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FOREWORD

Each year, as I teach animation history to enthusiastic undergraduates,
I begin by asking—who invented animation, and where did it all begin?
They answer confidently that animation started in Hollywood when Walt
Disney made Steamboat Willie. These students generally are surprised to
learn that this is not correct. It’s good that they’re taking this course,
I always think, because clearly, they’re going to learn a great deal.

One of the main points I make on the first day of the course is
that animation has many parents and is developed simultancously in
several different places. But in the United States, it originated mostly in
New York, not Los Angeles. Animation in the United States developed
through the intersection of several key advances and art forms: the pres-
ence of New York newspapers’ comic strips and cartoonists, the invention
of movie cameras that could advance one frame at a time, the popularity of
vaudeville, and the uncomfortable influence of Blackface minstrelsy. Out
of this came such important names in animation history as Winsor McCay,
John Randolph Bray, Earl Hurd, Raoul Barré, the Fleischer brothers, Paul
Terry, and Grim Natwick. Even Thomas Edison was part of the New York
animation scene of the early 1900s.

Why don’t the students know this? For starters, the New York anima-
tors didn’t have time to write any of this down. They were too busy
working to remember to set up research archives. And it stayed that way.
The lengthy history of New York animation is colorful, dramatic, and
filled with personalities as unique as the ones in their animated films. But
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very few people have taken the time to document this history and make
it available to researchers and film historians. Thus, the history of New
York animation has remained a mostly untold story.

For years, that didn’t seem to matter. In the 1980s, when I’d look
in the animation section of my university’s library, there were only a few
books on the history of animation. When Leonard Maltin’s Of Mice and
Maygic was published, it was a revelation, a history of all the big anima-
tion studios we had wondered about. Zines like Funnyworld, Animato
and Mindrot and the writing duo of Jerry Beck and Will Friedwald
picked up the slack with their detailed research. In 1986, Shamus Culhane
published Talking Animals and Other People, an outlier as the one book
that covered New York animation.

In the 1990s, the animation industry exploded, delighting animation
fanatics and inviting new enthusiasts. With the popularity of animation
on the rise, more books were written, but for the most part, these were
books about studios and animators in Hollywood. If you only read these
books, you would think that New York was a very small part of animation
history.

Many important moments in animation history came out of New York,
and not just in the early days. Felix the Cat, Betty Boop, and Koko the
Clown were all born in New York. Thanks to the presence of so many
filmmakers, American independent animation was headquartered in New
York for many years, with animators taking the art form in new and
important directions.

In the commercial realm, New York was the epicenter for animated
advertising. By ordering short animated pieces, New York-based Sesame
Street funded several decades of small studios and independent animators
in the city. Douglas Leigh and Otto Messmer lit up Times Square with
animation. When cable television came along, the New York advertising
and branding agency Fred /Alan developed animated branding for several
channels. Later, MTV made their brand-defining animated IDs though
their New York offices, including the original Man on the Moon IDs
produced by New Yorker Candy Kugel. In the same building, just one
floor away from MTV, Gerry Laybourne created the groundbreaking chil-
dren’s channel Nickelodeon, which led to a new generation of children’s
animated shows on Nicktoons. And that was just the start.

As the first head of animation development for Nicktoons in 1990, I
knew it would be significant to produce at least one series in New York,
bringing production of children’s animated shows back to the city from
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Los Angeles. Luckily, we picked up the series Dony from Jim Jinkins,
who was living in New York at the time. His company, Jumbo Pictures,
moved into an office at Spring and Crosby Streets in Soho and got to
work, hiring half of the New York animation community. Many other
animators headed to work on MTV’s Beavis and Butt-Head and their slate
of animated series. New York was back! And the ASIFA-East membership
surged. A screening could fill an entire SVA auditorium.

Over time, I moved to Cartoon Network to head up original anima-
tion there, and I continued to support New York animation, picking up
John Dilworth’s Courage the Cowardly Dog, Sheep in the Big City from
Mo Willems and Codename: Kids Next Door from Tom Warburton. It was
easy to make the case that we should produce these series in New York
rather than Los Angeles. New York animators had unique styles, impres-
sive talent, and a certain edginess to their humor, which I felt would
benefit our programming.

When it came to documenting all this, however, New Yorkers didn’t
exactly rise to the challenge. A few animators like Shamus Culhane and
Howard Beckerman wrote how-to books about animation. But other than
Culhane’s first book, no other local authors wrote about the history of
New York animation. Certainly, no animation historians from Los Angeles
showed up to pick up the slack. John Canemaker and Michael Sporn
wrote articles for advertising-focused magazines such as Millimeter. As
president of ASIFA-East in the 90s, I did my best to capture issues of
local interest in the ASIFA-East newsletter. But very little was recorded
for posterity and books on the history of New York animation never
materialized.

Until now. In this book, Robby Gilbert has heroically taken on the
epic and practically impossible task of capturing these New York people,
studios, and films. It’s a miraculous first! Finally, New York animation is
going to exist for those students and historians of the future who might
be wondering where the industry went after so many people hopped on
trains to Los Angeles.

For those of you who are curious about what New York animation
means, this book will get you started.

New York, USA Linda Simensky
November 2024
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ELECTRIC CITY: A CONVERSATION WITH R. O. BLECHMAN

I have a theory about New York.
What is it?
My theory?
Yes.
Okay — that is built on magnetic rock.
So, I think many New Yorkers are electrified by their environment.
There was a blackout in New York
—for some reason, the electricity was cut off—
and yet I just remembered it didn’t affect us
because I think that the city is built on magnetic rock.
When did you have that rvealization?
During the blackout.
So what does that electricity do?
It gives people energy.
What does that electricity give to & New Yorker?
Well, it makes them more active, that’s for sure.
And whatever field they’re in.
Just a thought I had.
I mean, nobody has ever looked at it geologically,
with the literal foundation of Manhattan.
But I think it’s built on magnetic rock.
You can feel that when you’re there.
—R.O. Blechman in conversation with R.G. Gilbert. 2023



ASIFA & THE INDEPENDENT FiLM

In 1969 I was working as a Xerox operator (copying drawings onto cels
with a gigantic stat camera) at Focus Design, a studio on Park Avenue
that produced TV commercials.

Since I was the Kid, the designated stand-in, my duties also included
cel-painting, inbetweening, messengering, and, between jobs, sitting
around drawing flipbooks and caricatures. During this apprentice year
I also began shooting experiments with a Bolex rigged up to a table in
my apartment.

There was a lot of discussion at the studio about the “new union”
that had been formed among animators and designers who looked to
Europe for a model of a new sort of art cartoon. This was the delirious
post-Yellow Submarine period when illustrators and designers flocked to
character animation. Although it lost its bid to actually become a union,
ASIFA-East survived as a kind of professional guild devoted to the art of
animation as distinct from the realm of special effects.

In 1971, while still freelancing uptown, I poured my soul into a
25-minute cartoon, a political satire which unintentionally broke just
about every rule in the book. It was the kind of cathartic ordeal which can
best be called “ambitious.” Yet, because it had been a collaboration with
a collective of ex-NYU film students who liked its radical “statement”
(remember the 60’s didn’t really end until 1975), I was encouraged to
enter it in film festivals, including ASIFA. Winning “2nd Prize for Music”
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seemed deflationary enough but when I went to the “banquet” at a mid-
town hotel a heady company of artists welcomed me into their midst
(“the guy who made that long one” as Don Duga said to John Hubley
and Fred Mogubgub).

Up to that point, “Independent Film,” “Cartoons,” and “Avant-
Garde” or “Underground” films represented incompatible tendencies
that many of us sought to reconcile. European work by Dunning, Lenica,
and Borowczyk pointed to a kind of synthesis: personal, experimental, yet
well-crafted statements which drew from graphic and comic art traditions.
During the 70’s the ASIFA show became a showcase for this new gener-
ation of independent animators: Mary Beams, John Canemaker, Candy
Kugel, Frank Mouris, Eli Noyes, Richard Protovin, Kathy Rose, to name
a few. Though we were shunted off to the “non-sponsored” category it
became clear that high-quality, imaginative animated films could be made
by individual artists without resorting to traditional formulas. Toward the
end of the 70’s a number of us who felt marginalized by the commer-
cial orientation of ASIFA began meeting downtown, showing films in
galleries, and generally agitating for a purely experimental form of anima-
tion (Candy Kugel describes this split in the January 98 Animation World
Magazine). I vividly recall Tissa David scolding me for not showing my
long, self-referential films at ASIFA, to which I snorted something about
not pandering to short attention spans. By the mid-80’s this polarization
tended to diffuse as more independents started doing commercials and
the animation mainstream absorbed more experimental techniques and
sophisticated attitudes. A personal turning point for me was returning
to the disk and paint trenches as a producer for Bob Blechman’s “Sol-
dier’s Tale,” the ambitious (that word again) cartoon musical that won
an Emmy in 1985.

Calling ASIFA a “guild” points to its strengths and its limitations.
Awarding films on a strictly democratic basis has kept us honest but has
led many to judge work solely on the basis of craft, unconsciously keeping
alive a notion of “good animation.” As an antidote to this conserva-
tivism I hope that impudent student and independent work, warts-and-all
stuff which dares to be “bad animation,” will always turn up during the
screenings to astonish, infuriate, and delight us.

George Griffin, NYC, 1999



INTRODUCTION

Living in a van down by the river may sound like a depressing, far-fetched
cliché, yet that is exactly how I started my career in animation. It was
1990, a time when animation, ignited by the success of The Simpsons, a
Disney resurgence, cable television, and desktop computing, revived the
industry after a decades-long downturn, marking the onset of a Second
Golden Age of animation. Studios were hiring anyone who could hold a
pencil, and I could at least do that.

My red and white VW bus was outfitted with a faux Persian rug, a
sleeping bag, and a makeshift drawing table. I was dead broke and deter-
mined to get my foot in the door at just one place—Broadcast Arts, the
busiest New York studio at the time...and probably the only animation
studio I knew of. Howard Beckerman had taken our animation class there
when I was a student at the School of Visual Arts, and as soon as we got
off the elevator, I knew this was the only place I wanted to work. It was a
beehive of creative energy adorned with stop-motion puppets, a bustling
2D ink and paint department, sound stages, ringing phones, a desk on
roller skates, and a replica of the iconic man on the moon planting a flag
from MTV. It felt like home. And for a time, it became my home.

Broadcast Arts, once referred to by a reporter as the “Demented Toy
Factory,” emerged from a specific place and time in New York’s anima-
tion scene. Just north of Houston Street and located on Broadway in
an old industrial loft a few blocks from SOHO, it was almost perfectly
positioned between the East and West Villages. Clubs, galleries, and

xvii
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eccentric characters were everywhere. It seemed like everyone smoked—
something. Times Square was still a sketchy area lined with adult movie
theater marquees as far as the eye could see, and one didn’t venture too
far east of Avenue C. Rents were low. The city was dirty, and black was
commonly worn by artists, not just as a stylish fashion choice. Black was
practical, as it concealed the daily grime that settled on one’s person while
navigating the diesel fumes from buses, dripping water from air condi-
tioners, pigeons, dog shit, trash piles, and airborne grease from a thousand
restaurants, where a cheeseburger deluxe cost $2.99.

In New York, one really had to hustle. Living out of a van and being
broke, I often arrived at the studio first in the morning and left last at
night... if I left at all. Directors George Englebrecht, Kim Johnson, Peter
Rosenthal, and Steve Oakes must have thought I was dedicated because,
having nowhere else to go, I was always there. For about three years, I
was fortunate to be one of the many regular freelancers at the demented
toy factory.

In early 1994, like many animators of that era, I moved to California.
California felt like a different world. There wasn’t much hustle. Paychecks
were consistent, and the company brought in a massage therapist every
Thursday. For the first time, I had health insurance, and during the long
two-hour lunch breaks, people would ask if I wanted to play volleyball
or join a drum circle. The contrast between New York and California
couldn’t have been more pronounced. That’s when I first realized that
the animation industry in New York was a completely different beast from
California.

Fast forward to 2022. I was having lunch at a diner in Philadelphia
with Peter Rosenthal, one of the founders of the defunct Broadcast Arts.
We reminisced about the old days at BA, recalling the personalities—
and immensely talented individuals—who passed through its doors. We
both agreed that New York’s animation scene during the 1980s and *90s
was remarkable. It was a culturally significant period, and the creative
atmosphere in the city influenced styles and techniques in animation
that transformed the media landscape forever. We concurred that such
a phenomenon could have occurred nowhere but in New York. But why?
What set New York apart from California when it came to animation
culture? And more importantly, why has no one written a comprehensive
history of animation in New York during this era?

Part of the answer emerged when I began interviewing legendary New
York animators such as John Canemaker, Howard Beckerman, Candy
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Kugel, George Griffin, Lisa Crafts, Bill Plympton, Maureen Selwood,
Emily Hubley, Ralph Bakshi, J.J. Sedelmaier, Linda Simensky, and many
others who were central to New York’s scene during this era. These indi-
viduals had not yet seen themselves as historical figures, as many remained
active in the industry, including John Canemaker, who had dedicated his
career to both history and animation. However, it quickly became evident
that this period needed documentation.

The urgency of the task was heightened by the fact that we were begin-
ning to lose some of New York’s most influential figures in animation:
Tony Eastman, Michael Sporn, Tissa David, and, during the writing of
the book, Howard Beckerman. Firsthand accounts were needed and were
collected through hundreds of hours of interviews.

Initially, the focus was on the 1980s, but the project expanded to
cover the years 1966-1999 for several reasons. First, it became clear
that discussing the 1980s animation scene in New York required under-
standing the context of the 1970s. From that point, it was evident that
much of the work that emerged in the 1980s significantly influenced the
animation boom of the 1990s.

I chose 1966 as a starting point for several reasons. First, it was the year
that research and planning began for Sesame Street in New York, which
aimed to enhance literacy in inner-city children and provided opportu-
nities for many animators who had previously been excluded from the
industry. Additionally, by 1966, Super 8 cameras began to enter the
marketplace, granting amateurs access to single-frame film techniques for
the first time and paving the way for a new generation of animators
who employed methods well beyond the established cartoon paradigm,
marking the beginnings of what would become the creator-driven era of
the 1980s and 90s. 1966 was also the year Walt Disney died. His death
altered the trajectory of animation worldwide.

In 1966, the two major production studios in New York, Paramount
and Terrytoons, were still operating but were on the verge of closing.
This created a critical crossover period during which older, traditionally
trained artists—many of whom had worked during Winsor McCay’s era—
continued to remain active, influencing and teaching a new generation.

I chose to conclude with 1999 to eftfectively bookend this period. 9/11
likely represents the true bookend—the conclusion of the second golden
age, when MTV Animation shuttered its doors and the city entered
another economic downturn.
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As the research and interviews progressed, it became clear that the last
third of the twentieth century marked a significant inflection point for
animation, much of which took place in New York. However, attention
has mainly been focused on California studios and artists. Furthermore,
many of the books about New York animators and studios appear to be
more narrowly aimed at fans instead of capturing the broader significance
of New York during this period.

This project is neither complete nor comprehensive. New York and
its many animators represent a subject too vast for a single book. I am
sure that many facts and artists have inevitably been overlooked. There-
fore, these pages aim to inspire others to continue broader research on
animation in New York—a captivating and worthwhile subject.

At the beginning of the project, it became evident that each person
interviewed is deserving of a whole book dedicated to their work and
experiences. The George Griffins, Tee Collins’, Linda Simenskys, and
Geraldine Laybournes of the world influenced animation as much—if not
more—than anyone in the twentieth century. I hope future researchers
can use some of the information in this book to continue the essential
task of documenting this incredible art form during a time in New York
when the city was the capital of the art world.

This book is as much about New York as it is about animation. During
this period, New York was largely unencumbered by the demands of the
California production system. As a result, stylistic experiments flourished,
and New York re-emerged as an exciting hub for independent animators
and studios, where artists intermingled, coming and going to contribute
to what are now iconic studios and franchises such as MTV, Liquid
Television, Pee-Wee’s Playhouse, Sesame Street, The Ink Tank, Beavis
and Butthead, Blue Sky, Buzzco, and Nickelodeon. New York offers a
stylistic counter-narrative to Hollywood’s mainstream production and the
promotion of contemporary corporate values. These stylistic trends and
iconic properties have influenced animation and transformed its trajec-
tory, marking it as an inflection point for the field. Lurking just behind the
shoulders of animators during this period was the promise (and threat) of
the computer. The late 80s into the 90s ushered out cels, exposure sheets,
and analog film techniques, while traditional animators were introduced
to a wealth of new tools and markets, including CGI, interactive anima-
tion, and, shortly thereafter, the World Wide Web. Animation schools
emerged in large numbers, and animation was finally recognized as a
viable career path.
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Animation production and innovation in New York, “the city that
never sleeps,” has never slept. New York City is the birthplace of the
American animation industry—full stop. Beginning in 1898, New York
innovators established the foundational processes, patents, and techniques
that shaped global animation production used throughout the twentieth
century. To some, it may come as a surprise to learn that Walt Disney,
often assumed to be animation’s progenitor, did not open his California
studio until 1923, a quarter of a century later. Even then, he relied heavily
on artists who had cut their teeth in the studios of the Big Apple. The
unique conditions in New York City during this time influenced a gener-
ation of new artists who produced some of the most iconic and successful
franchises recognized today.

I wish to express my heartfelt gratitude to J.J. Sedelmaier, one of
my first interviewees, whose enthusiasm for the project opened the
doors to a wealth of essential information for developing this book.
Special thanks also to Bob Coar, who has compiled and generously
shared a remarkable treasure trove of invaluable information about
this period. I further extend my appreciation to Jim Simon, Linda
Simensky, Dr. Barbara Collins, Monique Moore Pryor, Krystle Lemo-
nias, Howard Beckerman, Peter Rosenthal, Malcolm Cook, Caroline
Ruddell, Paul Ward, Eric Dyer, Steve Oakes, George Griffin, Lisa Crafts,
Frank Gresham, Eve Gilbert, Rick Clark, Candy Kugel, Doug Vitarelli,
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Kit Laybourne, Geraldine Laybourne, Maxine Fischer, Dan Haskett,
Yvette Kaplan, Dean Lennert, John Canemaker, Tom Sito, Jerry Beck,
Sam Boss, Ralph Bakshi, Chris Wedge, Tom Warburton, Karen Danna,
R.O. Blechman, Donna Mason Sweigart, Jennifer Kitson, John Dilworth,
Frank Mouris, Deb Solomon, and the long list of remarkable individuals
who generously shared their knowledge and insights for this project.

Robby Gilbert
December, 2024
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