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About

ASIFA was founded in 1960 in Annecy, France by a group of international
animators to increase world-wide visibility of animated film. ASIFA’s
membership includes animation professionals and fans from more than 50 countries. 

ASIFA-East, based in New York City, is the Northeast chapter. We host
screenings, workshops, and panel discussions on all things animation, and our film 
festival, which debuted in 1969, is the oldest animation-only festival in the US.
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President’s Message

International Update

Festival Update

figure Drawing
Last Thursday of the month at 7:30 pm

Titmouse Studios
150 W 30th St, between 6th and 7th. 10th floor

For our 56th Annual Animation Festival, we have the honor of partnering with three 
organizations that share our mission of connecting animators and promoting the 
growth of the industry and the artform.

The first of these organizations, Cartoon Brew, a major source of animation news 
and editorial commentary, has joined the Festival as our Exclusive Media Partner; in 
addition, Cartoon Brew will be presenting a new honor, the Cartoon Brew Award for 
Excellence in Filmmaking.

In the same vein, the WIA Award is returning to the Festival, and we are grateful to 
WIA NYC Chapter for working with us again to support and spotlight underrepre-
sented voices in animation.

Lastly, the Parsons School of Design at The New School has partnered with the 
Festival to assist with general operations as well as serve as the host, with the venue 
being the Tishman Auditorium on May 22. We are very grateful to our new partners 
for this year’s festival and are so excited for what’s to come.

In the month of January, ASIFA San Francisco’s president, Karl Cohen pro-
posed to all chapters the idea of an online museum for each of the chapters, 
the goal is to showcase works across various mediums and types of animation 
as well as bring the global animation community together.

One of the great things I love about the city and animation is you never know where 
and what you’ll see. Last February I ran into The copper Child Mike El live-stream-
ing himself stop-motion animating on 125th, right by the Apollo. Sullaluna, an 
Italian bistrot & independent bookshop in the West Village was screening The 
Magic Flute (1978) by Emanuele Luzzati the day I was Christmas shopping there. 
Btw, they have great events so I highly suggest following them on the socials. I might 
go to their Cichetti and Collage, because I like to sit around and eat small bites 
while crafting but also because that’s my grandmother’s maiden name, which makes 
me one quarter Cicchetti. Calabrese and Vaccino are the other quarters, in case you 
wanted information you just didn’t need to know.

And with things picking up again, who knows what unlikely meetings we’ll have? 
Now if you’re looking for animation events, let’s start with the awards season. 
Because we are all international members due to our recent structural changes with 
ASIFA and us, we all are eligible to attend free screenings of films via the FYCit app. 
I recently saw Zootopia 2 with my son and that was a savings of $40. Just make sure 
that the movie you’re going to see admits ASIFA as a guild and you’re good.

Then there’s the Animation First Festival by L’Alliance New York. It’s the biggest 
animation festival in the US and I’m excited for the Animation Speak/Easy event. 

David Eisman, our festival director, has brought our festival back to Manhattan! Not 
an easy task and we thank him for his amazing work. See other exciting updates, yes 
there are more, in his writeup.

Writing that, I just realized that NYC has the oldest and the biggest animation festi-
vals in the US. Maybe someone should write a book on that. Oh, wait...

On Feb. 1st, we’re having another book event. Northeast-based animation authors 
Robbie Gilbert and Neil O’Brien will be talking about their most recent books at 
the Jefferson Market Library, the one that looks like a castle, moderated by another 
animation book author Jake Friedman.

Speaking of books, John Canemaker was gracious enough to sit down with me for a 
very enjoyable interview about his new book and career. Sadly there’s only enough 
room in this newsletter to barely scratch the surface of his accomplishments but I 
hope it’s a good read nonetheless.

Speaking of not enough room, if you printed this issue out, you’ll notice that it is 5 
pages, because with John and our other interviewee, Marina Zurkow, 4 pages just 
wasn’t enough. I’ll eventually post the complete Marina interview on our website 
because there’s some good stuff there that, unfortunately, had to be cut.

Ok, it’s time to get ready for another big month of animation events while wearing 
my snow boots. Looking forward to see you there.

Douglas
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John Canemaker
“Luck has sort of  followed me throughout my life.”

John Canemaker is an internationally-renowned animation historian and teacher.  A key figure in 
American independent animation, Canemaker’s work has a distinctive personal style emphasizing 
emotion, personality and dynamic visual expression.

His film, The Moon and the Son: An Imagined Conversation, won an Oscar in 2005 for Best Animated 
Short, as well as an 2006 Emmy. He is a noted author who has written twelve books on animation, as 
well as over 100 essays, articles and monographs for The New York Times and The Wall Street Journal, 
among other publications. He began teaching at New York University’s Tisch School of the Art in 1980 
and was one of the founders of the animation program. He became the program’s executive director in 
1988 before retiring as a tenured professor in 2022.

His most recent book is The Art of John Canemaker - An Animator’s Garden (The Old Mill Press, 
2026).  With full-color artwork, behind-the-scenes anecdotes, and reflections on nature, art, and the 
creative process, it is a celebration of a life in motion: resilience, curiosity, and the quiet wonder that 
blooms when we tend both to the soil and the spirit. 
<https://tinyurl.com/bdhfm662>

John Canemaker, 2026. Photo by Sonya Artis

There are giants who walk amongst us here in the northeast animation community 
and it is my pleasure to share this interview with one of them, the irreplaceable John 
Canemaker..
-Douglas Vitarelli

Marina:  I am interested in slowness. You know, in a way, the museum’s not the 
greatest place for this work, the sweetest place for this work is in your home or in 
the street. If you’re waiting in a bus stop and every day you see the work, it’s differ-
ent.That repeat encounter is the work at its best. 

Douglas:  Subways now have screens on them with movement, you should look into 
MTA because, like you said...

Marina:  I did an MTA commission called “What is Happening?” with Sarah Roth-
berg. She and I did this piece for the Fulton Center, 55 screens, and then it showed 
in the subways for a while, maybe three years ago.

Douglas:  It looks like you’ve also done something for Times Square.

 Douglas:  Amazing. Thanks Marina:!

Marina:  Thank you! That was really fun to talk. I hope it wasn’t too rambling.
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Douglas
Your book reflects back on your 50+ year career. Please tell us how it documents 
your life and career.

John
Well, my garden book, actually, is something that I’ve wanted to do for a long time. 
I’ve been drawing all my life. I’ve been painting for about 30 years. And in 1998 I 
made a personal film actually called Bridgehampton, based on paintings I made in 
that Long Island town.  And so, it was a domino effect.

The writing of the book came out of my experience making the film.  It is a show-
case of gardening, preparing the soil for flowers and vegetables and stuff like that. 
It’s also about how I made an animated cartoon as well. So, it’s a lot of different 
things together, but basically the book stems from my love of drawing, painting and 
nature. 

In 1988, when my husband Joe Kennedy and I bought a house in Bridgehampton, 
it changed my life because I originally came from a rural upstate New York, Elmira. 
I’ve lived in Manhattan since 1961, and so when we got the country house, it was 
like coming back to nature in a way. I started to paint, which I had previously done 
only for the concepts and backgrounds in my own films.  I just enjoy the whole 
creative process. The book is 168 pages filled with my paintings of flowers, trees, 
birds, dogs, insects, all the seasons. The Old Mill Press publishers, Dave and Nancy 
Bossert, did a great job designing and producing a quality hard-cover book.

[John holds up the book]

Douglas:  That’s gorgeous

Marina:  Well, I didn’t get Hyundai to fund it. Hyundai gives the museum funding 
every year for that 5th floor terrace. The curator, Christiane Paul, the museum’s new 
media curator, put five names up, and they pick one. That’s how that went down. 

Hyundai has an art hub called Artlab. It’s fantastic! The CEO of Hyundai loves art 
and they fund a lot of work around the world. So they wanted a new site-specific 
work in six or seven months. I suggested that I adapt and modify as much as possi-
ble this piece that I had made before called “Does the River Flow Both Ways?” That 
piece was already a minor adaptation of a Google commission, which was called 
“Hudson’s Follies” which still lives in the Google Pier 57.

What I retained from the original Hudson River works was all the fish ecology and 
then I redid the surface specifics to focus on the past. Present, and futures of the 
meatpacking District (the site of the Whitney Museum) and both the background 
and underwater scrolling panoramas.

Douglas:  How did you get interested in animation?

Marina:  It was originally my love of moving images and time-based media and sec-
ondarily, through the internet, through my work on the internet in 1994, so between 
those two drivers animation was, for me, at least in the early days, only a question 
of my own capacity. Other than the software tools, you didn’t have to pay for crews. 
You could literally work alone and create something.

Douglas:  There’s a lot of New York animators who have a very similar ethos. They 
don’t like working with other people, and they’ve got a thing about creative control.

You said you’re interested in a different way of storytelling, as opposed to linear.
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John
The book’s end section, goes into concept art and storyboards about the making of 
the short film Bridgehampton.

Douglas
I remember seeing Bridgehampton at the ASIFA-East Festival years ago.

John
The front of the book contains photos and material about my coming to Manhattan 
from Elmira and getting started in animation, but before that working as an actor in 
TV commercials, off-Broadway and in stock companies, being in the army…

Doug
You were in the Army? What rank?

John
I was a Spec 4, which is a specialist entertainment branch of the army. I was there 
from 1965 to ‘67, during the first big call-up for the Vietnam War.  My job included 
preparing theatrical plays, designing sets and costumes, booking concerts for the 
soldiers starring Duke Ellington, The Dave Brubeck Quartet, The Sherelles, and 
organizing talent for outdoor bivouac shows.
I was extremely fortunate to serve at Fort Dix, New Jersey for two years. In fact, 
good luck has sort of followed me throughout my life, one thing leading to another.

Douglas
Can you talk about how luck has affected your career?

John
I feel that something we really love when we’re children, is something that will 
never leave you.  And it’s something that could actually change your life. As I men-
tioned, I was always drawing as a kid, and I became interested in animation when I 
saw television shows that explained how it was created. There were two shows in the 
1950s – the Woody Woodpecker Show, with “Uncle” Walter Lantz and Disneyland, 
with “Uncle” Walt Disney, who both often showed how they made animated films.

Now Disney’s show also offered programs on the history of animation. That’s the 
first time I heard about Winsor McCay. Disney also showcased his animators.  His 
great “Nine Old Men” participated in some of the shows. So all of that came back to 
me years later when I wrote a biography of Winsor McCay and a book on the Nine 
Old Men.  While in high school, I also made my own 16mm animated and live-ac-
tion film.  Ironically, it was about the history of animation, based on what I saw on a 
Disneyland TV episode. A direct steal.

At age 18, my family had no money to send me to college. I didn’t really know what 
I was going to do. In Elmira, I had appeared in amateur theatrics at the local college. 
I thought, well, I’ll come to New York and be an actor.  I had $60 in my pocket.

I worked as a doorman at Radio City Music Hall for a year or so. Saw lots of movies 
there. Then I was a singing waiter in the Village, and these jobs supported me while 
I attended acting school at the American Academy Dramatic Arts. I also went to 

Douglas:  And it definitely fits into your interest in loops from SonicNet.

Marina:  I’m obsessed with loops. So, let me just tell you about that piece, why it’s so 
dear to my heart. 

I trained some small LoRA’s (low resolution adaptation models) in open source AI 
and Stable Diffusion. I had to get a tutor to learn how to do this because I wanted 
to take these teeny little wood cuts that I found in the first book on mining by this 
minerologist, Georgius Agricola, who’s considered the father of modern mining. 
1550 this book was published, called De Re Metallica and it was considered the 
official book if you wanted to become a miner in Europe.

The woodcuts are pointing out earth features that indicate that there might be 
valuable materials there. So I wanted to take these tiny woodcuts and turn them into 
Islands. This was an insane endeavor. I don’t draw like this, it would take forever. 
It’s ridiculous, so AI was a tremendous shortcut to evolve this material. I mean, the 
workflow for this project was off the hook because it wasn’t what people think of 
AI as I push a button, and I get an island. I had to train LoRA, get some features, 
then put them in another program with a control net of the shape of an island, then 
I get an approximation and take it into Photoshop to clean it up. So that alone was 
insane.

And then I had another suite of woodcuts from Conrad Gessner, who’s considered 
the father of modern zoology, who produced these gorgeous books “Historia Ani-
malium”, also in 1550. This is the Scientific Revolution and these guys are paving the 
groundwork for modern technology and zoology, and so they were very important 
documents to work from, and I couldn’t just take one image and draw it. I wanted 
150 of these. I wanted a menagerie. I had one baboon, so I would use AI to give me 
12 baboons, and then I would bring all of those cleaned up assets into After Effects 
and puppet them so that they had some movement. And all of the weapons in the 
piece are, again: you train a small model on raw materials, iron ore, gold, diamonds, 
and then you feed it the shape of a missile or shape of an airplane, and it will give 
you an airplane made out of a diamond. That’s how I got my source material, which 
I then had to animate. same with the gold statues.

And then Jim (Schmitz), my collaborator, is such an important human being to my 
process, designed those geysers, and all the island dissolution. Which was also a 
tremendous feat, not to make it look like a computer. He took what would otherwise 
be an ugly, predictable computational eruption or subsidence and designed idiosyn-
crasy, staggering motion over time, grace and lurch. Computer modeling is not easy, 
as I’m sure you know, so it was a very large endeavor to make that work.

Douglas:  Watching the first two pieces, I got all excited, like she’s really creating 
some really interesting animation that, as animators, we don’t necessarily see in a 
setting like this. But when I saw your outside piece,  now, I was just kind of blown 
away because as I was watching it I was just turning in circles, seeing how you 
incorporated the environment into a site-specific animation, and that’s something I 
don’t know if I have ever said before.

Can you tell us how that piece came about? How did you get Hyundai to fund it?
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acting classes in the Village at the  Herbert Berghof/Uta Hagen Studio, where one of 
my classmates was 16-year old Liza Minnelli.

Doug
She had an okay career.

John
She sure did. 

Disney animators Frank Thomas and Ollie Johnston, with illustrator Mark Mitchell, visit John Canemaker’s curation 
of the 1994 exhibition Vladimir Tytla: Master Animator at the Katonah (N.Y.) Museum of Art.

After the Army, I came back to New York and again appeared off-Broadway, in summer 
and winter stock companies, a WCBS-TV kids series, nightclubs, including the Rainbow 
Room with Sheila MacRae. I was Dick Van Dyke’s New York stunt double in two movies 
(“Never a Dull Moment” (1968) and “Some Kind of Nut” (1969).  But mostly I appeared 
in nearly 30 national television commercials over three years. The commercials – for Ar-
mour Hot Dogs, Foster Grants Sunglasses, American Dairy Association, Esso Gasoline, 
Benson & Hedges cigarettes, among others – were lucrative. I saved my money.  A friend 
said, “You’ve never been to college and you’re uneducated. Why don’t you use some of 
that money from your commercial residuals and go to college?” With the help of the GI 
Bill, at age 28, I attended Marymount Manhattan College for three years and got a BFA 
in Communication Arts.

And there was a teacher there, a dynamic nun named Sister Dymphna Leonard. She 
said, “You used to do this animation, didn’t you?” And I said, yes, I made a film when I 
was a kid, but I’m an actor now. She said, “I’ll give you six credits if you go to the Walt 
Disney Studio. They’ve opened an archive there. If you’ll learn about what Disney did 
with animation, I’ll give you six credits.” So, in the summer of 1973 I went to the Disney 
Archive, and archivist Dave Smith was very generous. I met eight of the Nine Old Men 
while I was there, saw many classic 35mm films privately, and examined, upclose, origi-
nal animation art.

Interviews I did there with Frank Thomas, Ollie Johnston, Ward Kimball, and Marc 
Davis, I used twenty-eight years later when I wrote my Nine Old Men book. All of these 
things are just luck, happening one after the other. I wrote my paper for Sister Dymphna, 
got my credits, and she said, “Well, you’re going to graduate. Why don’t you go to NYU 
Graduate Film School?

appear to be very productive in terms of human standards). And like, how are 
humans and culture and animals and environmental phenomena all interacting? So 
that is what Wink, Texas is: a mesocosm. A mid-sizes, experimental ecosystem.  I 
did a series of these. The piece is titled Mesocosm (Wink, Texas).

You don’t want me to talk about tech?

Douglas:  We’re animators, we talk about tech. You said before that you had some-
one who did the software for you and I’m really curious about that.

Marina:  I’m going to offer a very cursory explanation of what James Schmitz does; 
he’s my full IP partner now because he’s a genius.

The thing about Wink is it’s a world that runs one minute to the hour. So, one 
minute of Wink time is one hour of our time, 24 minutes of Wink time is a day. So it 
takes about 146 hours to get through a full year of watching that piece. 

From my perspective now, after doing this river piece, I have to say, this is a very 
simple piece. It’s only probability; a percentage of a chance that any character will 
come out at any given time and those percentages I handwrote using HTML code to 
say when any given character would come out (dawn, day, dusk, night, month, sea-
son). I should add that a character might be a butterfly, or wind, a hot air balloon, 
thick clouds, etc. These “buckets” of time tell the system which characters to come 
out. So the plastic bags that emerge out of Pandora’s sinkhole have only come out at 
night in certain months. And certain times a year the Monarch butterflies migrate 
through there. That is true. This Big Empty (the Llano Estacado) is not at all a big 
empty, but it’s a very subtle landscape.

So it was a small exercise in world building.

Douglas:  And then there was the one next to it.

Marina:  Yeah, “The Earth Eaters” is a totally different follow act. A total departure 
from all of the other works that I’ve done.

From the way the material was generated to the way that it was animated involved a 
lot of new skills I had to acquire to make that work. It started because I was looking 
at images and listening to the news about Gaza and Ukraine, and how ecological 
and environmental destruction is usually described as collateral damage. And I find 
that distressing, personally, distressing and I was thinking about the loop that’s 
created between mineral and rare earth extraction and the production of weapons 
of war. So, a huge percentage of where earth and mineral extraction goes to weapon 
support, to military defense all over the world. The number is unknown. I have a re-
tired cousin from the Pentagon. Nobody can tell me percentages. Will not or cannot, 
but it’s a safe assumption that it is an enormous amount.

Think about this, this reinforcing feedback loop. You dig shit out of the ground. You 
turn it into weapons of war. You destroy things; you need more weapons of war. You 
dig more stuff out of the ground, so you get this, it’s not a happy story.
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I took her advice again and in 1976 I received an MFA in Film from NYU.

While at NYU, I made the documentaries “Remembering Windsor McCay”(1976) 
and “Otto Messmer and Felix the Cat” (1977). Simultaneously, I took an evening 
course in animation production at the School of Visual Arts. A short animation I 
made at SVA, I showed to various New York studios and became a journeyman an-
imator working freelance with indie filmmakers Derek Lamb, Michael Sporn, Jerry 
Liberman, Bruce Cayard on Sesame Street, Electric Company and HBO spots. I was 
learning on the job, and made new friends and contacts through ASIFA-East.
I continued to make my own personal shorts, such as “Confessions of a Stardream-
er” in 1978, which brought me press attention and eventually led to a contract to 
make an animation sequence in the Warner Bros. feature, “The World According 
to Garp” (1982). Then I formed my own studio and worked on HBO projects – the 
Oscar-winning doc “You Don’t Have to Die (1988), and in 1986 “John Lennon 
Sketchbook” produced by Yoko Ono, among many other projects. 

At the same time,  I was busy interviewing surviving pioneer animators, such 
as Winsor McCay’s assistant John Fitzsimmons, J.R. Bray, Otto (Felix the Cat) 
Messmer and Disney folk, writing and selling articles on them to film periodicals, 
eventually writing for the NY Times, Wall Street Journal, among others. I became 
Animation Editor at Millimeter magazine in the 1970s.  Then CBS Camera Three 
asked me to host and write a show called “The Boys from Termite Terrace” (1977) I 
mean, it’s just unbelievable, one wonderful thing after another. I was a busy guy!

At Millimeter magazine, I wrote a piece on a new Dick Williams film being made in 
New York and LA: “Raggedy Ann & Andy,” which led to my first book contract. It all 
kind of snowballed. Sounds crazy, doesn’t it?

Doug
Sounds crazy and kind of amazing.

John
And then teaching came into the picture, too. A friend of mine, Richard Protovin, 
an independent animator, started the animation program at NYU. He hired me in 
1980 to teach two courses there. So, in addition to everything else, I started teaching 
at NYU. Richard sadly died a few years later of AIDS, and I was asked to take over 
full-timeI said, all right, I’ll try. Eventually I became a full professor. And then I 
started hiring people, including you.

Doug
You did hire me. And I was wondering (and there is a right answer for this one) who 
was your favorite adjunct instructor of all time at NYU?

John
There’s an Italian guy who wears a green jacket,
and he’s got an orange shirt that says Queens Bocce.

Doug
You’re very wise, man, John!

 Contemplative landscape studies that could unfold over time and be animated.

So that’s how I ended up in the Whitney. 15 years later.

Douglas:  Can you just first start with the inspiration for the two pieces inside?

Marina:  In 2011 I got the Guggenheim Fellowship and I pitched this idea to 
DiverseWorks, which is a non-profit space in Houston, to fund a research trip to 
West Texas to look at land-based oil production.  The Permian Basin.  Heart of the 
original oil boom in the US.  DiverseWorks gave me $5,000 and I went on a two-
week trip alone and interviewed a lot of different kinds of people: oil producers, 
ecologists, people against the massive oil industry, people against eminent domain, 
ranchers.

I visited and documented these subtle landscapes from Marfa to Midland, and all 
of this was motivated by something that happened before I left. I looked at the 
landscape on Google Earth and saw, just south of Midland, these two little pitch 
black holes in the landscape. Everything else is light brown with little white patches, 
which are the oil pads where the derricks go. So it’s just light brown and white 
patchwork and then there’s these pitch black inky black holes. They turned out to 
be  two sinkholes that were on private oil company land that had collapsed, the land 
had collapsed from drilling.

It became, as is very typical for me, an obsessive mission to find out how I could go 
see them. They’re called Wink Sink 1 and 2. They’re in a town called Wink, Texas. 
800 people live there. High cancer rates. Roy Orbison famously lived there. Oth-
erwise, a blip on the map of what they call The Big Empty. A very derisive name. I 
mean, that part of Texas (the Llano Estacado) is really interesting and I learned so 
much about it.

And so what I was interested in was what really is there, and what’s this above 
and below differential? (Meaning, below is the Permian basin and the potential 
for more oil extraction and above being the “big empty” a landscape that doesn’t 
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John
My legal name is Cannizzaro.

Doug
I know! 

So I noticed that you paint in gouache and watercolor. As an artist, when do you 
decide what kind of paper to use, but really when do you choose to use gouache? 

John
Sometimes I will do a background that needs to be soft in watercolor. And then 
when I need to do a solid flower or whatever, I will use the thicker gouache. In 
terms of paper, I’m now using 300 pound watercolor paper, Arches. It’s thicker. It 
can take a lot of water, and, sometimes you have to go over gouache colors, like yel-
low and white, so it’s a paper that can stand up to that. Recently, one of my former 
students, director Alex Woo – his film “In Your Dreams” is a Netflix feature – he 
put me in touch with Steve Pilcher, art director on “Brave” and Pixar films. He said, 
you’ve got to use acrylic gouache because it’s the colors stay.

Doug
Just curious, the Arches paper is hot press or cold pressed?

John
The one with texture. The cold pressed.

Doug
Since you talked about your former students, can you just name a bunch of them?

John
OK. Alex Woo;Jon Watts; Osgood Perkins; Brendan Bellomo; Michael Dougherty; 
Jonathan Annand; Sam Levine; Brad Schiff; Robert Marianetti; Sue Perrotto; Alexa 
Lim Haas; Eugene Salandra; Aiden Terry; Jennifer Oxley; Mulan Fu; Mo Willems, 
and many others.  I taught at NYU for forty-two years and loved every minute of it.

Doug
How did The Art of John Canemaker: An Animator’s Garden book come about?

John
More luck. For a while I’ve been posting my paintings on Social Media. Often I 
get messages asking, when are you going to do a book of your art? When are you 
gonna have a gallery opening? So about a year ago I was talking to Dave Bossert, 
who is the publisher of The Old Mill Press, and we made an agreement to create the 
Animator’s Garden book. Dave is married to Nancy Levey-Bossert, who is a gifted 
layout designer, and she’s done a spectacular job.

Doug
It looks very nice. You retired from teaching full time, but I believe you still teach a 
class.

Marina:  It’s a winding story. Okay, so in 1994 I moved from making live action 
experimental small films on Super 8 and 16 to getting involved in the early internet 
and discovered Flash version 1. I realized that *all* I had to do was learn how to an-
imate and I would be budget unconstrained and the world would be mine in a way 
that live action film never would allow me. Especially since I was really interested in 
magic realism and alternative forms of storytelling.

So here on the internet, I got a job at a company called SonicNet in 1994, it was the 
first music focused website that was funded. I lasted about a year and a quarter, and 
I couldn’t work for a company anymore; p.s. they went on to become MTV interac-
tive.

I was in the whole dot com bubble. Working, partying. Being a New Yorker. Thrilled 
that nobody really knew what we were doing if they weren’t part of that scene. It was 
fun and at Sonic Net, we started making little animated music videos out of GIFs. 
That’s all you could put up there. So for me, constraints have always been the way 
that I have entered into animation.

I made a series called Braingirl. It took two and a half years to finish. It was a 10 ep-
isode series about a creature of the internet, a young prepubescent girl, naked with 
an exposed brain and her weird cast of friends, and she herself is a motherless child, 
like the internet in a sense was at that time and. Super experimental, serial, episod-
ic. I went on and made a couple of other short pieces and then started animating 
with a focus on multi-channel artworks (for galleries, homes, public spaces). I was 
interested in making looping experiences, things that go on infinitely, and you could 
meditate upon them. They started to become more and more about animals and 
landscapes, for instance I used the structure of the Tibetan Wheel of Life to anchor 
a multi-channel story. By 2006, the work was thinking specifically about climate 
change and the environment at large and the animals became less metaphorical, and 
not stand-ins for humans. And what I wanted to do was use and kind of weaponize 
the purple candy world of animation. I wanted to enchant you with these seductive 
forms that invite you to suspend your disbelief and really go into whatever universe 
you’re in, in an animated world, in order to encounter difficult subjects like, what 
are we going to do after sea level rise? How are we going to live? How are we going 
to interact? How are we going to interweave ourselves with this planet?

So I’ve been doing this kind of contemplative animation work since 2006. At first 
I was doing linear works; the last one I made was in 2009, called “Slurb” (which 
is a mashup of “slum” and “suburb”). It’s an 18-minute linear animation with one 
assistant. It took me forever, and I was frankly kind of bored. I was making am-
bient landscapes or waters, and so I looked for a software developer. Veronique 
Brossier had been a Macromedia Flash developer and she worked with me to create 
a non-linear software base that I could throw characters onto the stage based on 
probability, and the thing would run forever and recombine. So that’s 2010. The 
first one was about Northumberland, England, about what it meant to be inside the 
garden versus outside the garden: Mesocosm, (Northumberland UK). I did a ton of 
research. I went to England. I interviewed a lot of people. I spent  lot of time in the 
landscapes, and I thought about invasive species. I thought about characters like Lee 
Bowery as a gatekeeper to the garden. It was a complicated piece and really fun to 
make, and that was a breakthrough for me in thinking about ambience.
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John
I’m teaching my Action Analysis class on personality animation at NYU Tisch this 
spring. 

Doug
It sounds like you’re still keeping busy.

John
I love what I do. Last year, the Walt Disney Family Museum invited me to lecture 
on Mary Blair’s designs. And I was a guest at the Cartoons Crossroads Colum-
bus festival in Ohio. Netflix hires me each year to do on stage interviews of their 
animation feature directors, such as Guillermo del Toro for Pinocchio, and Alex 
Woo for In Your Dreams. This past weekend I introduced a program of digitally 
restored hand-drawn animated shorts from 1914 to 1998 at New York’s MoMA.

Doug
Well, we’re lucky to have gotten the chance to talk to you.

Alex Woo, director of IN YOUR DREAMS, visits his old NYU professor John Canemaker, in 2024. 
Photo by Joseph Kennedy

Douglas:  I saw on your Wikipedia page that you know all about semiotics.

Marina:  Oh God, don’t trust Wikipedia.

When I went to art school in the mid 80s, you kind of had two choices. One was to 
go the post-modern route, and the other was to go the expressionist route. The ex-
pressionist route did not appeal to me at all. And so, me and my pretentious friends 
went the other way. And then I left the art world for a long time and worked in the 
movie business as a prop and an art director for non-union trash. But also music 
videos and record label art direction.

Douglas:  Did you work in New York by any chance?

Marina:  I did. I was city based. I had a little set building studio, and then I worked 
for Japanese television for a while. So, my experiences as a director/co-directed for 
music videos with my friend Abigail Simon. My space was sort of the Japanese pop 
culture universe for a good decade before I came back to making any art.

When I started animating in the 90s, I was told I was the worst animator in the 
world and I really was. If you look at my early work, I was terrible but I was a good 
weird internet based storyteller. I went to Sundance,  Rotterdam, because the anima-
tion for the internet was literally five people.  If you looked at “Braingirl” (my first 
project), it’s bad animation. But it is a good and surreal internet tale.  And I’m still 
not a good animator because animators have never really embraced my work, so I’m 
thrilled to be here. Let me just say that.

Douglas:  I’m happy to do it!

So, I think that most of us, when we decided to be an artist, dream of showing our 
work in a museum, but being animators, TV shows, movies, commercials, games are 
more of the platform. Tell us how you came to show your work at the Whitney.
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Marina Zurkow
“I’m obsessed with loops.”

You never know what you’ll see when you go to Whitney for free on Friday night. The 
first was a model we hired for one of our figure drawing sessions at Hornet. The next was 
the animation of Marina Zurkow. She had 2 installations inside and one outside. Being 
charmed and intrigued by her work I wanted to know more and we had a fascinating 
discussion.

Media artist Marina: Zurkow invites people to explore ways of knowing and feeling 
nature-culture tensions and environmental messes. By engaging research, speculation, and 
technologies, she fosters intimate multispecies and geophysical connections. Zurkow works 
as a founding member of the collaborative initiatives More&More (Investing in Futures), 
Dear Climate, and Climoji.

Her most recent solo show Parting Worlds, including the Hyundai Terrace Commission at 
the Whitney Museum of American Art opened in April, 2025.  Recent exhibitions include 
WHAT IF? at MoMA’s Creativity Lab (New York); Antroposcenes, Lo Pati Centre d’Art 
(Amposta); The Breath Eaters, Wolfsonian Museum (Miami); Underfoot/Overhead, Was-
serman Projects (Detroit); and Can the Substrate Speak? Festival Art Souterrain (Montre-
al). Zurkow is a 2025-2026 grantee of the Science, Society & Culture division of the Simons 
Foundation, was a 2022 fellow at the Environmental Media Lab, Princeton University; and 
received grants from the John Simon Guggenheim Memorial Foundation, Rice University, 
NYFA, NYSCA, the Rockefeller Foundation, and Creative Capital. She resides in the Hud-
son Valley, New York, and teaches at NYU.

Douglas:  It was so interesting to see animation at the Whitney, so I’m very happy to 
be speaking to you.

Marina:  Did you see, oh my God, I’m blanking out his name. He had a really great 
show last year. Totally 60s, did all this light show stuff. He’s a god of that space.

Douglas:  Harry Smith?

Marina:  Yeah.

Douglas:  I don’t see Harry Smith anymore, ‘cause I’ve seen Harry Smith, multiple 
times. It’s great and I love it and I was just reading (New York Animation 1966-1999, 
A City in Motion by Robby Gilbert) about him and I would like to revisit his work. 
He is a god in that space.

Marina:  I just mean that it was at the Whitney, and it was a really awesome thing. 
They had quite a big show of his. Same curator as I worked with.

Douglas:  Harry is kind of like you in a way, made for a museum setting. His pieces 
are very meditative, not the easiest to watch in a theater. Much easier to watch in the 
gallery space and/or museum. Especially with the setup that you had with the big 
red pillows.

Marina:  Yeah, that was great. So my mother was a concert pianist who did a lot of 
Alexander Scriabin’s music, synesthesia. He wrote scores for lights in the late 1800s.

She worked with the Grateful Dead’s light show, Joshua Lights.

Douglas:  No one’s perfect. I’m making a joke because my wife is right next to me, 
and she’s a deadhead.

Nancy:  Sorry, I’m eavesdropping, and I love that show.

Marina:  Thank you! I appreciate it very much.

My mother was not a deadhead whatsoever. However, she wanted to realize Scri-
abin’s light scores, and so she worked with him, and they were working with the 
same kind of techniques: oil pan, rear projection, overhead projectors at Carnegie 
Hall.

10 11


