
[image: ]

 

 
BFI Film Classics

The BFI Film Classics is a series of books that introduces, interprets and celebrates landmarks of world cinema. Each volume offers an argument for the film’s ‘classic’ status, together with discussion of its production and reception history, its place within a genre or national cinema, an account of its technical and aesthetic importance, and in many cases, the author’s personal response to the film.

For a full list of titles available in the series, please visit our website: <www.palgrave.com/bfi>

‘Magnificently concentrated examples of flowing freeform critical poetry.’ Uncut

‘A formidable body of work collectively generating some fascinating insights into the evolution of cinema.’

Times Higher Education Supplement

‘The series is a landmark in film criticism.’

Quarterly Review of Film and Video

‘Possibly the most bountiful book series in the history of film criticism.’

Jonathan Rosenbaum, Film Comment


Editorial Advisory Board

Geoff Andrew, British Film Institute

Edward Buscombe

William Germano, The Cooper Union for the Advancement of Science and Art

Lalitha Gopalan, University of Texas at Austin

Lee Grieveson, University College London

Nick James, Editor, Sight & Sound

Laura Mulvey, Birkbeck College, University of London

Alastair Phillips, University of Warwick

Dana Polan, New York University

B. Ruby Rich, University of California, Santa Cruz

Amy Villarejo, Cornell University


Toy Story

a critical reading

Tom Kemper

[image: ]


For Dash and Jack

© Tom Kemper 2015

All rights reserved. No reproduction, copy or transmission of this publication may be made without written permission. No portion of this publication may be reproduced, copied or transmitted save with written permission or in accordance with the provisions of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988, or under the terms of any licence permitting limited copying issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency, Saffron House, 6–10 Kirby Street, London EC1N 8TS. Any person who does any unauthorised act in relation to this publication may be liable to criminal prosecution and civil claims for damages.

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

First published in 2015 by

PALGRAVE

on behalf of the

BRITISH FILM INSTITUTE

21 Stephen Street, London W1T 1LN

www.bfi.org.uk

There’s more to discover about film and television through the BFI. Our world-renowned archive, cinemas, festivals, films, publications and learning resources are here to inspire you.

Palgrave in the UK is an imprint of Macmillan Publishers Limited, registered in England, company number 785998, of 4 Crinan Street, London N1 9XW. Palgrave Macmillan in the US is a division of St Martin’s Press LLC, 175 Fifth Avenue, New York, NY 10010. Palgrave is a global imprint of the above companies and is represented throughout the world. Palgrave® and Macmillan® are registered trademarks in the United States, the United Kingdom, Europe and other countries.

Cover image: Cartoon Cloudscape/Colonel/Getty Images

Series cover design: Ashley Western

Series text design: ketchup/SE14

Images from Toy Story (John Lasseter, 1995), © Walt Disney Pictures/Pixar; Toy Story 2 (John Lasseter, 1999), © Disney Enterprises/Pixar; ‘100 Cans’, Andy Warhol, 1962; ‘Woman with Flowered Hat’, Roy Lichtenstein, 1963; Northwest Hounded Police (Tex Avery, 1946), © Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer; Newsweek, 27 June 1988; Aladdin (John Musker/Ron Clements, 1992), © The Walt Disney Company; Disney promotional film (1957), © The Walt Disney Company; Duck Amuck (Chuck Jones, 1953), © Warner Bros.; Rabbit Seasoning (Chuck Jones, 1952), © Warner Bros.; Wackiki Wabbit (Chuck Jones, 1943), Warner Bros.; Porky in Wackyland (Robert Clampett, 1938), Vitaphone Corporation/Warner Bros.; ‘Bicycle Wheel’, Marcel Duchamp, 1913; ‘Talking Tina’/‘Living Doll’, The Twilight Zone (Richard C. Sarafian, 1963), Cayuga Productions/CBS.

Set by Cambrian Typesetters, Camberley, Surrey

Printed in China

This book is printed on paper suitable for recycling and made from fully managed and sustained forest sources. Logging, pulping and manufacturing processes are expected to conform to the environmental regulations of the country of origin.

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data

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

A catalog record for this book is available from the Library of Congress

ISBN 978–1–84457–667–8


Contents

Acknowledgments

1 Power Pop

2 ‘The rats’ nest’

3 ‘A rebel group’

4 ‘What Would Walt Say?’

5 ‘Hip – loveable, urban. Think Simpsons’

6 Playtime: The Film

7 Stories

Notes

Credits

Bibliography


Acknowledgments

I have to thank Dana Polan for supporting an earlier proposal for the series, and the BFI Film Classics Editorial Board for suggesting this title to me as well as for their enthusiasm for my work. An anonymous reader for the press offered an incredibly gracious and constructive response to the first draft. I was very moved by the reader’s generosity and the final version gained immeasurably from the reader’s suggestions. Ellen Seiter invited me to speak on my work to her seminar on toys and media, and I thank her and her students for availing me of the opportunity to air some of the ideas here as well as for their feedback. An invited talk at the University of the Arts in Philadelphia offered another opportunity to fine-tune my perspective on the film and I thank the faculty there for an engaging and stimulating conversation. Alison Trope, Paul Leslie, Dana and Ellen read portions and offered important support. Alec Sokolow and Joel Cohen shared their early screenplay drafts, production notes and memos, as well as memories of the film’s initial writing and development process. Jenna Steventon, Sophia Contento and Lucinda Knight guided me through publication with patience and enthusiasm.

Finally, my sons Dash and Jack provided, as always, robust and energetic partners in play, discerning companions in watching hundreds of cartoons (research!), and, with their most wonderful mother, my constant inspiration.


1  Power Pop

Pixar Studio’s 1995 film Toy Story, like many great works of popular culture, sustains a dynamic vitality, at times even vulgar and anarchic. It proved instantly appealing to audiences, who continue to find the film engrossing and invigorating. Through its wild innovations and surprising story, the film engages a utopian spirit of freedom and imagination, suspending us from our conventional expectations by celebrating our capacity to dream (toys springing to life). The film galvanises our facility to envision alternative realities and different perspectives, seeing the world afresh from another scale and conjuring up our own memories and spirit of childhood play.

It became the top earning film of 1995 and racked up three Academy Award nominations, including one in the Best Original Screenplay category, a first for an animated feature. The film’s commercial and artistic success launched computer animation as an exciting new medium, creating a successful alternative to Disney that inspired more companies to invest in animated features, thereby contributing to what many considered a new golden age of animation.

Toy Story’s two sequels distinguished themselves no less than the original, as the central themes of the first film gained even greater emotional depth in each iteration. The second film demonstrated a capacity to combine surprising and enticing action while remaining faithful to the original’s expressive currents. The third film developed the original movie’s theme of loss into a stirring exploration of maturity and closure.

Playful in its own artistic expression and experimentation, Toy Story celebrates the free rein of play. All types of play surge through the film: creative play, play-acting, devious play, artistic play. Play remains one of the film’s core themes and values. For the main characters, getting played with amounts to their raison d’être. In turn, to inspire their artistic work, the film’s artists revisited their own childhoods, recalling the inventive and sometimes twisted play they themselves engaged in as kids.

Compared to Disney’s great animated features, with their fine arts style and fairy-tale naturalism, Toy Story looks like a veritable work of Pop Art, dominated by glossy, brightly coloured commodities, the film’s artists relishing in their glimmering, reflective surfaces: vibrant toy packages with shiny, transparent windows; glowing primary colours; rounded, precisely moulded, industrial plastic forms. As with Andy Warhol and other Pop Artists, the Pixar film-makers sought to counter or challenge the dominant conventions that had developed in their respective mediums. Representing the commercial world around them (the world of movie or television tie-ins and the crass commercial drive of toys aimed at the impulses and imaginations of children), rather than the sanctified and sacral realm of fairy tales and classic stories (the stuff of Disney dreamscapes from Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs to Beauty and the Beast), amounted to an immediate avoidance of easy sentimentality. The Toy Story film-makers did not necessarily draw upon the inspiration or influence of the Pop Artists (though I reserve this argument as a possibility); rather, they retained a commitment to related motives, within their respective mediums, and analogous inspiration, similarly recognising the graphic and formal vigour of industrially manufactured commodities, and confronting and conceding the role of commercial products in our lives.

Take one shot as an example of Toy Story’s Pop Art parallels. It depicts Buzz Lightyear at the Dinoco gas station and features a stunning utilisation of angles and composition to generate energetic geometric shapes out of the commercial space and products within the frame. Constructed from below Buzz in a medium shot, the perspective establishes strong lines in the background from the two beams opposite the gas pump, as these red vectors jut into the centre of the frame. Even more dramatically, the beams carve out sharp angular forms accentuated by the dynamic play with Pop colours, from the green, white and yellow squares on the pump, to the roof’s white cubic and triangular shapes offset by the beams and pump, to the shades of red on the columns, all visually rhyming with the greens and whites on Buzz’s shimmering spacesuit. It presents an exhilarating, glistening replication of an entirely artificial subject and environment, a dazzling evocation of the allure and effervescence of a commercial world. And it does so by respecting the veneer of these products of commerce, honouring the vigorous precision of their impeccable design.
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Pop Art: dynamic evocations of an artificial, commercial world

By contrast, Disney’s animated films typically featured lush, green topography or natural settings, from the pastoral scenery of Bambi (1942), The Jungle Book (1967) or Sleeping Beauty (1959) to the vivid fantastical seascapes of The Little Mermaid (1989). Disney animators worked within a fine arts tradition, creating characters with mimetic, if idealised, figurations and using colours that hew closely to a natural spectrum. Backgrounds retained subtle tones (close in value) through carefully controlled gradations – airbrushed colours, rubbed-on blends or stoked drybrushes – so as not to distract from the characters and action. A woodland glade, for example, would retain balance through shading on trees at the edge of the frame, with airy light at the centre to highlight the main characters, and green (diffused only through a narrow spectrum of the colour’s range) modulating the background. The picturesque village in Disney’s Pinocchio (1940) unfolds like a moving illustration in a classic work of literature: fine lines and shading delineate the bricks and stones in the buildings, with washed browns and yellows hinting at their rough facades; while hand-drawn lines and brushed shading blend the tile roofs. These tactics typify the tendency of classical Disney artists to romanticise nostalgic sets by employing soft edges and balanced colour and lighting tones. Disney’s artistic references – Honoré Daumier, Gustave Doré, Maxfield Parish, amongst others – consistently looked towards nineteenth-century book illustrations and classical artists whose work retained strong narrative clarity.

In drawing so heavily on illustrational styles of the previous century, Disney animation developed an almost anachronistic aesthetic in relation to this modern medium – modern in regards to the motion-picture technology enabling animation as well as some of the inventions (multi-plane camera systems) and innovations (for example, Rotoscoping) employed by the company – and, indeed, to modern art. The connections to organic forms – lush, natural landscapes, anthropomorphic animals, folk-tale heroes and heroines – suggested continuity between our imagined idyllic past and the modern age. In turn, from The Jungle Book to Aladdin (1992), from the Three Little Pigs (1933) to Cinderella (1950), from Peter Pan (1953) to Pocahontas (1995), Disney’s animated films drew upon well-established cultural references: folk tales, fairy tales, fantasies and literary classics. The pastoral colour palettes and simple figurative characters – often animals – illustrating these traditional stories registered a visual match to the literary material and sensibility.

Toy Story offers a complete upending of this paradigm, from its visuals – hard-edged, commercial design; primary colours; metropolitan and suburban landscapes – to its rejection of fairy-tale or folk-tale narratives. It abandons traditional cultural references, and therefore also the typical Disney practices, and instead offers critical deconstructions of popular culture, reconfiguring commercial toys and archetypes of Americana like cowboys and astronauts in a contemporary, urban setting. In this sense (and many others), Toy Story completely discarded the Disney model, opting instead to represent the modern age itself, while also deliberately eschewing painterly gestures, a decisive rejection of nineteenth-century aesthetics and the Disney style.

Toy Story also flipped the conventional Disney relationship between films and their ancillary merchandising. Disney, like other studios, produced merchandise of their fairy-tale and folksy characters (stuffed dolls from Jungle Book; plastic figures of Ariel from The Little Mermaid), a tactic extending all the way back to Mickey Mouse products. These toys referenced the story world of the films and brought that world into the lives of children. By contrast, Toy Story takes merchandising as its very subject and projects it into a narrative world. If a Little Mermaid toy refers back to the film, conjuring up its narrative and defining the toy’s personality, then Toy Story self-reflexively explores the world of toys qua toys. It represents an acknowledgment of the significance of toys (industrial commodities) as things-in-themselves (rather than merely as signifiers of the narrative world from which they are derived). Toy Story shows how these commodities retain significance for their owners through their use and the personal meaning (say, a favourite toy) the user invests in them.

A shot from Toy Story 2 (in a scene which drew upon elements from early screenplay drafts and concepts for the first film) explicitly addresses this issue through its invocation of Pop Art compositional logic. When Buzz stumbles down an aisle in a toy store, he stands in awe at a wall of shelves teeming with packages of Buzz Lightyear toys. The film-makers frame the shot almost head-on to emphasise the serial forms and lines, the seemingly endless volume and reproduction of the product creating a vertiginous symmetry. The shot, of course, echoes Andy Warhol’s large canvas of Campbell Soup cans (‘100 Soup Cans’ [1962]) and parallels its effect: a straightforward explication of the replication function of the industry of commodities, if also underscoring the subtle abstract beauty created by the repetition and symmetry. Yet even this beauty remains implicated within the stark truth of the sameness of the products. Both images share this recognition and revelation.

Likewise, both compositions acknowledge that ordinary objects, important in our everyday lives, remain mass produced, generating similarly significant meanings in a massive number of other individuals, an enormity of engagement that nonetheless fails to render them – or the individual commodity – meaningless (in fact, as if to emphasise this point, one of the other Buzz figures in the packages comes to life as well, recalling the first film’s Buzz and suggesting a seemingly infinite amount of ‘toy stories’). By taking popular commodities as their subjects, both compositions identify the meaning that the products retain in our individual experience while also admitting the commercial industry – and mass production – that plays a role in this meaning and our lives.
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Toy Story 2 (1999)
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‘100 Cans’, Andy Warhol, 1962



With their solid colours evenly distributed on the surfaces of the objects, and their immaculate contours and form, as with industrially moulded colours and plastic, the commodities in Toy Story matched the strengths of computer animation. Utilising programming that more easily rendered surfaces with smooth, uniformly coloured design and consistent shape, this new medium worked better with inanimate objects. It struggled with more complex textures like skin or rough, variegated surfaces. Computer animation’s sensitivity to surfaces, to plasticity and rubber, even artificiality, confirmed the film-makers’ decision to take toys and plaything products as their subject, even while this choice remained driven by their deep dedication to popular culture.

When Mr Potato Head reconfigures his face in a disarrayed arrangement of its features – eyebrows tilted sideways, mouth askew, nose high atop his left cheek, eyes running down one side of his face – and the savvy spud announces, ‘Look. I’m Picasso,’ the film-makers are flagrantly flaunting their love of classic toys and pop culture by accentuating their distinction from high art. In other words, the cultural reference establishes their cognisance of a consecrated artist and artistic practice (Picasso and experimental modernism), and by doing so, signals the self-consciousness of their choice to work with a decidedly lowbrow subject like Mr Potato Head. The great Pop Artist Roy Lichtenstein followed a similar logic in his own ridiculously witty variations on Picasso such as ‘Woman with Flowered Hat’ (1963). In this work, the artist insolently paraded his style by evoking Picasso to highlight the decided departures from high art taken by his own work and that of his Pop cohorts. In similar fashion, the spud’s allusion to high art only flaunts his status as a manufactured toy. While the gesture certainly works as a wink to the film’s informed audience, it also invites them to share in the same refusal of certain aspirations to high art taken by the film-makers and delight in their own love of a popular product like Mr Potato Head.

Like folk artists, who acknowledge the place of popular products in our lives, the Pixar team and Pop Artists like Warhol and Lichtenstein remind us of the links between commercial industry and our own imagination. But unlike the classical or highbrow artists whom the Pop Artists opposed, or the conventional values of Disney’s fairy-tale films, which Pixar rebelled against, the Pop Artists and Toy Story dealt with and delved into the world of popular culture, discovering and admitting the vitality – however complicated by commerce – of its expressive range and inspiration. The film’s storyline and main subjects – manufactured, popular commodities – liberated the film-makers’ love of pop culture, from its unrefined, spirited vivacity to its vibrant experiments and earnest emotional resonance.

[image: ]

Flaunting insolent culture
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‘Woman with Flowered Hat’, Roy Lichtenstein, 1963

Pizza Planet, the riotous restaurant featured in the middle section of Toy Story, presents a kaleidoscopic hothouse of the film’s celebration of commercial and junky, disposable pop culture. Pizza Planet distils the film’s pop vitality, with its own over-the-top architecture and mid-century modernist design. Defined by its curvilinear, flying overhang, tilted at a dynamic angle, it resembles a boomerang, lending the solid form a sense of movement, like the airy vigour of 1950s mod styling. A large rocket ship, carved in a ballooning torso with tail wings streaming out in a blend of Calderesque hard geometric lines and the sharp, clean simplicity of a golden age cartoon, looms over the main building. Structurally, the restaurant itself – save for the adorning kitschy robot figures at the door and the absurd, amusement park-sized rocket – represents a 1950s diner, its circular floor-to-ceiling glass walls and curved, aerodynamic design echoing the Space Age aura and car-centric design of Googie architecture. It could effectively function as a carhop. The colour and lettering of its signage conjure up retro design as well. Inside, the restaurant spills over with pop culture references in its elaborate, frenzied arcade centre.
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As a virtual repository of kooky pop culture, Pizza Planet strongly parallels the retro vibe of the equally larger-than-life diner Jack Rabbit Slim’s in Quentin Tarantino’s 1994 film Pulp Fiction. In fact, Toy Story and Pulp Fiction, released within a year of each other, bear strong resemblances.1 Both films traffic in resurrected pop culture, from a retro ensemble of toys to Tarantino’s encyclopaedic display of pop culture. Each movie mixes genres by mashing together different iconic figures: cowboys and space rangers; gangsters and boxers. Both films relish in irony and ultimately transcend it through their genuine devotion to artifacts and archetypes from pop culture. In each film there is a nod to junk food and junk culture (Woody and Buzz even hide in and animate fast-food containers to sneak into Pizza Planet). Both works registered a new tone in film, blending irony and campy satire with an authentic, adolescent adoration of pop culture. Even their respective titles bear an uncanny self-conscious or self-reflexive parallelism, contrasting plasticity or manufactured material (toy and pulp) with the art of narrative (story and fiction). The Toy Story universe revives discarded popular toys just as Tarantino resurrects old slang or obscure pop culture references. Etch-a-Sketch, for instance, from Toy Story, remains just the kind of quirky modern relic that Tarantino would brandish as a badge of cool, since the digital age renders the old analogue device exotic and obscure, lending it a scarcity that makes its possession novel and unique.2 At the risk of stretching this comparison, the pawnshop basement housing the Gimp parallels Sid’s house in its ominous tone, torturous action and suspense. No less than Pulp Fiction, Toy Story represents a postmodern mishmash of pop culture icons and references.

* * *

Toy Story sprang from a group of artists itching to transform feature-film animation, both to spur a revolution in the form and reinvigorate it with the energy and escapism that had enlivened their own childhoods and their development as artists. In this vein, the artists took old toys and old cartoon styles and brought them to life – in the film’s very narrative and in their animation – deploying them to express pop vitality and also to celebrate the vibrancy of popular consumer products: furnished with rich, lively characterisations, the toys argue with each other, spit out wisecracks and sarcastic asides, express anxiety, fears and a range of emotions. The artists transformed the toys, injecting them with imagined identities, just as they did when they played as kids, while also exploiting the definitive, exclusive trait of animation as a medium: giving life to inanimate objects. Animating these toys – formerly through play and now as artists – amounted to a kind of apotheosis, a fruition of the creativity of childhood play, their devotion to popular commercial culture and their evolving artistic careers.


2  ‘The rats’ nest’

Many of the artists on Toy Story (indeed, the film’s director John Lasseter) emanated from the California Institute of the Arts (CalArts), and the film’s origins and first dialectical encounters with Disney begin at this art school. When Walt Disney founded CalArts in the early 1960s, with programmes in art, design, film, theatre, music and dance, he envisioned it as a training ground for a new generation of animators to feed his studio workforce. Disney regarded animated films as a synthesis of all the arts and adhered closely to a Wagnerian concept of the total artwork, believing strongly that his animators should possess an understanding of diverse art forms like theatre, music, dance and sculpture, amongst others. As he declared: ‘There is an urgent need for a professional school which will not only give its students thorough training in a specific field, but will also allow the widest possible range of artistic growth and expression.’3 His philanthropic vision comes through earnestly here, even while his more utilitarian inclination remained clear as well.

Walt Disney did not live to witness the full growth of the school, as he died in 1966. But the school’s expansive curriculum tapped into a vein of eclectic experimentalism running through all of the arts in the 1960s. In turn, the CalArts students showed less fascination with classical narrative animation and more curiosity and passion for experimental animation.4 Thus, the school failed to develop the robust farm system for the Disney animation department that its founder had originally envisioned.

To correct this drift in direction, in 1974 the school established a degree programme in ‘Character Animation’. As the brochure for the programme emphatically indicated:

The first and most important thing for an animator is to know how to draw. But this list goes on – ability to visualize action breaking it down into drawings the ability to caricature action acting ability.5

This emphasis on character, action and acting, of course, strongly linked the training to narrative animation. Indeed, the brochure goes on to indicate that the curriculum will include the study of writing and story sketches in addition to courses in the fine arts. To enhance the programme’s utility to the studio, classes were taught (as advertised in its brochure and catalogue) by Disney animators, many of them members of the original ‘Nine Old Men’, now almost legendary artists – like Ollie Johnston, Eric Larson and Frank Thomas – from the classic Disney era of Fantasia (1940), Pinocchio and Dumbo (1941).
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To apply to the CalArts degree course, students submitted a portfolio for examination by a committee of Disney animators, again conspicuous evidence of the programme’s endgame. The school instructed applicants to submit ‘quick sketches in pen or pencil of humans and animals in action’. They also encouraged ‘samples in cartoon if they are imaginative and crisp. Good examples of landscape drawing or water colors are desirable.’6 The school decorated the brochure with mimetic illustrations – simple pen or pencil line drawings of figures in historical costumes and sketch studies of animals and humans in various poses. The cover featured a more cartoony caricatured line drawing of a fox nabbing a chicken by the tail. The emphasis on figurative form and natural landscape both appealed to artists interested in pursuing a career in narrative animation and clearly demarcated the boundaries (and goals) of the programme. Here, finally, the curriculum would strongly tie CalArts to the corporate sponsor’s animation studio and Disney’s original vision. The first few classes of students included John Lasseter, Brad Bird, Tim Burton and John Musker, all future employees of Disney, and by the 1990s Disney’s Beauty and the Beast (1991) featured sixty-seven animators who had graduated from the programme, along with another fifty on the studio’s Aladdin.7

Still, this new generation of animators, however strong their interest in the Disney classics and the expressive potential of animated feature films, grew up in a different cultural climate than the Nine Old Men, most of whom had come to animation from backgrounds in the fine arts and traditional art school. The Nine Old Men had, almost single-handedly, invented feature animation, imbuing it with a strong, definitive poetics: the evocative fairy-tale naturalism of Disney’s golden age. Given these differences, the CalArts Character Animation programme did not eradicate the generational conflicts of the 1960s. In a way, the shared values amongst the two generations – their dedication to animation as an art form with expressive range – helped to accentuate some of their strong differences, and a new series of battles would begin when the CalArts graduates began to infiltrate the Disney animation studios.

This younger generation had grown up on movies, television, comic books, Boob Tube cartoons and pop music. They did not necessarily see popular culture as less significant than traditions in the fine arts and therefore had no desire to emulate those values held dear by Disney and the Nine Old Men, and clearly evident in works like Fantasia, with its aspirations of heightening animation merely by wedding it to accepted high-art values of classical music, or Pinocchio, with its strong links to nineteenth-century paintings (true of most classic Disney works). This younger generation accepted cartoons and comic books as vital, enriching and imaginative modes of expression, with little anxiety about cultural distinction. Not all of them may have read underground comics or admired, for example, the wild visions of Ralph Bakshi; but they had all been schooled in a pop culture universe that extended beyond the Disney classics (even while they admired their vibrant colours and emotional range) and included, to take just a few examples, UPA’s modernist alternatives to the Disney style, with their experimental and almost abstract use of colour and line in cartoons like Mr Magoo and Gerald McBoing Boing, or George Pal’s lively Puppetoons series, with their dynamic herky-jerky stop-motion effects.

Yet even accounting for their range of idiosyncratic tastes, this new generation of CalArts animators, hired by Disney in the late 1970s and early 80s, nonetheless shared a love of popular culture and a desire to break new ground in animation. Tim Burton, for example, devoured Mad magazine, syndicated comic strips such as B.C. and Tumbleweeds, the macabre cartoons of Gahan Wilson, television shows like The Twilight Zone (1959–64) and The Outer Limits (1963–5), classic science-fiction and horror films, and B-movies, even Z-grade flicks.8 Lasseter loved unabashedly the 1960s television version of Casper the Friendly Ghost (originally a series of theatrical shorts in the 50s) and the antic, almost anarchic animator Tex Avery, whose occasionally vulgar work, replete with strangely erotic and violent forms of surreal bodily distortions and contortions, often bordered on the grotesque while staying within the boundaries of popular culture on Looney Tunes and Tom and Jerry shorts. Henry Selick exalted the stop-motion special effects of Ray Harryhausen and horror films. Joe Ranft’s eclectic tastes ran from Laurel and Hardy and magic shows to 1960s counter-culture writers like Kurt Vonnegut, Hunter S. Thompson and Tom Wolfe. Brad Bird grew up consuming Looney Tunes and studied the work of directors like Hitchcock and Scorsese as much as he did cartoons.
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An appreciation of the vulgar vitality of popular culture such as Tex Avery’s work (Northwest Hounded Police, 1946)

All of these CalArts graduates arrived at Disney during a transitional period. The company had wobbled by for almost two decades on mediocre product, searching to capture some relevance for its department when television animation had degraded the form and audiences lost interest in Disney. In 1984, the animation division was relocated to make room for talent and staff devoted to Disney’s live-action division. In an incredibly symbolic move, the company transferred over two hundred animators from the Disney lot. While assured that the move remained only temporary, the animators considered it a sign that the company might soon cut the division altogether.

These developments were only the latest in a long decline dating back to 1959’s Sleeping Beauty. In 1958, the studio downsized its staff from 500 to 125 and this reduced staff level continued into the mid-1970s. In fact, the influx of CalArts graduates represented an effort to counter some of this attrition and prepare for the retirement of many of the studio’s older animators. But the hiring remained selective and slow. From 1970 to 1977, Disney animation hired only twenty-one people, and most of these came in the last year, 1977.9 Only a few years before Lasseter and the other CalArts graduates arrived at Disney, the animation division had experienced a telling and traumatic shake-up. In 1979, Don Bluth, one of the company’s leading artists, and about one-third of the staff walked out and formed their own rival studio, an exodus widely covered in the press.10

In the late 1970s, many of the young Disney animators, including almost all of the CalArts graduates mentioned above, became known as ‘the Rats’ Nest’, for their restlessness, their disdain for Disney’s bland fare, old-fashioned conformism and the studio’s refusal to experiment with new forms and content. A 1978 article written by the historian of animation John Canemaker quoted Brad Bird (unidentified in the original piece) as the most vocal of the Rats. ‘The Disney films have been very good and consistent,’ Bird told Canemaker,

but the pioneering aspect has left for a more conservative way of film-making. A lot of us newer people are much more aware of film-making than some of the older ones. We’ve been to film and art schools, made our own films, so our opinions should matter more than they do.11

Disney animator Don Hahn’s documentary covering this period at the studio, Waking Sleeping Beauty (2009), offers testimony by some of the Rats, with archive Super-8 footage shot by John Lasseter of Randy Cartwright and Don Hahn in their offices at Disney animation studios. In this footage, Cartwright refers to a section of cubicles as ‘the rats’ nest’. He then flips through some old drawings and compares them to today’s animation, adding sarcastically: ‘It’s better than the magic we’re making today. But we can’t help that.’

Many of these younger animators left Disney (like Brad Bird, who went on to work on The Simpsons). Others, like Lasseter and Burton, remained, but found themselves marginalised. Lasseter had become excited by the prospect of computer animation. He had seen a number of short films demonstrating computer-rendered images and figures and had been particularly impressed with the computer-graphic sequences in Tron (1982), a live-action film produced by Disney. Lasseter won approval to begin some research and development for a short film version of Maurice Sendak’s Where the Wild Things Are and an adaptation of Thomas Disch’s quirky short story The Brave Little Toaster. In both cases, Lasseter planned to use computer graphics to render backgrounds and scenery while employing a traditional hand-drawn approach for the characters. When his results failed to impress executives, Disney released him from his contract.


3  ‘A rebel group’

Following a failed attempt to set up The Brave Little Toaster as an independent production, Lasseter found himself successfully wooed by a Bay Area firm experimenting in computer technology for motion pictures – a company that would eventually develop into Pixar Studios.12

In its formation, Pixar retained links to numerous groups experimenting with computer-graphic animation across the United States, including Xerox, MIT, the University of Utah and the New York Institute of Technology, dating back to the early 1970s. Pixar’s founding partner, Ed Catmull, emerged from the University of Utah in the early 1970s as an engineering PhD working on computer facial modelling, texture mapping (where a texture could be imported to a computer and mapped onto a rendering of a surface) and drawing with a new program, Sketchpad, amongst other experiments and innovations. His rendering of a hand (A Computer Animated Hand [1972]) even made it into the set design (on a simulated computer screen) in the film Futureworld (1976). Catmull became head of the Computer Graphics Lab at the New York Institute of Technology, whose experiments in computer animation focused particularly on 3-D graphics (and even an eventually abandoned animated feature). There Catmull worked with Alvy Ray Smith before George Lucas, flushed with success after Star Wars (1977), hired the two to establish a computer division in 1979 for his independent Bay Area film company, Lucasfilm.

Lucas’s computer division worked primarily on building a digital film scanner and digital film printer. These would be used to smoothly integrate different images (compositing) to layer special-effects shots on film; but the division also branched out into special-effects work, most notably stunning sequences in Star Trek II (1982) and Young Sherlock Holmes (1985), for which it earned an Academy Award nomination.

Lucas referred to his computer division as a ‘rebel group’ and, indeed, the Bay Area film-making community still retained vestiges of its counter-culture ethos from the heyday of Francis Ford Coppola’s American Zoetrope band of pranksters and professionals (Coppola’s late-1960s stab at creating a communal-commercial blend of Bay Area independent film-making), seeing themselves as an alternative studio to Hollywood. Pixar in many ways carried on this spirit, retaining tangible links to these earlier ventures (Lucas had co-founded American Zoetrope with Coppola).

For a number of reasons – including loss of interest and increased costs – Lucas put the computer division up for sale in 1985. Catmull and Smith convinced Lucas to sell a spin-off division named Pixar (for animation) and in 1986, after look-overs by Philips and General Motors (interested in medical imaging and computer-assisted automotive design, respectively), finally found in Steve Jobs, recently let go from his own company Apple, an engaged, animated buyer. Although he primarily viewed the company for its potential sales in integrated software and hardware to both the professional and the home market, Jobs allowed the company to continue its experiments with computer animation.

Jobs supported the production of Pixar’s short animated films as a showcase for fusing creativity and technology, and as a demonstration of the company’s software and hardware. Pixar screened the shorts at major conventions like SIGGRAPH (the primary annual event for the computer-graphics industry). More significantly in terms of animation, these short films allowed Lasseter and his team to hone a rich understanding of the power and limits of computer animation, in ways that retained important knowledge for their work on Toy Story. At the time, of course, the shorts put the potential of computer animation on display in ways that could lead down any number of different avenues: in sales of the computers and software (in 1986, Disney Animation Studios became one of Pixar’s earliest and most important customers); as visual calling cards for the industry (Pixar developed a strong business producing commercials for various clients using 3-D computer animation for ads for gum, mouthwash, and the like); and in slowly making the case for Lasseter’s ambition to produce an animated feature film employing computer technology.

Lasseter realised early on, through his work on these short films, that the medium of computer animation, as least at this point in its development, worked best with inanimate objects. And while the technology and its limits encouraged the use of objects like lamps, rubber balls, bicycles or toys (the subjects of the various early Pixar shorts), the art of animation retained a long fascination with inanimate objects, since animating such things foregrounded the distinctive expressive qualities of the medium itself.13 In Luxo Jr. (1986), Lasseter animated two desk lamps; in Red’s Dream (1987), his subject was a unicycle; in Tin Toy (1988), he animated toys (the tin toy from this short played a role in early stages of the development of Toy Story); and in Knick-Knack (1989), he brought plastic souvenir figures to life.

Elements of Tin Toy retain strong ties to Toy Story: the abandoned toy; the existential need to be played with; the mini-universe of toys, particularly the ensemble cowering under the couch. But Lasseter’s work on Knick-Knack represents the closest in spirit to what would emerge in Pixar’s first feature (it would also be the last short Lasseter produced for the company). Knick-Knack demonstrates a much more cartoony vibe than his previous short films, with a more self-conscious relationship to its material, and displays the strong influence of Tex Avery and Looney Tunes in its rapid tonal shifts (hope, elation, anger), its flagrant and celebratory use of kitsch (the characters all stem from touristy knickknacks), and its fast pacing. From this perspective, Knick-Knack looks forward to and distils much of the sensibility of Toy Story.

Most strikingly, these developments at Pixar tied into changes occurring at Disney as well. By the mid-1980s, Catmull and Smith worked with a Disney team led by engineer Lem Davis to use computers to replace the task of colouring each individual cel in the animation process. The new method allowed the computer to scan drawings and then colour them, retaining the colouring from shot to shot in any sequence – essentially a digital painting procedure. The program the team developed, CAPS (Computer Animation Production System), not only lowered costs and saved production time but also, perhaps unexpectedly, enabled freer ‘camera movement’ (allowing mobile, shifting perspectives, for example, in the compositions). Disney employed the process in the concluding scene of The Little Mermaid, and extensively on The Rescuers Down Under (1990) and Beauty and the Beast (1991).


4  ‘What Would Walt Say?’

While the younger animators at Disney in the late 1970s and early 80s had attacked the struggling division for its failings, by the early 90s the studio had revived its animation wing with a string of films that were both commercial and artistic triumphs, in The Little Mermaid, Beauty and the Beast and Aladdin. The transformation sprang from changes in Disney’s management, innovative developments in the animation industry and the Hollywood market itself, as new segments – primarily, home video and cable – wielded a significant presence in the business.

In 1984, a takeover by Disney stockholders brought in major Hollywood executives Michael Eisner and Frank Wells, formerly at Paramount and Warner Bros. respectively, to run the company. Eisner towed Jeffrey Katzenberg from Paramount to run Disney’s film division, though Katzenberg gradually gained stronger interest in the animation division. Despite (or because of) their difficult personalities, and cut-throat and abrasive corporate approaches, Eisner and Katzenberg contributed greatly to the changing paradigm at Disney, in ways that would have long-term ramifications for the development of Toy Story.

Eisner represented a kind of corporate iconoclast – with all of the contradictory elements the phrase implies – at Disney. A 1987 60 Minutes piece on him claimed that ‘Not only does the ghost of Walt Disney the creative genius keep Eisner awake at night, when he first came to the company he discovered that executives routinely made decisions by asking “What would Walt have done?’’’ The programme then quotes a defiant Eisner arguing, ‘I don’t think Disney is like the constitution.’ In turn, then, like a revisionist constitutionalist in cartoonland, Eisner revamped the Disney corporation, steering the company to focus on feature films targeted at mainstream adult audiences – movies like Splash (1984), Down and Out in Beverly Hills (1986) and Good Morning, Vietnam (1987) – and a renewed and expansionist concentration on Disney’s theme parks.

Initially, Eisner adopted a patronising perspective towards the animation division. In the same 60 Minutes piece, he declared that animated films don’t bring in money and rather arrogantly added that his studio backed them because ‘it’s their legacy’. He claimed that Oliver & Company (1988) cost $10 million: ‘more than it can make back any time soon’ (in fact, the film earned $53 million, a new box-office record for an animated feature). All that would soon change under Eisner’s watch, forcing the executive to recognise the new success and significance of the animation division.

1988’s Who Framed Roger Rabbit offers a good marker of the changes in the new Disney regime. The film represented a hybrid mishmash of a detective story set in a 1940s world where animated characters punched the clock as studio employees, vividly captured with a mixture of live action and animation. The R-rated film was laced with provocative lines, murders and slapstick cartoon scenes, with a curvy animated femme fatale, wacky new characters like Roger Rabbit, and cameos ranging from Betty Boop to Dumbo, Bugs Bunny and Mickey Mouse (both of whom briefly appear in a scene together). The film’s animated elements accentuated its break from the studio’s traditions, as duly and endlessly noted in the press, most prominently in a July cover story in Newsweek. The madcap movie topped the box office in 1988 and, at the time, became Disney’s biggest opening grosser.

Steven Spielberg, the film’s producer, had shopped the project around various studios before it landed at Disney’s Touchstone, the studio’s division for adult-oriented fare. Katzenberg played a pivotal role in the arrangement – one plainly documented in the industry trade press surrounding the initial deal and in stories on the film’s development, as well as in the studio’s public relations pieces – and testified to his efforts to transform the studio. Spielberg and the film’s director Robert Zemeckis consistently cited Chuck Jones and Tex Avery – and rarely, classic Disney – as inspirational models for the film. The final film betrays this influence, with its manic pace, crude humour and an abrasive, even assaultive soundtrack – all in marked contrast to Disney’s animated features.
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Changes at Disney, Newsweek, 27 June 1988


The development and tremendous success of Roger Rabbit inspired a new look at the animation division. In an ironic, even stinging, rebuke to the studio, Spielberg and Zemeckis hired the British animator Richard Williams (whom Zemeckis called ‘the best animator in the world’) to work on the film rather than the Disney crew. Williams met their demands for Disney values and craftsmanship in terms of the artistic renderings; but he also delivered the vulgar vitality of Tex Avery and the Looney Tunes tradition, a creative energy deemed, by contrast, lacking at Disney’s animation division. Yet following the achievement of Roger Rabbit, the Disney studio itself brought Williams’s staff to Hollywood to finish work on Oliver & Company and The Little Mermaid. This new staffing coincided with the return and growth of Disney’s animation division, now housing over five hundred animators. Katzenberg spoke publicly of a renaissance in animation and at Disney in particular.

By 1988, Disney executives vowed to produce one animated film a year. This announcement probably had less to do with keeping the Disney brand alive in the face of the many changes at the company (producing adult-oriented high-concept films) and more to do with the continued growth of the home-video market. When Disney finally released revered classics Pinocchio and Cinderella on home video, for example, even the studio seemed stunned by their amazing success.
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Contemporary gags and cartoony style in Disney’s Aladdin (1992)


Like Roger Rabbit, Disney’s 1992 Aladdin represented a significant departure from the studio’s style. An article on its development was titled ‘What Would Walt Say?’14 and spun a story on the film’s surprising deviations from Disney tradition. It noted the film’s irreverent style and quoted a Disney animator working on the production of Beauty and the Beast who kept hearing alarming rumours about the Aladdin production, adding that many Disney artists were ‘even upset’ by certain aspects, such as the genie turning into Arnold Schwarzenegger, Arsenio Hall, Groucho Marx, Ethel Merman and Jack Nicholson. Such contemporary references and jazzy riffing (inspired by Robin Williams’s manic vocal performance) jarred with the sacral tones of Disney classics. The film’s artists were inspired by the caricatures of Al Hirschfeld, and his curving, almost organic lines that flow into one another. At the same time, the artists developed a broader, more cartoony style of motion that acknowledged the influence and inspiration of the Warner Bros. and MGM shorts (in other words, the influence yet again of Tex Avery).

These developments – Disney’s revitalisation; Katzenberg’s command of the animation division; the brazen, insolent and even adult humour in Roger Rabbit and Aladdin; the expanded market of home video; the CAPS collaboration with Pixar – contributed to the emerging discussions of a production deal between Pixar and Disney in 1991. Following the usual protracted negotiations, the two companies agreed to an arrangement granting Disney ownership of the picture and its characters, while Pixar retained the rights to its proprietary technology for 3-D computer animation.15

Pixar drew up a number of story outlines that intrigued Disney, ranging from toys in a big toy store to one featuring Tinny (from the short Tin Toy) getting lost with a new toy, which became the foundation for the early screenplay drafts of Toy Story.16 Disney needed no real proof that Pixar could deliver a film with robust imagery and cutting-edge technology. They just needed a script.


5  ‘Hip – loveable, urban. Think Simpsons’

Given the Pixar team’s lack of experience, Katzenberg insisted that they hire the young, up-and-coming screenwriters Alec Sokolow and Joel Cohen (the duo would go on to specialise in family fare). Katzenberg also mandated that the lead characters possess adult problems and encouraged a very edgy first draft (Catmull was horrified by the initial results).17

The early screenplay drafts lived up to the imperative for wildness. At one point, Woody refers to the Buzz toy as a ‘little marital aid’.18 In another scene, Tecor (an early name for Buzz) confesses to be ‘scared shitless’, prompting Woody to turn towards the camera and say, ‘I guess our G-rating just went out of the window,’ while Tecor apologises self-reflexively to the head of the ratings board, ‘Gee, Mr Valenti, I’m really sorry.’19

Disney and Pixar pushed Cohen and Sokolow to remain edgy and hip, knowing full well they would eventually rein in some of the more obviously scandalous material from these early drafts. Sokolow’s margin scribble on one draft, for instance (next to a joke confusing William Shatner with William Shakespeare), notes, ‘Hip it up more. More of this.’ Handwritten notes from a meeting on one of first drafts of the screenplay confirm the broader media context informing the film’s development: ‘Hip – loveable, urban. Think Simpsons.’20 The first few scripts pushed in all of these directions, creating sarcastic pop culture references, exploring suburban settings and establishing moments where the empathetic characters realise their connections and need for one another.

The unformatted first draft of the screenplay, titled ‘Troubleshooters of the Galaxy’, contains a surprising amount of material that remained through all of the various drafts in the development process and survived in the final film. In terms of individual lines of dialogue, almost all of the banter between Woody and Tecor (the Buzz Lightyear character) was altered, but the general tone and rhythm of their exchanges feels exactly the same as in the final film. And each of the following first draft elements remained through all of the rewrites and in the final film: When Andy has to choose one toy to take on a visit to Pizza Putt (a pizza place combined with a miniature golf course, and renamed Pizza Planet in the final draft), Woody attacks Tecor and flips him into a crack behind the dresser. They end up in Andy’s car but get lost in the street in front of the restaurant. They both scamper around Pizza Putt and the amusement centre in search of Andy. Tecor ends up in the crane game, from where the bully Brad [Sid] extracts him and then finds Woody. The mutant toys remain a feature of Brad’s room. Brad plans to blow a toy up with a rocket he receives in the mail. At one point, as in the final film, when the mutant toys descend on Tecor, to Woody’s alarm, Woody mistakenly thinks they’ve attacked Tecor, only to find that they’ve replaced his missing arm. Woody comes to life to scare the bully and save the toys. And the final chase would remain more or less intact through all of the drafts: Woody and Buzz chasing the van on RC; lighting the rocket and landing in a box next to Andy on the back seat of his mom’s car. Thus, Cohen and Sokolow’s drafts established the film’s narrative structure and tone. Most of the subsequent work dealt with dialogue revisions (largely Joss Whedon’s work) and tweaking the film’s middle section or second act.

Notes from a month later reveal that the focus of the script was gradually shifted more and more onto the toys themselves, with fewer scenes (or parts of scenes) devoted to the human characters. The logic of this change stemmed from Katzenberg’s mandate to solve story problems in screenplay development; hence, as they worked through drafts and ideas, the film-makers homed in on the strongest elements of the story and removed scenes (such as a divorce backstory, and scenes involving family issues and Andy’s friends) that strayed from the main arc. Their realisation that computer animation failed to render human characters convincingly may also have encouraged this shift towards the toy characters. Computer-rendered human bodies and movement seemed stiff and robotic. Their skin lacked texture or shading, and looked plastic and artificial. Thus, from an aesthetic and technical point of view, it made sense to minimise scenes with human characters in the film, particularly for the first computer-animated feature. Finally, the film-makers may have also taken into account the distinctive qualities of animation in their decision to downplay the human characters. Animation allows artists to simulate life, to bring things to life, and takes full advantage of the distinctive aspects of the medium in a way that animating human characters (unless they are highly stylised) does not.

The extensive rewrites and meetings stemmed from Katzenberg’s restructuring of the development process in animation. Traditionally, the Disney animators worked on storyboards and sequences, and only developed dialogue and scripts based on these planned sequences for animation. If a scene didn’t work in terms of the story, they would draw up new storyboards and new animation. Katzenberg insisted that the production team work out story problems first through screenplay development, in line with the conventional practice for live-action films.

On 17 June 1992, a memo noted that

based on the notes from the development group and Jeffrey Katzenberg, the screenplay has taken a great leap forward. Characters and production ideas have taken on a life of their own. The story has begun to work well within its structure. The script is now successfully bringing to life the concept that sells the movie to begin with: that toys, when out of sight of humans, come to life.21

The film-makers had also decided to change Woody from a Charlie McCarthy-type figure into a cowboy (though still a ventriloquist dummy), noting that the character ‘currently straddles the line between weathered cowboy and having an urban attitude. Now that his visual look has entered the process, we need to pull him back closer to his western roots.’22 This discussion also reveals the tension that existed in developing his character, between emphasising an aggressive attitude or making him more heroic, likeable and welcoming to the other toys.

Toning down Woody’s aggressiveness, in fact, surfaced as a major hurdle as the production process gathered momentum. When the Pixar team (who remained at their offices in the Bay Area) showed early footage to Disney executives in autumn 1993, they realised that Woody’s edgy tone dominated and even corrupted the film’s spirit. It went so wrong that Disney threatened to take over the production. The Pixar team’s solution, following a concentrated revision process, tweaked the scenes featuring Woody to balance out his personality, and in the end involved very little structural alteration.

With this hurdle overcome, save for the intense work on the part of Pixar’s small production team (a third of the size on a typical Disney animated feature), the film moved forward steadily over a two-year production process. Slated for release in November 1995, it was aggressively marketed by Disney on all fronts.


6  Playtime: The Film

The opening sequence of Toy Story fully galvanises the distinctive dimensional dynamics of computer animation. As the camera pulls back from the flat wallpaper decorated with cartoony clouds, it descends over the top of a box, whose lines and surface smoothly change perspective, giving the object a palpable sense of volume. The shot then rotates on its axis, scanning past more boxes, their lines evenly extending in proper proportion with the movement. The boxes themselves feature childish drawings of windows and doors, as well as signage (‘Skool’, ‘Hotel’, ‘Saloon’), to resemble a classic Western town, signifying the creativity of child’s play as it repurposes everyday objects. In the resulting front-on shot, we see another childish drawing of the classic toy Mr Potato Head (released in 1952) in a ‘Wanted’ poster. Suddenly, a 3-D computer-rendered Mr Potato Head pops down into the frame, held in a child’s hand, the spud himself waving an oversized green toy gun. The action effectively pops out the three-dimensional qualities of computer animation, the dimensionality emphasised by the flat two-dimensional drawing in the background.

As the gun waves around in front of the camera, the lines of its barrel rapidly and realistically shift in perspective, from almost straight on to hundreds of minutely differential angles. The shot suggests a mockery of those notoriously show-offy and clumsily staged scenes in old 3-D movies when a character waves an object – usually a weapon – in front of the camera to heighten the spectacle for the audience. Moreover, moving from the two-dimensional drawing of the character to the computer-generated 3-D rendering allegorises – or certainly accentuates – the animated feature’s shift from hand-drawn traditional approaches to this new medium.23 In fact, the entire opening sequence is built around displaying the powers of computer animation in terms of its startling effects with dimensionality, even if Mr Potato Head’s appearance may only present the most surprising demonstration of this effect. When the camera descends over the box, its top and back stretch into the background and diminish (with the edges changing perspectival angles), the top disappearing behind the side of the box as the camera descends.24 Achieving this kind of subtle yet normal shift in viewpoint (the changing angles of the box and their disappearance caused by the moving anterior perspective) remains a challenging, even overwhelming, task in hand-drawn animation, which therefore tended to favour lateral movement within the frame.
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Pop goes the 3-D computer animation


The next shot highlights some of the quirky genre blending at play in the film. It introduces an eclectic ensemble of toys – a robot, a muscleman (Rocky Gibraltar), a Kewpie doll, Little Bo Peep and Toddle Tots – as Mr Potato Head (through Andy’s narration) demands that ‘nobody move’, while commanding them to ‘empty that safe!’ The toys’ different sizes, age-group categories and vivid, varying colours highlight the randomness of the collection. Yet the seemingly arbitrary assortment actually evinces the unifying logic of Andy’s imagination as he mishmashes different toys – a classic piggy bank, Little Bo Peep and her toy sheep, a Hot Wheels track, and more – into a classic Western bank robbery scene. Andy then uses Bo Peep to cue the dramatic confrontation with the villain: ‘Oh, no, not my sheep! Somebody do something!’ Andy even poses the toy in a theatrical gesture, lifting her hand to her forehead in distress. That cues the entrance of Woody (held in Andy’s hand), as Andy moves the lanky stuffed toy floppily across the bed and sets up a stand-off with Mr Potato Head. In a traditional showdown staged in moderate depth, Mr Potato Head enters the frame in the foreground, with his opponent in the background in the frame’s lower-left side. As Woody’s voice-box (in a nice tonal shift to mono/flat sound) declaims ‘Reach for the sky!’, his head rises into the frame perfectly emulating a shot from a Western.
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Genre play

Up to this point, save for the eclectic menagerie of characters, the general structure and tropes informing Andy’s play and narration hew closely to classic Western scenarios. The genre-bending amps up (notwithstanding the more immediate blending enacted by the various anachronistic toys) as Mr Potato Head pulls out Slinky Dog and claims the slinky wires represent a ‘built-in force field’. Woody counters with the equally absurd and iconoclastic move: ‘I brought my dinosaur who eats force-field dogs.’

This pre-title sequence sets up the genre blending of the film itself, as well as the scaled-down universe of its narrative world. It also effectively establishes the film’s rejection of the story world of Disney films. No exotic locations. No fairy-tale characters. Just toys. Ordinary toys in an equally ordinary setting: a boy’s bedroom. And it recognises and celebrates the creative play of children and the reality of their bedrooms, little microcosms swirling with meaningful commodities brought to life through the mirthful adventures of a child’s imaginings. It also acknowledges and appreciates the haphazard mixture of toys (the variances in scale, manufacturing and material sources, and genres) that accrue in a child’s life, and how children employ them in their play. And it does so while playing around with narrative genre, combining elements of science fiction, Westerns and daredevil action-adventure.

The title sequence offers a montage that establishes the relationship between Andy and Woody. It also provides further opportunities for displaying the dimensional dynamics of computer animation. Thus, when Andy plays as Woody wrangles the cows, he spins two boxes around to reveal childlike drawings of cows. But the boxes spin as cubes, with a strong sense of dimension, just as a box, when it is pulled towards the foreground, changes perspective in precise proportional distribution of the object’s moving lines.

As Andy slides Woody down the stairwell banister, a cut to Woody’s perspective plays with the movement into the spatial depth of field allowed for by computer animation. In hand-drawn animation, Disney and others had experimented with depth in two different ways: one involved drawing a select number of frames in perspectival lines and then simply putting those frames in a loop (to save the time and expense of actually drawing enough frames to fill out the entire sequence). Disney also developed, more famously, the multi-plane animation stand, which set various elements of the scene (foreground, mid-ground, background) literally on different physical planes as the camera photographed the scene. Thus, for example, some bushes in the foreground would be drawn on one plane; some trees further in the background on another; and character animation in the far background on a third, using the various planes to create the illusion of depth through the camera lens, often accompanied by some camera movement (closing in on the planes to simulate moving into the space). But in this case, only the camera moved in relation to two-dimensional drawings, albeit on multiple planes. 3-D computer animation allowed each image to move in a dimensional relationship: over a stairwell, down stairs, around a corner, all reconfigurations travelling into a visual field as objects altered their shapes in relation to each change in perspective.
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Earlier efforts at dimensional depth in animation only layered 2-D drawings

As when Woody zips down the banister, Toy Story exploits the novelty of computer animation again and again through such movement and point-of-view (POV) shots. In fact, the subjective shot descending the banister is shortly followed by an even more spectacular POV shot as Andy repeatedly spins 360 degrees with Woody in a chair, and we see Woody’s perspective as the entire living room crisply whirls by on the screen. This is immediately topped by a dazzling POV shot as Andy launches Woody from the chair, and again we see his perspective as the room spins around from an upside-down shot, flying through space, righting itself mid-air by spinning back to a normal perspective and approaching another chair. When Woody lands on the chair, the camera pivots around him dramatically, setting up the next POV shot as he spots the birthday party decorations. Of course, in the lively play of the film’s shifting perspectives, we remain unaware at this point that this shot embodies the toy’s recognition of its visual field. That is, many POV shots symbolise some form of cognitive understanding of an important element in the shot’s visual field: namely, the vision of a character – a revelation, an acknowledgment of something significant. Here, as we later learn, Woody recognises that Andy’s birthday party is taking place today, an alarming change in the schedule. The sequence confirms Woody’s perspective by cutting back to a closer shot of his plastic, frozen face as he takes in the information.

Placing Woody on Andy’s bed affirms Woody’s status as Andy’s favourite toy – the culmination of the title-sequence montage – and establishes the bed’s symbolic significance. A slow rolling movement into the bed, lit by strong, warm-hued light streaming in from the window, sets up the surprising moment (and the premise of the film) when Woody springs to life in Andy’s absence. This cue heralds a quick introduction of the toys, and the major and minor characters. RC, the remote-controlled car, zips around in circles in a busy, colourful long shot depicting numerous toys coming to life. Once again, this flurry of activity puts computer animation on display as it cleanly handles an almost cacophonous complexity of movement and colours in single shots.

The following shot sets up a minor motif in the film suggesting that the toys actually play – and play with each other – when their owner is absent. The Little Tikes go whooshing down the Hot Wheels tracks as if on a big slide. RC and the fire engine zoom around the room. When Slinky Dog crawls out from under Andy’s bed, he pushes a checkers board, expecting to start a new game with Woody, suggesting a regular routine.

The film establishes Woody as the toy community’s leader as he ponders how the other toys will react to the news about Andy’s birthday party, both in his first lines and in the protective tone of his conversation with Slinky Dog. When Woody asks Slinky Dog to gather the other toys for ‘a staff meeting’, it confirms his leadership role, suggesting that the toys form not only a community, but also a kind of staff, whose job remains to play with Andy.

Even in small dialogue-driven scenes, the Pixar artists exploit the striking perspectival effects of 3-D computer animation. On an immediate level, Woody and Rex’s discussion about the dinosaur’s struggle to create a fearsome roar depicts the complexity of the film’s humour and characterisation, revealing the toys’ various neurotic tics and obsessions, and how, in this case, their manufactured personas fail necessarily to match their personalities: Rex the neurotic dinosaur (inflected in the vocals brilliantly by Wallace Shawn), and Woody, shortly revealed as almost certifiable in his neuroses and anxieties (far surpassing Rex’s in terms of intensity). But the travelling shot acquires a dynamism, otherwise lacking in horizontal or lateral movement, through the mise en scène, as the two figures pass behind a Hot Wheels track loop, which naturally changes shape as the perspective shifts in sync with the moving shot. Placing the track in the frame adds visual energy to the shot but also affirms the micro-world inhabited by these characters, the sense of scale that reminds us of their size, something the film-makers will continue to play with throughout the film.

The scene of the toy meeting led by Woody sets up the film’s time-frame by clearly establishing the imminent move to a new house scheduled for a week’s time. Woody telegraphs this information – wittily using a Playskool microphone toy – through a minor gag in which he reminds the toys to pick a moving buddy. The next line also signals the stakes and the thematic motif of the film: ‘I don’t want any toy left behind.’
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A butt of a joke


The scene then introduces one of the film’s terrific ironic inflections, creating a satire of consumer culture on a par with the humour of The Simpsons. Birthday parties and Christmases, times of ebullient joy for children in terms of receiving toys, get flipped around entirely, transformed from this different perspective to times of great terror and anxiety. An insert in this scene reveals the film’s dual address. When Slinky stands up for Woody, Mr Potato Head ribs another toy, removes his lips and stamps them repeatedly on his rear end. Visualising ‘kissing ass’ remains unreadable for the underage crowd but tacitly addresses decoding adults (and is perhaps, since it lasts only a few seconds, mainly targeted at adults on repeat viewings). It’s likely the ratings board didn’t notice the shot; yet even if they had, its adult meaning remains elusive: ‘kissing ass’ (unacceptable for a G-rating) or ‘kissing butt’ (acceptable for a G-rating). At any rate, the shot resonates with the subversive tone of much contemporary animation.

Woody also lays out some of the existential logic of the film’s perception of toys, a philosophical perspective fully comprehended  by the toys. ‘It doesn’t matter how much we’re played with. What matters is that we’re here for Andy when he needs us. That’s what we’re made for, right?’ The scene offers a nice contrast to the generally manic and loud performance by Tom Hanks throughout most of the film. It also illustrates the balance the writers ultimately struck in Woody’s character, as he was originally much more tyrannical. Here, only eight minutes into the film, Woody’s leadership demonstrates empathy and reassurance, stressing the communal struggle of Andy’s toys. While this scene balances out Woody’s character, it also serves, in classical fashion, as an ironic set-up for the film’s primary trauma – namely, that Woody himself will be replaced by a new toy and riddled with all of the anxiety he attempts to squelch in the other toys in this sequence. Thus, the scene triples up as a portrait of Woody as a community leader, while establishing exposition on the toys’ anxieties and existential purpose, and also ironically sets up the main dilemma shortly confronting Woody and driving the dramatic tension in the film – Woody’s encounter with his replacement.


Toying with scale

The green army men sequence vividly embodies the film’s captivating shifts in scale. Working with toys within the magnitude of a human environment already marks out an imaginative and unusual perspective on the ordinary world, one that resonates with our own phenomenological memory of and for our childhood, when our very surroundings themselves appeared at a different scale. But as children, we often imaginatively played around with that scale: physically, as we crawled on our knees or lay on the floor to play with our toys; or more figuratively, as we created small worlds from the received environment for our toys to inhabit through our imagination. Placing a toy behind a shoebox, under a bed or in a potted plant alters the common, everyday object into an imagined world, a miniature universe, which Toy Story takes as its artistic terrain.

The film’s inspired experiments with relative scale exploit the staging between toys of different sizes. For example, in one shot (at the start of the green army men sequence), the framing dynamically emphasises the difference in scale between Woody and Sarge, the army leader. Despite being in the background, Woody’s head occupies almost the entire right side of the screen, while the army leader’s torso takes up less than a third of the frame in the foreground. The rich shading of the figures only slightly subdues the startling contrast in size and scale, while the shadows cast by the window bars give depth to the staging – depth, that is, given the scale of the army men.

The reverse shot of Sarge returns him to scale, a little figurine by a bedroom lamp. A rapid reverse shot with Woody in the background again, this time framed below the side table, returns Woody to his normal size, because the composition takes in more material by which to gauge the comparative proportions of the various objects: the side table, the lamps, the bedposts and their relative distance from one another. Yet even within this quick shot (it lasts less than two seconds), the army figure, with Woody’s head more distant, becomes equal in size to Woody. This brisk shift in scale is reinforced as the army man leaps, turns 180 degrees, and then springs towards the frame and drops down off the side table.

There remains, of course, a lot of silly fun in the contrast between the leader’s stern and formal commands and the way the soldiers spring out of the bucket – darting like jumping beans or bugs – and then fall into a regimented marching formation, pivoting absurdly on their plastic bases. The next shot pulls back to offer yet another shift in scale, now positioning the soldiers within the perspective of the entire room. The shot frames the bottom foreground with the backs of the other toy characters (the robot, Hamm, Slinky, Mr Potato Head, the snake toy and Rex) as they form an anxious audience, anticipating the results of the army expedition. From the toys’ perspective atop Andy’s desk, the composition is dominated by a deep focus on the corner of the room, taking in the  expanse of the floor. The shift in scale is emphasised further by the departing army expedition, which, from this new perspective, now looks like a trail of ants.
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Playing with scale
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Another startlingly imaginative alteration of scale comes in the following shot, when the soldiers leave the safety of Andy’s room. In fact, this shift in scale occurs within a continuous single shot. When the scout first opens the door, the change in lighting creates a suspenseful effect, the slivers of brightness emanating from the safety of Andy’s room contrasting with the darkness of the expansive hallway. Framed from the floor, the wide composition nonetheless emphasises the figure’s size, as the door, in relation, seems gigantic. As the scout steps out, he quickly traverses the hallway and the composition pulls back, around another corner, the wall’s edge blocking the figure to fill only the frame’s lower corner with light, leaving the rest in darkness. When the soldier peeks around the corner, he appears in close-up, an image in figuration and size that replicates any number of typical live-action suspense or action scenes – all perfectly timed, in tune with action-film conventions. Yet the image and actions retain a dynamic range through the shifts in scale, moving from a realistic rendering of a mimetic perspective on toys and a domestic setting to an image that transforms it to a live-action scale. In fact, the limning movement captured in this shot’s artful staging embodies the vital qualities of the film’s premise and production, which gives life to toys, making them seem like living creatures. This single shot employs dimensionality and scale to allegorise this theme. The toy moves in scale from a toy (the long shot) to a soldier (in the medium close-up).
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The soldiers’ deployment of the baby monitor is another sequence that engages in multiple dimensions, toying with depth and proportions. The image plays with the difference in scale between the soldiers and the seemingly humongous baby monitor, enhanced by the solid, heavy steps on the soundtrack, the sonic weight creating a humorous contrast with the tiny figures. Having the soldiers move in a sharp vector from deep in the frame to its edge shows off the three-dimensional power of computer animation. The animators fully exploit this element to lend the image a dynamic composition as the monitor’s antenna slices into the frame, its volume growing larger as it moves from the background into the foreground and towards the top of the frame. In contrast to a lateral angle on horizontal movement (as with most traditional animation), this composition retains vitality, because it capitalises on the vigour of movement and how it changes the shapes of objects.

An even more delightful example of three-dimensional computer effects occurs when the paratroopers spring off the ledge and the camera magically follows, tilting over in dizzying motion and perching (from an overhead perspective on the descending soldiers) enchantingly in sync with the effect of the chutes popping open. It captures a kind of point-counterpoint rhythm as it shifts from an unmotivated, horizontal pan, to the rapid response of the parachuters and their quick, graceful leap, to the sudden push forward over the ledge (with all of its startling, vertiginous surprise) and the quick camera tilt as it folds over the ledge to the dropping soldiers, whose own movement suddenly stalls and slows gracefully with the opening of the chutes. On its own, the shot presents a ballet between lateral movement, character motion, forward motion and slowed motion. The beautiful shot of the opening parachutes – the poetry of their rhythmic pop – alleviates the rapid developments through a brief suspension of movement, a moment of levity in the building action.
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The green army men episode represents the strongest kind of action sequence, because its suspense hinges on the very emotional stakes that surge through the entire film: the toys’ anxieties about being replaced. The film-makers construct the army unit’s mission and their communication around the movie’s theme, even though Buzz, one of the film’s central characters hasn’t been introduced yet (and it’s thematically and structurally resonant that he appears at the end of this sequence). The film’s principal tension, of course, derives from the conflict over Buzz replacing Woody as Andy’s favourite toy. The sequence thus effectively establishes this angst as the toys’ reality. When Woody goes wacko, this is just an extreme manifestation of the anxiety shared by the other toys. Thus, for all of the sequence’s wild genre blending and pop culture playfulness, for all of its sheer delight in playing with scale and nifty crackerjack precision, it nonetheless retains the classical principle that action serves character and theme. It immerses us in and clearly articulates the primary concerns and issues of the film’s characters.

The toys’ anxiety comes out acutely at the other end of the baby monitor in the green army men sequence as they react nervously to information gleaned from the recon team with each unpeeled present, and reaches a pitch when Rex nervously shakes the table, knocking over the monitor. The toys’ attempt to reinsert the monitor’s batteries reveals, through the slapstick, how they possess a self-consciousness regarding their own commodity status. They know how to use batteries, the very things that keep many of them operational. The toys know that they’re toys. Mr Potato Head, smashed and banged to pieces after Andy’s sister has played with him, is conscious of his packaging: ‘Ages three and up,’ he protests to no one. ‘It’s on my box. Ages three and up!’ Rex later casually discusses the company that manufactured him (a company purchased by Mattel, he notes, in a leveraged buyout). Hamm refers to Buzz’s ‘quality sound system’ and speculates that it’s probably all copper wiring. The toys also try to guess whether Buzz is from Singapore or Hong Kong. Such dialogue and action matches the self-reflexive pop sensibility the film displays in using toys as primary subjects. But these hip asides also serve a classical function, as a contrast with Buzz, who remains completely unaware of his status as a toy. So even throwaway lines cohere with the film’s primary theme (the life of toys) and sharpen its character development.

Dropping out radio communication at this dramatic moment sets up the suspense of Buzz’s arrival. In fact, in the subsequent cross-cutting sequence, the film-makers carefully avoid revealing Buzz by masking the toy through framing: conventional shots frame feet dashing upstairs and running through the room (from the toys’ perspective on the ground), followed by only a brief shot of a hand tossing Woody aside from his position on the bed, to a partial view of Buzz’s package, the rest cut off by the framing. To emphasise the mystery of the new arrival, the shot pans from the slammed door as the kids leave the room to the closet door, where most of the toys are hiding. A POV shot fills the screen with darkness as the door slowly opens, gradually revealing the room, the ground-level perspective effectively masking the new toy on Andy’s bed.

The next shot exemplifies the playful sense of scale that working with toys offers. Framed from above, Woody climbs up the bed, peeking over the top as if at the edge of a cliff; suddenly Buzz’s shadow looms over him, the framing pulling back through his legs and tilting upward to reveal his full heroic stance, lending him a grand sense of scale (though, as is quickly revealed, Woody is actually taller than the space ranger).

A cut to Buzz’s POV as he scans the new terrain fully displays and exploits the unique properties of the computer medium, as the shot pivots back and forth through Buzz’s space helmet while also rendering his reflection inside the plastic window (the breathing on the soundtrack winks at Darth Vader in Star Wars). Buzz’s comments are in keeping with his character as a toy and don’t yet fully reveal his ignorance about his status. Buzz’s log entries (journal reports) refer to Captain Kirk’s entries on the old Star Trek series and Tim Allen’s line readings echo some of the self-seriousness of Shatner’s performance on that show.25 ‘And there seems to be no sign of intelligent life anywhere’ sets up the entry of Woody, whose head bounces into Buzz’s POV shot, with a melodic ‘Hello!’ (a classic Looney Tunes gag in its timing and framing).
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Self-conscious play with framing …
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… and links to Looney Tunes: Daffy Duck waving from off screen (Duck Amuck, 1953)


The staging of this sequence employs classical mise en scène by arranging the characters in relation to each other in meaningful ways. As the toys cluster around Buzz, in awe of his gadgets and buttons, a wide shot places the space ranger in the centre of the frame, with four toys evenly distributed around him from the left to the bottom to the right of the frame. Woody remains out of the shot, only appearing at the side of the bed in separate, isolated shots. Prompted by Mr Potato Head’s sarcastic remarks about Buzz’s cool laser and Woody’s lacking (another adult aside as the plastic spud whispers ‘Laser envy’), Woody then steps into the wide shot, in between the crowd of toys and Buzz, declaring with frustration, ‘We’re all very impressed with Andy’s new toy.’ This line leads to the first sign of Buzz’s lack of understanding, although at this point it is taken as a sign of his arrogance or bravado, refusing to call himself a mere toy and only referring to his characterisation. Woody’s hostility comes out here in a close-up as his head looms aggressively over Buzz, insisting, to the space ranger’s initial objection, that he is a toy and pushing right into Buzz’s face. The head-to-head verbal shoot-out sets up a repeating motif in the film as the two push each other in a face-to-face confrontation, rising on their feet, as if stretching and expanding on their joints. When Woody turns to the crowd to insist that Buzz is not a space ranger, his incensed expressions and movements recall Daffy Duck’s exasperated responses to Bugs Bunny as he tries to convince Elmer Fudd to go after the rabbit (or some similar scenario). The tone creates an edginess that adheres to the Pixar team’s original intention of creating something distinct from recent Disney films.

By expanding his hidden wings with the touch of a button, Buzz reveals himself as the first modern toy to enter the room. The old-fashioned toys that have dominated the film up to this point, most obviously the pull-string cowboy Woody, highlight the novelty of the button- and gadget-laden Buzz. Made of shining plastic, with lasers, flashing lights and transformative devices (a backpack that expands into wings), Buzz comes closest to modern toys like the Transformers series, even as the ranger retains an overall nostalgic design, with his bulky boots and domed helmet. Employing sarcasm reminiscent of vaudevillian shtick, Woody dismisses each impressive device through dialogue. This spawns another bout of vaudeville-like one-upmanship regarding Buzz’s capacity to fly – ‘No, you can’t’; ‘Yes, I can’ – that echoes Looney Tunes verbal skirmishes between Bugs Bunny and Daffy Duck or Elmer Fudd.
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Aggressive angularity in figuration …
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… and homage to Looney Tunes (Rabbit Seasoning, 1952)


Buzz’s attempt to fly is rendered by the film-makers as a wild series of coincidences, an exuberant Rube Goldberg variation: a chance landing on a rubber ball (replicating the iconic ball from Pixar’s short film Luxo Jr.) springs him back into the air, followed by a lucky deposit on a Hot Wheels car primed at the top of a looping track and ramp, which zooms Buzz into the air, and a propitious landing onto a motorised toy plane. These slapstick chance encounters and their effects – all via the vitality of toys – startle and amuse because they suggest a design and purpose in the relationship of these otherwise random and unconnected commodities, as if they were all synchronised and choreographed to work together like a modern industrial device, their very coordination, of course, made possible through the animation (the artistic planning, technological execution and editing). The film plays with such Goldbergian variations on at least three other occasions: when Woody inadvertently initiates a chain of accidents that send Buzz flying out of a window; when Woody and the mutant toys actually choreograph a synchronised set of actions; and in the final chase sequence. Such sequences pay subtle homage to our investment in modern commodities and our faith in their purpose. The surprising intricacy of cause and effect in the interaction between the commodities – despite, or perhaps because of, their coincidental relationship – exorcises our sense of wonder about the modern mechanical age, ironically rendered in Toy Story through digital wizardry.

This sets up a montage sequence edited to the second Randy Newman song in the film, ‘Strange Things’. Using the song as a nondiegetic commentary on the story distinguishes the film from typical Disney cartoons at the time, which remained built around musical numbers. In fact, Lasseter made this lack of musical numbers a deal point with Disney (settling on the use of three background songs). The montage plays with a duality as we understand Woody’s reactions to Andy’s actions (smacking Woody hard in his ebullient play with Buzz), while Andy remains unaware of the emotional ramifications (for Woody). Buzz posters replace Woody posters; Buzz drawings replace the Woody drawings; and Buzz sheets replace the old ones – all under Woody’s feet, in a continuous, almost vertiginous shot. Woody seems to respond to the montage itself, as if in a single instant he reacted to changes occurring over time (it recalls the shots in Vertigo [1958], where Jimmy Stewart seems to look at past events while inhabiting the present).

This part of the montage remains expressive, as it illuminates, along with the song, Woody’s psychological state. The second part of the montage illustrates actual changes occurring within the community of toys. It too remains expressive, as it builds through a series of scenes observed by an increasingly infuriated Woody. Scenes of Buzz integrating himself into the community – from somehow teaching Rex to roar like an actual dinosaur (Pixar used sound effects from Jurassic Park [1993]); blowing Mr Potato Head’s face away (an homage to classic cartoon logic, where sound manifests itself in physical effects); to an Etch-a-Sketch with a crude Buzz drawing; to a wittily absurd scene of Buzz styling a Kewpie doll’s hair and gesticulating like a gossipy hairdresser – are punctuated by Woody’s pent-up hostility. The sequence culminates in a staging that evokes the drama of replacement, as Andy glances at Buzz and Woody, weighing up each of them like a scale, and visualises his decision in a cut as Buzz’s head sticks out from under the covers.

Buzz’s repair of his rocket ship (his toy’s packaging) displays the kind of creative combinations children engage in during play, here enacted by the toy itself, repurposing a skateboard as a mechanic’s roller platform. The scene also sets into relief the flawed characters of the film’s two heroes: Woody’s manic neurosis and Buzz’s delusional state. Woody’s frantic anxiety spurs his aggression. When he challenges Buzz to a fight, pushing him to provoke a reaction, Woody accidentally opens Buzz’s glass helmet, leading to one of the funniest bits of character acting in the film. In a long shot, Buzz sputters, his hands flailing and jerking as he gasps for air (again it echoes some of the frenzied pantomime of Warner Bros. cartoons). Woody’s reaction shot evokes the kind of vaudeville burn that typified the Looney Tunes style, as Bugs or Daffy often paused in sheepish disbelief over the stupidity or gullibility of Elmer Fudd or Yosemite Sam; the Looney Tunes animators often drew Daffy or Bugs with eyelines that seemed to stare directly into the camera, something Woody almost does here. Traces of the original script’s Woody – acerbic, mean, bullyish – come out in this scene, giving the film an edginess that counterbalances its sentiment or nostalgia.
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Woody’s anger retains the original conception of the character as aggressive, hostile and edgy, a distinctive personality in modern animation (though one that parallels any number of characters in The Simpsons). How do these elements survive in the film version? By framing this anger with episodes of abandonment and anxiety, Woody’s anger remains contextualised. The anger comes through loud and clear in sarcastic lines and hyper-pitched, yelling tones; yet Woody retains some empathy in these moments, because we recognise their cause as his stress and anxiety, demonstrating how the film-makers balanced the character’s aggressive traits.

Little toys lost

The film-makers introduce Sid as a maniacal villain, raising his arms in a melodramatic pose as he laughs maliciously. The toys’ ensuing discussion of Sid reiterates the separation of Buzz from the rest of the characters, since he fails to comprehend his own status as a toy. Yet Buzz reacts heroically and without hesitation, offering to help the toy about to be blown up by Sid. The scene also reinforces the imminent deadline of the move, linking Sid to the timeline. ‘The sooner we move, the better,’ Bo Peep reiterates as the image dissolves to a sunset-lit long shot of the house blocked by the ‘For Sale’ and ‘Sold’ sign, setting up the finale.

The destruction of the Combat Carl toy plays a central role in cementing the film’s realism within the toy’s universe. His death in many ways gives the toys a life, a vitality that places some stakes in the otherwise fantastical world of talking, walking toys. These toys would seem fairly indestructible or malleable given their plastic, rubber and metal material. If a toy comes apart, they’d probably simply be put back together. For example, when Andy’s mom steps on the green army man, he can be easily repaired, and is certainly not crushed. But the complete obliteration of Carl gives the toys mortality. So their anxiety remains fuelled by potential loss and abandonment, as well as possible death through destruction.

The artists rendered Sid’s yard with a more subdued palette of organic greens, browns, rusty red and grey, muting a scene set in broad daylight. The shot of Andy’s toys looking out of the window, by contrast, retains the Pop colours of Andy’s room: the bright red lamp, Rex’s green body, Bo Peep’s white dress dotted with pink polka dots, Woody’s bright shirt and Mr Potato Head with his purple ears. Sid’s world will be grittier and darker.
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The next scene sets up the film’s pivotal line of action and conflict. Andy is playing with both Woody and Buzz, staging the eventual conflict through visual design, and setting up the drama of the choice he must make, since his mom will allow him to bring only one toy on their Pizza Planet excursion. Again, the film-makers exploit the dimensional dynamics of computer animation, rendering Woody in the foreground, darkened by shading as Buzz walks off at an angle into the background, illuminated by the light from the window. The mise en scène isolates Woody in the foreground, weighed down by his despair as he utters the stage whisper ‘One toy?’ with disbelief and concern, and sets up the sequence in which Woody disposes of Buzz. His initial plan is simply to eliminate Buzz as an option for Andy’s visit to Pizza Planet. This lends an innocence or temporary quality to Woody’s aggression, softening his character from earlier drafts of the script in which he purposefully got rid of Buzz altogether. Not only are Woody’s motives in this scene less Machiavellian or malicious, but they also turn on a Goldberg-like series of accidents, chance and coincidence. A POV shot follows Woody’s devious stare after the Magic Eight Ball toy accidentally rolls and falls off into the crack between the desk and the wall. The shot pans from Buzz, obliviously gathering up material to repair his package/spaceship, to RC, while the reverse shot returns to Woody confidently crafting his plan. The animators employ pure pantomime here – accentuated by the shot-reverse-shot strategy – to convey Woody’s feelings and intentions.
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This ushers in fast-paced editing and staging as Woody grabs RC’s remote and sends the car hurtling towards Buzz. The sequence is cut like a classic action scene, as the startled Buzz reacts to the oncoming vehicle in one shot, and leaps out of its way in the next. In the following shot, Mr Potato Head then reacts to the noise and ensuing action. A low-angle shot reveals the results of RC’s impact with the bulletin board as it teeters and the thumb tacks steadily come loose; the shot reframes in a smooth tilt, following the dropping tacks as they thwack around Buzz like misdirected arrows in an action scene (indeed, the film-makers employed sound effects from the opening scene of Raiders of the Lost Ark [1981], to which the sequence pays homage). A quick shot of Woody’s alarm stresses his sense of helplessness and surprise as his plan unfolds. This sequence (as well as Woody’s initially less ambitious if no less devious plan) remains crucial to the solution the film-makers developed for this pivotal plot point – namely, how to get rid of Buzz (and ensure that both Buzz and Woody get lost) without making Woody appear too unsympathetic. Maintaining his relative innocence for the audience creates a dramatic split perspective as the toys fail to understand Woody’s true motives and can only see his malicious attack on Buzz as a kind of assassination. The audience knows more than the other characters at this point, lacing the film with irony and suspense. Woody must now prove his innocence and will come to realise that he needs Buzz in order to clear his name.
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When the board knocks a globe off its axis, the film-makers include another reference to Raiders of the Lost Ark, replicating the rolling boulder in the opening set piece of Spielberg’s film. The globe, of course, works on its own as an impending menace without the Raiders reference, as it plays a crucial role in the crazy set of coincidences that unfold. Buzz runs away from the globe only to stumble on some crayons, which eventually lay him out flat in the globe’s path. A quick roll towards the window gets Buzz out of the way, and he quickly and firmly grabs the windowsill, thereby preventing his fall. The globe rolls clear past the space ranger and smacks into the Luxo lamp (another wink to the Pixar short), sending it spinning on its axis. Woody quickly snaps out of his stupor and ducks the lamp, but in the next shot, as Buzz rises, the lamp absurdly knocks him out of the window.

The economy of the film’s visual design and motifs comes out again as the toys gather for a third time at Andy’s window (they’ll return to it again later when they search for Buzz at night and when they attempt to communicate with Woody, who’s trapped in Sid’s house). The toys first gathered at the window to scope out the incoming presents on the day of Andy’s birthday party. They returned to the window as they watched Sid blow up Combat Carl. They come back to it later when searching for Buzz, when a pan from Andy’s window to Sid’s house underscores the irony of the toys’ fate, and the film’s play with scale, reminding us that their epic adventure unfolds mostly on a small suburban plot of land. Indeed, the window remains strongly associated with anxiety, as if the outside world threatened them.

As the toys peer out of the window, Woody backs away silently out of guilt, a classic piece of slapstick staging. Amusingly, the film-makers rendered RC incapable of speech, making the toy more animalistic or some lesser species than the others. That decision seems designed to serve this scene as RC tries to communicate with them like Lassie or some other dutiful dog, a classic trope in boys’ adventure stories. When Mr Potato Head deciphers RC’s accusations, the film-makers again stress the dramatic development in terms of visual design and mise en scène. Here they repeat a staging device that amounts to something of a motif in the film, clustering a set of toys together and placing Woody opposite them. In the staff meeting scene, this staging reinforces Woody’s role as a community leader. In the scene introducing Buzz to the room, the other toys cluster around him and isolate Woody, underscoring his anxiety about being replaced. Following RC’s revelations, the shot pans from the group of toys – the pan is synced with Mr Potato Head’s jolting hand pointing at Woody – to Woody standing in isolation, vulnerable, confused and scared.

Buzz manages to wrangle himself into the car, his nifty manoeuvres – paralleling the gymnastic dexterity of action heroes on a small scale (timing a jump onto the car’s bumper and flipping through the car’s sunroof) – serving the film’s narrative by setting up the two protagonists in a situation of loss: unknowingly left behind in a sharply designed Googie-style gas station. The sequence accomplishes a number of story developments: first, getting them lost, to draw out the film’s themes (and parallel, through inversion, our own memories of lost toys) regarding the emotional connections between toys and their owners; and second, forcing Buzz and Woody to confront one another and ultimately, if begrudgingly, work together. Here the two protagonists finally fight (their bout recalls the major brawl in 48 Hours [1982]). Slapstick humour undercuts the severity of their scuffle, particularly through the sound effects, which emphasise the rubber and plastic nature of the characters: squeeze noises, click-clacking plastic and playful beeps. Woody’s reaction, despite his joy, remains purely selfish, knowing that with Buzz alive, he can save himself and restore his reputation with Andy’s toys.

A travelling shot from the perspective of the departing car underlines the isolation of the two toys. The following shot nicely illustrates some of the dynamic range of computer animation and exploits dimensional space and lighting. Woody runs to the foreground in a melodramatic effort to get closer to the car, leaving Buzz a small figure in the distance, surrounded by a range of lighting effects: from the artificial lights of the gas station, the pumps and the backlighting on Woody, to the dark sky illuminated with stars and the street lights in the far background. (Using a real camera lens – in other words, optically exposed film – it would be challenging if not impossible to create an exposure that captured the bright lighting of the gas station while also exposing the stars.) The colours remain sharp, from the primary yellow and rust red to the bright Dinoco sign. Woody’s reaction also characterises his typical hysteria as he immediately cries in despair, ‘I’m lost,’ and crumbles to his knees in tears. The artists employ deep space to play with scale as Woody stands at the centre of the composition, occupying fully two-thirds of the frame, while Buzz reveals the true size of the characters, isolated and small in the background, in proportionate scale with the gas station.
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The confrontation between Woody and Buzz in this scene represents the pivotal moment of stress in the film, the distillation of its dramatic stakes: they’re lost and the family is moving in two days. It replicates a crucial moment in every buddy film where the two protagonists are seemingly irreconcilable, even though, in fact, they need each other to resolve their problems. Although the film-makers studied a number of classic buddy films, they also fully exploited the properties of animation in this scene. Take, for example, Woody’s exasperated response to Buzz in the middle of their argument. After Woody irrationally blames Buzz for their current predicament (‘If you hadn’t shown up in your stupid little cardboard spaceship and taken away everything that was important to me!’), Buzz replies, delusionally, ‘Because of you the security of this entire universe is in jeopardy.’ Woody throws his arms up in the air, his plastic face undergoes a series of contortions and he leans in, his face swallowing up the whole frame. While remaining true to Woody’s toy configurations, the film-makers nonetheless exploit his figuration to resonate with cartoon animation: big, bulging eyes, elongated face, mouth stretching and bouncing between small and large circles.
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The two characters’ harsh, aggressive dialogue here resonates far more strongly with the insolent and anarchic humour of the Looney Tunes tradition than anything in the Disney canon. Likewise, the severity of the neurotic characterisations – the freakedout, frenzied agitation of Woody; the serene insanity of Buzz – and their resulting hostility retains no real precedent in the Disney tradition. In the Disney orthodoxy, villains remained strongly coded as evil others, and were the source of all conflict. Here, two heroes create their own struggles, and war with one another, their clashes arising out of character flaws. This aligns them with some of the tropes of buddy movies; but in terms of animation, the manic energy of the scene, the devious insults, sarcasm and hostilities resonate most strongly with the hyperactive effrontery of Looney Tunes cartoons. Think of some of the classic confrontations between Bugs Bunny and Daffy, Elmer Fudd or Yosemite Sam. As tempers escalate, the volume and intensity shoot up, as do the figurations, slanting towards each other, bending past the vertical, in sharp, electric-bolt angles. Toy Story’s artists replicate such staging here as Buzz and Woody rise in the frame to the pulse of each objection, reaching the tense crux of a triangular point as the argument fizzles out in an inconclusive culmination.

Toys’ adventures

A wide panning shot of the main game room inside Pizza Planet serves up an overloaded pop compendium of consumer-thematic spaces. Swirling, zigzagging machinery and bulbs shoot out vivid colours and effervescent lighting – neon greens, reds and yellows, in a blue artificial night sky on the domed ceiling. Arcade rockets straddled by crazed kids bounce around on both sides of the frame. The film-makers then gleefully send up mainstream concerns about violent arcade games and children’s play. With rapid cutting (as Woody scans the area for Andy), the film-makers offer quick shots of hyped-up kids maniacally consumed with various vicious games. First comes ‘Planet Killer’, where a child sits behind a ridiculously large, swollen ray-gun, as it vibrates with power and the kid’s own kinetic engagement with the machine. Next, a child operates a Slurpee machine, labelled ‘Alien Slime’, as neon green slush, looking more like radioactive spillage than food, barfs out of a plastic alien head (the dressed-up dispenser), the entire scene awash in the green lighting of the goo. Finally, a child with scarily intense focus plays a traditional whack-a-mole game, only this arcade version (titled ‘Whack-a-Alien’) features a near life-size astronaut, lying supine as alien creatures pop out of his torso, surrounded by plasticised simulated bloody ruptures.

Rounding out the pop topography of arcade junkscapes, Buzz lands in a classic claw crane game where the rubber aliens greet him in a composition that visually echoes the aliens receiving Richard Dreyfuss in Close Encounters of the Third Kind (1977) (along with another scene from that film when the awestruck aliens all point up in tandem at the claw). The little green aliens’ belief in the power of ‘the claw’ offers an amusing riff on countless science-fiction films (for example, Logan’s Run [1976] and a number of classic Star Trek episodes) and the sense of being ‘chosen’. The aliens remain as delusional as Buzz and have constructed a worldview based on their confined experience (Woody curses the aliens as ‘zealots’, another line targeted at adults). This little episode also sets up the final obstacle in this sequence. The film-makers designed the sequence to get Buzz and Woody into the hands of Sid. Therefore, contrary to our usual experience of these games, the suspense is reversed. Here we fear (instead of hope) for the retrieval of the toys.
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The subsequent dissolve from Sid’s skull T-shirt and maniacal laughter to the tilted, dark composition of his house plays off ironic tropes, to the level of satire, if our emotional attachment to the characters at this point didn’t remain so strong. The colour design of Sid’s house offers a stark contrast to Andy’s home. Here we find muted, sickish greens, tacky wallpaper and the shadowy world of Sid’s lair, lit with red and purple lava lamps (complete with floating beheaded dolls), and a noirish bare lightbulb dangling from a single wire. By contrast, Andy’s room featured warm lighting, rich hues and bright colours, even wallpaper with blue sky and white, puffy clouds.

Escaping Sid’s house represents a new character goal but one that remains subservient to the main aim of getting back to Andy. The family move only sets a deadline for this primary objective. Arguably, Buzz remains a secondary character, in the sense that he remains unaware of this goal and often acts as a hindrance to it. Buzz’s aim remains delusional: to get back to Star Command with his knowledge of Zurg’s weapon. As a result, he frequently disrupts Woody’s plans. For example, Woody has to include Buzz in the plan to stow away on the Pizza Planet delivery truck. Likewise, just at the moment when Woody is about to jump onto Andy’s sister’s stroller, Buzz turns away to dive into what he thinks is a rocket ship (the claw crane game). Even in Sid’s hellish chamber, Buzz shows no interest in returning to Andy’s room. Although this is a dual-protagonist film, Woody’s central goal drives most of the narrative.

While we’ve already seen Sid blow up the Combat Carl doll, this scene reveals the serious extent and commitment of his destructive play. Of course, Sid remains unaware that the toys are alive, and therefore can’t really stand accused of torturing them; yet he is clearly a bully, vandalising the arcade game at Pizza Planet (stomping on the Whack-a-Alien game until the machine fizzles out) and pilfering from his younger sister. Still, the film-makers infuse Sid with a creative streak. When he destroys his sister’s doll, for instance, Sid wittily narrates his play as if performing brain surgery, perhaps even one from a science-fiction B-movie: ‘No one has ever attempted a double-bypass brain transplant before.’

Like the film’s other human figures, Sid remains rather crudely rendered. The flesh lacks any sense of texture or detail, the arms and legs move more like cylinders, the clothing utterly lacks folds or movement. Still, the film-makers attempted some stylisation in Sid’s frenzied figuration, more so than in the other human characters. His head is more stretched out than Andy’s. His eyebrows rest relatively high above his eyes, lending them expressivity, like an old silent-movie villain. His mouth and lower chin work like a sideways oval – reminiscent of a Charles Schulz figuration – allowing for expressive grins and laughs.

The introductory scene to Sid’s chamber climaxes with a subtle homage to Tex Avery. Lasseter repeatedly evoked and valorised Avery as he pushed the Pixar artists to exploit the new medium of computer animation. Avery also represented an anarchic alternative to the more serene animation in Disney features. Thus, Lasseter’s exaltation of Avery and the way he promoted his style as an aesthetic value evinces an ambition to create something distinct from Disney fare. Avery repeatedly featured characters exploding in hysterical reactions – extreme elation or excitement or traumatising shock – with their bodies literally flying to pieces: eyes agog and stretching out of their sockets like Silly Putty pulled to its limits, or popping out like ping-pong balls; skin peeling off its skeletal frame, an approach to anatomy resembling rubberised Dali fused to a firecracker, offering wildly crude, grotesque reconfigurations of the human body. The Pixar artists stylised Sid’s younger sister Hannah in subtle ways – her large eyes, her small mouth and chin. But the Avery moment comes when she reacts in horror to Sid’s creation, her mouth expanding like rubber and her eyes and eyebrows stretching out spasmodically, thereby exploiting the unique capacity of animation, in a more diminutive variation on Avery’s explosive anatomy as an expressive tool.
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A hysterical, rhythmic and elastic reaction à la Avery; Northwest Hounded Police

Of course, as with his earlier appearance, Sid establishes a limit on the life of the toys, and sets up some stakes – namely, that they possess mortality, either debilitating mutations (as in the beheaded doll) or total destruction (as with Combat Carl’s fate). That Sid confirms this mortality is underscored by framing the introduction to his room entirely from Woody and Buzz’s perspective. Their fear and anxiety ratchet up the squirmy imagery. The stakes are pinpointed particularly when Sid throws his sister’s doll on the floor and its new pterodactyl head pops off the body. Woody runs for his life, eventually climbing onto and coiling around Buzz, another stylised sense of staging that owes a great debt to the Looney Tunes style.
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Wackiki Wabbit (1943)

Playing with destruction

The horrific world of the toys that inhabit Sid’s room exposes the more ferocious side of the film-makers’ imagination. Sid’s mutant toys amount to a cartoon version of the cult classic film Freaks (1932), disturbing, uncanny figures that elicit both repulsion and empathy. As with the intricate Frankenstein creations themselves, this creepily creative component of the film works on many levels. On one, this dark mirror of Andy’s room illustrates the film’s classical and rigorous narrative, as it functions to parallel the film’s main character and his space. Thus, in the opening scene, Andy imaginatively combines toys from different genres in his own inventive play. With classical symmetry, Sid also merges toys from different genres (if under a cruel scalpel and torturous surgery) in his own fashion, equal in inventiveness and creative play to Andy. On another level, in their experimental distortions of everyday objects, transparent configurations of twisted ingenuity, Sid’s toys clearly represent the wildest acts of inspiration on the part of the film’s artists. Indeed, Joss Whedon claimed that Sid was ‘the character you identify with the most because he has a great imagination’.26 That imaginative empathy unleashed in the artists some virtuoso works of subversive art as they recombined and re-engineered toys to create a monstrous counter-universe, the dark underworld of child’s play.
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In addition to the cult classic Freaks, this outrageous world evokes the scabrous satire of Mad magazine and Wacky Packages, the zany anarchy of Looney Tunes and the surreal assemblages of artists like Joseph Cornell and Marcel Duchamp – all devious, insidious and appealing blends of commercial and modern art. The mutant toys constitute little avant-garde deformations of popular products, wilful acts of defiance upending the intentions of their commercial manufacturers. In his gruesome demolitions and reconstructions of commercial products, Sid, no less than Andy’s exuberant play, displays an active engagement with the toys, betraying the originally inert state of their industrial design. Like the classic collectible bubble-gum card series Wacky Packages, the mutant toys exorcise an insolent revisionism, skewering popular products with a savage, vulgar wit just as the Wacky cards cued kids to criticise the world of consumerism. As Art Spiegelman, the award-winning counter-culture cartoonist and co-founder of the Wacky series, claimed: ‘Wackies were a young child’s first exposure to subverting adult consumer culture.’27 The Wacky artists drew inspiration, in turn, from Mad magazine and its anti-authoritarian philosophy of humour, and retained tangible links to the vulgar energy of classic animation (Woody Gelman, the Topps artistic director, once worked as an animator at Fleischer Studios). Likewise, the Pixar team drew upon their own memories as kids blowing up toys with firecrackers or destroying them in other inventive ways. Just as Wacky Packages or Mad deployed satire to combat the ballyhoo of popular culture, so the child’s act of altering manufactured products evinced a combative imagination, bending prefabricated toys to their will. And if Toy Story celebrates a nostalgic vision of popular consumer toys, the Sid sequences unleash the film-makers’ nightmarish rendition of this consumer world. In some ways, then, Sid’s incredible little sculptures, surreal evocations of an unruly and unconscious imagination, draw out, more acutely than its other elements, the film’s rich, vital links to American popular culture.
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Devious alterations of popular products: a Topps Wacky Packages card (series 5, 1973)

Sid’s mutant toys (as named by the Pixar team), in a form true to their gothic, grotesque genealogy, inspire repulsion, disgust and pathos, none more so than their leader, ‘Baby Face’. This aberration – a baby doll’s head savagely rooted on an erector set constructed like spider legs – conjures up the universal fear provoked by spiders and the unnerving qualities of a creature caught in a purgatory between an innocent victim and the cold cunning of a ghostly spirit. It moves with an elegant precision that makes it appear frighteningly calculated, a monster viciously homed in on its prey. Yet the decapitated Baby Face gives the creature a spooky melancholy, a sense of bewilderment that cannot find expression or clear communication, like a lost spirit (reminiscent of the ghostly trapped figure in the classic horror film Eyes without a Face [1960], wandering mutely and elegantly behind an uncannily blank mask). Baby Face disturbs with its sweet smile, sculpted onto the toy with a sickening stolidity (an eerie quality in all manufactured dolls, and one exploited by film-makers again and again), a frozen emotion contrasted with the signs of Sid’s torturous re-sculpting. Sid has also severely sheared the doll of its hair, leaving only tight circular stumps, where the hair extended from uniform holes in its manufacturing, now dotting its head like scars. A missing eye magnifies the strangeness of the other eye’s fixed stare, accentuating the spookiness of most dolls’ blank expression, mimetic in every detail save for life and vivacity. The hollowed-out eye cues us to the vacuity in these human-like constructions, and reminds us of the nothingness behind their stares, a state otherwise obscured by their realistic figurative form. The dexterity of Sid’s creation comes out in the complex engineering of the spider legs, particularly (unbeknownst to Sid) in the way they move, gliding across the floor, horizontally or forward, a flurry of motion surrounding the strangely still and silent head with its fixed stare.

[image: ]

As with Baby Face, each mutant toy shows signs of mutilation, decapitation and dismemberment. ‘The Frog’ lacks a front leg and Sid has replaced its back legs with wheels from two different vehicles, one from a monster truck and another from an erector set. ‘Jingle Joe’ is a decapitated Combat Carl head impaled on top of a Melody Push Chime toddler toy, with an arm severed from a Mickey Mouse figure – a grotesque amalgam of toys from dissociative genres. Carl’s stoic continence transforms into a poignant placid passivity from its denatured separation, a helpless head on this absurd rolling machine, a baby’s toy, old-fashioned and discarded by popular culture as surely as by the children in the house (what Woody fears he could become in place of Buzz). ‘Hand-in-the-box’, a rubber hand (perhaps a novelty toy) stuck on a jack-in-the-box spring toy, was based on ‘The Thing’ from The Addams Family 1964–5 TV series (itself based, of course, on Charles Addams’s comics and their pop blend of the macabre and normalcy). With an insect head (an enlarged fly head with bulbous green eyes and antennae) attached to two action figures – a smaller superhero body nestled in the empty neck cavity of a grotesquely enlarged muscleman toy, whose elongated arms and hands the creature uses to walk (the screw of the muscular toy torso dangles helplessly beneath it) – ‘Rockmobile’ conjures up Hans Bellmer’s monstrous reconfigurations of dolls and the B-movie classic The Fly (1958), along with an endless list of discarded pop culture detritus, from Z-level science-fiction mutant movies to horror comics and superhero villains. Another triple toy combination, ‘Ducky’, looks like a creature from the Looney Tunes surrealist classic Porky in Wackyland (1938), in which the spluttering pig encounters equally bizarre monstrosities and mutations mixing animal and human. Ducky combines a dismembered baby doll torso stuck to a bouncing spring with a duck-headed Pez sweet dispenser. This grotesque assemblage resembles a Pop Surrealist sculpture, conjuring strange, inexplicable associations and questions about the disturbed imagination that put these objects together.
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(bottom) Porky in Wackyland (1938)

One of the most unnerving mutant toys remains the miniature toy fishing pole affixed to two long female doll legs (named ‘Legs’ by the Pixar team). It represents a far stranger version of one of Marcel Duchamp’s ready-mades, where the surrealist artist combined different products to create disturbing and challenging juxtapositions. Of all the mutant toys, ‘Legs’ also most strongly recalls some of the disproportionate body parts stuck together in the bizarre figures from Porky in Wackyland. This latter connection remains more than formal, as every working animator would have been familiar with the surreal cartoon (in 2000, the animation community voted it number eight in a poll of the greatest cartoons28). The Wackyland connection clarifies the vitality Pixar artists recognised in vulgar pop culture. Their phantasmagoric creations demonstrate the uncanny similarities between avant-garde provocation and the perverse pleasures of pulp and popular culture.
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‘Bicycle Wheel’, Marcel Duchamp, 1913

From the zany humour and brash anarchy of the Looney Tunes to the unsavoury and lurid graphics of pulpy comic books, popular commercial forms sought to stimulate audiences through shock effects and unnerving tones or images no less than the Surrealists or Dadaists (artists who, in fact, often admired popular culture for these reasons).29 This energy and potency informs Toy Story throughout – from the manic shifts of elation and anxiety characterising Woody to the slapstick speed and synchronisation that sends Buzz flying out of the window – but it surges with a heightened currency through the formal design of the mutant toys.

Each of the mutant toys remains mobile, but in unsettling ways challenged by their disfigurement. This mobility embodies and sustains the pain of their disembodiment and their heroic efforts to endure in the face of their challenges – ‘Roller Bob’ stoically pulls himself along, a mere torso and arms welded to a toy mini-skateboard; Combat Carl, his ideal soldier head balancing on his roller, endures with his plastic gravitas despite the absurdity of his configuration; Legs wobbles along unsteadily but assuredly. Adding to their freakish status, as well as their sense of melancholy, the mutant toys do not speak, a muteness that accentuates their dramatic development over the course of this sequence, as it first seems indifferent if not monstrous, and then becomes poignant as the toys quietly and heroically rally to aid the film’s main heroes.

If the film maintains a rather strict and even conservative distinction between Sid and Andy, Sid’s creations function as signifiers of the darker realms of a child’s imagination. The mutant toys effectively acknowledge this side of childhood and children’s play. Unleashed child’s play represents a utopian stage of human development, a free realm of boundless exploration, heralded by the Romantics in the nineteenth century and enduring into our own era in diverse forms of popular culture. Child’s play represents an innocence that is fundamental to our belief in human potential and purity. Yet such boundless experimentation easily leads to the seemingly dangerous and dark methods of play represented by Sid. In fact, the film-makers based Sid’s actions on some of their own memories. Andrew Stanton, one of the Pixar team members credited with the film’s story, recalled making ‘an M-80 into a little backpack’ for a toy and blowing it up in a field, and the time he ‘tied an action figure to a rock at the beach and kept yelling, “Talk! Tell us where the treasure is!” while the tide came in’.30 Stanton’s memories inspired more from the other Pixar artists and produced a wealth of examples as the basis for Sid’s creativity.

Sid and Andy both challenge what the influential cultural critic Roland Barthes determined as the fixed status of play engendered by manufactured toys. Barthes deduced that such toys hindered children’s imagination and set boundaries on their play by dictating very particular roles and activity: a plastic miniature garbage truck could only ever be just that in Barthes’s analysis, just as a plastic army figurine remained ever and only deployed in play within its strict identity (for Barthes, this state of play fixed a child into an ideology that reinforced the dominant normative politics of the west):

Faced with this world of faithful and complicated objects, the child can only identify himself as owner, as user, never as creator; he does not invent the world, he uses it: there are, prepared for him, actions without adventure, without wonder, without joy.31

Barthes arrived at his conclusions through dazzling close formal analysis of the toys themselves, entirely failing to observe how children actually employed or took command of these commodities. Indeed, children generally alter and reimagine the identities and categories of their toys, intermingling them with others: cowboys and dinosaurs, cars and wooden blocks.

While Sid represents a cutting demonstration of Barthes’s fallacy, a character in an animated film can’t overturn Barthes’s analytical wizardry. Rather, the fact that the film’s creators drew upon their own personal experiences, and how these worked against manufactured or preconceived uses, revealed a world of toys that more insightfully and accurately depicts children’s play. Indeed, Pixar has returned to this generic mishmashing playfulness in the Toy Story sequels, most wildly in the opening of the third film, where Piggy transforms into a radically modular spaceship, attacking a runaway locomotive filled with little alien toys.

Sid’s toys contribute to the film’s mode of irony through our recognition of some of their pop references, but not in the mutant toys’ effect, which remains part of the grotesque tradition. Leaving aside the direct pop associations conjured up by the sequences in Sid’s room, the design of the toys evokes the enduring spirit of a certain insolent strain of popular culture, a strain that relishes in grossness, tackiness, crudity and shock. The mutant toys function to unnerve and revolt us, goals they share with the devious impulses behind Wacky Packages, Mad, EC horror comics, monster films and many other forms of popular culture.

Commodity consciousness

A parody of a toy commercial reveals to Buzz his true nature. A toy watches a commercial for itself; the situation represents a mind-boggling materialist mirror-house as a commodity gains consciousness through a commercial for the very commodity. Buzz’s understanding unfolds in reaction shots and remains entirely visual. As the commercial barks out the toy’s special features, Buzz examines them on himself, seeing them for the first time as mere simulations (the wrist communicator, the laser, his voice simulator). The overuse of zooms in the TV commercial and its bombastic, barking narrator offers a humorous contrast with Buzz’s slow, quiet realisation. As Buzz approaches the TV, the contrasting tone creates a poetic point-counterpoint, with the heroic toy looming large on the screen, echoing the solitary and small toy facing the set, bathed in the TV’s light and surrounded by shadows, his heroic stance slipping to a slouch as full understanding slowly dawns on him. In reverse closeups of Buzz, the artists exquisitely exploit their new medium by illustrating the moving reflection of the TV screen in the corner of Buzz’s helmet (an effect possible in live action but certainly more complicated, if not nearly impossible, in hand-drawn animation, given the necessary moving parts), while his face – awe, confusion, stunned recognition – registers his growing understanding. The reflection gives us a sense of depth and the spatial relations between the shot of Buzz and the reverse shot of the TV screen, and resonates with the contrapuntal dynamics of the scene: the hyped-up excitement of the commercial (pans, cuts, zooms and its screaming soundtrack) and the forlorn sense of loss and diminishment washing over Buzz. To add to Buzz’s deflation, the commercial ends with a perspective shot of rows of shelves in a toy store aisle, five high, pushing deep into the background, completely and seemingly endlessly filled with Buzz Lightyear packages.
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As a grieving Buzz turns to face an open window, the scene represents a symbolic, poetic moment in and of itself as well as a setup for the sequence’s conclusion. Pulling back to reveal a toy-sized Buzz in relation to the house’s architecture – the stairwell and the distant window – the shot accentuates his size and continues the film’s elegiac play with scale. Yet the window also summons up our own feelings in relation to these portals. Windows offer liminal spaces promising expansive vistas and freedom from confinement. The framing and lighting conjure up an almost infinite array of images from paintings, movies and popular illustration. True to these visual conventions, Buzz is framed to the side (and, in this case, low down), so that our gaze is drawn to the open window. The artists visualise, through scale and distance, the crushed hopes of Buzz: he feels small, perhaps useless, and certainly powerless. His aspirations linger here in the imagery, in the soaring, graceful leap we know it would take for him to fly like a hero from the lower portion of the screen through and into the light streaming from the open window at the top of the frame. His aspirations linger as well in the light, with its conjuring of the life-giving essential power of the sun, and the iconic associations of heavenly light, connotations raised here and residing in the emblematic conventions of windows in artistic representations. In this way, then, the lighting and composition expressively convey Buzz’s feelings, complementing the plaintive music and characterisation rendered by his body language and facial expressions.
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This symbolic imagery transforms into a set-up for the following action, which confirms Buzz’s aspirations. Buzz goes through a pantomime of a change of character, suddenly summoning up determination, the overall comic tone of the film and the poignancy of his preceding self-discovery leavening the otherwise corny postures. The music here, for me, strikes some of its few ham-fisted notes (the only unsatisfactory result of Pixar’s compromise to keep the characters from singing and employ music just as commentary on the action); Newman’s melody remains heavy-handed and the timing of the lyrics and action too overt. Nevertheless, such a scene affirms the Pixar team’s refusal to use musical numbers. Here, certainly in a Disney film, the character would break into song, explaining his ambitions and emotional reaction. Instead, the animators rely on character animation and visuals, staging and composition, lighting and movement to convey Buzz’s emotions. Quiet scenes like this one, no less so than the film’s exciting, vibrant computer animation, set the movie apart, imbuing it with a strange realism, in the sense that at this emotional moment Buzz reacts more like us or a character in a drama.

A shot from outside the window looking in on Buzz at the top of the banister emphasises the impossibility of his ambition and reveals the film-makers’ strong sense of craft and editing. An angle on Buzz from beneath the banister gives him a heroic stature as he exhorts his programmed catchphrase ‘To infinity and beyond!’ A graceful leap, shot from behind Buzz, pays homage to the character’s ambition by reverting to slow motion, momentarily suspending him in the air, and sets up his lyrical fall to the ground.

Buzz’s realisation that he is a toy would seem to set up a new storyline or an important pivot in the film’s narrative structure. But the main narrative remains to escape from Sid’s and return to Andy’s house. In this sense, Buzz’s despairing reaction to his realisation remains only another obstacle to those goals, just as his earlier misunderstanding of his status as a toy represented a similar barrier.

Escape from Wackyland

The surgical or mechanical restoration of Buzz’s arm by the mutant toys (encircled around an unseen Buzz in a wild flurry of arms, limbs, erector-set extensions, and syncopated to a jazzy clackety-clack) fully enriches their role in the narrative and remains true to the heritage of mutants and freaks in popular culture – as misunderstood outsiders who engender empathy by reflecting a culture’s alienation back on itself. The scene re-enacts the initial confusion surrounding the mutants. Initially, Woody thinks it’s a cannibal attack on Buzz (his disorienting upside-down POV shot compounds the confusion), only to realise his mistake. Although Sid’s imminent arrival upsets any reconciliation, the revelation about the mutant toys sets up their crucial role in the penultimate sequence.

A series of parallel cuts showing Andy and Sid going to bed betrays elements of the film’s conservative division of the two boys. Andy’s mother tucks her son into bed, kissing him and reassuring him about finding Woody. By contrast, Sid hits the sack on his own, falling asleep in his clothes and sneakers, on top of the dishevelled bedding. Through these suggestions and others – like his dimly lit room and seemingly unsupervised access to potentially dangerous tools (including the large firecracker) – the film implies that Sid’s torturous play with the toys stems from a dysfunctional upbringing. Even though Sid can’t possibly understand the violence he inflicts upon the toys, the film suggests some deviance and disturbing aspects to his personality.

The quiet, night-time scene between Woody and Buzz cements their relationship and adheres to the tropes of the buddy narrative, where the two antagonistic partners realise they need one another and have even developed a mutual respect and friendship. In the process of trying to convince Buzz of the importance of their escape, Woody articulates the values proffered by the film – namely, the significance and existential purpose possessed by toys. When Buzz examines the ‘Andy’ tag on his foot – an evolving motif – the shot visualises his understanding of Woody’s speech. Moreover, an ironic inflection emerges here, remaining and surfacing throughout the finale, in that Buzz acts even more heroically now that he realises his true status as a toy.

Woody’s speech, for all of its straightforward earnestness, also develops a subtle inflection on the two modes of masculinity – one with heroic confidence and modern gadgets, the other neurotic and old-fashioned – represented by these two toys. As Woody attempts to inspire Buzz’s confidence and purpose, he lists all of the cool facets of a Buzz Lightyear toy: wings, glow-in-the-dark features, a helmet that ‘does that whoosh thing’. ‘You are a cool toy,’ he implores, followed by the withering realisation: ‘Too cool.’ It also plays into the fundamental dynamic contrast represented by the two toys – the past and the future. Their reconciliation stems, in each case, from a vulnerability that both share in this quiet scene, another small moment of drama in the otherwise fast-paced film.

The arrival of the moving van, of course, sets up a classic ticking clock function to heighten the dramatic stakes of their attempted escape, doubling up with the other ticking clock of Sid’s plan to blow up Buzz. In fact, a literal ticking clock goes off when Sid’s surreal alarm clock wakes up the monster boy, foiling Buzz and Woody’s initial escape plan.

The subsequent sequence starts like a typical recon scene (like, indeed, the green army men in the bush) with a POV shot of Woody’s hands pulling back some leaves to get a better look at the scene. Sid’s ingenuity remains on full display, with Buzz taped to the fat firecracker resting atop a blue milk carton on a folding construction barricade cleverly crafted (wrapped in tubing) to resemble a rocket launch pad. The shot pans over to a shed where we locate Sid’s voice as he creatively plays a rocket announcer pretending to run through the details and plans for the launch. A reverse shot reveals Woody at the centre of the squad of mutant toys. The action unfolds with a snappy, stimulating exactitude, cued to sharp cutting that hones the precision of the planning; matching eyeline shots, for example, generate heightened anticipation of action, despite the absurdity of the sequence’s subjects: a pull-string cowboy doll in command of an attack, or a wind-up frog whizzing down a drainpipe to take its post, like a trained soldier.

As with a good heist movie, we know that Woody and the mutant toys have concocted a plan for rescuing Buzz, but we don’t know the details, lending a sense of surprise and suspense to the unfolding action. When Baby Face and Legs peer from behind a rusted old metal pole, the reverse shot features the two mutant toys and the pole in the foreground, with Sid in the far background just as he starts his mock countdown to the launch. This is followed by a return to Sid in the extreme foreground, a close-up that nonetheless takes in the deep space of the yard (a facet of animation, hand-drawn or computerised, is that it can render all of the elements in the frame, no matter their compositional or perspectival depth, in focus). Another dynamic shot pushes into the background of the composition to isolate a mutant toy car whose wheels have been replaced with the muscular arms of an action figure. He darts like a bug across the yard and into the sandpit, whispering (strangely, since the other mutant toys don’t appear to talk) to an indistinct but mutilated toy. A brief shot of Roller Bob peering from behind the leg of a bench features the pole in the background, a spatial marker linking most of the shots. The following shot is located at a distance from Sid, in another part of the yard, as Frog scurries into a pipe leading to a puddle, with Sid framed in the far background. When Woody employs his voice-box to distract Sid just before he is set to light the fuse, Sid appears in the foreground at the side of the frame, affirming the spatial relations established earlier in the sequence. Each shot confirms the salient visual coordinates of the opening overhead shot of the yard.

Woody’s rotating head – one of the key scenes in this sequence – spins off multiple references. In a way, the spinning head most succinctly exorcises some of the film’s uncanny elements, repressed in Andy’s room. After all, Woody, Buzz and Andy’s toys themselves represent the walking and talking dead, plastic, wooden, lifeless forms sprung to life. Their performance, their emotional depth and vibrancy, manages to erase their potential creepiness as demonic inhabitants of inanimate objects – until this moment when Woody comes alive for Sid. One of the most important imperatives of the code by which the toys live is to hide their living state from humans, so when Woody breaks the rules with Sid, he transforms into a haunted object. The image of Woody rotating his head completely around recalls The Exorcist (1973) and, in turn, the idea of possession, a devilish spin on the sense of inhabitation shaping these characters (are the toys living things or inhabiting spirits?). It most directly recalls the legendary ‘Talking Tina’ episode of The Twilight Zone (1 November 1963), in which a talking doll haunts its owner’s abusive stepfather. Sid’s hysterical reaction confirms the unnerving rupture that occurs here. Moreover, this demonic allusion illustrates the Pixar team’s affection for all kinds of pop culture and their recognition of the strange heritage of their film’s theme: the life of toys, a trope that repeatedly surfaces in tales of horror and fantasy.
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(bottom) The heritage of haunted toys (‘Talking Tina’/‘Living Doll’, The Twilight Zone, 1963)

The pop culture references in the Sid sequences come out in the compositions as well. For example, when the twisted, ravaged army soldiers rise out of the mud, no doubt long buried in these trampled and forgotten tombs after Sid’s torturous experiments, the Pixar team frames them from behind, at ground level, a perspective that gives them human scale. Their broken and twisted limbs force the soldiers to hobble along in figurations that echo zombie films, almost directly replicating iconic shots from Night of the Living Dead (1968). Through such compositions, the film-makers flaunt their love of low culture, exorcising their own affections for media as fans and its enduring vitality in their own creative work.
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The vitality of lurid pop culture

Woody’s alarming admonition of Sid, and his reference to ‘we toys’, cues the attack sequence, essentially a startling montage of the revenge of the mutant toys. They all emerge in horrific shots, menacing in the sense that they now finally and suddenly reveal their living states and, as well, in the exposure of new mutilations. The sequence clocks in at about forty seconds and features sixteen shots averaging a little over two seconds each. It contains six reaction shots of Sid (and one of Buzz, startled and amazed at the efficacy of the plan), and one shot from Sid’s subjective perspective. Adding to the thrill of the sequence, each shot provides a new angle. Even Sid’s reaction shots are framed from different viewpoints, sometimes tilting upwards as from the angle of the toys’ perspective, others in close-up from various ranges. The sequence culminates with a shot that circles in composition around a medium close-up of Sid to an overhead, clearly demarcating how all of the mutant toys seen in the montage have surrounded Sid in the yard. All of the earlier attention to spatial relationships in the yard pays off in this composition of the toys encircling Sid.

In the end, Sid’s freakish menagerie offers a variation on the freaky characters of Woody and Buzz, and the rest of Andy’s toys. If Woody and Buzz represent solid American characters, then their personalities betray a complete reversal of the traits associated with these icons. Woody is a leader riddled with neurosis; his emotional instability drives his hysterical reaction to Buzz, so that his community turns against him. Buzz remains outright delusional and withers away when he discovers the truth about himself. Rex is a complete neurotic. Mr Potato Head and Hamm constantly argue with each other and the other toys. Andy’s toys, in fact, turn on Woody like an angry mob when they think he has deliberately attacked Buzz. The mutant toys, then, are not so much freaks as figures representing one part of a spectrum. In this regard, consider how pulpy forms of popular culture, from superhero comic books to cheap horror films and science fiction, remain endlessly drawn to mutants. Sid’s mutant creations serve to place normality on a spectrum, upsetting its seeming stability. They accentuate some of the fears and flaws of the main characters by embodying the film’s primary themes of neglect and abandonment; yet they also exemplify the dignity and nobility that register deeply with the film’s emotional resonance.
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The final chase, despite the speed of the moving shots and the fast pace of the editing, works with classical intricacy, bringing in a number of the film’s evolving motifs: the match in Woody’s holster pops up like a classic plant and payoff, only to get twisted into another payoff with the burning effect of Buzz’s helmet; RC’s crash into the moving van spurs the evolving motif of Mr Potato Head coming to pieces; Buzz ironically repeats the line that he is only ‘falling with style’; and Woody echoes Buzz with glee: ‘To infinity and beyond!’ The classicism of such motifs gives the anarchy of the chase a strange sense of order and design.

The chase sequence also flaunts the film’s sense of modernity and mischievous mayhem in a decidedly urban world (asphalt streets, cars, trucks, lane dividers, traffic lights), with exhilarating near-misses, characters careening close to collisions, and finally, most chaotically, wreaking havoc on traffic: a pile-up absurdly entraps Sid’s dog. Yet the chase maintains a nonsensically orderly state of pandemonium; for example, in the midst of the sequence, the toys demonstrate a Goldbergian logic again in working together when they attempt to save Buzz and Woody: RC carrying the two heroes, while one manipulates the remote control; Rocky Gibraltar, the strong man, muscling down the truck’s loading platform, while Slinky Dog expands his wiring to stretch out towards Woody and Buzz. Moreover, the film-makers exploit POV shots in this sequence, pushing into the perspective of speeding around and under cars, for example, in the centre of the frame, a wild distinction from the horizontal, planar style of hand-drawn animation.

[image: ]

The crazy controlled chaos of an urban world

Buzz takes over this part of the escape, carrying Woody and executing most of the plan – the rocket’s explosion, the falling-with-style and the landing in the family car (rather than the moving van) – without telegraphing any of this to Woody or the audience, therefore heightening the sense of suspense and surprise in the sequence. For all the dazzling visual effects and sharply timed action and cutting, part of the thrill remains the fact that we don’t know Buzz’s plans.


7  Stories

Toy Story elicits many stories.

One story – a true one – begins with Toy Story as the film that launched a whole new era in animation, if not film-making. Computer-rendered animation essentially replaced traditional hand-drawn animation, a tragic or triumphant tale, depending on the storyteller’s values. Following a familiar Hollywood narrative, this story goes, other studios attempted to replicate Toy Story’s success. Whether to save on labour costs (initially, computer animation offered lower budgets and smaller production staffs, but as the effects and standards grew, budgets escalated), or to compete with audience expectations for cutting-edge technology and special effects, numerous studios churned out computer-animated films until they soon became the norm. Jeffrey Katzenberg set up his own company, Dreamworks Animation, devoted almost exclusively to computer animation, generating thirty feature films to date, including Shrek (2001), Madagascar (2005) and Kung Fu Panda (2008), all characterised by the dual-edged, iconoclastic humour Katzenberg had promoted during the production of Toy Story. Blue Sky Studios produced the computer-animated feature Ice Age in 2002, generating a number of sequels, and films like Dr. Seuss’ Horton Hears a Who! (2008) and Rio (2011). It could be argued that computer animation even opened the arena to other forms of animation like stop-motion work with clay and models or cut-outs, in films like South Park: Louder and Uncut (1999), Wallace & Gromit in the The Curse of the Were-Rabbit (2005), Coraline (2009) and The Fantastic Mr Fox (2009), amongst others.

Another narrative goes that with Toy Story, Pixar replaced Disney as the mainstay of animated features. Once upon a time, this story begins, indeed for almost sixty years, Disney dominated the animated feature market. Toy Story heralded a break with this regime. Its success inspired competition from other studios, dovetailing with the previous narrative. Of course, even this story remains a little more complicated: Toy Story entered a market already marked by changes from the one Disney had dominated for so long. The Simpsons had debuted on television in 1990, its critical and commercial success proving that animation could attract adult audiences. Nickelodeon and the Cartoon Network expanded animation on cable in 1992, and confirmed a new appreciation for animation, both in the shape of classic cartoons and new forms (for example, Ren & Stimpy).32 Indeed, two years earlier, Disney itself, in a move that set a precedent for their support of Toy Story, had already financed an outside production, Tim Burton’s A Nightmare before Christmas, though it only released the film on a limited run. Toy Story’s achievement showed that Disney could be challenged on a much greater scale.

Toy Story was just as successful with critics, who heralded the film for its compelling storytelling as much as its innovations in animation. Richard Corliss in Time magazine called the film ‘the year’s most inventive comedy’, and compared it to Hieronymus Bosch and Mad magazine. Janet Maslin in The New York Times called it ‘a work of incredible cleverness in the best two-tiered Disney tradition’. Tom Shone in The Sunday Times praised the film in a review that referenced Baudelaire and Warhol.33

Yet many of the reviewers credited the film to Disney, something that did not go unrecognised at Pixar. Maslin, for example, placed the film within ‘the Disney tradition’, with no reference to Pixar. Indeed, the film’s advertising highlighted ‘Disney’ above the film’s title, sometimes with no mention of Pixar. In a renegotiation of their deal with Disney, Pixar won the right to equal branding on their subsequent films, as well as on advertising and tie-in toys, as they explained in a letter to shareholders: ‘We want Pixar to grow into a brand that embodies the same level of trust as the Disney brand. But in order for Pixar to earn this trust, consumers must know that Pixar is creating the films.’

Pixar earned such recognition through a string of critical and commercial successes, with their films widely seen as eclipsing those released under the Disney banner. Yet this victorious story gets complicated as it unfolds. In 2006, Disney purchased its little rival for $7.4 billion in a deal that left Pixar a semi-autonomous entity within the Disney corporation, and placed Lasseter in charge of both Pixar and Disney Animation Studios. Since then, Pixar has turned out films that have met with less critical success, as well as a number of sequels (Cars 2 [2011] and Monsters University [2013]), often putting Lasseter on the defensive.34 In a strange development, Planes (2013) and Planes: Fire and Rescue (2014), films whose characters and story world remain rooted within the domain of Pixar’s Cars (2006), were released as Disney productions, with no mention of Pixar in the marketing. The Pixar brand now seems thoroughly enmeshed in the world of Disney.

Given these recent developments, as well as the long association between the two companies – Pixar characters, for example, quickly became significant components of the Disney universe, figures and theme-park rides, part of Disney merchandising and Disney stores – it remains easy to forget that Toy Story originated as an alternative to the Disney tradition.

That story has been somewhat forgotten.

I’ve avoided repeating some of the frequently told stories about Toy Story here, focusing instead on this forgotten narrative and the less familiar one of the artistry of the film itself.

Toy Story remains a paean to the products of popular culture and the pleasures they afford. It amounts to an energetic and captivating argument for the enriching and invigorating vitality of popular culture, from TV shows to toys to board games to fast-food joints. These elements all came to life in the film through the artists’ own memories and inventiveness. For the film-makers, these pop culture products represented some of their first encounters with creative, unbridled play and the free rein of their imagination. These experiences and interactions with popular culture, as evinced in this film, enriched their creative pursuits and fertilised their professional careers and identities.

Through their own recollections, the film’s artists produced an artwork that displayed the active, inspired engagement with popular culture as performed by children, and connected with our own memories of such experiences. The animation of the toys, their coming to life, enacts the life-giving qualities suggested by the toys themselves, the vivacity they lend to children’s play and the deep, meaningful role toys play in a child’s life, an understanding informing and inspiring the artists’ work, and the audience’s memories of their own experiences as children. Like the great Pop Artists, the Toy Story film-makers recognised and affirmed the dynamic energy and vitality of modern commercial popular culture. In doing so, like the Looney Tunes or UPA animators before them, Pixar created a distinctive alternative to the Disney formula – and created an enduring classic.


Notes

1 Interestingly, Disney executive Jeffrey Katzenberg pushed strongly for both Disney’s acquisition of Miramax (producer of Pulp Fiction) and the studio’s production deal with Pixar.

2 Dana Polan notes what he refers to as an oft-repeated anecdote about Tarantino ‘breaking the ice with John Travolta by playing the Grease and Welcome Back, Kotter board games, both of which he had in his apartment’. See Polan, Pulp Fiction (London: BFI, 2000), p. 39.

3 Quoted on p. 2 of the first brochure for the ‘Character Animation’ programme (1974).

4 David James, A Most Typical Avant-Garde: History and Geography of Minor Cinemas in Los Angeles (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005), p. 206.

5 ‘Character Animation’ brochure, p. 2.

6 Ibid., p. 5.

7 David Wharton, ‘Drawing a New Image’, Los Angeles Times, 4 December 1992, p. F3. See also James, A Most Typical Avant-Garde, pp. 205–6.

8 On Burton’s affection for popular culture, see Ron Magliozzi’s ‘Tim Burton: Exercising the Imagination’, in Ron Magliozzi and Jennifer He (eds), Tim Burton (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2009). The accompanying book for the MoMA exhibition of his work (The Art of Tim Burton) features many of Burton’s drawings from his youth, his years at CalArts and his mostly unused work at Disney. References to the pop culture predilections of the other CalArts graduates are culled from their respective Biography Clippings Files at the Margaret Herrick Library of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences (hereafter AMPAS).

9 See Tom Sito, ‘Disney’s The Fox and the Hound: The Coming of the Next Generation’, Animation World Magazine vol. 3 no. 8 (November 1998).

10 See any number of articles: ‘Disney Is Dealt Blow by the Resignations of 11 Animators to Start Production Firm’ (19 September 1979) on the front page of the Wall Street Journal, or ‘Watch Out Mickey!’ in the Christian Science Monitor (22 October 1980), p. B1.

11 Canemaker identifies Bird as the source of the quotation in a later article, ‘A Disney Dissenter Shuns Song and Dance’, New York Times, 8 August 1999.

12 The formation of Pixar and the development of its proprietary programs remains endlessly documented, none more so than by Pixar itself in officially sponsored or sanctioned documentaries, books and the de rigueur featurettes accompanying film and video releases. See the Pixar books and documentaries cited in the Bibliography for a start. To date, David A. Price’s The Pixar Touch: The Making of a Company (New York: Vintage, 2009) remains the most objective account.

13 In fact, Lasseter’s award-winning animated films from his student days prominently featured the metamorphosis of inanimate objects, in Lady and the Lamp (1979) and Nitemare (1980).

14 Joe Rhodes, ‘What Would Walt Say?’, Los Angeles Times, 8 November 1992, Calendar section, p. 4.

15 Walter Isaacson, Steve Jobs (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2011), p. 285.

16 An extra on the DVD version of Toy Story features one of these early outlines. Price also reproduces a chunk of one of the early story proposals titled ‘Toy Story (Working Title)’ that begins: ‘Everyone has had the traumatic childhood experience of losing a toy. Our story takes the toy’s point of view as he loses and tries to regain the single thing most important to him: to be played with by children.’ Quoted in Price, The Pixar Touch, p. 121. Solomon notes a draft (dated 2 September 1991) that comes closer to some parts of the final film, in The Toy Story Films: An Animated Journey (New York: Disney Editions, 2012), p. 40.

17 Author interview with Alec Sokolow and Joel Cohen (14 June 2013). Disney kept Cohen and Sokolow involved through seven drafts of the script.

18 ‘Troubleshooters of the Galaxy, Unformatted First Draft’ (n.d.), p. 41, author’s collection.

19 Ibid., p. 57.

20 Screenplay draft supplied by Cohen and Sokolow, author’s collection.

21 ‘Notes on I’m with Stupid (Toy Story)’ (17 June 1992), p. 1, author’s collection.

22 Ibid.

23 This shot recalls, in much subtler fashion, the earlier script notes in the development of the film that called for a movement from traditional animation (on a TV screen) to the new computer medium: ‘Open on a Buzz Lightyear TV show (2-D), pulling back to reveal 3-D world …’, I’m with Stupid (one of the film’s many working titles) meeting notes (2 June 1992). Notes shared with me by Alec Sokolow and Joel Cohen.

24 I use the word ‘camera’ here and elsewhere in the text simply as a shorthand reference to discuss the composition or movement within the frame. See Edward Branigan, Projecting a Camera: Language-Games in Film Theory (London: Routledge, 2006). Indeed, the film’s supervising layout artist Craig Good explained that ‘we do camera moves that could happen in real life with real cameras – everything from close-up, medium, and wide shots to tracking shots using dollies and cranes’. Likewise, the film’s lead artist Ewan Johnson noted that they followed established film grammar in Toy Story and avoided computer-graphic gimmicks such as ‘delirious flybys’ and ‘infinite tunnel shots’. Both quotations are taken from the Toy Story press kit (unpaginated), Toy Story folder, AMPAS.

25 Allen would go on to play a Shatner parody in Galaxy Quest (1999).

26 Quoted in John Lasseter and Steve Daly, Toy Story: The Art and Making of the Animated Film (New York: Disney Editions, 1995), p. 41.

27 From an interview with Spiegelman in The Topps Company, Inc., Wacky Packages (New York: Abrams, 2008), p. 8.

28 Jerry Beck, The 50 Greatest Cartoons: As Selected by 1,000 Animation Professionals (North Dighton, MA: World Publications, 1994).

29 See Robin Walz, Pulp Surrealism: Insolent Popular Culture in Early Twentieth-Century Paris (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000).

30 Quoted in Lasseter and Daly, Toy Story, p. 41.

31 Roland Barthes, Mythologies (New York: Hill & Wang, 1972), p. 55.

32 See Jason Mittell’s terrific chapter, ‘From Saturday Morning to Around the Clock – The Industrial Practices of Television Cartoons’, in his Genre and Television: From Cop Shows to Cartoons in American Culture (New York: Routledge, 2004).

33 Reviews collected in the Toy Story folder in the General Collection, AMPAS.

34 See Brooke Barnes, ‘It Wasn’t a Wreck, Not Really’, New York Times, 17 October 2011, Arts section, p. 1.
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