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Getting 
Animated
Tara DiLuLLo gets the Lowdown on the Buffy animated project

When is Buffy Animated happening?  That’s the question on every Buffy fans’ lips, and the official answer is – soon!  Okay, maybe that’s not the answer everyone wants to hear, but sometimes the speed of Hollywood wheeling and dealing moves at a frustrating snail’s pace.  Patience is the key, but in the meantime, Buffy Magazine has talked to most of the key players involved with the animated venture, and we can fill in a lot of the blanks on the status of the project.

Buffy Animated has officially been in development since before Season Five if Buffy.  It was around that time that joss Whedon commissioned scripts from his staff writers Jane Espenson, and then, Steven DeKnight – who had actually been hired to write for the animated series, but was transferred over to the regular series when development stalled.  Eight full scripts were written and will be used as the first episodes if the show goes into productions.
Jane Espenson confirmed that the concept is to go back to the early Sunnydale High School years to explore the stories they didn’t get a chance, or couldn’t afford to tell, using the traditional; television medium.  “It was going to be back to the basic metaphors for High School stories, but without the soap opera elements.  There’d be no continuations, so you could air [the episodes] in any order.  I wrote one in which Buffy feels very small, and then she is very small.  I also did one about the school lunch turning on the students.  The lunches were made of demon meat and coalesce into a big demon.  And an example of a story we always wanted to do but never did was on with Buffy shoplifting.”

Famed comic writer and current Smallville Supervising Producer/Writer, Jeph Loeb, was brought in to show-run and executive-produce the project with Joss Whedon in the early development stage.  Despite the tremendous delays, Jeph is still attached to the project and has been a vital participant in bringing it back from the grave.  Over the past year Joss and Jeph’s focus has been getting the concept into an actual animated presentation video that can be shopped around to networks and studios in the hope of finding an eventual home.  Jeph told us, “We’ve completed a four minute ‘Animation Test’ with full colour, voices and music.  The animation returned from overseas [late in the summer] and was scored.  The score will have the same feel and sound as the live action show.” And despite the recent news of Joss shuttering his Mutant Enemy television production department, Jeph confirms that that development will have no effect on Buffy Animated’s future.

Another collaborator from the beginning of the project is artist Eric Wight.  An award-winning professional animator and illustrator,. Eric did the initial character designs for the series that were released via his website [www.ericwight.com] more than a year ago.  Eric is still very much involved in the project, and was responsible for the creation of the presentation video’s design and look.  Explaining that process, Eric offers, “It had been two years since I last worked on it.  Eric Radomski (Batman: The Animated Series, Spawn) is my boss at Phuuz Entertainment, Inc. [the production house for the project], and he also directed the presentation video.  He gave me the call and told me it was time to dust off my stake and get back into action.  It was basically three sequences from the first script,  Loeb and Whedon rewrote it for the shorter format to make it coherent, because the parts were very different.  I initially did a rough storyboard and submitted that and they sent back notes.  It was essentially like a comic book.  Basically, they e-mailed me the script changes and I figured out how to do it in a really dynamic and exciting way. 
“We always wanted to stay as true to the show as possible, but at the same time, do things you couldn’t do on the show.  There was a fight sequence that I did that was taking what they did on the show and trying to raise the abr.  So then, I cleaned up the storyboards and they turned it into an animatic and Joss tweaked it.  From a design standpoint, as far as the characters, I didn’t have a lot of time to go in and redo things.  I took what we already did and finished the model sheets and tweaked and cleaned up.  Plus, there were two additional characters that you can see on my website – a dragon and a vampire.

“I haven’t even seen the finished promo yet,” Eric continues.  “It is fully animated and, from what I understand, it turned out great.  It’s mainly 2-D animation and a little 3 D animation involved.  From what I storyboarded, there is some interesting camera movement that you couldn’t do in traditional 2-D animation without frame-by-frame redrawing.  I spent three months on it, and there were two other artists involved in the pre-production.  The background artist was Ted Blackman and the colourist, John Calmette.  I did all the character design, the prop design, and some of the rough background design that Ted then took and reworked.  It had to raise the bar as far as what you see on normal television.  Every time someone does something, they say, ‘It’s unlike anything that has been done before!” he chuckles. 2I can’t say that it’s reinventing the wheel completely, but it’s pretty dynamic stuff for a cartoon and the Buffy franchise.”

As to his continued involvement, Eric says he still hopes to work in some capacity on the series. “The feedback I’ve gotten is a lot of fun.  I really enjoy working with those guys.  My involvement in the future will be different that how it was going to be originally, because I was on the West Coast and now I’m not.  But I will probably still do some villain-of-the-week designs and promotional artwork, but we’ll see.”

The presentation video also features the voice work of Giselle Loren as Buffy, the actress that voiced the character for the two video games that were based on the series.  Anthony Stewart Head, Nick Brendon and Alyson Hannigan are confirmed voices from the original cast that will most likely also work on the final project, pending any scheduling conflicts.  As to any other rumoured cast, it’s still too early to have anyone else attached until the project is actually optioned by a studio or channel that will air it.  But many of the actors could be interested, including David Boreanaz.  He recently told us, “I’ve never been approached by anyone, as far as getting involved, but I love doing voice-over and animation stuff.  I’ll never say that it won’t happen, it just depends on where I am.
Meanwhile, Tony Head recorded his portion of the presentation late last spring, and shared his thoughts on the project with us.  “I did my part in march when I was doing Peter Pan/The Pirates of Penzance in London, and Alyson was doing When Harry Met Sally.  The day that I did it, she couldn’t be there, so we still did our parts on separate days.  We had a telephone conference line with Joss and Jeph on the other line directing me.  I just put the glasses back on and early Giles comes back to me,” he smiles.

“It’s a story exactly like what was done for the Buffy pilot presentation,” he reveals.  “It just introduces the characters and starts off with the resident evil.  It was really cool, and ultimately it was bizarre because for each piece I would do my speech five times, and they’d pick one and move on,” he giggles.  “When Joss originally talked about it, which was way back in Season Six or before, he asked if I would be interested in doing the voice and I said, ‘Of course!’ At the time, I asked if I could read some of the scripts and I read about six or seven and they were absolutely fantastic.  I had been kind of, ‘Well, is that going to work?@ but it’s really perfect.  They are really funny and very witty and very different, and just gave the writers another avenue to explore.  There is so much in animation that you can’t do in real life.  You can’t fly, for one thing!” he hints. “I was always so busted that no one at the studios could see [the potential] apart from us!  It was so obvious.  But trying to get the original Buffy off the ground was hard, too.”
As to his likeness in animated form, Tony says he had some slight say in how he turned out.  “I think if I had objected strongly, perhaps they would have done something else.  But when Joss first put the characters up for us, we all had comments like, ‘Maybe we should be thinner?’” he chuckles.  “And Joss just looked at us and said [unenthusiastically], ‘Yeah?’  So, all I’ve seen is the original sketch outline of the character – and mine is cool!”

The hope is that early 2005 will finally see the presentation packaging and project shopping come to an end with Buffy Animated finally landing at her new home, and the pixilated Slayer getting some real action.  Rest assured Buffy Magazine is on top of the story, and as soon as an official announcement is ready to be made, we’ll be there to provide all of the details and behind-the-scenes-coverage.!
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