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Recently I conducted a career research interview with John Gee, a professional Animator and Multimedia Artist.  I came upon Geegrafix and subsequently John through research of companies within Utah that do 3D animation work.  After reviewing several companies and their sample work, I was impressed by the demo reel created by John at Geegrafix as it showed a high level of skill especially when compared against the competition.  This was the deciding factor on why I chose to contact and interview him as I felt he would have the best advice to give given his skill level (or at least his ability to put together a good demo reel).

In this interview, I asked questions concerning the training and education required to become a good animator as well as questions to do with the day-to-day functions of the job.  In this memo I will be discussing the information disclosed by John Gee through my career research interview.

Training and Education

Learning the fundamentals of design and animation while in school are the keys to success within the industry.   The basics, when learned and applied, are used to create work that will impress potential clients and employers.   A student should take all of the classes required within a Visual Arts major and will need to get at least a Bachelor’s Degree.
Beyond learning the fundamentals in school, there is literature that also can greatly help an up-and-coming animator to produce better work.  Disney’s “Disney Animation:  The Illusion of Life” is described by John as the animator’s bible.  Created by the best of the best of Disney’s animators and designers, the book has 12 important principles within it that are vital to apply when producing professional level work.  This book would be particularly important for animators looking to be hired in the movie or gaming industry.
A demo reel is also an important part of the training and education process.  Once an area of animation is decided (there are many different jobs available), it’s important to build a demo reel that showcases your skill within that particular job category.  For example, if I wanted to be a modeler, I would need to create a demo reel showing off my 3D modeling capabilities.  Employers are looking for demo reels that contain relevant images and video and aren’t as interested in media that isn’t directly related to the job applied for.

The Day to Day Life of an Animator

As with most jobs within deadline driven industries, animators often work very long days and even longer weeks.  John Gee described to me his involvement within the creation of the Green Lantern and how the typical work cycle of movie production is.  When work is first started on a movie, animators work a typical 8 hour day, usually from 7 am to 3 pm 5 days per week.  However, as deadlines start coming up, hours worked per day can go anywhere between 10 to 12 and days worked in a week to about 6.  At crunch time, it isn’t uncommon to work a 72 hour week as it is an absolute “NO” to miss a deadline.   Of course, during this time, an animator can expect to make “pretty good money” however the amount of hours described above definitely isn’t for the faint of heart (or for those with families).
An animator can also expect to move.  While there are a few jobs within Utah and the surrounding states, an animator should expect to move where the work is.   In the movie industry, if you want a job, you will need to move to Los Angeles or Montreal, Canada.

Being an animator can be a lot of fun.  From creating things you’ll later see on the silver screen to working with other like-minded individuals, the job of animator has plenty of pay-offs.  Ideally if you were to have fun as an animator, you would need to be an individual who was, motivated, loved to create things, and who was a touch of a workaholic. 

Analysis of the Interview

This career research interview provided a lot of valuable information that I will use to help me become a successful animator ideally in the movie industry.   Particularly I found the recommendation of the “Disney Animation:  The Illusion of Life” book as something very useful and I intend to read the book cover-to-cover and apply the principles within to my work.
In jobs that I had in the past, I’ve often had opportunities to interview people for a variety of reasons such as typical job interviews to 1 on 1 interview of web professionals for a webinar series I sell.   One of the things I’ve learned with interviews (and this career research interview reminded me of this) is no interview ever goes as planned.  While a schedule is important to keep track of “the plan” usually the most important questions you can ask crop up from answers the interviewee give.   For example, the 12 principles from Animator’s bible AKA “Disney Animation:  The Illusion of Life” was brought up by John Gee from an unscripted follow-up question which I believe was some of the best advice I could’ve received.
In the end, this career research interview was highly beneficial to me and I learned a lot from it.    Although the idea of the amount of hours an animator can expect to work seems intense, I do not feel much deterred by the concept and I feel like the work of animator is right up my alley.  There will not be a change of course and I plan to continue on working to become a successful animator.
