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Introduction

Pack your bags, folks. We’re about to go on a round-the-world trip like no other.

First, though, let’s get one thing straight: animation is many things, but it is not a genre. This is a common misconception, one fomented by the likes of IMDb and Letterboxd – where you’ll often find Animation sitting alongside the likes of Drama, Comedy, Horror, Musical or Documentary in separate genre categories.

Frankly, this has never sat right with us, and within this book you’ll find animated films that are dramatic, funny and horrifying; you’ll find animated musicals and documentaries, too, in dozens of languages or in no language at all.

Animation can be anything: it is an art form that can approach any style of storytelling, or it can abandon storytelling completely. From the most ultra-detailed and realistic illustrations to the most minimal, stylized or abstract art, animation can take countless forms – about as many as there are individual artists creating it. Animation has also given us some of the most universally adored, box office record-breaking films of all time, while, at its experimental extremes, there are radical and cutting-edge visions that challenge us and provide us with the shock of the new.

And yet, animation can sometimes be treated as separate from, or subordinate to, live-action cinema. At the Academy Awards, some of the year’s greatest films are ring-fenced within the Best Animated Feature category – and only three animated films have ever been deemed worthy of a nomination for Best Picture: Beauty and the Beast (1991), Up (2009) and Toy Story 3 (2010). Thanks to decades of Disney dominance, the bias still lingers that animation is merely kids’ stuff. It certainly can be, but it is also so much more than that.

Think back: what was the first film or TV series you remember watching? It’s very likely that it was animated. Our very first impressions of the delights of the big and small screen were shaped by animation, and at its best this wonderful art form taps into that childlike sense of curiosity and imagination. Unbound by expectation, animation is a space of pure expression: films rendered in pencil, paint, paper, plasticine or pixels, painstakingly laid out, frame by frame, and brought to life by the magic of the moving image.


[image: Snow White holds a red apple while an old woman in a cloak leans forward, offering it.]

Disney’s pioneering feature-length fairy tale Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs has epitomised family-friendly animated filmmaking for close to a century.



[image: A bird stands on the edge of a boat with large red sails as a person adjusts ropes against a mountain backdrop.]

Tight Crew. 2024’s Oscar-winning adventure Flow, made independently on a small budget by a close-knit team, points toward exciting, uncharted waters for animation.



[image: A girl sits at a table in front of a mirror while a woman styles her hair. Reflected behind them, another woman watches. Posters read 'Fair and Beautiful' and 'Maggie Gro's Formula'.]

How do you ‘do? Kenyan-American director Ng’endo Mukii’s Yellow Fever uses animation to address themes of identity and imperialism.
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It’s a Boy’s World. Animation is a globe-spanning art form that comes in many colours. Case in point: Brazil’s vibrant and unique Boy and the World.
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State of the Art. The Japanese erotic fantasy anime, Belladonna of Sadness, is a lush, painted marvel.
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Even a century after its release, Lotte Reiniger’s paper cutout epic The Adventures of Prince Achmed still looks magical.


And so, here it is: The Animation Atlas. In our previous books, we have dived head first into areas of film history that we felt deserved further exploration and consideration, starting with the animation titan Studio Ghibli, then Japanese anime at large, and most recently the vibrant world of Korean cinema. This book returns us to animation, and it is our most ambitious expedition yet. Where we have previously used 30 key films to light the way through a certain strand of cinema, this book takes us around the world of animation in 30 countries – with us highlighting key films, filmmakers and studios at each stop along the way.

This international scope was important to us from the off. Despite what you may think from the box office charts, where Hollywood and anime tend to dominate, animation is a truly worldwide phenomenon, with artists making distinctive and creative work in all parts of the planet. So, while we were plotting our journey, we were keen to embrace work from all continents, encompassing countries with long and pioneering animation traditions as well as those that are, comparatively speaking, still finding their feet.

Now, this was sometimes easier said than done. Picking representative films and animators from countries with long and varied histories – from Czechia to France, the USA to Russia – was a task and a half in itself. Trickier still was navigating the inherently international nature of the animation industry, with filmmakers emigrating in search of opportunities, or projects bringing together financing and creative teams from multiple countries in the journey from pitch to screen.

Ultimately, this is a celebration of art made by human hands – something more important than ever, thanks to the rise of AI. Within these pages, you will find recommendations and reviews for hundreds of films: films that come in all shapes, sizes, styles and, yep, genres, all united by that very human urge to create and communicate, to interrogate the world around us and dream of something new. This is only the tip of the iceberg of over a century of innovation, but we hope that this trip is just the first of many.

Animation isn’t a genre, it’s a whole world. Let’s explore it together.

Michael and Jake

One in the attic, the other in the basement

December 2024
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