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 Michael Swearingen is a 
freelance animator who graduated 
from UW-Stout Fall 2016 with a BFA in 
Entertainment Design with a 
concentration in Animation. He is 
constantly looking to challenge 
himself with new animation styles and 
techniques ranging from hand-drawn 
to video effects. In this project he 
chose to tackle the entire 3D pipeline 
by creating everything seen in the 
Hoseki Forest.

 Ben Lafond is the composer for 
Hoseki Forest. He graduated Spring 2016 
with a degree in Environmental 
Science. Ben started music in elementary 
school playing the clarinet but didn’t start 
making his own music until late in high 
school. “Honestly I just make music for 
fun but it’s always nice when other people 
like the way it sounds too.”

https://soundcloud.com/nvgtr

 A young Thief rides into the forest riding his bear 
companion when he notices the forest beginning to look 
unfamiliar. After further investigation he stumbles upon 
precious gems embedded in the foreheads of various shrines. 
After pocketing over a dozen gems, he is surprised to discover 
the forest is actually inhabited by spirits, but it is too late. The 
thief is confronted with a much larger, more wrathful spirit 
who transforms him into a wolf, never to leave the forest. The 
thief is met with other wolf natives who instantly befriend 
him and the forest is balanced once again.

SYNOPSIS
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 The Thief character is 
my favorite, he is where it all 
began. My concepting started 
in a sketchbook that was lost 
long ago. At first he was tall 
and noodley, but to avoid com-
parison with another animal 
hooded character, I changed 
the proportions and style.

 Our protagonist is 
meant to have a cute exteri-
or while maintaining a feisty 
personality.

 He carries a lantern 
and a knife with him which 
had been left out of the action 
scenes due to their clunky size 
and appearance. The Thief 
pulls his knife from seemingly 
nowhere but y’know... Cartoon 
logic.

 Rigging this character 
was definitely one of the big-
gest challenges. Approaching 
this project I knew having a 
character with many acces-
sories was going to be diffi-
cult but over all it was a good 
learning experience.

Thief
 The Wolf is a cute little 
guy. He of course bares a 
striking resemblance to our 
Thief but it wasn’t always that 
way. Originally the Wolf had 
more realistic proportions, but 
after looking over the original 
animatic, the style just didn’t 
seem fitting.

 Like the Thief, I went 
through various color schemes 
until picking out the right one.

 This was my first time 
modeling/rigging/animating 
a quadruped. It actually made 
a lot of sense once I started 
following the bone structure 
and using four joints in my IK 
Handles instead if three.

 I wanted the Thief and 
the Wolf to look so similar 
that I even copied and pasted 
the geometry from the Thief’s 
fake tail to the Wolf!

Wolf
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 Clearly Bear’s ideation 
process was a bit simpler. 
Upon my first sketch I kind of 
knew exactly what I wanted 
him to look like. Big, slow and 
soft, he bares a resemblance to 
Miyazaki’s Totoro.

 Originally I wanted him 
to have beads hanging from 
his horns and long scruffy fur 
hanging from his chin, but 
due to issues with the physics 
of it all, his design was simpli-
fied.

 Bear’s saddle is actually 
based of traditional Japanese 
saddles from the feudal era of 
Japan.

 What happens to Bear 
at the end after the Thief runs 
off? I’d like to assume he finds 
himself a pleasant pack of fel-
low bears to roam and graze 
with.

Bear
 The ideation process 
for the small Spirit was also 
surprisingly short. I wanted 
something small, ethereal and 
graceful, so these little tissue 
paper guys stuck.

 The small Spirits were 
also originally going to have 
physics based animation utiliz-
ing Maya’s nCloth, but due to 
time restraints, the characters 
were simplified to the smoke 
balls you see in the final ani-
mation.

 The physics surround-
ing the smoke used Mayas flu-
id emitters but caused quite a 
headache. There came a point 
where I could see them clear-
ly in the view port but would 
never render in the final ren-
ders!

 I ended up using the 
particle simulator in Adobe 
After Effects to composite 
them in. It not only saved me 
the trouble of rendering, but 
also allowed me to have more 
control on the final animation.

Spirit
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 The Large Spirit was 
a challenge. My whole ani-
mation is clearly inspired by 
Miyazaki’s Princess Monon-
oke so I wanted to avoid any 
immediate comparison to the 
forest spirit in that movie. 
Actually the first ever sketch I 
made when concepting Hoseki 
Forest is that giant dude with 
the antlers, clearly a Monon-
oke rip-off.

 I then moved to these 
more alien-like forms but they 
felt too disconnected to the for-
est. I wanted a design inspired 
by nature so I created a spirit 
to resemble a barn owl.

 Eventually as I ap-
proached the modeling phase, 
I realized that the nCloth 
physics would also be a pain 
as well as rigging an entire 
character.

 The design was sim-
plified and the result ended 
up being a lot creepier which 
I enjoyed. Believe it or not, 
none of the physics gave me 
any trouble this time around!

 The Large Spirit was 
given a skull mask that could 
be inverted to resemble a 
bunny!

Large Spirit

 The statues or shrines 
are a concept I pulled from an 
image I saw on the Internet a 
long time ago. It was a ceram-
ic flower pot with a sprout 
growing out of its head and 
something about the simplic-
ity was so interesting to me I 
wanted to use it in my work 
some how.

 However in this case 
they are possessed by spirits 
and have gems embedded in 
their foreheads. You’ll notice 
when the gem is pulled from 
their heads, the flower grow-
ing from them will wilt.

 The large statue was 
fun to design. I kind of de-
signed him on the spot in my 
first version of my animatic 
and it stuck. He resembles the 
small statues while maintain-
ing a distinct hierarchy over 
them.

Statues
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 I knew the environ-
ments were going to be chal-
lenging from the beginning. I 
wanted to have this low poly 
style while creating rich depth 
in the atmosphere. All while 
keeping my render times be-
low five minutes a frame.

 My biggest struggle 
with this was the sudden 
change in renderer from Maya 
2016 to Maya 2017. I was al-
ready really comfortable with 
Mentalray, but learning a new 
renderer was an unexpected 
bump in the road. Overall, 
Arnold ended up being much 
better quality than Mental-
ray would have been and the 
heightened render times didn’t 
affect me much.

 To keep render times 
low, a lot of compositing went 
into the backgrounds. Most of 
the background in Hoseki For-
est are actually the same four 
or five layers rearranged.

Environment

 My top images are my 
initial concepts for what the 
environment was going to 
look like. I played around with 
Hoseki Forest being more on 
the bright and warm side but 
figured the dark blues would 
feel more mysterious in the 
final animation.

 I had never really ex-
perimented with lighting in 
the past so I wanted to take 
that on as a way to play with 
the mood of the story. You can 
see the juxtaposition from the 
warm greens in the first shot 
and the cool blues in the third 
shot.

 I wanted to create a 
lot of dramatic tension then 
relieve it by transitioning to 
a warm, dreamy forest at the 
end.

Environment
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 The first images you 
see here are stills from my 
first animatic. There are a lot 
of differences including the 
Spirits and the design of the 
forest itself. Much of this was 
changed to meet deadlines 
and create a more cohesive 
piece.

 To the right are the 
initial beats for my second 
animatic. I made a second 
animatic because there were 
some elements in the first 
story that I felt would be un-
achievable. I also needed to 
create something my music 
producer would be able to rely 
on pace-wise. I downloaded a 
metronome chiming at 50 bpm 
to keep my pacing consistent 
through the animation.

 The title sequence was 
something I got excited about. 
I found an excellent font 
and knew that painting it on 
would be a great way to set 
the mood for the rest of my 
animation.

 The first images you 
see here are stills from my 
first animatic. There are a lot 
of differences including the 
Spirits and the design of the 
forest itself. Much of this was 
changed to meet deadlines 
and create a more cohesive 
piece.

 To the right are the 
initial beats for my second ani-
matic. I made a second animat-
ic because there were some 
elements in the first story 
that I felt would be unachiev-
able. I also needed to create 
something my music produc-
er would be able to rely on 
pace-wise to create the music. 
I downloaded a metronome 
chiming at 50 bpm to keep my 
pacing consistent through the 
animation.

 

Story Dev.

 Lastly, I picked some 
stills from my animatic and 
placed them next to their final 
renders. I followed my animat-
ic very strictly and could not 
recommend that process any 
more.

 I played a lot with cam-
era angles, keeping things in 
the thirds. Although, because 
the camera was in 3D space, 
I had the luxury of changing 
camera angles at will.

 I think it’s important to 
keep you animatic loose, es-
pecially when you’re the only 
one referencing it. Constantly 
experimenting will keep your 
audience entertained and your 
pace exciting.

Story Dev.
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 Thank you for checking out my process book. This 
animation has been one of the biggest projects I’ve taken 

on by myself and I couldn’t be more happy with the result. I 
would like to say thank you to my friends and family for their 
support which allowed my to give this project my all. I’d also 

like to thank Navigator for composing the most kick ass sound 
track I could ask for.

Thank you
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