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Introduction
The Rise of Animation in France

If cinema marvelously expresses an age dominated by science, it is because
cinema is “scientifically founded on movement.” In effect, cinema relies
upon a series of mechanisms designed to produce an illusion of anima-
tion. (Guido 2007: 28)

Images remained fixed for 32,000 years. Drawings could only move once
the camera was invented and put to work reproducing them 24 times
a second, filming and projecting them. That is the real cinematic
revolution! Animation is a completely virtual art which logically leads
into the synthetic image and the modern world. The modern revolution
was born with Emile Reynaud and his projected animation in 1892. Live
action cinema with actors is merely a pale copy of reality. It is moving
photography. ... But the moving photograph will never be as magical as
the moving drawing! (René Laloux, in Blin 2004: 148)

From the very beginning there was great potential for animation in France.
Importantly, the French had built up strong traditions in the visual and
graphic arts, scientific inquiry, and theatrical spectacles during the late
1800s and early 1900s. Artists from around the world came to Paris to study
the fine arts and decorative arts, leading to one of the richest eras for
aesthetic experimentation across the media. A number of avant-garde
artists, including Marcel Duchamp, Man Ray, and Fernand Léger, were
drawn toward experimenting with the representation of time and motion
and became fascinated with animated cinema’s potential. It is true that
France never possessed large specialized commercial animation studios
during the silent or classical sound eras. Nonetheless, French animation has

French Animation History
© Richard Neupert. Published by John Wiley & Sons



2 Introduction: The Rise of Animation in France

always existed and its animators have managed to turn out some incredibly
creative and influential animation over the years. The bulk of that work
has been produced by a relatively limited number of small animation firms
and individual animators, often working parallel to other modern artists,
exploring their media and looking for unique aesthetic approaches to
animating images. Until fairly recently, animation remained on the eco-
nomic periphery of French film production. French animation has also
suffered from film critics and historians who have concentrated almost
exclusively on France’s famed avant-garde movements and narrative au-
teurism. Yet the history of animation is essential for understanding French
film culture, its history, and its reception. Fortunately, there has been
something of a renaissance in animation production within France over
the past 20 years, which has motivated new interest in the long and, and as
we shall see, frequently torturous history of French cartoons.

Animation has always been a more highly visible component of
American film production than in France, and Hollywood cartoons have
also received much more attention from film studies over the years.
American animation began with a wide range of styles, techniques, and
subjects during the silent era, much like in France. But American anima-
tion quickly became standardized as cartoons shifted from ink on paper to
clear cels over painted backdrops. In Hollywood, animation fell into step
with many conventions of live action filmmaking. By the 1930s, some
major studios, including Warner Bros. and MGM, established their own
animation wings while others, such as RKO and Paramount, entered into
production and distribution deals with specialized animation companies
like Disney and Fleischer. Hollywood’s cartoon industry was built around
division of labor, recurring characters and cartoon series, fixed durations
of 6 to 8 minutes. American cartoons also received guaranteed distribution
and thus predictable income. Most animation was commercially viable and
highly capitalized. While there was creative differentiation from studio to
studio, the output remained relatively similar, as even the series titles such
as Merry Melodies and Looney Tunes (Warners), Silly Symphonies
(Disney), and Happy Harmonies (MGM), suggest. Further, since the
cartoons were produced under the institutionalized conditions of classical
Hollywood cinema, they were also subject to regulation by the Motion
Picture Producers and Distributors Association, which included censor-
ship at the hands of the Production Code Administration. Cartoons were
a very stable, successful, family friendly component of the American
film industry.



