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irit: Stallion of

the Cimarron

Meet Hollywood's newest western star

gf;ro horses have been a staple of Holly-

wood movies since the silent era. On May 24, a
new daring sieed thunders across the screen in
DreamWorks Pictures' animated film Spiit: Stllica

o the Cimarren.
Conecived by studio head Jeffrey Katzenberg as
a movie that would reach new heights of excel-

lence in animation, Spirt is the story of a wild
mustang sallion's journey through the unamed
‘West of the late 1800s. Along the way he dodges
casalry, befriends 3 young Lakora brave, and risks
his life uying to swe a beautiful paint horse
‘named Rain. "I wanted 10 take the incredible tra-
dition of hand-drawn animarion and marry it with

state-of-the-art, 2Ist-century technology to bring
an entire world to life” says Katzenberg.

‘While animals have been a key element in ani-
‘mated movies from Bambi (o The Lion King, “horses
have never been tackled as a main component
because they are very difficult to animate,” says
Kelly Asbury, who co-directed the flm with Lorna
Cook. A horse’s complicated anatomy is hard t©
draw, e says, as are its unique movements and
mannerisms. But by assembling 2 team of veteran
animators who seamlessly combined hand-drawn
work with advanced computer-generated imagery,
Asbury contends that Sirt sets a new standard for
animal animation.

O et iy
with the development of & script based on
Karzenberg's original concept. The entire plot was
then detailed visually in 2 series of dravwings, or
storyboards, and then edited. “You stat to see what
works and what doesn't and begin adding and sub-
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tracting” says Asbury
Finally,the storyboards
were mnsated 0 a
story reel, in which
sull drawings flash on
a screen like an actual-
time slide show, creat-
ing a blueprint for the
animators.

Once the story reel
was created, the focus
moved to animating
the borse.
the supervising anima-

james Baxter,

tor for Spirit who s
Inown for his work on
such classc characters 35 Belle from Besty end the
Beast, says he task was “daunting—the most chal-
lenging thing I've done. 1 spent two months mak.
ing drawings of horses and throwing them avway”
Baxter was aided in his efforts by access 0.2
horse that DreamWorks acquired as a model for
Spirt in 1999, Donner, renamed Spiri, is a Kiger
Mustang stallion raised by Rick Litdeton, an
r who has spent the list decade
working with the Bureau of Land Manzgement on

Oregon rancly

a program of managing wild herds and allowing
free-roaming horses to remain on the range. Kiger
Mustangs closely resemble the horses of the
Spanish conquisiadors that were left to roam wild
in the old West. Thus, the physical characteristics
of the horse were exacty what DreamWorks had
in mind, from his beautiful dun coloring to his
chiscled muzzle.

Baxter spent hours observing and skeiching
Spirit as well s studying videotapes of the horse.
“I had to know everything | could about how.
horses move and behave so that I could be free to
let my drawings ‘act,” he says. "I studied Spirit t©
learn which foot he would fvor going around a
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cores, how he moved from a gallop into a canter
into a wror, how his joiats and muscles work”

Once Baxter mastered drawing the horse, the
challenge of giving Spirit personality remained.
The filin is narrated from the horse's point of
view, but the animals do not speak—as Asbury
Laughingly points out, “If you have animated hors-
es tlking, you are in Mr. Bd territory no marter
what you do. We wanted the Borse to be uken
seriously:” Ths, it was essential for Baxter and his
team of animators (o convey Spirit's emotions
through their drawings They added some non-
equine elements t the design of his fice to make
it more expressive, enlarging the whites of his eyes
and giving him cyebrows, and they icorporated
such typical horse behaviors as flring the nostrils
and tossing the head.

L cqua dees of e et o dsiging
and drawing the background scenery, which
encompasses settings from Yosemite to Monument
Valley: To get a scase of the unspoiled West of the
lue 19th century, 2 group including Asbury,
Kauzenberg, production designer Kathy Alteri,
and 2 number of animators visited eight nationsl
parks in the region. Hiking, skesching. and taking
photographs in these pristine locales, “we began
to discover the distinct color paletie and emo-
tionsl tone of each phace,” says Alieri, who was
the art director for DreamWorks® Prince of Egypt.
“Glacier Nationsl Park and the Grand Tetons have
refreshing blucs and greens as well as vistas and
open spaces that suggest freedom—elements
that made the perfect environment for Spiri's
homeland.” Monument Valle; by contrast—"hot,
dusty, yellow, and brown"—is the sening for the
cavalry that captures the horse. "We took ardstic
license with the locations.” says Alteri. “They are
sylized deplctions, but we stayed true to the fec)
of each place.™

In Bryce Canyon, they found the ideal terrain =
2 dimactic chiase scene. And in Monumet Valies
they wimessed 2 dramatic. thunderstorm
inspired them t0 add an unplanned scene to S
€ was carly morning, the power was o
and it was ptch black,” says Asbury: “We were up o=
a rise above the valley; and when lightning struck =
swould briefly light up the entire vlley, lluminsse
‘messs and rofling clouds. It was the most striking.

mavie.

haunting imagery, so we put ft in the film.”

In addition to their field research, the back-
ground designers referenced artworks by some =
the most skiled painters of the old West: Fredesic
Remingion, Charles Russell, Frank Tenser
Johnson, and James Reynolds. “These artists Ead
an amaring ability to capture the qualitis of igks

from pre-dawn to nighutime,” says Asbury. “¥ee
tricd 1o achieve those same qualities on film.”
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was able 1o create action sequences that would
not have been possible even 10 years ago, says
Asbury: “The movie has herds of horses running
for long periods of time on screen with the cam-
era moving through them and around them, for
example. And we have 2 rushing river scene that
isin my opinion the best water exer put in an ani-

mated film”

In recognition of
the burgeoning field
of fulllength ani
mated feature films,
the Academy of Motion
Picture Sciences added
2 naw awards category
in2002: Best Animated
Feature, with nominees induding Jimmy Neation:
Boy Genius, Monster, ., and Shick. A serious con-
tender to ride away with next year's trophy could
well be Spirit:Stallon of the Cimatton.

Meanwhile, the real Spirit is in dhe midst of &
worldwide tour promoting the movie, after which
he will retire to a horse ranch in Southern
California There he can roam the range to his hearcs
content,lke bis animated counterpart delighting all

who see him widh his srengh and beaury. «





