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Animation Studios: People, Spaces,
Labor

In the 1980s, after a long hiatus, Film Studies began to pay attention to the division of la-
bor in the film industry from a historical perspective. Much of this was due to the publi-
cation of The Classical Hollywood Cinema by David Bordwell, Janet Staiger, and Kristin
Thompson. At the beginning of the 21st century, American media scholar John T. Cald-
well spurred a major revival of so-called production studies and research on the media in-
dustry and film studios as places of work, careers, and shared values and norms. The meth-
odological impetus for research on film studios has been provided by the work of media
and visual culture historian Brian Jacobson, who has put forward the possibilities of stud-
ying film studios as virtual and material environments; as symbols that take on a wide
range of meanings; or as points at which different forms of scientific and technical knowl-
edge, different technologies, resources, and materials, and groups of professionals of dif-
ferent competencies intersect. This has been followed up by a recent project led by British
film historian Sarah Street Film Studios: Infrastructure, Culture, Innovation in Britain,
France, Germany, and Italy, 1930-60.

Animation production has specific demands and conditions depending on the anima-
tion technique, the size of the studio, or possible collaboration with other film production
sectors. Studio spaces impose specific architectural demands on lighting, equipment,
workshop facilities, and support staff, whether it is a puppet, cartoon, computer anima-
tion, or filmmaking combining animation and live action. An animation studio is a stim-
ulating object of investigation as a site of work, careers, and shared values and norms. At
the same time, many animation techniques were already very flexible in terms of space re-
quirements before the advent of digital animation. Some phases of work did not require
studio conditions, which created space for non-standard types of collaboration between
animators and studios. It is possible to study the impact of technological change and its ef-
fect on collaboration, communication, conventions, and artistic solutions. Another set of
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specific questions relates to the coordination of animation and sound, dialogue, dubbing,
the process of education, and craft training.

Animation has its own ‘canonical’ global history in the form of a three-volume publi-
cation by Giannalberto Bendazzi," its international organization (Society for Animation
Studies — SAS), and several journals on animated film production, including Animation
Studies, published by SAS. The literature is extensive and focuses on the history of anima-
tion studies, important filmmakers, or the analysis of individual films. This journal active-
ly participated in the scholarly reflection on animation (e.g. by the thematic issue in 2020,?
or by the paper providing a reconstruction of the process of professionalization of amateur
animators).” In Poland in 2007, the by-then Polskie Wydawnictwo Audiowizualne re-
leased valuable DVD sets with Polish animation classics entitled Anthology of Polish Ani-
mated Film, Anthology of Children’s Animation and Anthology of Polish Experimental Ani-
mation, for which the films were selected and annotated by Marcin Gizycki. Shortly
thereafter, the publishing market was enriched by works by Jerzy Armata,” Joanna
Prosiniska-Giersz and Armata;” Armata and Anna Wrdblewska,® Mariusz Frukacz,” Mar-
cin Gizycki,® Hanna Margolis,” Adriana Prodeus,'” Pawet Sitkiewicz,'” Bogustaw Zmud-
zinski.'? The literature on Polish animation has expanded in recent years, with collective
works and monographic issues of academic journals being produced, including Kwartal-
nik Filmowy (112/2020 — half on animation, half on documentaries)'® and Pleograf: His-
toryczno-filmowy kwartalnik Filmoteki Narodowej (3/2023)." Lately, film animation stu-
dios are also being examined, mainly through the angle of the films produced there.'” The
perspective of production research, in particular examining the preparatory processes, the
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day-to-day reality of teamwork, the economic and material concerns of the production
process and the self-reflections of the members of the film crews, is becoming present in
Polish film studies on animated film.'” However, there are very few academic monographs
or papers approaching animation production from the perspective of the sociology of art
(although one chapter in a book on Soviet animation by Balakirsky Katz'” goes in that di-
rection).

The project of comparative research on Czechoslovak and Polish animation studios,
led by the editors of this issue of Iluminace, Pavel Skopal and Ewa Ciszewska, seeks to pro-
vide new methodological inspiration. The project draws on the prosopographical ap-
proach as applied in relation to the field theories of the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu;
the concept of art worlds of the American sociologist of art Howard S. Becker; the actor-
network theory of Bruno Latour; and social network analysis, which allows to describe
and explain the role of social contacts, distribution of knowledge and different types of
capital, or the role of intermediaries in the professional environment. Investigating the
history of two social worlds of animation film production operating in Central Europe al-
lows for a new path of research on film history by internalizing the objectives of film pro-
duction studies and combining them with the tools of sociology of arts.

The proposed approaches for researching Central-European film studios in post-war
era have been tested in two books, a series of articles, and two databases.'® This project’s
findings are represented in this issue with texts authored by Szymon Szul & Michal Vecera
and Tereza Bochinova & Agata Hofelmajer-Ros. The first text deals with the question of
creativity within state socialist film production on the example of animation studios in
Gottwaldov and £6dz. Since the internal dynamics of each studio were shaped by its em-
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ployee structure, dominant personalities, and interactions with other institutions and giv-
en that most serials were co-productions or commission projects, character of the series
was primarily influenced by the demands of the co-producer or commissioning entity,
rather than the studio itself. Authors claim that filmmakers at “Se-Ma-For” enjoyed a high-
er degree of creative freedom and autonomy in their work than those from Gottwaldov.
Similarities and differences in the functioning of the two Central European animation stu-
dios are researched by Tereza Bochinova & Agata Hofelmajer-Ro$ in an article tracing the
agency of technical equipment on animation production in studios “Se-Ma-For” and FS
Kudlov in the 1970s and 1980s. Both studios managed to develop specific actor networks
to navigate and mitigate their constraints.

Animated films during the socialist period were not only made by studios specialising
in short films, Polish film historian Emil Sowinski analyses the production strategy of the
Irzykowski Film Studio in the field of animated film production, a communist-era film in-
stitution founded in 1981 that produced debut films of all types and lengths, without ani-
mated film being prioritised.

With a text by Jane Cheadle, we are moving to contemporary animation market. This
paper uncovers difficulties and challenges related to transcontinental studio partnerships
in the production of the African-futurist anthology Kizazi Moto. Analysis of points of ten-
sion allowed a closer examination of specific aspects of transnational animation produc-
tion, including its barriers and opportunities, with the aim of better questioning and un-
derstanding patterns of labour circulation and meaning making.

Cultural capital enhances professional expertise, serving to showcase one’s ability to
think and express freely. A studio’s role is to harness and commodify creative energy, mak-
ing it tangible and exchangeable. The practice of desk decoration analysed in Colin Wheel-
er text, offers a glimpse into how animators balance the use of personal space with the cul-
tivation of cultural capital to foster communication with colleagues and peers.

The issue of control in the context of the architecture and organizational aspects of film
studios is revisited in the conversation with Brian Jacobson, also featured in this issue. In
the conversation, Jacobson describes how his perspective shifted toward a broader tech-
nological history, linking it to the development of infrastructure, technologies, and larger
systems. This reframing connects the studio and cinema to the history of technology in
novel and unexplored ways.

As this thematic issue hopes to demonstrate, research on animated film studios wel-
comes a range of perspectives, including working conditions, work coordination, and the
social, architectural, urban, technical, or technological aspects of animation studios, and
opens floor for an exploration of their international cooperation and coordination.
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