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Homeworkers
Independent Animation and the Feminization of Creative Labor, 1970–90
ABSTRACT This article brings together the history of US independent animation production

in the 1970s and 1980s and feminist social reproduction theory in these same decades in
order to understand independent animation in the context of an increasingly precarious and
feminized post-Fordist creative economy. The article builds a composite portrait of
independent animation at that time, anchored by ﬁlms by six artists who navigated this
economy at its nascency. It proposes the “homeworker” as an alternative ﬁgure to the
common categories of “freelancer” or “independent artist” as part of a feminist analysis
of living and working conditions that sustain independent artistic practice. By framing
independent women’s animation as a site of speculation about creative possibilities of
social reproduction, the article contributes to expanding scholarship on gendered labor
in creative and cultural production.
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In Karen Aqua’s Vis-à-vis (1982, ﬁg. 1), a faceless woman animates a scene
behind her desk. The composition encloses her between an interior workspace and a window to the outside world. Her seated ﬁgure splits into two
conjoined bodies pulled in opposing directions. One turns to the window,
yearning for the sensuous exhilaration of travel and lush landscapes. The
other turns to her storyboards, anchoring herself in a conﬁned space of
repetitive drawing. The ﬁlm, which Aqua described as an “autobiographical
fantasy,” yearns for a scenario in which these competing desires could inhabit
the same life.1 The window in Vis-à-vis is not just an architectural boundary
between interior and exterior space, but also a symbolic boundary between an
experience of stationary work (feeling chained to a desk) and an untethered
experience of going elsewhere. The split protagonist embodies animation’s
mutually interdependent relationship between the rapidly unfolding movements of life and the slow cyclicality of its mechanical frame-by-frame reproduction. The ﬁlm acknowledges that the animator’s ﬂights of fancy are
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FIGURE 1.

The multifaceted animator in Vis-à-vis (dir. Karen Aqua), 1982.

sustained by grounded, meticulous labor of drawing and redrawing. In the
process of animating the scene over many months, Aqua compromised by
choosing materials that allowed her to animate in natural light beside a window, enabling imaginative travel. It was a form of creative daydreaming that
she joked was “cheaper than therapy.”2
As a mode of creative production, animation has a special relationship to
bodily automation due to its reliance on the manual mass production of
images. All forms of media production depend on industrial technology and
infrastructure, but the expansion of animation during the twentieth century
was predicated on applying industrial principles to creative labor on an
unrivaled scale. Methods of Fordist factory production and Taylorist work
management were instrumental not only in dividing the labor of animation
among numerous departments, but also in standardizing creative production
across hundreds of bodies, so that even manual activities associated with
individual expression, such as drawing or painting, could be reproduced with
minimal variation across artists.3 This article proposes that animation also
has a special relationship to the history of feminized labor, particularly in the
context of independent animation in a post-Fordist economy. Feminized
labor is here deﬁned as working conditions that restrict upward mobility
and employment security; fragment and mechanize corporeal mobility
through repetitive sedentary manual work; and center emotional and social
relations as the appeal of the work, the value of its product, and a valid form
of remuneration.
While feminized labor can include workers of all genders, my focus is
primarily on independent women animators in the United States.4 Historically restricted from advancement in the animation industry, many women
in the 1970s and 1980s established and sustained independent practices.
They found ways to make time- and labor-intensive ﬁlms under conditions
of social and economic precarity that were atypical of the era but are endemic
to most creative labor in the twenty-ﬁrst century. At a time when most
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commercial animation was still waged employment, women became the involuntary pioneers of independent pathways in a nascent post-Fordist economy.
Paying close attention to how they navigated their conditions paints a nuanced
portrait of feminized creative labor and suggests tactics of its survival.
Popular and scholarly accounts often position these ﬁlmmakers as independent artists, but a closer look at their work challenges the validity of this
categorization. If anything, the work of independent animators was deﬁned
by a heightened dependence—dependence on patchworked and unreliable
sources of funding; dependence on generous patrons and industry allies;
dependence on partners and friends for material support; and the presence
of actual dependents in the form of children and elderly parents. Shifting
away from valorizing independence, this article uses the word “homeworker”
to characterize a self-employed creative worker maintaining their practice
under conditions of economic, social, and spatial restriction. The homeworker holds kinship with the homemaker, and independent creative production
often implicates the domestic sphere as the actual location of the work. In
classical economics, homework is piecework (work paid by the piece) performed from one’s home, historically by women and children. Although it
is considered a category of material production, Diane Wei Lewis’s study of
postwar Japanese animation reveals that the piecework of inking and painting
frames was marketed to women as a form of immaterial creativity they could
enjoy in the home.5 By expanding this connection to independent animation,
this article contributes to recent scholarship on the expansion of feminized
labor in the creative economy.6
The homeworker is my strategic replacement for the more commonly used
term “freelancer.” The masculine ﬁgure of the freelancer draws upon military
discourse to valorize precarious labor conditions and afford workers a level of
agency that is at odds with the reality of a gig economy. The freelance artist’s
supposed freedom stems from strategically owning and pricing their own
labor, as well as controlling their time through self-directed activities without
loyalties to any one employer.7 The promise of being free to do what they
love binds creative workers to conditions of immeasurable and uncompensated labor, similar to the conditions of the homemaker. Ultimately, these
conditions foster a “precarious subjectivity” in which one’s identity and life is
inseparably intertwined with one’s work, and time loses all function as a measure of compensation.8 In the context of a twenty-ﬁrst-century digital economy increasingly dependent on virtual goods and services, the artist has
become the unwitting prototype of the precarious 24/7 worker.9
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As the proverbial canaries in the coal mine of immaterial labor extraction, artists working in the 1970s and 1980s were the ﬁrst to experience
the shift toward a post-Fordist creative economy. Media production—a central pillar of this economy—has gradually displaced in-house production
toward arrays of production houses reliant on outsourced and contingent
labor. This displacement is particularly true for digital animation and visual
effects, which do not require workers to be in physical proximity to one
another as long as an infrastructure of secure data transmission is in place.
The contemporary animation industry is a far cry from the classic cartoon
factory. The scale of its decentralization affords any studio sufﬁcient leverage to divest from any group of employees with minimal obligations, so
that even workers attached to a company or production house are, in
effect, contingent laborers.
The gendered valence of the homeworker vis-a-vis the freelancer acknowledges that the growth of this digital media economy was made possible by
expanding and entrenching a model of feminized labor that already existed in
some sectors of media production, but has become endemic to most creative
and cultural spheres.10 An early account of feminized labor in the context of
digital technology appears in Donna Haraway’s oft-cited “Cyborg Manifesto”
(1985), where she draws on economist Robert Gordon’s prediction of
a “homework economy” that will sustain information technology sectors:
[A] restructuring of work that broadly has the characteristics formerly
ascribed to female jobs, jobs literally done only by women. . . . To be
“feminized” means to be made extremely vulnerable; able to be
disassembled, reassembled, exploited as a reserve labor force; seen less as
workers than as servers; subjected to time arrangements on and off the paid
job that make a mockery of a limited workday; leading an existence that
always borders on the obscene, out of place.11

As Haraway insists, post-Fordist labor conditions demand a feminist analysis.
This does not necessarily mean a history of women’s work, but rather
a history of feminized work, in which women have been predominantly
implicated. Whereas Haraway imagines the feminized worker as a postreproductive cyborg, my attention to the homeworker turns to feminist social
reproduction theory to explore the affective and reproductive dimensions of
feminized labor. Feminized labor expects workers to be pliable and ﬂexible,
but also to center emotional investment as their motivation, value, and
reward. The feminized worker is not one to whom things are done, but one
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who implicates their own desire in accepting emotional or social rewards
despite insufﬁcient material remuneration.
The creative homeworker, unlike the freelancer, acknowledges feminization
as the pervasive condition of her work. By examining this condition in the
context of independent animation in the 1970s and 1980s alongside feminist
social reproduction theory, which burgeoned in the United States in those
same decades, this article speculates about the potential of a subversive erotics
of creative labor. It does so by building a composite portrait of the homeworker, weaving together portraits of six animators and their on-screen surrogates. Each section focuses on a single artist to reﬂect on themes that recur in
the work of many animators not included in this text. Notably, almost all of
the women who sustained independent animation during this period were
white and Jewish artists from middle-class backgrounds, pointing to intersecting forces of gender, race, and class that shape the case studies of the article and
deﬁne its limits. Considered in isolation, each subsection that follows attests to
a distinct pathway that a single animator carved out in a precarious economic
landscape of independent ﬁlmmaking. Considered collectively, they show how
animation was embraced as a process of reshaping space and slowing down
time in order to make sense of reproductive labor and explore alternative forms
of creative reproduction. By pairing each section with a single animator, I credit
them as dynamic contributors to this text, rather than illustrative subjects or
objects of analysis. Their ﬁlms have helped me make sense of my own conditions as a feminized worker in the academy and to think creatively within an
increasingly domesticated media landscape.12

AESTHETICS OF FLEXIBILITY WITH JOANNA PRIESTLEY

Joanna Priestley’s Voices (1985) is structured as a direct address voiced by the
animator. Much of the monologue focuses on the damaging effects of her
anxiety about aging and global affairs on her ability to be present and engaged
with her environment. She concludes that improving her ability to control her
mental outlook, or “change her mind,” might allow her to focus on her immediate community and help it ﬂourish. The ﬁlm pairs its voice-over narration
with a continually shape-shifting portrait of the animator in a variety of graphic
styles, using animation as a method of visual autoethnography that expresses
the artist’s cognitive dissonances and strives to come to terms with them.
Joanna, as I will call Priestley’s animated surrogate, deliberates between
different visual strategies she could employ to represent herself to her
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FIGURE 2.

The shape-shifting animator in Voices (dir. Joanna Priestley), 1985.

audience. She considers commercial entertainment (becoming “a cute little
cartoon character”), abstraction (something “deep and symbolic”), and abject
clowning (detaching her ears for the viewer’s amusement). With each possibility, her ﬁgure changes to embody a different style of animation (ﬁg. 2). She
transforms into a grayscale mouse suggesting Minnie Mouse in her adventurous vaudeville days. Her body then breaks apart into ﬂying geometric
shapes evocative of the abstract ﬁlms of her mentor, Jules Engel. These shapes
reassemble into a version of Felix the Cat, a 1920s cartoon icon embraced by
later generations of underground artists. “I could do lots of things,” Joanna
says of these stylistic acrobatics, “but I think I’d rather speak directly to you,
face to face.” The animated lines brieﬂy dissolve to reveal photographed
footage of Priestley looking at the camera, before returning to drawn traces
of her body in a state of constant graphic variation—references to early studio
animation, postwar television cartoons, psychedelic art. The materials also
vary, ranging from inks and paints to puppet cutouts. The face that the ﬁlm
puts on display as a gesture of the artist’s authenticity constantly changes its
own mind and withdraws from one style toward another, presenting a plurality of voices vying for attention.
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The ﬁrst face that appears in Voices is outlined in black ink with small
numbers dotting the canvas like paint-by-numbers instructions. This image
anchors the ﬁlm in a history of animation labor, recalling the role of women
in the animation industry. The industrial expansion of early animation into
a studio system in the 1920s and 1930s was facilitated by a division of labor
between managerial and creative roles and below-the-line workers. The latter
category completed most of the tedious reproductive work such as cleaning
up drawn outlines; inking outlines penciled by animators onto celluloid
sheets (cels); painting ﬁgures and backgrounds according to numbered instructions; polishing cels before they were photographed; and cleaning them
for reuse. These were entry-level positions in a studio’s apprenticeship system,
with upward mobility promised to talented and hardworking recruits. For
women, however, these positions were usually the glass ceiling of the industry;
they rarely advanced into senior creative roles.
Some below-the-line positions, such as inking and painting, were further
gendered using the language of feminized handicrafts, like embroidery or
quilting.13 A successful inker or painter was expected to be capable of extended
sedentary stillness; attentive patience; nimble and graceful control of her hands;
precise manual repetition; ﬁdelity to her work; and a pleasant social disposition.14 At Walt Disney Studios, the feminization of inking and painting was so
acute that by the 1930s the department exclusively hired female “ink and paint
girls” and continued to predominantly assign women to the role well into the
1970s. When women left the studio to have children or otherwise care for
their families, their employment was often terminated, which fed the cycle of
women’s exclusion from mentorship and promotion. Some were able to maintain part-time employment from home, which made the studio an early
adopter of outsourced piecework.15 The bottom-up model of studio apprenticeship and advancement in animation effectively worked as a system of tight
gatekeeping for women throughout the twentieth century.
A key turning point in US animation was the entrance of animation into
the arts academy: museums, festivals, university departments. A majority of
postwar independent animators discovered animation while pursuing a postsecondary arts degree, and some attended the ﬁrst dedicated animation programs
in the country. Priestley made Voices during her time in the newly established
CalArts Experimental Animation program. University and college departments
offering courses in animation played a critical role in allowing more artists,
especially women, to bypass studio gatekeeping and move toward alternative
pathways. These institutions also afforded a source of ﬁnancial support for
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noncommercial work, as many artists—Priestley among them—subsequently
reentered academic spaces as educators. The inclusion of animation in museum
and festival programming also increased its credibility and eligibility for grant
opportunities, such as the National Endowment for the Arts, established in
1965. Of all the ﬁlmmakers included in this article, Priestley is unrivaled in her
success at self-ﬁnancing her work through a patchwork of public and private
funding. The year she completed Voices, she founded Priestley Motion Pictures,
an eponymous company reﬂecting the reality that an animator striving for
creative control must operate like an entrepreneur, savvy enough to navigate
public agencies and arts patrons. In her entrepreneurial position, Priestly, like
other animators proﬁled in this article, played vital roles in mentoring junior
artists and facilitating communal spaces for animators outside of the industry.
In the classical studio system, newly hired animators had to unlearn many
personal quirks of their drawing style by faithfully reproducing clearly modeled character outlines, ﬁlling out intermediate frames in sequences animated
by senior artists (called “in-betweening”), and carefully tracing or completing
scenes to match the whole. This was especially true for the ink and paint
department, in which the ideal worker was expected to leave no traces of
erratic strokes or personal ﬂourishes on her frames.16 The multiplicity of
graphic styles in Voices reminds the viewer that even in the context of
independent ﬁlmmaking, the animator’s individual style is profoundly shaped
by imitating others and even imitating itself in the process of serial repetition.
These styles are practiced in the academy, drilled in during apprenticeship,
and often deliberately mimicked for commercial work. Demonstrating her
shape-shifting virtuosity, Priestley’s on-screen surrogate embodies what Yuriko Furuhata calls the aesthetics of ﬂexibility of post-Fordist creative labor, in
which the worker is expected to shape themselves around the demands of any
particular project.17 Yet Voices channels that ﬂexibility to deliver an obstinately unreliable performance. The ﬁlm suggests that the slow process of
solitary animation work enables the animator to engage in reﬂection and
speculation: “While I’m animating, I have lots of time to think about things.”
Thus, the imperative to reproduce thousands of similar images over time
leaves space for the artist to locate her own thoughts and change her mind.

EROTICS OF REPRODUCTION WITH SUZAN PITT

Crocus (1971) is an animated portrait of a young family—modeled on Suzan
Pitt, her former husband, and their young son—using drawn cutout puppets
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inspired by Pitt’s fascination with dollhouses and theatrical sets. Most of the
ﬁlm takes place in the marital bedroom, restaging the animator’s roles as wife,
mother, and artist. Art curator Haden Guest writes that Crocus takes
a “playfully introspective and self-reﬂexive stance” on the artist’s sexuality
and its relationship to her creative work.18 Guest suggests that the explicit
connection to Pitt and her family in Crocus makes this ﬁlm an “entry point”
into her oeuvre, whereas her more technically ambitious later ﬁlms like
Asparagus (1979) and Joy Street (1995) explore sexuality and fertility in more
poetically suggestive ways. Yet there is a naked vulnerability in Crocus that
makes it more intimate than any of her other works. This vulnerability
exceeds the physical resemblance of Pitt’s animated alter ego, whom I will
call She/Her, and Her nudity throughout the ﬁlm. What’s nakedly on display
is the ambivalence the ﬁlm brings to reproductive sexuality and motherhood,
alternating between a sense of alienated depletion and tender, sensual
regeneration.
The opening scene encloses Her between ﬁve frames: a window, a doorframe leading to a hallway, an ornate mirror, an imposingly large bed frame,
and the ﬁlm frame itself, arranged like a proscenium stage. She stands nude
in front of the mirror, in a state of reverie, contemplating her reﬂection.
Something calls her attention to the door, where she notices her partner
grunting and lurching down the corridor toward her. His anatomically
outsize erection elicits her giggle, and the couple tumbles into bed (ﬁg.
3). They are interrupted by the voice of a small child from another room.
She breaks away from her partner to follow the voice, while the man stays
put and impatiently grumbles. In the child’s bedroom, a toddler stands in
his crib asking for water. After attending to their son, She climbs back into
bed with her partner. Suddenly, a second version of Her appears in the
mirror with a Bolex camera and ﬁlms herself having sex. This mirror double
then winks at the viewer and disappears. As the couple continues having
intercourse, a parade of shapes slowly ﬂoats through the doorway and out
the window to the sounds of a music box. A cucumber and a ﬂashing
triangle evoke a penis and a vulva. They are followed by a bird, a blooming
rose, and butterﬂies, which the ﬁlm follows into the garden beyond the
window. The bedroom blinds are then shut, closing off access to the intimate domestic scene and concluding the ﬁlm.
By linking the act of ﬁlmmaking with acts of intercourse and childcare,
Crocus weaves together two different spheres of reproduction. The ﬁrst belongs to the serial reproduction of images that sustains the work of
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FIGURE 3. The animator as lover, mother, and ﬁlmmaker in Crocus (dir. Suzan
Pitt), 1971.

animation. In the process of animating a drawn puppet, incremental movements must be reproduced frame by frame to generate a living scene. The
second reproduction refers to serial activities that reproduce and sustain
human life, or social reproduction. Social reproduction encompasses human
reproduction (life-giving) along with human sustenance and maintenance
(life-making). Evelyn Nakano Glenn deﬁnes social reproduction broadly as
“the creation and recreation of people as cultural and social, as well as
physical, beings” through “mental, emotional, and manual labor.”19 As with
the process of animation, social reproduction depends on incremental and
cyclical repetition—folding clothes, making meals, bathing—which in aggregate maintain a living person.
Social reproduction theory blossomed in the United States in the 1970s,
the same decade that Pitt made Crocus and six other ﬁlms. Feminist social
reproduction theorists argued that the expansion of capitalism as a global
economic system was made possible by systematically disenfranchising
women as a distinct class of unpaid laborers with the capacity to produce
future laborers. Women were charged with ﬁnding self-actualization in reproductive labor, while receiving no compensation and remaining ﬁnancially
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dependent on others. Social reproduction texts frequently treated women’s
emotional investment in the domestic sphere as a tragic false consciousness
that prevented them from collectively seeking economic reform. Silvia
Federici’s deﬁning 1975 “Wages against Housework” manifesto portrayed
women as the “loving servants of the working class” and argued that
women cannot discover their own sexuality under obligations to produce
children and care for others. The liberation of women could only happen
by divesting from unpaid work and refusing to accept “labors of love.”20
This position persists in contemporary scholarship on feminized labor,
which calls on workers to refuse or suppress love of work as a necessary
condition of their freedom.21
Over time, Federici came to regret her position in “Wages against Housework,” even as it remains championed by her successors. In her preface to
a later collection of her early writings, Federici described her eventual shift
“from ‘refusal’ to ‘valorization’ of housework,” which she came to view as
vital for politics of collectivity and kinship.22 She wondered whether her
generation’s frustrations about their own mothers’ unrealized potential led
to a denial of love that tragically missed the radical politics of domestic
practices of care. By framing the domestic sphere as a prison for stiﬂed
housewives, the predominantly white and Jewish women publishing in the
1970s neglected to learn from the differing experiences of Black women, who
established the home as a site of political resistance. Black feminist theorist
bell hooks would later write about this distinction in her 1990 essay
“Homeplace (a site of resistance),” where she credits her grandmother’s and
mother’s care in the 1950s and 1960s as the soil that nourished her political
awakening in later decades.23 For hooks, the homeplace is more than a physical space that offers shelter from the violence of the workplace and the street;
it is also a psychological space that Black women create by conserving some
part of their energy to dedicate to their children against all structural odds.
This gift, which hooks views as a choice that could have been otherwise, gives
their children the value and integrity that white supremacy strives to deny
them. Although patriarchal oppression assigns this revolutionary space to
women and naturalizes it as an obligation, hooks cautions against demeaning
the value of domestic care in the name of feminist critique.
In her 1978 lecture “The Uses of the Erotic,” Audre Lorde similarly
pushed back against the politics of refusal that dominated white feminist
critiques of love. Instead, Lorde argued for a more expansive model of love
grounded in erotic intensity and empowerment. Her deﬁnition of the erotic
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extended to “physical, emotional, and psychic expressions of what is deepest
and strongest and richest within each of us, being shared,” even at the cost of
effort. Lorde’s examples of her own erotic experiences made room for solitary
activities like “dancing, building a bookcase, writing a poem, examining an
idea.” She insisted that the erotic “is not a question only of what we do; it is
a question of how acutely and fully we can feel in the doing.” Centering the
erotic in all endeavors can challenge the numbing and alienating effects of
extractive labor: “My work becomes a conscious decision—a longed-for bed
which I enter gratefully and from which I rise up empowered.”24
When Pitt’s ﬁlms are described as erotic, it is usually because of their
imagery, such as their recurring motifs of botanical procreation that connect fertility to creativity. Yet Lorde’s reframing of the erotic away from the
“what” of activity toward the “how” also reveals the erotic possibilities of
animation as a ﬁlmmaking process. Connecting animation to social reproduction, as Crocus does, reminds us that animating is not just an act of
giving life, but a labor of continually sustaining it. Sustaining an animated
ﬁlm as a homeworker means conserving the energy to tend to it for months
and years alongside tending to other paid work, domestic obligations, and
childcare, completing it against the odds, often with the assistance of others.
In Crocus these different forms of tending are intertwined, but the mirror
doubling of the artist’s surrogate on-screen suggests that they are never fully
integrated.
The ﬁlm’s uncanny sensibility and primal scene of coitus interruptus seem
to defamiliarize sexuality through an aesthetic of estrangement. Unlike Priestley’s deft shape-shifter in Voices, the woman in Crocus moves stifﬂy and
disjointedly. There is a quality of somnambulism to her gestures that calls
into question her awareness of her actions, such as her receptiveness to her
husband’s advances or unquestioned assumption that she be the one to
respond to their child’s call. But the appearance of the winking double
ﬁlming herself from behind the looking glass reminds the audience that the
ﬁlm is a deliberate act of reproduction staged with dedicated attention. This
double appears after the detour into the child’s room, where the form and
tone of the ﬁlm changes. The frame becomes more intimate, with tight shots
of brightly ornamented toys and hands soothing a small body under a blanket.
Something about the proximity to childhood, with its unadorned need and
curiosity, makes its way back into the bedroom and sparks the procession of
imaginative symbols that follows. By following that procession through the
boundary of the window toward the garden beyond, Crocus suggests that the
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process of care-full reproduction can be simultaneously depleting and
regenerating.

EMBRACING THE HOME STUDIO WITH JANE AARON

Jane Aaron’s Traveling Light (1985) is structured as a series of interior
tableaux. Static shots of domestic spaces are animated by shifting patterns
of time-lapsed daylight, which appear to enter through off-screen windows
and traverse furnished rooms. Bright rectangular clusters of light hug the
slipcases of living room couches, slink across ﬂoors and staircases, and brieﬂy
caress utensils on a kitchen counter. Suddenly, as one cluster rounds the edge
of a red armchair, it disintegrates into a heap of small fragments. The traveling patterns of sunlight are revealed to be hundreds of animated pieces of
paper. Moving collectively and incrementally, half-inch by half-inch across
each surface, their moving mass had created the illusion of natural light.
A woman with a mane of curly hair enters the frame with a broom and
dustpan, rapidly sweeps up the scattered paper, and exits before the credits
appear. We can rightly assume that this is the ﬁlmmaker herself.
As with all the self-portraits in this article, Aaron’s gesture of self-ﬁguration—her appearance in her own animated ﬁlm—evokes a common
motif in animation. In early twentieth-century cartoons, the hands and
ﬁgures of animators often appeared at the beginning of a ﬁlm to introduce
the marvels to come and establish the animator as the progenitor and
performer of what appears on-screen.25 The animator’s presence at the
outset would remind the audience that he (in early animation, it was almost
invariably a man) was the creator of the moving image. This motif persists
to the present day as a hallmark of independent, or artisanal, animation.
But Aaron’s appearance in Traveling Light is atypical. With little fanfare or
narrative exposition, she enters her ﬁlm only at the end, to clean up.
Animation is marvelous and playful, her gesture tells us, but it is also
cyclical work of rearranging and tidying materials, not unlike domestic
housework. The ﬁlm transforms domestic space into a sundial, but the
temporality it records and condenses is the temporality of ﬁlmmaking
handicraft: one day of attentive, repetitive work for each four-second animated shot.26 In an animation studio, the high demands of such labor are
fragmented, spread across units and bodies, divided into ﬂashy roles and
invisible below-the-line labor. In independent animation, the artist is creative director, animator, and cleanup crew in one.
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FIGURE 4. Home studios in Jane Aaron’s ﬁlms. Top row: Interior Designs, 1980;
middle row: Traveling Light, 1985; bottom row: Set in Motion, 1987.

Aaron’s ﬁlms are attuned to the circumstances shared by most independent animators, which is that creative work often takes place in the artist’s
home studio (ﬁg. 4).27 Moreover, an animator is often anchored indoors for
much of a project and cannot venture outside. This restriction was a challenge
for Aaron, whose interest in animating light in motion strived to capture the
plein air aesthetics of the French Impressionists she admired. The claustrophobia of conﬁned space haunts her ﬁrst hand-drawn ﬁlm, A Brand New Day
(1974), in which the window returns yet again as a symbol of internal
conﬁnement and longing for travel. Domestic interiors would remain a recurring setting in Aaron’s work, but the mood of trapped conﬁnement was
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gradually replaced by curiosity about the playful possibilities of the home.
Part of the shift included Aaron’s departure from conventional drawn animation toward revealing “what was around the drawings” by including real
spaces as her sets.28 The playfully titled Interior Designs (1980) animates
sequences of Aaron’s drawings within the setting of the San Francisco apartment she shared with her creative and life partner, Skip Blumberg.29 With
the help of a homemade armature capable of holding small drawings in front
of the camera lens, the ﬁlm places drawn cycles of domestic life (picking up
clutter, washing dishes, sharing a bed) against the background of the couple’s
apartment. Two brief sequences venture outdoors. By using the animator’s
home as the site for studying and animating everyday gestures, Interior Designs found a way to locate impressionistic spontaneity in the artist’s immediate domestic activities and surroundings. In the ﬁnal shot of Interior
Designs, a portrait of a woman who looks like Aaron is split into fragments
and set into motion throughout her home ofﬁce. The difference between the
space of domestic life, the space of art making, and the space of the animated
canvas collapses.
The superimposition of animation and domestic life would be explored
more ambitiously in Set in Motion (1987). The ﬁlm was made in a loft that
Aaron shared with Blumberg and their son. In one multipurpose corner of
the loft, Aaron and a small team of assistants animated a playful dance of
domestic scenes. The ﬁlm blends stop-motion pixilation of human actors
with physical props and constructed paper cutouts in a mix of two- and threedimensional compositions. An ironing board draped with an unﬁnished shirt
pulses with horizontal pink stripes, while a stack of neatly folded clothes in
the background is caressed by vertical ribbons. These objects coast out of the
way to make space for a sliding breakfast table with an unﬁnished meal left on
a plate. Rectangular forms circle perimeters of round dishes, turning the
tableware into a twirling ensemble. The breakfast scene departs to make
space for a child’s crib, animated with bands of saturated color. At the end
of the ﬁlm the camera swivels to reveal a glimpse of props and materials piled
in chaotic disarray.
As with Interior Designs and Set in Motion, Traveling Light connects the
work of animation to domestic work, not only in the spaces of their production, but also in their mutual reliance on repetitive reproduction usually
rendered invisible. Although animation is labor intensive, its labor tends to be
hidden or accelerated in order to maintain the illusion of objects moving of
their own accord. The production of an animated sequence requires the
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reproduction of numerous images and cycles, but their multitude is eventually collapsed to generate the effect of a uniﬁed, effortlessly moving sequence.
A similar dynamic takes place with the social reproduction of domestic work,
in which the intensive labor of sustaining and maintaining a household is
often bracketed aside to maintain the illusion of domestic leisure. Recurring
cycles of ironing, feeding, and cleaning are obscured in depictions of effortless
domestic evenings or weekends, from which adults and children emerge
miraculously rejuvenated for a new day. In both spheres, the invisible labor
that supports this illusion is either feminized or subjected to fantasies of
automation—in some cases, both at once.
The cycles of domestic work are often viewed as the most unproductive
and uncreative form of labor. The outcome of the work, such as an
organized room or a nicely folded shirt, is destined to be destroyed and
remade, again and again. Federici’s manifesto deﬁned unpaid housework as
“one of the most pervasive manipulations, most subtle and mystiﬁed forms
of violence that capitalism has perpetrated against any section of the working class.”30 US feminist artists responding directly to housework in the
1970s, such as Mierle Laderman Ukeles and Martha Rosler, focused on
demystifying it using strategies of alienation and confrontation.31 In stark
contrast, Aaron’s ﬁlms embrace the cyclical reproduction of animation to
imagine domestic work as a site of creative potential. Aaron’s ﬁlms did not
need to draw attention to her living circumstances. Yet by incorporating
abstract animation into scenes of domestic life, her ﬁlms irrefutably demonstrate that the cumulative effect of repetitive reproduction (continually
making and unmaking similar images) can add up to transformative change
over time, even if the repetition feels futile in the moment. Traveling Light
speeds up hours of the seemingly unproductive labor of shufﬂing paper to
create a wondrous study of light in space.
The most radical quality of Aaron’s animated domesticity is its dedication
to meticulous manual labor performed in a spirit of joyful play. The whimsical tone and sense of wonder conveyed by her ﬁlms is likely one reason why
the feminist interventions of her work have been ignored. As a dedicated
artist and mother, Aaron dared to take the conditions of homemaking
seriously, quite literally leaning into the spaces and objects dominating her
everyday routine rather than striving to bracket or escape them. She did so by
developing a method of animation that embraced improvisational spontaneity and fragmentary aesthetics. Her ﬁlms are usually structured as interconnected vignettes strung together on a chain, allowing for interruptions and
68

F E M I N I S T M E D I A H I S TO R I E S

SUMMER 2021

FIGURE 5. Anita addresses prospective investors in Quasi’s Cabaret
Trailer (dir. Sally Cruikshank), 1980. Courtesy the artist.

resumptions of work. They also show a preference for small canvases and
piecemeal arrangements of paper, which could be picked up and put down
incrementally over time—a direct creative parallel to a fragmented daily
routine. Via these strategies, Aaron’s ﬁlms suggest that the incremental cycles
of domestic work and animation work, treated as small pieces of a larger
whole, form invisible arcs of transformative growth.
REPRODUCTIVE SERVICES WITH SALLY CRUIKSHANK

Quasi’s Cabaret Trailer (1980) can be described both as a creative satire of
movie trailers and as an actual trailer for an unmade ﬁlm. It stars vivacious
Anita, an assertive female duck in search of an investor to help her and her
companion, Quasi, open a tropical-themed nightclub (ﬁg. 5). A narrator’s
voice-over promises a feature-length “animated musical comedy extravaganza,” complete with glimpses of showgirls and wild revelry. After a montage of prospective scenes fades to black, Anita reappears and addresses the
viewers, entreating them to consider investing in the ﬁlm’s production. She
then points to herself and other characters as marketable properties. The
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words “ancillary merchandise” ﬂash on-screen, as do dollar signs in Anita’s
eyes. The trailer concludes with credits that identify it as a “sample of the
proposed animated feature” that is “supported by the National Endowment
for the Arts.” The irony of these end credits is that a public arts grant was
leveraged to produce a short ﬁlm that doubles as a pitch to commercial
investors. That NEA grant was the only time Cruikshank received public
funding for any of her work, and it was sufﬁcient to produce two minutes of
completed cel animation. As an artist interested in a costly and laborintensive method typically employed by larger studios, Cruikshank made
a self-reﬂexive ﬁlm that tried to sell itself to private ﬁnanciers.
Quasi’s Cabaret Trailer relied on a growing market of independent ﬁlm
distribution for its potential success. Cruikshank, like other animators in the
1970s and 1980s, gained access to new distribution opportunities through
ﬁlm festivals and touring shows, which helped artists distribute their work
and generated modest fees. Her ﬁrst ﬁlm effort, Fun on Mars (1971), along
with Suzan Pitt’s Crocus from the same year, were among many animated
shorts included in the ﬁrst International Festival of Women’s Films in New
York in 1972. Both animators’ work was frequently included in traveling ﬁlm
shows. Pitt’s Asparagus (1979) was famously paired with David Lynch’s
Eraserhead (1977) in a long-running midnight movie program. By mimicking the narration of B movie trailers, Quasi’s Cabaret Trailer also gestured to
the adult-oriented ﬁlm circuit that supported a new wave of animation, such
as the X-rated hit Fritz the Cat (1971) and the politically incendiary Coonskin
(1975), both by Ralph Bakshi’s independent studio. Cruikshank’s trailer
promises viewers “a crazy cabaret of dreams: electric, exotic, a wonderland
you won’t want to leave.” This aspirational tactic was ultimately unsuccessful,
and Quasi’s Cabaret never secured funding.
Cruikshank never included herself as a ﬁgure in her ﬁlms, but Anita comes
close to being the animator’s inner cultural commentator. In the opening
scene of Quasi’s Cabaret Trailer, Anita sits at a fortune-teller’s table, presumably in search of good news about her romantic prospects. The fortune-teller
assures her that she will meet a wealthy benefactor who is carefree about
parting with his money. The prediction is accompanied by scenes of dapper
duck Snozzi, who appears to become Anita and Quasi’s generous ﬁnancier.
Considering the parallel between Anita’s search for an investor and Cruikshank’s own search for funding, Snozzi represents a struggling artist’s ideal
platonic sugar daddy, whose deep pockets are complemented by an amicable
personality with no strings attached.
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A secondary layer of irony in the trailer is that Cruikshank had already
met such a dreamy sponsor in real life: her former boss E. E. Gregg Snazelle
(the resonance with Snozzi’s name is noteworthy). Snazelle owned a television
advertising production company that employed Cruikshank as a staff animator for nine years, from 1972 to 1981. Cruikshank spent part of her time
working on television commercials, but between projects she was left to her
own devices and encouraged to experiment. She describes Snazelle as simultaneously supportive of and indifferent about her personal projects completed on company time.: he had “no issues with who owned the work
(me) or interest in being involved with it.”32 Although the salary was modest,
the steady wage and the time allotted to pursue personal ﬁlms in her assigned
attic workspace was an arrangement that produced two of her best-known
ﬁlms, both starring Quasi and Anita: Quasi at the Quackadero (1975) and
Make Me Psychic (1978). Cruikshank owns the rights to both ﬁlms, which is
why they are typically classiﬁed as independent ﬁlms, but they were technically
made during her employment with Snazelle, who is thanked in the credits. It is
remarkable that the closest a US animator could get to sustained creative
independence was a waged job with lax supervision at an advertising company.
In contrast, a public art grant such as the NEA required artists to continually
justify their social and cultural value, while offering time-limited funding that
barely supported subsistence. Grants are structured to fund creative labor that
furthers the reproduction of the grant-maker’s ideals, but they do not consider
artists themselves as valuable beyond their immediate productive capacity. The
contrast between Anita’s carefree adventures in the ﬁlms Cruikshank made at
Snazelle Films and the self-reﬂexive pitch for herself as a commodity in the
NEA-funded trailer reveals the fallacy of distinguishing between private versus
public funding sources as a measure of creative freedom.
After she left Snazelle Films, Cruikshank’s work was sustained almost
entirely through sporadic private commissions, such as commercials and ﬁlm
title sequences. One exception, which again blurred the line between public
and private funding, was a series of musical shorts for Children’s Television
Workshop (CTW), the nonproﬁt production company behind Sesame
Street. As television programming aimed at children and younger audiences
expanded in the postwar decades, the demand for animated content grew.
CTW and Music Television (MTV) were two particularly vital patrons of
independent animators in the 1980s.33 Both were interested in animation as
a youthful medium, and both actively sought to employ experimental animators. Five of the six artists featured in this article made segments for
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Sesame Street.34 These professional connections were made possible by insider
benefactors Edith Zornow and Arlene Sherman, the producers at CTW
responsible for overseeing animation. In particular Sherman, who succeeded
Zornow, regularly attended animation festivals to hear pitches and commission new talent.35
With Sesame Street, the production of animation again intersected with
social reproduction. Children’s television had an informal mandate to serve
as an educational tool promoting different types of literacy, including social
and emotional development. The marketing of Sesame Street as a complement
to early childhood education, particularly in the context of a nonexistent
public childcare system, revealed the growing role of television in early socialization. Moreover, since women’s expanded participation in the job market
was not accompanied by expanded availability of free or affordable childcare,
screens became a more prevalent part of childminding at home. Commissioned animation for children’s television invited animators to adopt the role
of surrogate parents or teachers, making it a particularly gendered role.
Commissions for Sesame Street came with an educational guide, and some
artists attended meetings with educators. Zornow’s particular interest in
supporting experimental animators stemmed from her philosophy of early
childhood development. She considered the loose associative structure and
surreal, illogical imagery in experimental ﬁlms better suited for the imaginative and mental capacity of a preschool audience than the predictable structures and narrative tropes of conventional studio animation.
Some animators were parents themselves or taught children in animation
workshops, leading to shared commitments to animation as a mode for social
and emotional development. Cruikshank was pregnant when she was hired
for her ﬁrst three Sesame Street segments, and she imagined playing them to
her future child. The feeling of meaningful social contribution this work
provided was complemented by the expanded resources CTW made available
to her. Although CTW paid signiﬁcantly less than commercial advertising
commissions, Zornow and Sherman tried to give artists creative autonomy
and support them with technical assistance where possible.36 For Cruikshank,
these projects were creatively fulﬁlling. Yet unlike the situation Cruikshank
enjoyed at Snazelle Films, the rights to Sesame Street shorts did not belong to
the artists. For this reason, these shorts are often excluded from independent
ﬁlmographies, and many women sustaining themselves primarily through
commissioned work in the 1970s and 1980s are omitted from histories of
independent animation entirely.
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In the inaugural 1977 issue of feminist art journal HERESIES, media
theorist Joan Braderman asked:
From what is the “independent” ﬁlmmaker or artist independent? She is
not independent from the need for capital—money which gives the power
to make her ﬁlms and distribute her ﬁlms within a tight commercial media
monopoly. When a feminist wonders why capitalists won’t hand over the
money to make anti-sexist ﬁlms, she, like her “independent” male
counterpart, must face the terms of her dependence.37

By putting independence in quotes, Braderman pointed to the hollowness of
the category and questioned its relevance for a feminist media analysis.
Instead of mourning capitalism’s erosion of creative autonomy that had
eluded women in the ﬁrst place, or hand-wringing about pressures to commercially sell out as an artist, Braderman suggests that a feminist media
practice is one that understands and negotiates the terms of its dependence.
Quasi’s Cabaret Trailer stood at a crossroads between Cruikshank’s past as
a salaried employee and her future of sporadic contractual relationships. Just
as women were gaining increased entry into the commercial animation
industry, the industry was shifting toward more precarious work. This parallel was not a coincidence and reﬂected the expansive feminization of creative labor. A growing ecology of investors and clients offered diminishing
amounts of funding in exchange for escalating expectations of around-theclock service and adaptability to changing fashions and whims. The individual style that an animator cultivated over years of study and experimentation
became a marketable commodity, like a collectible signature. The expectation
that one’s work could be an expression of one’s identity as an artist also
implied that the work would offer its own rewards and thereby justiﬁed
increasingly austere conditions. In Quasi’s Cabaret Trailer, Anita puts a face
to the future of independent animation—a determined lady seeking a generous arrangement, ideally with limited strings attached.
WORK FAMILIES WITH CANDY KUGEL

Candy Kugel’s Audition (1980) portrays an aspiring actress preparing for an
audition in New York, set to a recording of Kugel performing the Broadway
classic “You Made Me Love You (I Didn’t Want to Do It).” The ﬁlm
intercuts still photographs of the Actress (played by Kugel) with animated
sequences that express her dreams and apprehensions about the future. The
animated versions of the Actress are modeled after Kugel and rendered in
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The animator’s alter ego considers different futures in Audition (dir.
Candy Kugel), 1980. Courtesy the artist.

FIGURE 6.

a variety of media, including ink, watercolor, and pastel. As the Actress gets
ready for and travels to her audition, she speculates about the trajectories her
life could follow depending on its outcome (ﬁg. 6). Each alternate trajectory
is accompanied by a different animation style, creating a portrait of shapeshifting subjectivity recalling Priestley’s Voices. A shower scene leads into
a daydream of erotic intimacy with a lover, rendered in runny watercolors
that are graphically matched with water trickling down a drain. A scene of
appraising herself in the mirror is paired with a warm pastel sequence of
a busy household with husband and children. A transit commute leads into
fantasies of commercial success in the theater, animated with saturated colored pencils. Near the end, a new graphic style—bright markers on white
paper—appears to portray the heroine and her lover in a romantic sunset
embrace. This idyllic image turns out to be a role in a toothpaste commercial.
This sleight of hand is repeated when an intimate domestic scene is widened
to depict the Actress playing a wife and mother onstage.
By choosing the character of an aspiring performer, Audition depicts the
experience of the artist as trying out multiple, seemingly incompatible roles:
successful professional, romantic lover, homemaker. Its graphic shifts reveal
a woman anxiously oscillating between a vision of reproductive fulﬁllment as
wife and mother and a vision of productive creative fulﬁllment. These aspirational trajectories compete throughout, sometimes literally colliding in
a single shot or pushing each other out of the frame. The ﬁlm tries to
reconcile the different pathways into a fantasy of having it all, but it repeatedly suggests that this fantasy is an unattainable packaged dream. As writer
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Rivka Galchen ruefully noted in her personal reﬂections on writing and
motherhood, the author of the 1986 feminist advice book Having It All did
not have children.38
Popular histories often portray the women’s liberation movement of the
1970s and 1980s as a struggle against socioeconomically enforced and
unwanted reproductive labor, with the aim of women’s equal participation
in economic and political life. A frequent character in media depictions of
this period is the childless career woman, whose reproductive freedom is
illustrated by her choice to not settle down with a partner or have children
in favor of professional self-actualization. Yet at the time, social reproduction
theorists were critical of this reductive caricature, arguing that women’s
advancement in professional and political spheres could not be pursued
without parallel support for reproductive labor inside and outside the
home.39 Without recognition of reproductive labor and a comprehensive
social net to sustain it, a majority of predominantly female workers would
ﬁnd themselves in the position of working two or more simultaneous jobs—
paid work in the public sphere and unpaid work in the private sphere. At
best, the more privileged and successful among them could outsource their
domestic and care work to even more marginalized workers. At worst, the
ongoing pressures of reproduction, such as child-rearing and familial obligations, would continue to disproportionately keep women in conditions of
unwaged poverty, or else channel their labor into “feminized ghettos”—lowwaged sectors where they would function as a disposable and fungible workforce.40 In 1980, the year that Audition was completed, Federici wrote that
this future was all but sealed for US women after Richard Nixon vetoed the
Comprehensive Child Development Act a decade earlier.41
In a way, making Audition and casting herself as protagonist was Kugel’s
way of coming to terms with a choice she felt compelled to make.42 In her
animated memoir I, Candy (2018), Kugel’s character recalls refusing a prospective marriage early in her career and choosing to defer motherhood in
favor of dedicating herself to a career in animation. Audition conveys a painful
recognition that this creative life would need to be partly sustained through
the refusal of another. Perhaps this is the source of the emotional ambivalence in the ﬁlm’s chosen song: “You Made Me Love You (I Didn’t Want to
Do It).” Whereas the original song expresses ambivalence about falling in love
with a person, Audition implies that the object of the artist’s bittersweet love
is her creative ambition. And there is an additional layer to the ambivalence
that Audition expresses about committing to animation—namely, the
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industry’s increasing failure to reciprocate that commitment. Animation
workers in New York still enjoyed union protections in the 1980s, but
commercial studios were already relying on a substantial amount of
limited-term employment contingent on incoming client work. This meant
that employees were always in the process of auditioning for their own jobs.
Cultivating qualities of aspirational labor like enthusiasm, appropriately
modulated persistence, and personability became increasingly important.
These conditions affected all animation workers. For women, perhaps, they
were a more familiar and therefore understood condition of success.
After proving herself in a low-paid internship at Perpetual Motion Pictures, such as by working overtime when unionized employees ended their
shifts, Kugel secured a full-time position at the studio. She struggled as the
only woman in the animation department. Her successful crossing of the line
from ink and paint to animation only revealed new forms of gatekeeping that
awaited women able to gain entry into commercial animation. The men
meant to oversee her progress were often protective or secretive about their
work, exposing the absurdity of appealing to individual merit in a ﬁeld reliant
on apprenticeship. Additionally, gendered assumptions sometimes inﬂuenced
the characters she was assigned to animate, even when those characters were
animals or inanimate objects brought to life. Despite these structural barriers,
Kugel persistently advanced at Perpetual Motion Pictures. One of her most
inﬂuential projects was an iconic brand identiﬁcation for MTV that featured
footage of the moon landing.43 She secured a leadership role in the studio by
committing herself to her work and ﬁnding a sympathetic mentor in Vincent
Cafarelli. Caferelli recognized Kugel’s potential and generously supported her
development, becoming her creative and business partner for four decades
until his death. Eventually the pair inherited their former boss’s animation
studio, Buzzco Associates, which they ran with their business-savvy partner
and friend Marilyn Kraemer. Kugel and Cafarelli sustained the studio via
commercial, educational, and industrial projects while self-ﬁnancing a series
of personal ﬁlms they always made together. The line between commercial
and personal work that their professional union produced is not always clear,
because many of their independent ﬁlms playfully channeled their surreal
experiences of navigating the media industry and handling clients.
Although her professional and domestic spaces were technically separate,
Kugel considered the studio an extension of her home. In 1992 Buzzco
Associates moved into a new property in New York’s NoHo neighborhood,
taking advantage of New York’s Artist-in-Residence zoning law (1971) to use
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the space for the dual purpose of creative production and living quarters.
Studio operations occupied three-quarters of the space. Unbeknownst to
most employees and clients, the remaining rooms in the back were Kugel’s
private residence. By transforming a commercial studio back into a home,
Kugel collapsed the distinction between domestic and work spaces in a different manner than the typical home studio. The decision to build kinship
ties in the workplace played a pivotal role when Kugel’s elderly mother
suffered a stroke that left her with aphasia and in need of care for twelve
years. As the sole unmarried child among four siblings, Kugel became her
mother’s primary caregiver. Her choice to fully commit herself to animation
at the cost of starting her own family did not liberate her from the demands
of gendered reproductive labor. Instead, it was eldercare that led Kugel to halt
her independent ﬁlms during the decade she cared for her mother until her
mother’s death. During that time, Kugel’s studio functioned as a vital community of care, supporting her as she navigated the medical system.
In Self-Portraits, a 1989 compilation ﬁlm that includes self-portraits of
animators from around the world, Kugel appears alongside Cruikshank and
Maureen Selwood as three women among nineteen artists. Kugel’s selfportrait returns to the metaphor of the animator as actress that she ﬁrst
explored in Audition but changes the meaning of the performance. This time,
the animator is working behind her own desk by a window in Buzzco’s
studio. The animated characters produced by her hand shift from a dancing
couple to a ﬂying bird and a robot, demonstrating her versatility not only in
animation styles but also in the range of characters she can play as a commercial artist. The short sequence ends with Kugel’s surrogate beaming
directly at the camera and wiggling her eyebrows, as if to exclaim, “I got the
job!” The gesture is boastfully deﬁant in the face of an industry where her
success was a long shot. It is also deﬁant in the context of the animation
festival circuit, where this ﬁlm was destined to screen. By asserting her
commercial work as a site of creative freedom, Kugel contested distinctions
between artistic and industrial settings that frequently excluded artists like
herself from ranks of independent animators.

H O M E B O U N D C O L L E C T I V E W I T H MY F I L M , MY F I L M , MY F I L M

My Film, My Film, My Film (1983, ﬁg. 7) is a collaborative self-portrait that
Kugel, Lisze Bechtold, and Lesley Keene made while working remotely across
three different time zones. The trio wanted to make a new work for an
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Three animators collaborate across distance in My Film, My Film, My
Film (dir. Lisze Bechtold, Candy Kugel, Lesley Keene), 1983. Courtesy Buzzco
Associates.

FIGURE 7.

upcoming international animation festival, but the pressures of commercial
work, teaching duties, and various family obligations made the challenge of
completing independent ﬁlms unfeasible. Conﬁned to their professional routines and geographic locations, the three used the postal system to collaborate
on a ﬁlm that reﬂected on the conditions of its own production. As each
woman’s animated surrogate is shown drawing, animating, and mailing her
footage, a split-screen composition emphasizes commonalities among them.
Each animates by a window in her respective interior space; each works
around the cyclical routines of her daily life; and each fantasizes about a future
when she can travel to the festival and be physically reunited with the others.
By similarly uniting the works of distinct animators into a composite
portrait of independent US animation in the 1970s and 1980s, this article
has explored the complex interplay of precarity and possibility amid the
expanding feminization of the animation industry. By the end of the
1990s, animators John Schnall and Steven Dovas deﬁned independent animation as nothing more than a “vague rumor,” agonizing about the pressures
to “sell out” commercially with a preciousness that was not shared by the
women they cited as their inspirations.44 For women animators, the changing
animation landscape resonated with already existing conditions of social and
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economic conﬁnement, rather than a fall from the grace of romantic independence. Perhaps for this reason, women’s animation not only thrived
during those decades, but frequently included conscious reﬂection on the
material and immaterial conditions of its own reproduction. n
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