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production diary

Abstract

This is a visual essay recording the production process of a 75-minute stop-motion feature animation, made 
in the spirit of traditional Czech puppet animation, but using mixed media techniques. It is a story called In 
the Attic: Who Has a Birthday Today? and though it is a children’s animation, based on the way children 
conduct their games and imagine their play environment, it is also a political metaphor, reflecting upon past 
Czech history. The images in the essay show different aspects of production and reveal some of the approaches 
taken to achieve certain craft effects. The film includes puppet animation, clay animation, cut-out animation 
and drawn animation; and uses post-production tools, but has no computer animation.
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  My name is Jiri Barta, and I am an animation film-maker from the Czech Republic. I began directing 
animated films a number of years ago. Disc Jockey (1980) used animated cut-outs; Projection (1981) 
animated on architectural drawings; The Extinct World of Gloves (1982) animates objects, in this case, 
gloves. Some of the animation was done by Vlasta Pospisilova, who also animated on Jan 
Svankmajer’s Dimensions of Dialogue (1985). I made Pied Piper in 1985, which showed some of my 
influences – medieval art and German expressionist work – but mainly tried to advance aspects of 
the great Czech puppet tradition, and the work of my early mentor, Jiri Trnka. I was part of a gener-
ation of artists who wanted to preserve this tradition and, even today, this seemed important when 
making In the Attic, as the generation of students that now attend the institute are far more inter-
ested in computer animation.
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In the Attic is a story I wrote and developed with Edgar Dutka, an established novelist and screen-
writer at the Trnka studio, who has also written about animation scripts. The story is set in an attic 
to establish a particular story world of lots of discarded or forgotten things from the past, which 
people still keep but which carry on having a life of their own. 
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Mood and atmosphere are very important in any storytelling, and while we wanted the film to 
appeal to children, we wanted the sense that any adult would remember their own childhood. Edgar 
and I thought about our own childhood, and remembered the places we liked, or were afraid of, and 
the games we played.
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The first shots move towards a particular piece of luggage, a case which includes the happy world 
of the main characters, Buttercup, Sir Handsome, Teddy Bear and Schubert. Storyboards are useful 
for thinking about not only what will be in the shot to tell the story but how the camera can be used 
to help direct the viewer to what you want them to see.
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Buttercup makes a cake for her friends each day, and each day they roll a dice to decide whose birth-
day it is, and who should be celebrated. We wanted this to be like a child’s game, and to show a 
happy, contented world.
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There are lots of ‘toys come to life’ stories in animation. The Toy Story films are now the most 
famous. Those films show that the toys are aware of their relationship with children, but I wanted to 
show that the toys carry on living their lives after the children have forgotten them, or even after the 
adults have put them in the attic as ‘a memory’ but do not really think about them. Toys then get 
mixed with other objects in the attic. So, the world of the luggage, or some call it a steamer trunk – 
here is a piece of inspirational art – is the world of Buttercup and order, but soon she and her friends 
will encounter ‘the Golden Head’, who is emperor of the evil part of the attic.
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All stories must immediately introduce their characters and the style of the film so that the audience 
can know who they care about, and how the story world will work. Because we intended to mix 
puppet, clay, cut-out and drawn animation, we had to show this mix quickly, so when Buttercup 
pulls up the blind, we see the outside world as a drawing.
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A lot of work has to go into the pre-production of a stop-motion puppet animation. We went out 
and bought or borrowed lots of toys and objects that could be in our attic. We built puppets and sets, 
and had to make sure that everything would be durable and consistent to use throughout the 
production. This was especially the case because we were working with sets of different scale, and 
had to prepare certain sets to not only achieve stop-motion animation but visual effects too. The 
design and visualization of the film took over six months and was fundamental to the planning of 
the animation.
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Buttercup is the main character, and a mother figure, looking after the rest of the characters. She is 
kidnapped by a black cat and a hoard of insects who are in the service of the evil ‘Head’, emperor of 
the Land of Evil, elsewhere in the attic.
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The train is a very important part of the story, and contributes a significant part of the action, so we 
needed to give it a strong visual identity. Teddy Bear is stationmaster and presides over the model 
railway, and the order and routine they bring until things go ‘off the rails’. What I am always looking 
for in the attic is an analogy to the real world, but also a way in which a child finds an analogy to the 
real world in the objects they play with. My grandfather was an engine driver. Electric railways, 
steam engines and a marionette theatre – it was my childhood. That is why I could not miss the train 
in my film.
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When the main characters are on the train they become two-dimensional drawn cartoons. This is 
when the characters have their own imaginative worlds that they must keep secret from the human 
beings. Andrea and her grandma, the human beings in the film, sometimes come to the world of the 
attic and the interruption causes the toys to become objects again. 
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This is the moment when we had an opening ceremony to celebrate starting the production. There 
is an irony that before 1989 the state funded films, and you could create work, even in the light of 
censorship and so forth, but after 1989, when part of a free economy it was hard to make films. It is 
about trying to get sponsors who might support a personal film that might get a popular audience. 
It is important to tell a good story and make it appealing but also to have something to say, and to 
also preserve the traditions of influential artists like Jiri Trnka and Jan Svankmajer. 

AP3_1.1_Barta_131-153.indd   143AP3_1.1_Barta_131-153.indd   143 4/1/11   11:08:12 AM4/1/11   11:08:12 AM



Jiri Barta

144

Sometimes people think that stop-motion puppet animation is constructed only on small sets. We 
had to construct a set of considerable size to make the film. Three-dimensional (3D) CGI has no 
limits in the computer, but 3D stop-motion is limited by the animators and their access to, and work 
with, the characters and sets we build. It is a physical and material limitation that we have to deal 
with through the animation and through the cinematography.
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Working with different scale sets creates challenges for the cinematography, and a great deal of 
preparation and planning has to go into the building of each set, so that it can be accessed and the 
camera positioned. As a stop-motion animator you have the mix of the close-up scale of minute 
actions and working in sometimes live-action-style sets. Making sure that everything exists in 
proportion and works in relationship to everything else is a challenge.
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Here is a good example of this idea of scale. In the film this sequence is quite spectacular and needs 
to have the sense of live-action scale as the characters scale the wall, and fall, because even though 
the viewer knows these are not real people, they have to believe in them as characters, and that they 
are in fact in danger. But the animation, of course, requires close, precise work, which seems ‘invis-
ible’ when the scene is playing in the film.
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We set our story into a real space of an attic because this has a rich store of ordinary and extraordi-
nary things, which provoke children’s fantasy and creativity, as we know it from our own child-
hoods. Our aim was to combine animation with real movement and it was a good way to use a 
‘green screen’ in some parts to extend our cinematography by using digital effects. We could create 
flight and aerial motion much more persuasively. Sometimes animators have to really imagine what 
something is like to animate a puppet to do a certain action, or a director has to think really hard 
about a particular experience. Here we are practising flying !!
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By using a green screen and dressing the technician in the same material, we could create the effect 
of moving an object in real time and space, but putting in the backgrounds digitally in  post-production. 
This is another way of animating, but the frame-by-frame adjustments may be made afterwards. I 
could direct what I wanted to happen and change it later.
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A complex example of an animated trick shot was the dialogue between an animated puppet and a 
half-alive and half-still Head. We had to shoot these two characters separately in the same place but 
with a different method of shooting and then put everything together in the  post-production studio. 
The Head was a big and complicated challenge. We combined a live actor and his plaster cast in one 
shot. Computers were very helpful in achieving this experiment.
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The ‘Golden Head’, the evil emperor, was played by Jiri Labus. The Head / Statue is modelled on 
any VIP who, originally, was standing in any government or institutional office (mainly during our 
communist period). He could be compared with any politician in general, really. The main thing is 
that he represents totalitarian rule and makes a comment about political systems and power.
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This was the final composition, showing how all powerful the Head is, but also how static and 
immobile and fixed he is, too. This is a metaphor for totalitarian government. This, though, is a chil-
dren’s story, so just being evil is enough!!
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The main characters from the suitcase are old, abandoned toys that met in the same place by chance. 
Their different temperaments and sizes suggested funny situations even in serious scenes. This is the 
principle of children’s games – serious problems solved in a naive and funny way. Buttercup, Teddy, 
Sir Handsome, a traditional Czech Marionette and the plasticine goblin, Schubert (my father gave me 
a plasticine doll when I was young) who has gathered up things from the attic on his body, and other 
characters from the ‘Light side’ of the attic live their peaceful and ordinary life until Buttercup is 
kidnapped. Her friends resolve to get her back, and become brave fighters against the ‘Mad Head’ 
and his ‘Land of Evil’. It is not an original idea, of course, but the story tries to show the importance 
of our emotional lives and friendship. This is my ‘toy story’, and looks back at childhood in Europe, 
and the imaginative worlds children can create even in the most difficult of times and circumstances.
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