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Characters, Materials and Sets for Animation

The star of your animation could be anything from 
models made out of clay and paper cut-outs, to toys, 
food, cutlery or real people. 

If you are going to be filming with the camera resting 
on the table, then the characters will need to be able to 
stand up unaided or be stuck against a wall. If you film 
using a tripod with the camera pointed downwards, then 
the characters will need to be flat onto the surface. Think 
about the space you have available and decide on a scale 
for your animation early on- don’t make it too small as it 
can be difficult to see the movements.

Characters 

Facial expressions give your characters ‘character’! 
Making separate different shaped mouths that you can 
attach to your character, or making their eyes blink can 
bring you characters to life. Make eyelids from the same 
shade as your characters’ face. Take two frames with the 
eyelids in place. Remove them, take two more frames 
and repeat.
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Modelling clay

How will your characters stand up? 
Keep your clay characters strong 
and simple – you do not want pieces 
falling off as you are adjusting their 
limbs. Start with blocks or round balls 
of modelling clay or build models 
with a flat round base. Thin legs can 
be a weak area that might see your 
characters topple over. 

Paper cut-outs 

You can create characters out 
of paper or card and make a flat 
2-dimensional animation. Make your 
character’s arms and legs separately 
or cut these out, then attach them 
to the joints with adhesive putty or 
split pins ready to animate. If you 
have time, you could make profile 
and front-on versions of the main 
characters and models to add depth 
to your animation. You can also use 
wool, fabric, sandpaper, tissue and 
different textured paper and card to 
add interest to your work.

Materials

Example film: Binn Bunny Goes 
Green http://bit.ly/BinnBunny

Example film: Can You Teach a Worm 
to Tango http://bit.ly/WormTango
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Silhouettes

Using a lightbox can create a very 
dramatic and filmic aesthetic for 
your animation. For a bold and eerie 
animation, use black card to create 
silhouetted characters, backgrounds 
and sets. Any details, character 
features and definition should be 
cut out so that the light can shine 
through the card. Cut out the 
windows and around the doors 
(leaving the hinge attached) and 
have your characters move through 
houses by moving them behind the 
card. Coloured acetate and thin 
tissue paper can also be used to add 
a little colour to your animation. 

Objects 

Animating objects is really easy 
and fun. It also saves a lot of time 
because you don’t need to make 
models. What you can animate is 
only limited by your imagination! 
Try using household objects like 
cutlery, shoes, clothes pegs, dried 
pasta shapes and sweets. You can 
give these objects personalities 
and characteristics by making eyes, 
eyebrows and mouths for them out 
of paper or card (see Characters 
above). You could give them hair 
using wool or string, or make a family 
of different sized spoons.

Example film: The Firebird and the 
Volcano http://bit.ly/FireBirdVol 

Example film: Play Room  
http://bit.ly/Play_Room 
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People

Animating people is called pixilation, 
where people basically become giant 
puppets. Like other types of animation, 
a frame is taken and then the people 
must move a little and then freeze 
while another frame is taken. This way 
people can be animated like other 
objects, can also appear and disappear 
from shot like magic or zoom around 
the room without walking. You’ll need 
to work really well together as a team 
to make sure everyone stays frozen at 
the right time.  

Sets and backdrops 

You can add depth and perspective 
to both 2-dimensional and 
3-dimentsional animations by making 
layered sets out of cardboard or other 
materials. If you are short on time use 
printed and laminated photographs 
for your backdrop. An easy way to 
make free standing backgrounds for 
3-dimensional animations is to draw 
part of your set on a single piece of 
card. Cut around it using a craft knife 
but leave the bottom attached to the 
card. You can then fold the cut out part 
up so that it stands on its own. You can 
use different tones of a similar colour 
can help to give your animation depth. 
The foreground should be in the 
darkest or most concentrated shade of 
your colour, and you should use lighter 
shades as your background objects get 
further away. 

Example film: The Boy Who Stayed In 
http://bit.ly/StayedIn 
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