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“French Animation History helps the reader discover a coherent  
but diverse world, starting in the nineteenth century, a  

chain of independent craftsmen and artists, leading to an active  
twenty-first century, and pushing us – from any country  

– towards more perseverance, creativity,  
humanity, freedom, passion.” 

Michel Ocelot

Animation began in France, and for over 
100 years French animators have remained 
devoted to their own artistic and technical 
traditions. Today, France is the third largest 
producer of animation in the world. French 
animation is truly a unique product of 
the country’s rich cultural, economic, and 
technical background.  
French Animation History is the first book 
dedicated exclusively to this vital element in 
the history of cinema. It reveals how French 
animators have forged their own visual 
styles, narrative modes, and technological 
innovations to construct a distinct national 
style, while avoiding the clichés and 
conventions of Hollywood’s commercial 
cartoons. During the past decade, scores of 
important French animated films have been 
restored from archival prints and released on 
DVD, making many of the titles mentioned in 
the book available for classroom use for the 
first time. 
The book includes more than 80 color 
and black and white images from the most 
influential films, from early silent animation 
to the internationally renowned Persepolis. 
French Animation History is essential reading 
for anyone interested in the study of French 
animation, illuminating the exceptional place 
France holds within the history of world 
cinema. 

French
AnimAtion
history

Fr
en

c
h

 A
n

im
A

t
io

n
 h

isto
ry

Richard Neupert is the Wheatley  
Professor of the Arts and a Josiah Meigs 
Distinguished Teaching Professor in Film 
Studies at the University of Georgia. His 
previous books include A History of the 
French New Wave Cinema (2007) and The End: 
Narration and Closure in the Cinema, as well as 
translations from French of Aesthetics of Film 
(Aumont, et al.) and The French New Wave 
(Marie).

Cover image: Karaba the Sorceress, from Kirikou et la 
sorciére/Kirikou and the Sorceress, produced by  
Les Armateurs, directed by Michel Ocelot, 1998
Cover design by Simon Levy Design Associates

N
e

u
p

e
R

t





French Animation History





French Animation History

Richard Neupert



This edition first published 2011
� 2011 Richard Neupert

Blackwell Publishing was acquired by John Wiley & Sons in February 2007. Blackwell’s
publishing program has been merged with Wiley’s global Scientific, Technical, and Medical
business to form Wiley-Blackwell.

Registered Office
John Wiley & Sons Ltd, The Atrium, Southern Gate, Chichester, West Sussex, PO19 8SQ,
United Kingdom

Editorial Offices
350 Main Street, Malden, MA 02148-5020, USA
9600 Garsington Road, Oxford, OX4 2DQ, UK
The Atrium, Southern Gate, Chichester, West Sussex, PO19 8SQ, UK

For details of our global editorial offices, for customer services, and for information about
how to apply for permission to reuse the copyrightmaterial in this book please see our website
at www.wiley.com/wiley-blackwell.

The right of Richard Neupert to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in
accordance with the UK Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved.No part of this publicationmay be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system,
or transmitted, in any formor by anymeans, electronic,mechanical, photocopying, recording
or otherwise, except as permitted by theUKCopyright, Designs andPatents Act 1988, without
the prior permission of the publisher.

Wiley also publishes its books in a variety of electronic formats. Some content that appears in
print may not be available in electronic books.

Designations used by companies to distinguish their products are often claimed as trade-
marks. All brand names and product names used in this book are trade names, service marks,
trademarks or registered trademarks of their respective owners. The publisher is not
associatedwith any product or vendormentioned in this book. This publication is designed to
provide accurate and authoritative information in regard to the subject matter covered. It is
sold on the understanding that the publisher is not engaged in rendering professional services.
If professional advice or other expert assistance is required, the services of a competent
professional should be sought.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Neupert, Richard John.
French animation history / Richard Neupert.

p. cm.
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 978-1-4443-3836-2 (hardcover : alk. paper) 1. Animated films–France–

History and criticism. I. Title.
NC1766.F8N48 2011
791.430340944–dc22

2010034206

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

This book is published in the following electronic formats: ePDFs 9781444392562;
Wiley Online Library 9781444392586; ePub 9781444392579

Set in 10.5/13pt by Thomson Digital, Noida, India

Printed in Malaysia

1 2011

www.wiley.com/wiley-blackwell


In memory of my parents

John and Caroline Neupert





Contents

Figures ix

Plates xiii

Acknowledgments xvii

1 Introduction: The Rise of Animation in France 1
The Beginnings of Animation 4
Stop-Motion Animation Attractions 19

2 Silent Animation: Emile Cohl and his Artisanal Legacy 22
Emile Cohl, Caricature, and the Rise of Studio Animation 22
Emile Cohl at Path�e, Eclipse, and Eclair Studios 36
Graphic Art and the Cartoon: Lortac and O’Galop 45
But is it “Animation?” French Avant-Garde and Moving Pictures 54

3 French Animation and the Coming of Sound 60
Ladislas Starewich’s Fabled Puppets 61
Berthold Bartosch’s L’Id�ee: A Working-Class Allegory 73
Jean Painlev�e’s La Barbe bleue 78
Alexandre Alexeieff, Claire Parker, and the Pinscreen 82
Niche Cartoons: Lyrical Joie de vivre and the Surreal

La Fortune enchant�ee 90

4 Toward an Alternative Studio Structure 99
Paul Grimault and the Artist-Owned Animation Studio 100
Transitional Animation: From High Art to Made-for-TV 107
Toward a New Era of Micro-Studios: Laguionie and Laloux 114

5 French Animation’s Renaissance 124
Le Cartoon Plan 124
Michel Ocelot’s Alternative Mode of Production 127



Comic Book Aesthetics and Niche Studios 139
Contemporary French Animation: 2006 and Beyond 149

6 Conclusion: French Animation Today 162

References 171

Further Reading 178

Index 181

viii Contents



Figures

1.1 Praxinoscope patent, Emile Reynaud, 1878 7

1.2 Marey’s multiple exposure, produced and photographed
by Etienne-Jules Marey, 1881 16

1.3 Marey’s dragonfly, produced and photographed
by Etienne-Jules Marey, 1891 18

2.1 Cohl’s rapidly shifting lines. Fantasmagorie, produced
by Gaumont, directed by Emile Cohl, 1908 27

2.2 The clown pops out of a woman’s ballooning head.
Fantasmagorie, produced by Gaumont, directed
by Emile Cohl, 1908 28

2.3 Cohl’s puppets bow for the camera. Un Drame chez les
fantoches/A Puppet Drama, produced by Gaumont, directed

by Emile Cohl, 1908 30
2.4 The mother-in-law microbe. Les Joyeux microbes/

The Merry Microbes, produced by Gaumont, directed
by Emile Cohl, 1909 32

2.5 The clown projects his binetoscope images. Le Binettoscope/
The Binetoscope, produced by Gaumont, directed

by Emile Cohl, 1910 35
2.6 Waiter’s fantasy. Le Songe du garçon de caf�e/The Hasher’s
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1

Introduction
The Rise of Animation in France

If cinemamarvelously 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! (Ren�e 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 L�eger, 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



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.

2 Introduction: The Rise of Animation in France


