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 Animation is an art form that has been around for centuries. Since the earliest forms of projectors 

created in the 1650’s that displayed simple, repetitive animations to the modern day films packed with full 

color, CGI, and advanced digital effects, animation has made huge strides throughout the course of 

history. With time and improvement, comes the expansion of techniques and ideas. In more recent times, 

especially, concepts involving abstraction and surrealism have become popularized. Use of various 

objects, cut outs, clay, paint, and even sand to animate are other techniques that have developed over time. 

One animator who utilized multiple of the aforementioned techniques was Jan Švankmajer. He took 

seemingly simple clay, object, and live-action animation to another level, creating interesting and and 

uniquely surreal animations. His works incorporates elements that appeal to the various senses and have 

the ability to touch viewers in a specific and unique way.  

 Jan Švankmajer was born in Prague, Czechoslovakia on September 4th, 1934. He quickly became 

fascinated with art as a child when he was given a puppet theater one Christmas. Švankmajer’s interest in 

art grew as he did, and he ended up studying at the College of Applied Arts in Prague and later at the 

Department of Puppetry at the Prague Academy of Performing Arts. He contributed to various films 

during his schooling which would end up landing him the help of film director Emil Radok. Radok would 

aid him in the creation of his first film, The Last Trick, which was released in 1964. After some more 

years of working with animation and film, Švankmajer ended up exploring surrealism. In the art world, 

surrealism is seen as a form of unconscious expression where artists depict unnerving, illogical scenes 

using elements of surprise and unexpected juxtaposition. (Editors) Elements of surrealism were first seen 

in Švankmajer’s piece The Garden (1968). Over the years, Švankmajer incorporated live-action, puppets, 

collage, drawn animation, montage, clay and object stop-motion animation in his works. Usually 

combining multiple techniques in a single work, Švankmajer found he could “shock, mesmerize, repulse 

and delight viewers”. (Jackson) Although he was not particularly popular in the United States, 

Švankmajer did end up influencing well-known animators such as Tim Burton and Terry Gilliam. 



 During Švankmajer’s career as an animator, he developed a distinct, recognizable style. His 

works “combine meticulous stop-motion animation and live-action in bizarre, dreamlike narratives”.

(Johnston) Švankmajer focused strongly on using the human body as a source of horror and incorporating 

dark humor to create unusual, surreal imagery that could touch audiences from all different walks of life. 

Švankmajer’s 1982 piece Food combines pixilation, claymation, and object animation to create a strange, 

jittery type of motion as well as an element of horror through the use of off-putting, hyper-real sounds of 

chewing food, moving chairs, and pencil drawing on a rough wall. In another of his works, Dimensions of 

Dialogue (1992), Švankmajer expands further on this concept of horror and the surreal. Using object 

animation, he animates a bunch of everyday objects that violently, ultimately, completely consume one 

another. The objects break down throughout the stop-motion frames. That same film goes on to use 

claymation and more object animation that depicts objects consuming and destroying each other. 

 In my animation, Divergence, I used object animation. My goal was to adapt Švankmajer’s styles 

of everyday objects coming to life in order to mimic some elements he used such as surrealism, 

personification of objects, and horror/surprise. I used cosmetic items and paint to show this, using 

everyday items, ones usually seen in a more “feminine” lifestyle, to explore the ideas of beauty standards 

and expectations. The objects I used are not being used the way they were intended; instead, they take on 

lives of their own. I used a music track that was simultaneously dark yet fun, creating a sort of strange 

dance among the objects. Like Švankmajer, I incorporated elements of horror and the grotesque through 

the feminine products which used red paint to shock the viewer and maybe make them question their 

reactions. The items I incorporated are usually used to enhance and preserve beauty, sometimes confining 

the user within societal standards and expectation. My animation uses the items in a different way, 

making viewers potentially question how these items create or take away beauty, and the possible 

frivolous nature of them.  

 Jan Švankmajer is just one of the many animators who opened up new doors in the animation and 

real world alike. Surreal, abstracted animation pushes viewers to think a little harder about what they're 

seeing; it evokes subconscious feelings; it make them ask questions. Animation is a powerful art form that 

has hundreds of different styles and techniques that are still being expanded upon today, and will continue 

to do so in the future. 
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