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ABSTRACT 
This honors thesis project oversaw the production of a short animated film, drawn 

completely by hand after foregoing extensive research in Fall 2013 into the development of the 
characteristics and dynamics of storytelling, traditional animation, and computer-based editing, 
as observed through storyboard layout and animatic and pencil-test setups. Story development 
setup followed through pre-production, production, and post-production. Applying techniques 
learned in fine arts courses, such as color theory, composition, and figure drawing, completed the 
totality of the developed world within the film. The Spring semester of 2014 included further 
finalization of story arc and the animation process itself; however with scheduling difficulty, the 
production and post-production process, including all edits and added musical score, carried over 
to be completed December 2014. This project, being a first experience of the entirety of the 
production of an animated film, centers on themes of self-sacrifice, narrative communication, 
and redemptive love. 
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For my Senior Honors Thesis project, in cooperation with the partial fulfillment of my 

Bachelor of Fine Arts degree, I chose to focus my subject on researching, producing, and editing 

a fully hand-drawn animated short film. My goal was to understand the art of storytelling 

portrayed by action, emotion, movement and art theory practices by incorporating my original 

area of emphasis in painting and drawing into the completion of the believable story. Animation 

had not generally been promoted in the School of Art, however using principles within my 

major, I dedicated myself to pursuing and achieving a project that I was interested in producing 

to further my future education and career development paths.  

My short film centers on two characters; Lucia (meaning “Light”), a “port-cutter” who 

ropes in and brings the ships to port on land, and Blaze, her lantern flame who guides her path to 

finding the ships in the darkness. Both Blaze and Lucia keep their own goals books as to things 

they’ve seen or wanted to accomplish, and when Blaze shows his last goal to see, the northern 

lights, Lucia angrily confronts him to put his job first, not his dreams, so she can accomplish 

hers. In response, Blaze erupts, making for disastrous consequences, but seeing his error, he 

quickly concocts a plan and sacrifices himself to set everything right for Lucia. In the end, both 

characters get the classic “happily ever after” of achieving their goals.   

The title, “Firesail” comes from the word firesale, which was termed "a special sale of 

merchandise actually or supposedly damaged by fire, or a sale, as of assets, at reduced prices, in 

order to raise money quickly."  Both of these definitions gave a cause for my own, in which my 

character, Blaze (a lantern flame) needs to react quickly to fix the mess he's made (“damaged by 

fire”), and he gives away all he has, quickly, to ensure that Lucia, the other character, is taken 

care of. 

My animated short film thesis may be viewed here: 
www.vimeo.com/114322344 
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 Through the entire process over the course of three semesters, what I have learned extensively 

about the process is the requirement of work, strategy, cleanup, design, time efficiency, and 

increased knowledge of the Adobe Programs Photoshop and AfterEffects to aid in the editing 

procedure. I explored the development of story arc and character development executed through 

a few thousand drawings that played in a desired order. This allowed for static characters to 

come to life, interact, and be observed in action, and it was truly a gift to watch them play out 

within the story I had created. However, the challenge of creating believable characters stemmed 

from the foundation of individual character personality traits, how it translated to their body 

language, and to then interpret it to execute and plan out each drawing in sync to match the 

reaction of outside influences to the character’s response. With each drawing, I had to plan out at 

least 3-5 drawings behind and ahead to match the timing of the character movement.   

PREPRODUCTION 

 In Fall 2013, I was registered in the Animation I class, taught by my Honors thesis Mentor, 

Phil Zimmermann. This was a foundation course, including much of the history of animation and 

simple exercises for employing the original craft of story process and development. It was also in 

this first Thesis semester that I traveled twice for my own research and experience. The first trip 

was to San Diego, California to attend a two-day animation and story development workshop 

taught by Pixar Animation Studio Artists Matthew Luhn and Andrew Gordon. The second trip 

was to Los Angeles for the annual CTN Animation Expo, which consisted of two days of classes, 

workshops, and panels centered on particular areas within the animation medium of color, story, 

character design, concept, and history. 

 The entirety of the rest of the first semester included researching on the history, concepts and 

techniques of traditional hand-drawn animation, using model exercises from the workshops to 
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narrow down on the key points of what constituted a well-designed story arc.  

 I devised a series of small story ideas, and started refining the strongest story idea to be 

concise and to the point of the model termed “Controlling Idea” by Pixar Artists Mr. Gordon and 

Mr. Luhn; this included who the character was at the beginning, who they were at the end, and a 

hint of what the world was like, within a one sentence description.  

 From that step, I used the model termed “story-splining” to instigate the actions and events 

that allow the story to be carried out. This included an opening (“Once upon a time”), a midpoint 

(climax), and conclusion, ending with the overarching moral or theme of the story in a sentence.  

After finalizing the key events of the story, I began designing the characters to fit the story, and 

the story to revolve around the characters. I learned in this process that you cannot put one before 

the other; both must develop simultaneously in order for each to play out as the same world and 

for the story to unfold with the character as the reason for the story. 
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Early pencil character design and layout for Lucia (above) and Blaze 

 
 

 After the foundation of the ideas, I designed pencil sketch storyboards, mapping out each 

sequence (a time of the animation that plays out before a camera change takes place to a new 

point of view), plotting out camera angles and compositions of the characters in relevance to 

their position with props and the incorporation into their backgrounds. This was done to map out 

every scene and action/reaction of the characters for the entirety of the film’s story. This was the 

most important work of the story construction. Without the firm basis of the story, the animation 

would make no sense. 
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Pencil storyboard thumbnail sketches first, which translated to larger storyboard drawings 
 

 
I also exhibited my storyboards in an art exhibition entitled Varied Extractions, Spring 2014 

 

 The next step was to produce an animatic: a method of timing the storyboards as they played 

in action (relating to that of a slideshow of the storyboard) using Adobe Photoshop. This was 

done so as to calculate how many frames were needed to be drawn per second of animation 

concurring with the timing of each sequence (Typically one second of animation has between 12-
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24 frames, or drawings). This also allowed for the timing in a musical score to be developed to 

match the events of the scene. This score was meticulously developed and composed by Music 

Composition BFA Weston Brown.  

PRODUCTION  

 In Spring 2014, I attended Animation II to develop more practice in using the program 

AfterEffects. I then began the actual hand drawn animation process, drawn on a lightbox (a 

method for projecting light underneath the drawings to see the frames before and after the ones 

currently worked on, seen in the first picture below). The process then continued through 

scanning each drawing of each sequence into the computer, placing them together as an 

animation in Adobe Photoshop. I then removed the white backgrounds of the paper so that only 

the lineart of the drawings remained. 

 
Three frames on the lightbox showing the movement of the drawings. 
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Animatic to frame conversion/comparison (left) and frame edit cleanup (right) 

 

 By the end of April 2014, I realized that I was severely behind in my schedule because of all 

of the work needed to piece the animation together. I managed to complete the semester with a 

small pencil test only (a run-through of the test of the animation without color or background) as 

my evidence of work.  

PRODUCTION AND POST PRODUCTION 

 I took the third semester, Fall 2014, to complete the film on my own. I finalized the last of the 

sequences in the hand drawn animation, and scanned and edited all of the frames. I then began 

working on character color design and theory, followed after by background and prop design, 

and detailing the extent of Northern Lights and Lightning effects development. 

 The procedure with After Effects was one of the most difficult, where even though I had 

practiced with it in Animation I, I still didn’t grasp the nature of the software. Thanks to a review 

of the program by Fine Arts Major Travis Boswell, and online research and tutorials, I was able 

to complete all final editing effects to piece the animation together as a whole product. 

 The mixture of traditions my project was built upon was heavily influenced by the foundation 

lessons taught in my fine arts courses. I pulled from my learned notions of sketching, figure 

drawing, movement of the human form, proportion, conceptualization of building blocks of the 
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story, illustration, perspective, layout and composition, atmosphere, essential theme exploration, 

and the study of the relationship between dynamic mood of the story and the color theory palette 

chosen.  

 Overall, my assessment of my project success proved to be the greatest learning experience of 

my undergraduate career. The goal of focusing my BFA major to be exhibited in a medium that 

was rarely developed or mentioned at the College of fine arts was a success, and I felt a strong 

sense of pride coming from the essential fact that there was no one at the University to teach me 

this craft, and that I had succeeded in teaching myself a skill that I wanted to continue pursuing 

as my passion in the arts. I felt that I accomplished the story I set out to portray, and the 

techniques learned gave rise to believable characters and a believable world. However, because it 

was my first time animating, many of the sequences hand-drawn had to have the timing fixed in 

both Photoshop and AfterEffects to be a believable timing output of action and reaction. I also 

had many people watch and review, and some of them said that they thought Lucia was a boy, so 

I felt more in-depth character design needed to be stronger for the next project. Many others said 

that some sections of the story, such as what the characters goals were or why they were upset 

was a little confusing. Because that was the driving force of many of Blaze’s and Lucia’s 

reactions, I felt that those story development sections weren’t as successful as I had imagined. 

Overall, through using my knowledge sustained in the past four years in the School of Art, and 

pushing myself to experiment and discover new tactics through this astounding medium, I 

believe that the project overall was an enormous achievement, a full exploration of my creative 

skill, and an encircling example of my passion for the storytelling art.  

 
Again, my final thesis project can be viewed online on at 
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http://www.vimeo.com/114322344 

 

Or Vimeo.com, search keyword “FIRESAIL” 

If for any reason the web address does not work, please contact me at 

www.lschelle.wix.com/inspirestory  

or email at lschelle@email.arizona.edu  

 

 


