
Scott Raymond shows how  
to create and explore a character 
through animation

T he following tips break 
down my process for 
animating Bink for Eric 

Miller Animation Studios’ 
upcoming web series. Bink is a 
curious little seafaring creature 
who was captured and taken to  
a testing laboratory. My 
challenge was to make the most 
appealing introduction to the 
character as possible, in just a 
short amount of time.

When I joined the production, 
rough blocking was already 
in place. I had to incorporate 
Eric Miller’s vision and existing 
setups, while trying to define 
Bink’s unique personality. It was 
essential to learn the background 
of the character and the larger 
story being set up. There was a 
lot to convey in each shot – every 
frame was important. Luckily, a 

versatile rig made it possible to 
really push the character poses 
and find the most appealing 
version of him possible.  

With such an experienced 
crew, I needed to make 
sure my animation was as 
professional and polished as 
possible. Sometimes a minute 
of your time can save hours 
of someone else’s time 
down the road. You’ll 
find some of these best 
practices listed as well. 
Being a good co-worker and 
great collaborator is probably 
one of the most important  
skills to have as an animator.  
To learn more about Bink or  
watch the episode, visit  
www.milleranimation.com/bink.

For all the assets you need go to 
www.bit.ly/vault-anim
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HOW TO BREAK DOWN YOUR ANIMATION

THREE ADDING POLISH
When the shot is in its polishing 
stage, I’ll finally go in and add any 
overlaps and overshoots to my 
animation. I’ll also add in (again 
using a straight ahead method) 
things such as the ears, necklace, 
and tail that depend on the final 
physics and momentum of the 
body. This will add that feeling 
of weight and gravity to your 
character and animation.

TWO CLEANING UP
With my next pass I start cleaning 
up the curves in the timeline. Now 
I’ll add in the face and hands in a 
more straight-ahead method. The 
mouth and any lip sync leave until 
the very end, because the mouth 
especially needs to be staged to 
the camera.

ONE BLOCK OUT
With the first pass just block 
out the body, head and limbs 
with your keyframes. Place a key 
anywhere the character reaches 
an extreme, changes direction, 
or changes speed. I make sure 
to key on every control for each 
keyframe, and set it to Stepped 
Tangents. The more blocking 
keys you lay down, the easier the 
following splining pass will be.

CREATE AN 
ANIMATED 
HERO
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Scott Raymond
After eight years 
at DreamWorks 
Animation, Scott is 
now teaching and 
developing a new 
animation program  
at Austin Peay  
State University.
www.bit.ly/211-scott

UNDERSTAND BLINKS
Blinks become even more 
impactful with a large-
eyed character design like 
Bink. Break the shot down 
into the different kind of 
blinks. There’s reactionary, 

such as when he hits the ground 
or gets poked. There’s natural 
blinks, such as during a head turn 
or to help keep a stationary pose 
alive. Finally, there’s motivated 
blinks, which help show us what 
the character is thinking, such as a 
change of thought or a realisation.

USING DIALOGUE
The dialogue was interesting because it was a unique 
vocalisation rather than traditional words and 
phonemes. Relying on reference, I’d mimic the sounds 
and look in the mirror to see what shapes my mouth 
 would make. It also helps to increase the height of 
the Time Slider. This lets you see the waveform larger 
and you can better visualise all the dialogue moments. 
Go to Preferences>Settings>Time Slider: Height 4x. 

CONTROL BLINK CURVES
With large eyes, really polish the blink 
animation curves – they will take longer than 
typical blinks. Build in the slow-in and slow-
outs, taking care that there’s always a bit of 
the pupil showing (preventing a dead-eyed 
frame). Also, be sure to hold the close position 
at least two frames for it to be readable, or it 
will look like a flash frame. The top lid should 
be doing at least 80% of the movement to 
meet the bottom lid.
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MOTION BLUR
It’s important to 
remember that your 
animation needs to 
exist beyond the first 
and last frame. Animate 
a five frame buffer so 
that the animation will 
motion blur properly at 
the start and end of the 
shot. The same principle 
applies as to why you 
don’t cheat and move 
a character or prop into 
place in one frame – the 
resulting motion blur will 
give you away. You may 
not see it until lighting, 
which is a costly place to 
discover the problem.

USE REFERENCES
The secret to good animation is good references. Initially for the 
shot of Bink waking up, I had used some cat stretching reference I 
found online. Talking with our producer/director Eric Miller, he 
wanted Bink to be more of a curious toddler than 
animalistic. Fortunately, I have two young kids myself, so I studied 
how they woke up from a deep sleep. Adding those specific, unique 
moments makes it feel grounded and real.

BACKSTORY IS ESSENTIAL
Eric and I talked about the character of Bink – he has 
an entire backstory that isn’t revealed in this first 
short, but it was essential to help find his character; it 
changes how to approach each moment of the 
short. Him falling out of the cage or seeing his human 
captors could’ve been played many different ways. 
The backstory tells you which approach gives the 

               proper subtext and supports the overall narrative best.

DISPLAY LAYER EDITOR
With a detailed rig like Bink, use the Display 
Layer Editor to break up the rig controls and 
shot assets. Always simplify the scene and only 
look at what you are currently focusing on. I 
broke up the rig for face controls, body, tail, ears, 
and necklace. I also set the geometry of Bink 
and the set/props to other layers so I could  
easily control their visibility.

HEAD FOLLOW
The Head Follow control is a powerful tool if 
your rig has it built in. It can usually can be set 
to follow the Body, the Local Axis, or a more 
traditional All. Depending what movement 
your character is doing, this can save you lots 
of extra animation and give a natural feel to the 
character. However, be careful trying to match 
poses between shots with a different follow type!

EXPLORE THE RIG
The first thing to do with a new 
character is just spend a day playing 
around with the rig. You’ll find what it 
can do and what makes the character 
the most appealing. Really spend 
time finding good face poses. I 
keep a collection of good face 
and mouth poses saved on frames 
outside the shot timeline that I can 
always reference/copy from. With a 
character like Bink, keeping the eyes 
wide really helps with the curiousness 
and appeal.

CAMERA VIEW
I always work with two camera views open. One is in 
perspective, which I pose most of the time in. The other is a 
camera view so I always see what the viewer will see. Often, 
to get the perfect staging for the camera, the rig is breaking 
out of view. Also, be sure to keep playblasting your animation 
constantly.  With a professional level rig like Bink, it won’t ever 
play back full speed just within the Maya viewport.


