. However, there
is one exceptional technique by which the filmmaker
suspends all film recording automatisms and creates
the sequence of images by marking directly the film

stock. These films are known as ‘cameraless’ or
‘handmade’ animation films.

Over the past thirty years, anguish about the
changes within cinema has taken hold of many
minds, an anguish that is mainly technological in
nature. Today, films are no longer made the way they
once were. Digital technologies are being preferred
in many filmmaking processes and, thus, the physical
medium on which images are recorded — or saved —
is no longer physically accessed and manipulated
the way it once was.

Nevertheless, I am convinced that a close look at
uncommon studio filmmaking practices — such as
those supported by cameraless techniques — might
be imperative, as they have undoubtedly questioned
and changed cinema technologies and production
standards. Despite their fundamental importance,
within a short time (since they remain almost un-
noticed by film scholars), it might be difficult to un-
derstand their ontological position and influence in
current cinema. These are practices that have chal-
lenged the dominant concepts of film production and
cinema, as much as they don’t conform with the
‘cinematographic apparatus’ (Baudry 1970 and 1975)
that film theory still continues to propound, although
our understanding of cinematic workings has come
a long way since the 1970s. Certainly, we cannot
conceive a film production where all photographic
recording procedures have been substituted by the
hand drawing or engraving of images directly on the
film stock — hence, where all image recording func-
tions have been not only suspended but completely
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ignored — consistent with a model that establishes
the photographic recording process to be essential
to the equally essential ‘impression of reality’ created
within the ‘subject’ unconscious, upon which the
very basic concepts of cinema and film have been
built.

By 1986, the French Canadian filmmaker Pierre
Hébert — who started his career with Norman
McLaren at the National Film Board of Canada —
invented an unusual kind of performance (live
scratched animationl) which took him to perform in
many countries in Europe and North America. In
those performances he improvised live cinematic
dialogs with musicians such as Fred Frith, Robert
Marcel Lepage, Jean Derome, René Lussier, and Bob
Ostertag whom he met in 1989. Since then Hébert
has collaborated with Ostertag on many Living
Cinema projects, the most recent being Portrait of
Buddha in which computers are used to process live
handanimated images and sound in front of an audi-
ence’.

Speaking at the Images Festival, Hébert pointed
what he thinks is the most interesting aspect of
scratching the illusion of motion directly on film:

“What I like in scratching on film is its deep
anachronical character. It’s a technique where
there is a sort of historical short circuit. When
you decide to disregard the photochemical
technology of film you take a very naive stance,
saying ‘well, this is supposed to bear an image,
so I will scratch an image on it, using a gesture
that is as old as humanity.” I understood that
there was in this a critical or remote stance, and
it could be quite provocative, a statement about
the historicity of technology”. (Hébert in Geh-
man 2001)

All animated films rely on the same technological
inventions upon which stands the entire cinema in-
dustry. Up to the present time — if we consider
handmade films as an exceptional practice — this
usually meant the photographic recording of visible
objects. Today it also means the use of specific
software applications based on algorithms that embed
optical and rendering workings of photography.
Within this context, contemporary studio anima-
tion production became the result of a complicated
process of capture or introduction of data, and calcu-
lations made by machines controlled by a large team
of individuals, each of them specialized in different
functions of specific tools, which have to communic-
ate among each other through strict standard technic-
al procedures and protocols. Their margin of express-

ive freedom is limited so as to ascertain both the co-
herence of all film formal aspects and production
management within available technology and budget.
We may have a glimpse of this complex and very
specialized production hierarchy by scrutinizing the
end titles of any recent animation feature film pro-
duced by companies as DreamWorks Animation,
Pixar Animation Studios or even Walt Disney Studii-
0s.

Handmade animation films were used in two dif-
ferent occasions as a normal and recurring studio
production strategy. They were first made by Len
Lye during the mid thirties, at the General Post Of-
fice Film Unit, headed by John Grierson. Lye de-
veloped the technique of painting directly on film
that another Grierson protégé, Norman McLaren,
would continue to investigate first at the G.P.O. and,
later, at the N.F.B. of Canada.

McLaren first experimented with cameraless
filmmaking (1934) — by drawing both the visuals
and the sound score directly on celluloid — when he
still was a student at the Glasgow School of Art. He
discovered ‘animated sound’ then, by accidentally
making marks with pen and ink on the soundtrack
area of the film, a strip about 2mm wide which runs
along one of the edges on 35mm film. A few years
later, already working at the G.P.O., in London, un-
der the influence of Len Lye and, also, the German
Oskar Fischinger experiments, he achieved his first
hand-drawn film, Love On The Wing (1938), for the
new airmail service promotion purposes.

At the beginning of 1940, he was to accept a pos-
ition at the N.F.B., invited by Grierson who, in the
meantime, had been appointed as the first govern-
ment film commissioner of Canada. McLaren would
set up the board’s animation unit in 1942, and —using
the technique of animating directly on film — pro-
duced brief trailers like Mail Early (1941), V For
Victory (1941), Five For Four (1942), Hen Hop
(1942), and Dollar Dance (1943). Throughout his
life he would make other films as important as Be-
gone Dull Care (1949), Blinkity Blank (1955) or
Synchromy (1971), among many, using the same
technique.

Handmade animation made directly onto 35mm
or 16mm film, as other forms of animation, aims to
produce an illusion of motion. That can be achieved
either by drawing, painting or stencilling sequential
graphic forms onto clean transparent film or by en-
graving into opaque black one. It means to make 24
almost identical images by hand for each second on
a surface as big as a thumbnail. The problem is to
create meaningful forms in such a tiny space so they
match from frame to frame into a convincing move-

' Two introductory articles about Pierre Hébert’s film work, written by Chris Robinson and by Andrea Martignoni, are available at the

Animation World Magazine web site.

2 Information about Pierre Hébert’s and Bob Ostertag’s Living Cinema projects is available at Bob Ostertag’s web site.



ment. When working into black film stock the diffi-
culties increase enormously as the opacity doesn’t
allow the use of grids or images as reference. The
scratching is also very problematic due to the hard-
ness of the emulsion.

Here is how Len Lye describes is work on his film
Free Radicals (1958):

“When you hold the needle you dig it through
the black emulsion into the film and then start
doing kinds of pictographic signatures. You
hold your hand at the right height and act as if
you were to make your signature. It goes on
forever. You can carry a pictographic design in
your head and make a little design. You can’t
see what you’re doing because your hand is in
the way. That’s why those things have that kind
of spastic look...” (Len Lye in Russett & Starr
1988, 68)

There is an obvious direct physical relationship
between the artist and the film itself. With their in-
timate connection to the body, handcraft processes
reintegrate not only the physical senses into filmmak-
ing, for both the maker and viewer, but cinematic
technology all together.

On a purely economic level, handmade films are
not expensive. More pertinently, they free the studio
from a reliance on complex technology and services.
In his quest for alternative affordable and flexible
film forms and practices, McLaren would be fol-
lowed by some (then) young filmmakers at the board,
such as Pierre Hébert and Caroline Leaf. With regard
to the working attitude under McLaren’s supervision,
Hébert would state:

“[...] McLaren’s idea of animation [was] one
dominated by the personal and immediate
activity of its creator and maximum freedom
with the technical mechanisms. The upshot of
this was that the Studio wasn’t organised accord-
ing to a hierarchy of functions or tasks to be
met, but above all else as a community of creat-
ives, invariably characterized by the widest
range of technical choices, with a clear predom-
inance of hand-made methods, and always open
to the new.”

Norman McLaren left us with only a few writings.
Most of all, they are explanations and guidelines
about his animation techniques, made for the benefit
of those who were curious about the ‘secrets’ under-
lying his work. Instead of stressing, with respect to
the elaboration of films, the logical priority of indus-
trial standards, McLaren kept suggesting that one
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should focus on the absolute priority of personally
handling the technical mechanisms within the process
of film construction itself. He wrote:

“To sum up, the conception and execution of
most of my work for the National Film Board
has probably depended on four things:

1) Attempting to keep at a minimum the
technical mechanism standing between my
conception and the finished work.

2) Handling personally the mechanisms that
do remain, in as intimate a way as a painter his
painting, or a violinist his violin.

3) Making the very limitations of these
mechanisms, when brought in touch with the
theme, the growing point for visual ideas.

4) Making sure of a chance for improvising
at the moment of shooting or drawing.” (1948)

It seems clear that he was struggling to bring techno-
logy within the reach of human experience, to the
distance of his hand. The alternative would have
been to become part of the production line as a
functionary of the technical scheme within the appar-
atus: that is, behaving in accordance with its set of
functions and functioning.

He was particularly rigorous in his attention to the
sedimentation of the models proposed by the camera
and the way in which they could be set adrift. In the
essence of his practice there crops up the deepest
desire to decipher (greater than the desire to experi-
ment/experience and to show) which takes on a spe-
cial relevance when seen in the context of the devices
that sustain the cinematographic industry and com-
munication.

Cinema does not exist without recourse to techno-
logy, and machinery, as we know, abides by the
principles of reliability, presupposing a world built
on cause and effect, a world that is predictable,
turned in on itself, tautological and without boundar-
ies. There is no author in the machine-controlled
process: the essence of the creative process resides
in the idealisation of the tool itself and not in what
it can produce. There are only users in the context
of the qualities and limitations imposed by the con-
dition of the technical object. Hence, for those
working with them within a creative process, the
work only has meaning as a form of appropriation
(both as auscultation and as expression) of the world
based on a sensibility reshaped by the tool: to de-
cipher the singularly attractive enigma of a pleasure
that is inseparable from developments extending
beyond the sphere of organic sensibility, forcing it
to make constant emotional changes, of the kind that
reach into and enrich the realms of the intellect, that

3 Pierre Hébert, “Un mot de Pierre Hébert, producteur responsable du Studio d'animation du Programme frangais de 1'Office national
du film du Canada”, accessible at www.onf.ca, 1996- Dec.1999, during his time heading the N.F.B. Animation French Studio.
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lead to undertaking actions on the material, on the
senses, and also in an appeal to another’s spirit,
calling for the combined exertion of all human capa-
city, of all the human experience in the world.

Which is why McLaren has always stood up in
his work for the obstinate translation of contingency
in need. Recourse to the irregular (on the edge: ver-
ging on accident and mistake) rehumanizes the pro-
cedure, releasing the expressive work from the pre-
dictable ostensibility of technology, providing unex-
pected alternatives in the meaning-giving processes,
boosting receptiveness to the transgression of pro-
tocol procedures, opening up to expressive results
that go beyond programmed sanctions and that pre-
scribed by functional reliability. It follows that
maximum freedom and autonomy in building film
discourse would only become possible through de-
limiting, questioning and suspending the exclusive
character of the devices that support cinema. It is
within this framework that McLaren’s declarations
on the main factors defining his work take on partic-
ular importance.

In the heart of his studio, McLaren directed film-
making as a means of technical research, but also as
aunique coming together of people and devices able
to afford an aesthetic encounter, that is, a perceptible,
shared experience with the meaning of “Community
of creatives”.

Clearly, one of McLaren’s greatest aspirations
would be to face up to what is truly communicated
(communed) in the most essential part of each per-
son’s humanity. This is manifest in the formal prin-
ciples structuring his work, but also in his working
relations. It was almost as if his films were progress-
ively becoming the means to a certain productive
connection, as if the work had no meaning except as
a form of physically and emotionally integrating the
human experience, which could only be plural and
differentiated: “It was a sharing kind of experience.”
remarked Grant Munro, another N.F.B. director,
“You never worked for Norman, you always worked
with him” (Grant Munro in Starr 1995).

Directing the film sets its own limits as a space of
dialogue and differentiation, turned simultaneously
onto the world and its own conditions of possibility.
A place of suspension, opened up at the very brink
of the conventional, and of revelation of what is not
yet shared. The important thing would be to identify
possibilities for give and take, fertile associations,
and to differentiate the role of the elements. This
explains the importance of others who are equally
autonomous in the creation process, inasmuch as
expression appears in the space where languages
flow together and clash, as an exchange of energies,
as a manifestation of an identity emerging from the
differentiation and transfiguration of values and fig-
ures: the place of separation, from which the author,

like each of his collaborators, reaches a maturation,
a consciousness of himself and his own autonomy
in accomplishing the work; the place of association
and sharing, of communication, through the emer-
gence of the new, a surprising apparition emerged
from efforts negotiated between each person involved
and who remain united by the very act of creation
as a palpable experience and definitive engagement.

Conclusion

In other words, and to conclude, the name of Norman
McLaren not only relates to a body of film work, in
which each film appears as being what it formally
is, but also as a context in which discourse, means
of production and communication process (which,
in the case of animation, depends exclusively on
technology), are thrown into question and re-created
as expression. The handmade film appears not only
as a means of representation, as a support for some-
thing else, but in itself: as a presence. Within the
communication model that emerges, in the abstract,
from this method of making animation, the means
ceases to be separate, an exclusive translator of an
inaccessible world for a passive and paralysed receiv-
er. The film would be in the world at the same level
as the spectator, just as the world is in the film,
within those who observe it and those who made it.
Expression and presence take the place of represent-
ation.

More concretely, the attitude of appropriation
guiding McLaren’s production process presupposes
a poetics that is simultaneously focused on the work
of producing the film discourse and on the historical
and cultural context from which it emerges. It estab-
lishes itself as a means for differentiating and har-
monizing the different relations existing prior to the
film (the listening to inner and exterior reality, obser-
vation of the singular and the emblematic, explora-
tion of the specificity and technical limitations of
technical and expressive media, the meaning emer-
ging from the projection of previous experiences,
whether successful or otherwise, the inference and
inclusion of the spectator) but also as a means of
appropriating the film context modified by the film
itself, as a circumstance, an updating and (pre)text
that allows for the creation of a space of possibilities
within the heart of the established and the (not yet)
perceived.

While making their films, authors like Len Lye,
Norman McLaren or Pierre Hébert seem to have de-
veloped some sort of experimental epistemology (a
study of how the brain represents knowledge and
belief) through the physiological appropriation of
one of the most dominant technologies of our time.
Doing so, they have not only brought out new as-
sumptions — as shapers of sensibility and thought —
but they have established new possibilities within
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the functioning of technology itself and also film evolution towards new unexpected ontological pos-
creation. They have questioned, affronted and im- sibilities.
proved the concepts behind cinematic technological
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