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 ABSTRACT 
 
 
 
An exhausted man looks for rejuvenation in caffeinated beverages during the lull between 
lovemaking.  Somnambulance is an experimental film exploring the interaction between 
exhaustion and caffeine through various 2D and 3D techniques. The following thesis 
discusses the technical and metaphorical considerations that were needed to create the 
film. 
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Discussion: 
 
 Through the two years it took to complete Somnambulance, many considerations 
were taken into account dealing with experimental visual forms. Many investigations led 
to the techniques abstracting and morphing the literal figurative forms where discussions 
with faculty led to new forms and new animation techniques. This animation is about the 
psychological space contained within the unconscious mind represented through tableau 
where a man attempts to find renewed energy with his lover. The experimental goal of 
this piece aimed to combine a multimedia of imagery without the physical techniques 
becoming apparent and to make an experimental animation that did not resort to angst, 
rather stemmed from a place of mystery and delight. 
 
Layers, Visual Metaphor, and Initial vs. Final Techniques: 
 
 My initial explorations looked to rotoscope all imagery to bring motion to the still 
and allow me to use my brush to create particles to represent the body’s cellular structure. 
I experimented with various drawing techniques and amounts of information recreated, 
but continued to find the source imagery much more seductive and interesting as the 
rotoscope seemed contrived and added little to the resulting imagery. It appeared that my 
initial interest was driven by each still image I created, but when animated, actually 
clouded and confused the imagery. As a result, further exploration into photographic 
techniques, lighting, stop-motion and various 3D techniques were investigated. 
 Sleepwalking refers to the surrealism of conscious and unconscious thoughts. To 
represent this there are two major forms within the imagery: the literal still images that 
morph into one another to bring life and movement to flashes of memory (fig. 1 – see pg. 
4), and ‘light painting’ imagery where movements are recreated through long exposures 
and light where movement is captured through a single still image (fig. 2, 3, 4). The 
frame-to-frame movement within this piece is important as it clearly distinguishes the 
differences between still images moving, and motion captured within a still image.  
 Within the compositing process, another aspect of metaphor developed to further 
perpetuate the idea of sleepwalking. One theory among many experts is that our dreams 
are black and white, and our minds actually overlay color onto these mental images. To 
represent this, the morphing still layers are overlaid onto the painted light layers where 
the areas of greatest saturation are reduced to grey scale. In this sense, the reality of the 
figures contained within the still images can only be seen through the cloud of grayscale 
imagery and the tertiary information is brightly colored to inform the way the viewer 
perceives each frame of information. The brightness and saturation of the imagery 
changes palette and hue throughout the piece from mostly red/blue to mostly 
green/yellow to represent the transition from mind to body where the ‘passionate smoke’ 
that follows through the psychological space transforms into a more clear and coherent 
visual representation of the body. This aims to show a progression of the surreal world 
where the man in this animation strives to find rejuvenation through caffeination, thus 
making the world around him more clear, although never able to fully wake-up.  
 In these ‘light painting’ images (fig. 2,3,4), there where two types of metaphorical 
imagery: the green/yellow images (fig. 2,3) that recreate the motion contained within the 
still images (fig. 1) and aims to cloud the visibility of the physical movements 
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represented within this space, and the red/blue images (fig. 4) that contain the light-
painted female form to literally dance within the space around the physical body in the 
previous images and acts to seduce the man back into the unconscious state. These layers 
are introduced within the timeline at different times and rates such that a progression of 
color and figurative elements evolve. 
 Once the still images morphed over time (fig. 7), a hand painted, stop-motion 
layer was created using colored water and linseed oil (fig. 5). This layer begins with 
exceptionally slow movement and accelerates towards the figurative climax of the 
animation through additional frames and greater change between each image. These 
painted particles are a representation of the cells within the body, where at the beginning 
of the sleepwalking are quite slow and meandering, and after the caffeine is ingested into 
the body begin to scatter and jump from side to side of the frame. Each frame of this 
layer was created through an intuitive abstraction of the resulting morphed images of the 
literal space and form. 
 The last layer is a 3D particle smoke animation (fig. 6) that pulls its displacement 
mapping and color from the animation contained when all previous layers are animated 
and composited together (fig. 10). Geometric forms from the first layer (fig. 1) were 
modeled as particle emitters to create the smoke and recreate the physical space the 
smoke exists within. When composited overtop (fig. 11), the culminating animation 
results in smoke that appears to rise from the body and the female forms and lead the 
viewer through the evolving space that develops through these investigations of 
somnambulance. 
 
Figurative vs. Abstraction / Word and Image: 
 
 The ratio between abstraction and clearly illustrated physical form was an area of 
constant struggle. In once sense, I wanted to clearly define the narrative that this 
animation developed from, while simultaneously allowing the mystery within each frame 
to inform and intrigue without blatant explanation. There were times that I felt too much 
information was heavy handed and resulted in an uninteresting screensaver-like 
animation, and there where times that too little information seemed confusing for the 
general viewer. The balance seemed to be facilitated by the experimentation with the 
written word, yet required a similar struggle to find the balance between too much 
information and too little. 
 This animation developed from a one-page prose I wrote several years ago. I 
wrote it as a visual poem and wanted to further develop the visual elements contained 
within its original conception. Many ideas and words were changed as the experimental 
animation progressed, as some ideas did not transcend the written word. In many of these 
cases, the thing that made the written prose strong were the mental ramblings of the main 
character for the piece. When animated, it seemed that restating something already 
visually represented was repetitive, yet in many cases, if not mentioned through either the 
written word or through narration, was not clear. How then could I be sure to inform my 
audience without repeating information? 
 At first, I attempted to place the original text over the image. I have used this 
technique in many experimental animations previously, even though it is traditionally 
advices against. However, in this case, it did not work at all as it distracted the eye from 
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being able to focus on the imagery. I attempted to make the written word appear to be 
written on the frame as if it were a journal of the mind, but this too seemed contrived. 
 I began to record my voice, as this is a personal investigation into my mind, and 
placing the recorded words in the timeline of the animation. This seemed to compliment 
the progression of images much more effectively than text over image, yet was far too 
dense and still contained too much information, again taking the viewer away from the 
visual imagery. To accomplish the refined balance of spoken information, I removed 
anything that referred to something visual, and only left the thoughts of the man in the 
animation.  
 The spoken words required further distortion to physically parallel the morphing 
visual forms. I filtered the voice using multiple phasers and flangers, using the visual 
image as reference between peaks and valleys of change and timbre. The resulting sounds 
moved from clarity to obscurity to mimic the figurative forms masked in the frame.
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General Layer Elements and Progression: 

 
Classifications of Source Images: Description: 

 

 
fig. 1 

Layer 1: This is a high-resolution still 
image that leads the animation through the 
psychological space of Somnambulance. It 
has a 3 light set-up to capture the image. 
The POV morphs from first to third 
person throughout the piece as to facilitate 
the surreal nature sleep walking. 

 
fig. 2 

Layer 2: This is a very slow exposure still 
image that uses green and yellow LEDs to 
highlight the movement from the 
underlying image. To accomplish the 
ghosting effect, multiple exposures were 
taken for each image with long shutter 
times, mimicking the body’s position 
from the previous image. The green and 
yellow colors represent the blurring of 
vision, incoherent movement and the 
body. 

 
fig. 3 

Layer 3: In each composited layer, two of 
these green/yellow body images are 
layered together. The first contains the 
right portion of the body visible, and the 
second contains the left. This splitting of 
the image allowed me more flexibility in 
the photographic process, as well as the 
ability to split each image during 
compositing. 
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Final Report / Reactions 
 

 Somnambulance was very well received at the thesis screen on May 20, 2008.  
The final animation, consisting of over 2500 layers, took over three weeks on three multi-
processor computers to render, so I was extremely pleased with the completion of the 
render and the timing of the exhibition. 
 I learned a lot about HD and question the short term potential for HD screenings 
with current processors in mind.  As I understand it, Blu-ray discs use H.264 
compression.  For my animation, I rendered out three versions: H.264, HDV, and .mov 
(animation compressor) at 1280x720 resolution (although the piece is created at 1920 – 
the 1920 file would have taken four times longer to render).  The H.264 rendered a 
700mb file for this six-minute piece and looked terrible where pixels were blocky and 
artifacted, and motion was extremely distorted.  The HDV file was nearly one gig and 
looked significantly better, yet still made the animation quite desaturated and left the 
subtle nuisances, which were imperative for this animation, murky at best.  The .mov 
(animation compressor) rendered out a massive 20 gig file that looked beautiful, but the 
computer could not handle playing any more than short spurts of the file.  Several other 
small tests were done with still images on other various compressors, but the consensus 
in the industry seems to lean towards H.264 for most HD compression.  With the 
rendered tests in mind, I have no idea how plans to utilize the H.264 compressor.  At the 
screening, pieces compressed at DV SD resolution and scaled up to projector resolution 
looked far better with the less compression than the HD files that were not scaled, but 
needed extremely heavy compression to play at real-time.  Until the processors of current 
technology can keep up with real time HD, I will be rendering out in SD resolution to 
prevent the artifacting that was experienced in all HD files at the screening. 
 The exploration of both story and technology that somnambulance has led me 
through is integral to my future as both a storyteller and an animator.  I plan to utilize this 
knowledge and growth in all of my future endeavors, and hope my skills as an image-
maker increase exponentially as a result of this film. 
 
 
 
I thank the entire SOFA faculty, most notably Duane, Stephanie, Tom and Skip, for their 
continued help and support through this process and attribute its success to their 
mentorship. 

 


