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Preface 
 

How to breathe life into inanimate objects 
 

By 
 

Michaela Lundmark 
 
 

Sammanfattning 
 

Datorgrafik är ett sätt att förmedla fantasin hos kreativa människor och skapa liv 
som inte går att finna i den verkliga världen genom att kombinera de artistiska 
talanger och tekniska förmågor som finns i den här branschen. För mig är 
datorgrafik ett sätt att berätta historier ingen annan vågade tänka på tidigare. Att 
skapa liv hos karaktärer som hjälper till att berätta dessa historier genom 
engagemang och känslor som berör.  
 
Den här rapporten är ett projekt som behandlar huruvida en karaktär, som är 
baserat på ett livlöst objekt, kan bli tilltalande för en publik. Rapporten är ett sätt 
att finna det som ger liv åt det livlösa genom att jämföra hur redan etablerade 
artister gör och söka bland de fakta som tagits reda på tidigare, för att i slutändan 
själv skapa två egna karaktärer som har baserats på de principer som använts 
genom tiderna. 
 
 
 

Abstract 
 

Computer graphics is the act of bringing the imagination of creative people 
to life. It’s something that helps bring out what cannot be sought after in real 
life and realized through artistic talent and technical skills. For me, computer 
graphics is a way to tell the stories no one dared to look after and bring to 
life the characters that help tell these stories in an engaging and uplifting 
way.  
 
This bachelor thesis report is a project seeking the knowledge about the 
appeal and characterizations of inanimate objects. How to bring the lifeless 
to life by comparing how the established artists do, and at the end try and 
recreate my own characters by using the same aspects as they all work 
towards. 
 
Keywords: Inanimate objects, Character design, Pareidolia
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1 Introduction 
 
For a long time, humans have had a fascination with giving non-human beings life. 
From giving human qualities to animals to gods, and even everyday objects, 
humans seek to bring out a certain quality to make these aspects more relatable 
to ourselves. It’s no surprise that with the today's creativity in movies and video 
games more and more characters are created based on trivial objects, such as cars, 
lamps or even books.  
 
Looking at productions such as the Brave Little Toaster (Robb 2014) or Sony 
Pictures Monster House, and so on, it can be seen that there are countless of 
productions working with having inanimate objects in their projects, no matter 
the style of choice. So what kind of design elements are used in today's film 
business in order to create something, out of the ordinary? 
 
Furthermore, what is it that makes us really see these ordinary objects as likable 
characters? Another study made by Emma Braney (2008) touches upon this 
subject in order to better understand this. Her explorative process looks more 
upon the overall concept of anthropomorphism in inanimate objects, and forgets 
other important aspects that this thesis will touch upon.  
     
In order to understand this, the thesis has looked into the theory that's been used 
since the dawn of art, animation and character designs in the film. The theory is 
also based on the literature and articles written by people from this business as 
well as information gathered from scientifically researched areas in order to know 
what it is that have to be applied in order to come to a satisfying conclusion with 
this thesis and the project with it. 
 

1.1 Purpose and Research questions 
 
The purpose of this thesis is to gain knowledge in how inanimate objects can be 
brought to life as appealing characters in a film or video game based on the already 
known established design elements such as color, shape, and movements.  
 
The main question that will be explored is how to create a character based on an 
inanimate object, what type of characteristics and movements creates such a 
character, and how do already established film studios apply these considerations 
to their characters? 

1.2 Limitations 
 
Working with character design from preproduction to post production is a 
challenging process that takes a lot of time in order to find the best end result. As 
such there are a few limitations that this thesis will have, in order to assure that a 
final result, relevant to this subject, is reached. 
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The animations of the characters will be limited to only include one 
"characteristic" motion that will be derived from what the character’s affiliation, 
design element, and personality is. No focus will be put on modeling an 
appropriate background for the characters as the focus lies in them and not the 
setting around them. Only the silhouette will be considered and smaller details on 
the model will be forsaken in order to speed things up. This will also be applied to 
the texture work that will use a minimum of details.  
The characters will not be created in a realistic manner. The style of choice will be 
a slight cartoon aspect. No production ready render will be done as it's not the 
final frame that will be discussed, but simply the design elements and movement 
of the characters. As such the render qualities will be toned down to an acceptable 
level for this project, while the animations will be playblasted out. 

2 Theory 
 

Designing a character is an explorative process where a vast number of iterations 
are done in order to find the one appealing version that is certain to catch the 
interest of the audience.  
 
Many different aspects are taken into account to know what exactly it is to make 
a great character come to life. It’s about the colors and how they are perceived; 
it’s about the shapes of the character and the readability that comes with it. It’s 
about the movement of the character and how they should react according to 
their role. (Vardanega 2013) 
 
Creating a successful, and appealing, character all comes down to these simple 
principles. A great character design is able to convey a concept, a certain feel, and 
a story, all by just looking at one single frame. 
 

2.1 Designing your character 
 

2.1.1 Shapes 
 
Shapes come down to how the character is perceived in their silhouette and can 
be broken down into three main shapes, the triangle, the circle, and the square. All 
of these shapes possess different attributes that are associated with different 
archetypes. (Block 2008) 
 
According to Block (2008), the circle is considered to be the safest one and most 
commonly used in characters that are to be perceived as cute, or friendly. Most 
often childlike characters have rounder features. Furthermore, the square is said 
to be the most neutral, and rigid one. It can be found in characters that are to be 
more adult like, ordered and direct. Lastly, the triangle is the most dynamic of the 
shapes. It can be perceived as aggressive, menacing and chaotic and is the shape 
most often found in the antagonist. 
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Image 11 (Nintendo 2014) / (Pixar 2009) / (Pixar 2015) 

 

2.1.2 Colors and their affilation 
 
In an article by Kahrs et al. (1996, 30 - 32) they talk about how colors affect and 
differentiate itself by individuals. Looking at a certain color evokes a certain 
feeling for someone or something. It can be anything from anger to sadness and 
correlates depending on things such as a person’s culture or their environment. 
For most parts of the world, color has come to establish a stereotypical role that 
most of the people perceive the same way, especially since their usage in film and 
video games reaches out globally in this time and era. 
 
Color and their affiliation depend not only on the saturation of the color but also 
on the temperature. So, even though the color green might ordinarily be perceived 
as a natural and happy color, it can also as easily be considered an artificial and 
unhealthy one.  
 

2.1.3 Color schemes 
 
Color schemes are how colors can be applied to a character, or other aspects in 
film or video games such as mood building on the grading, in order to strengthen 
the design of the character or highlight important aspects of a frame. It can be split 
up into five different plans, one hue, and complementary hues, split 
complementary hues, three-way split or the four-way split. (Block 2008) 
 

2.1.4 Color in characters 
 
When assigning color schemes in characters it’s important to know what color will 
evoke what stereotype in the audience. A great example is how Walt Disney 
studios utilize this by more often assigning the good character’s colors such as 
blue or orange, while the villains usually are assigned magenta or green. (Block 
2008) 
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2.2 Understanding the motion of a character 
 

2.2.1 Body language 
 
Barbara Pease and Allan Pease wrote in their book "The definitive book of body 
language" (2004) that body language is the key feature humans use to convey 
what their inner emotions speak. It is a language used globally around the world, 
and even though some aspects of it differs culturally, the main gestures and 
movements are inborn, creating a common ground when communicating with 
someone who verbally speaks another language. Though most body language 
basics are common, a lot of them can create a lot of misunderstandings, so it’s 
important to know that a thumbs up in one country, might not mean that you did 
something good in another. 
 
 
Even though this is the common language around the world, most people put more 
effort into understanding what is being said, than what is being shown, even 
though non-verbal signals have a greater impact than the verbal channel.  
 
It’s important to know the correlation with body language and the spoken words 
as there can easily be a confusing mismatch between what is being said and what 
is being shown. Making a character say something angry while sulking can easily 
make the character disbelieving, and the audience confused in what they are 
supposed to understand and feel towards this character. Though this is not a 
defined rule, it’s important to know the rules before they can be broken, in order 
to create an interesting character that knows how to use their body and words in 
order to trick the audience in a clever way. 
  
Inanimate objects can be quite limited with their movements, as most of them lack 
arms, legs, or even facial features to work with. Most of these times it’s about 
playing with the features that they have, as seen with many characters from Walt 
Disney studios. Most often animal characters’ lack elements that characterize a 
human, such as the character Sir. Hiss in Disney Robin Hood who is a snake. The 
studio managed to create a believability in his character’s movement by extending 
his tail to be used as an “arm”. (Thomas and Johnston 1995)  
 

2.2.2 Recognizing faces and imagining life 
 
As important it is to know how to read and understand body language to make a 
character convey their personality, it’s as important to understand that facial 
structure and expression is also a part of that character telling. Most inanimate 
objects lack facial features, but there can still be aspects of an object that humans 
define as a face. This is known as the Pareidolia phenomenon, a developed 
sensitivity that let us see human faces in other living creatures or objects. As long 
as there is a set of primary features that can be defined as a humanoid face, such 
as two holes for the eyes and a hole for the mouth area, humans have a tendency 
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to see those as facial features. It's believed that this happens in order for humans 
to gain information from a social viewpoint, and not miss any important 
information from an evolutionary stand. A study made by Sonja Windhager, 
Dennis E. Slice, Katrin Schaefer, Elisabeth Oberzaucher, Truls Thorstensen and 
Karl Grammer (2008) discussed the matter of human perception in cars and found 
out that in fact humans have a tendency to apply certain human traits to them 
depending on the shape of the car front, and that those social definitions could 
very well determine how humans behave in traffic.  
 
Another aspect of assigning human-like aspects into non-living beings or animals 
is the concept of Animism and Anthropomorphism, a way for humans to interpret 
non-social things as primarily social. (Windhager et al. 2008) This is as pareidolia 
done in order to strengthen the advantage in gathering social information.  
 

 
Image 1 (VikiWi 2015) 

 

2.2.3 The 12 principles of animation 
 
Even though all the information about what can be told through the body is plotted 
down, there will make no difference, or even become lackluster, if the movement 
is not conveyed correctly in a production. As with all basic design elements that 
go back with primary examples, animation is no different matter. To be able to 
create a believable moving character, the animator needs to know about the basic 
rules that come with it. 
 
Two animation masters, Frank Thomas and Ollie Johnston (1995) wrote in their 
acclaimed book "The illusion of life" how animation is about bringing characters 
to life. During the starting era of Walt Disney studios at the 1930s and onward, 
animators of that time started noticing a pattern in how they spoke when they 
talked about the way they animated their characters. They started noticing 
different structures in how to improve their animations and by time, these aspects, 
Squash and stretch, Anticipation, Staging, Straight ahead and Pose to Pose, Follow-
through and Overlapping action, Slow in and Slow out, Arcs, Secondary actions, 
Timing, Exaggeration, Solid drawing, and Appeal, had become what are now 
known as the 12 principles of animation. 
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2.3 Avoiding the uncanny valley 
 
First appearing in the essay "On the Psychology of the Uncanny" by Ernst Jentsch 
(1906), and later on coined by Masahiro Mori, the Uncanny Valley is a state of 
mind where a person feels discomfort by watching something and not knowing if 
what is being watched is alive or not. (Tinwell et al. 2011) Mostly this is seen in 
real life examples such as robots created to look and behave as humans. Other 
examples can be found in movies and video games where the aspiration to create 
absolutely photorealistic film elements makes for a fine line between a clever 
character design and pure discomfort. Depending on the chosen style for the 
project, and how much human qualities an inanimate object will have determines 
where on the spectrum the character will lie on the Uncanny Valley.  
 

 
Image 2 (Wikipedia 2015) 
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3 Method 
 
This thesis will conduct two methods in order to come to an understanding of 
what the main aspects of bringing an inanimate object to life are.  
 
Method 1 will be a character study on five different inanimate characters from 
various films that all exhibit different style choices. This is done as a pre-study 
phase to gather information in how various studios apply their knowledge to these 
types of characters, and will also serve as the main answer to one of the research 
questions. The study is done purely based on the author's own observations and 
has taken into account the theory from earlier parts of this report in order to reach 
a plausible conclusion. The study will be done without any personal inputs and 
kept as objective as possible. Due to the fact that only a handful of characters will 
be studied, the data achieved won't be as accurate as if a hundred or more had 
been, but it will be enough for this report. The main aspects that will be looked 
upon are; A short summary of the character, the main design elements it exhibits, 
and the movements it does. 
 
The result of this method will give an insight into the design elements of shape, 
color, and movement needed in order to understand more about the main features 
for Method 2. 
 
Method 2 will be a practical experiment where the results of Method 1 will be used 
together with the previously gathered theory in order to create two characters, 
based on inanimate objects. This will serve as the main result and subject for 
discussion when the question; "How to make a character based on an inanimate 
object" will be answered.  
 
The character creations will go through an ordinary productional pipeline, 
excluding the post-production phase. The characters will be created in the 3D 
program Autodesk Maya and textured in Substance Painter. 
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4 Result 

4.1 Method 1 - Result 
 

4.1.1 Character Study 1 - Luxo Jr. and Luxo Sr. 
 

 
Image 12 (Pixar 1986) 

 
Short summary 
Luxo Jr. is the main character of the 1986 short film titled Luxo Jr. created by John 
Lassetter. It's the first computer animated movie from Pixar animation studios.  
 
The design elements 
Luxo Jr. is an anthropomorphic Luxo desk lamp with exaggerated proportions 
compared to that of his father Luxo Sr. who himself have the proper proportions 
of a Luxo lamp. Luxo Jr. head and foot is enlarged in order to properly display the 
fact that he is a young child compared to his father. The two characters’ main color 
scheme is a neutral gray.  
 
Both of the characters lack a facial structure and have to rely on using body 
language in order for the audience to understand what they are saying. To help 
tell the audience what is the front and back of the character’s head area, the light 
bulb in the middle of the lamp functions as the front. 
 
The movements 
Luxo Jr. and Luxo Sr. moves around by using their foot end. If they want to move 
subtly they raise their foot upwards and makes a sliding motion with it. If they 
want to move further away, or faster they jump around. When they want to convey 
an emotion the most important feature is their head that helps tell the audience in 
what direction they are looking, or how they feel. One example being when Luxo 
Jr. looks up to his father who shakes his head, and Luxo Jr. who then hangs his head 
in sadness.  
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4.1.2 Character Study 2 - The Magic Carpet 
 

 
Image 13 (Disney 1992) 

 
Short summary 
The Magic Carpet is a supporting character in the Disney 1992 classic film Aladdin. 
He is one of the first computer animated characters in a feature film, with only his 
tassels being drawn in a traditional manner.  
 
The design elements 
Carpet is based on a Persian carpet and exhibits a defined square shape with 
flexible movements. His main color scheme is purple and blue with yellow as a 
complementary tone.  
 
The movements 
Carpet mostly moves around while flying, but some instances he walks around as 
a normal humanoid character, letting his tassels act as feet with a slight part of the 
carpet around them acting as knees and leg areas. Carpets main movements are 
based on body language and how he speaks with his tassel hands. When he is 
scared, his tassel hands spread apart like how a hand would do. When he points at 
something he clenches his tassels and leaves a strand out to function as his 
pointing finger. 
 
Another aspect of carpet is when he uses his hands to pick up things, as seen in the 
scene where he returns Abu's hat to him, he stretches one arm down and a part of 
his carpet follows along to act as a shoulder part. The part of him on that area that 
doesn't stretch can be interpreted as his neck and head area for that time, making 
him appear more humanlike. 
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4.1.3 Character Study 3 - Monster house 
 

 
Image 14 (Monster House 2006) 

 
Short summary 
Monster house is the main antagonist of the 2006 motion captured animated 
movie Monster house.  
 
The design elements 
Monster house main feature is its triangular design, both when it's posing as an 
ordinary house as well as when it's in its monster form - the only difference being 
the exaggerated use of harsher angles and more triangular features. The house 
main color scheme is duller and darker tones of beige and black, as well as black 
with yellow for when it's in its monster form. 
 
An interesting detail that differs monster house from some of the other inanimate 
objects in this study is the use of the pareidolia phenomenon for its facial features. 
The windows act as the house eyes, and the mouth is a hole in where the door 
stood. The extra detail of yellow in the windows makes it easier to establish those 
as the creature's eyes. Other established design elements that give the house a 
more human feel is how it utilizes aspects from its inside, such as the carpet that 
functions as a tongue, and the blinds as eyelids. 
 
The movements 
As Monster house is a house its movements in the beginning of the film is quite 
limited and only subtle actions are made. At a later stage, the house connects with 
some of the nearby trees and lets them function as arms and legs for it to move 
around with. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 11 

4.1.4 Character Study 4 – Douche 
 

 
Image 15 (Sausage Party 2016) 

 
Short summary 
Douche is the main antagonist of the 2016 adult animated feature film Sausage 
Party.  
 
The design elements 
Douches is a character based on a douche with most of his character acting out as 
one. His main design element shape is a triangle, and his main color scheme at first 
is a neutral gray that at later stages in the movie becomes green with yellow eyes. 
Differing from other inanimate objects in this study, sausage party uses a style for 
their characters in where they exhibit more humanlike qualities such as arms, legs 
and even a full facial structure with human eyes. In douche's case, he lacks legs, 
and instead uses his arm in order to move around. 
 
The movements 
As the character douche have such humanoid design elements his main 
movements mirror that. 
 

4.1.5 Character Study 5 - The Sorting hat 
 

 
Image 16 (Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone 2001) 

 
Short summary 
The Sorting hat is a sentiment being created by J.K Rowling and first appeared 
theatrically in the feature film Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone in 2001.  
 
The design elements 
The Sorting hat is designed around an ordinary wizard hat with its main color 
scheme being different shades of dark brown. Its main shape is a triangle with 
slumped features and softer angles.  
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As many other live action inanimate characters that have been brought to life the 
Sorting hat exhibit a pareidolia phenomenon where the eyes and mouth of the 
character are made up of the many folds the hat exhibit. The lighter areas of the 
folds correspond the eyebrows and the darker areas for the eye sockets and 
mouth. 
 
The movements 
Being a hat the character has no arms nor legs to move around with. As such, his 
movements are quite limited to subtle expressions, mainly focused on his facial 
animations to convey his character. The only exaggerated motions he makes is 
when he is doing something unexpected, as when he reacts suddenly over 
something he, or someone else, said.  
 

4.2 Method 2 - Result 

4.2.1 Designing the characters 
 

 

The first aspects 
The second method contains the creation of two different characters, from the 
design phase to a final render with added animations to them. The method that's 
been used will give the best insight in how an inanimate character can be brought 
to life as it gives a direct productional viewpoint on this subject and makes it 
possible to discuss the result from the personal experiences gained from making 
the characters.  
 
The style chosen for this method will be a slightly stylized version and both of the 
characters will keep as much of their real life counterparts as possible. This is done 
in order to rely more on the subjects discussed earlier, and find ways to work with 
the traits they already possess in order to bring out a humanlike quality, instead 
of applying humanoid traits for them to feel alive. 
In order to broaden the discussion, the characters chosen will differ in design 
elements and personality trait. Both of the characters will undergo the same 
productional process. 
 
The final result will be discussed in the coming section. 
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4.2.2 Bringing the characters to life 
 

 
Image 4 (Lundmark 2017) – Character sheet for character A "The refrigerator"1 

 
 

Character A - The refrigerator 
Starting off a proper reference image was found for the character to be based on. 
The chosen model was a standard refrigerator with a single water filter. A second 
drawer was also added in addition to the already existing one.  
 
After the reference had been chosen the first steps was to find out what qualities 
of the reference could be perceived, or made to be, humanoid. In the refrigerators 
case it exhibited a strong pareidolia with the water filter acting as one eye and the 
upper part of the first drawer as the mouth. The control panel for the water filter 
would be both the eyebrow and the eyelid for the character.  
 
The second step was to draw out the reference image for the character. In order 
to keep the character as close to reality as possible all the main aspects were kept 
from the refrigerator and no extra limbs nor features were added onto it. The 
refrigerator kept its sturdy square shape and neutral color scheme of a blueish 
gray color. The only feature that got colored differently was the water filter, where 
the inside was painted white instead of black to create a more approachable and 
humane character. 
 

                                                        
1 See appendice for the first draft of the character sheet 
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Image 6 (Lundmark 2017) – Screenshot from Autodesk Maya of "The Refrigerator" 

 
 

After finalizing the concept, the character was brought to life using Autodesk Maya 
and Substance painter. No major changes for the character were made during this 
stage. 
 
For the animations of this character, the main aspects to take into account was the 
personality. In order to create a unique appealing character, a unique animation 
has to be given to it, but still correspond to the archetype it is to be perceived as.  
 
When determining the personality of the refrigerator the main shape and features 
was taken into account. As a heavy, square and rigid shape with a neutral color 
scheme, the character personality that came to mind would be that of an older, a 
bit grumpier man, who would be the reluctant helper of the main protagonists. 
The facial expressions most used would be neutral to a grumpy frown. 
 
The animation done was a simple heavy walk forward with the character uttering 
the word "whatever". The word was chosen based on the simplicity of only having 
to animate one strong word, and that the word in itself contained a variety of 
movements for the mouth ranging from an "O"-shape to an almost straight line. 
The main deformations used for the character was in its facial area, and the 
exaggerations for the body were kept low as to not lose the realistic aspect of its 
design.  
 
The facial animations references were filmed. 
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Image 5 (Lundmark, 2017) – Character sheet for character B "The traffic light"2 

 
 

Character B - The traffic light 
As with character A, character B had a proper reference found. As traffic lights can 
differ quite drastically from each other, the decision was to take the one with the 
least exaggerated features and focus on keeping it simple enough for this project.  
 
Finding out the human features of a traffic light proved to be a bit trickier than the 
previous character as it lacked a clear defined structure that could be interpreted 
as a full face. What could be done, instead of trying to give it a full face, was to let 
it have a set of three eyes and work with those features to create an interesting 
character. This would mean more work in the eyes and body language in order for 
the character to tell its motivations. 
 
As with the refrigerator, the traffic light was done in Autodesk Maya and 
Substance painter. One thing that differs from the character sheet in the final 
design is the additional foot end that was added in to give a more interesting 
silhouette shape and a bit more triangular features to the character in order to 
better point out its personality traits that would lean more towards the evil 
spectra. 
 

                                                        
2 See appendice for first draft of character sheet 
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 Image 7 (Lundmark 2017) – Screenshot from Autodesk Maya of "The Traffilic light"  
 
 

Animating this character would differ from the refrigerator, both as they exhibit 
vastly different personalities but also designs. In order to keep a consistency with 
the fact that traffic lights are positioned into the ground, this character's 
movements were limited to only being able to lean forward, backward or 
sideways.  
 
For the movement to mirror its personality, who beforehand was determined to 
be a cockier, slightly evil character due to its smaller frame and edgier design 
elements. The character was given a more cartoon element to its body, mainly the 
freedom of being able to bend its body, as opposed to the refrigerator who kept its 
sturdiness. This would be needed as the character’s main movement would be 
borrowing elements from how a snake move, giving it a more cunning approach.  
 
In order to bring out the best of the character’s personality, the choice of 
animating a laugh would best suit this character. In order to showcase this, as the 
character lacked the main features that would show someone laughing, the 
character would make some slight up and down movements with its body to 
mimic the movement a person who laughs hysterically does.  
 
For the character’s emotions to come through the focus would be in the eyes and 
the expressions they would do. Example, for the character to look angry, the upper 
part of its hood was slightly bent down in the middle to mimic the eyebrows 
position of a human face, or when the character would smile, the lower part of the 
hood would be raised up. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 17 

Final rendered results of the characters. 
 
 

 
Image 8 (Lundmark 2017) – Render from Autodesk Maya of "The Refrigerator" 

Link to playblast3 
 
 

 
Image 9 (Lundmark 2017) – Render from Autodesk Maya of "The Traffic Light" 

Link to playblast 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                        
3 Password for the films: HTBLIIO 

https://vimeo.com/216361495
https://vimeo.com/216361375
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5 Discussion and Conclusion 
 

5.1 Result Discussion 
 
Looking at the results of the practical method it can clearly be seen that by 
focusing on finding out the primary aspects of an inanimate object, and use those 
in making them appear more humanlike, will create a strong basis for bringing life 
to inanimate objects. It's arguable that the results indeed lean towards a subjective 
matter, and can't fully be considered "correct" until a majority have proven it to 
be that way. However, looking at the facts behind what brings inanimate objects 
to life, that is partly based on scientific research and established artistic norms, 
can in an objective way say that this is indeed one way to approach this matter 
and get a promising result.  
 
Though the method can be vaguely done it's the process behind the characters 
that is the most interesting aspect to look at. Working in a productional 
environment it's crucial to have a strong basis to use when creating characters, 
and by knowing that there are subconscious actions in humans that make us 
implement a persona and likeability in inanimate objects can help to know how to 
make the characters for the film, or video game, more approachable to the 
audience. Due to the limited time this thesis had to offer, some limitations had to 
be done for this research to find a satisfying conclusion during that time frame. 
But the results here can be used as a strong basis for further studies on this 
subject, for example, to find out how different design aspects make a character feel 
likable and how far you can stretch an inanimate character’s design before it loses 
its appeal and instead becomes questionable. 
 

5.2 Overall Discussion 
 
In a Q&A video with director John Lasseter (Disney•Pixar. 2009) from Pixar, he 
stated that the most important aspect of bringing life to an inanimate object is to 
make sure that it has a purpose that corresponds to what it was manufactured for. 
Of course it can be argued that it's not enough to only design a character and say 
it's got this or that purpose, but by knowing more about the character overall is to 
bring out the best qualities of it for the final result. Knowing the purposes of the 
character will enable on to take smart design choices. Looking at the practical 
implementations in this thesis, the design choices of my two characters was not 
entirely thought out to have a certain purpose, more than what type of personality 
they would convey. Taking a step back and figuring out more about the type of 
purpose those characters would have could drastically increase the interest in 
them. One example could simply be to give the traffic light some fault in its design, 
perhaps letting the two lower lights be broken and thus making it defect for its 
true purpose of guiding traffic trough the streets. That could be a clear motivation 
for the character's defined evil personality, and would also make it stand out more 
in its design.  
 

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC_IRYSp4auq7hKLvziWVH6w
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Looking at another study made by Emma Braney (2008) it's seen that some 
aspects of her animations break the overall character immersion of one of her 
subjects - the toaster. As also stated earlier by Lasseter (Disney•Pixar. 2009) he 
believes that if a character can be animated without it breaking the way it's 
supposed to be will make it easier for the audience to believe that this character 
could be alive, and that is one thing I wanted to make sure to keep when designing 
my characters and how they would be animated. The refrigerator is the sturdy and 
heavy non-bendable character, and it helps to keep the believability alive by 
having the character behave like that. The toaster made by the other study breaks 
this immersion by making the toaster bend in a way that a real life toaster would 
not be able to do.  
 
Other aspects to think about, and something that is widely known in the animation 
area of film and video games is the effect of being able to convey a character's 
personality and motivations by only using body language. Though it's interesting 
to note that in real life most humans fail to notice body languages and relies more 
on the verbally spoken languages (Pease and Pease 2004), but when it comes to 
animation that is most often the opposite. Being able to bring to life an inanimate 
object through only body language can be a huge advantage in keeping the 
likeability in it, as there won't be any need to apply a facial structure to convey 
spoken words - something that can easily make the character fall into the uncanny 
valley phenomenon and make it lose its appeal quite drastically. For this thesis 
second method, the choice of working with a facial structure was included in order 
to look at how to best apply that aspect onto an inanimate object. The choice of 
working with subconscious acts from humans, such as pareidolia, came from the 
notion to try and avoid stumbling upon the uncanny valley by simply putting a 
face on the characters. Comparing the refrigerator, the one character that have the 
most facial structure incorporated in its design, of method 2 with productions 
such as the bus (The GiggleBellies® 2009) from the video "The wheels on the bus" 
is a slight notion towards the uncanny valley for the bus by implementing 
anatomically correct eyes on the bus character. By making use of the 
characteristics that are being seen, as in the refrigerator who had this strong 
pareidolia in it, can be a way to avoid reaching the uncanny valley and at the same 
time incorporate a structure that can help the design reach another level of being 
alive. 
 
On the other hand, there are other instances where it can be done in a way that 
works, as seen in Sausage party where most of the characters exhibit full facial 
features and even some other human features such as arms and legs. It can also be 
noted that the style used in the GiggleBellies leans more towards a specific and 
unique style that might not suit a vast majority of people, whilst Sausage party's 
style leans more towards that seen in Disney feature films - an already established 
art style that can be seen as one of the most appealing ones in the industry. Of 
course, this is, in the end, a subjective matter and it's nothing that says that one 
art style works better than the other as its purely based on the preferences of the 
individuals. 
 
One great example of a live action movie where the features of the objects are used 
in a clever way to express themselves are in the Disney film Beauty and the beast 

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC_IRYSp4auq7hKLvziWVH6w
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from 2017. Especially the character wardrobe stands out in a certain way for when 
she speaks. The character's lines and voice are seen by the way her cloth are 
moving inside her mouth, eliminating any need to actually use the more obvious 
choice of a drawer for making a mouth. Comparing that approach to the 
refrigerator of method 2 the wardrobe exhibits more appeal and interest since its 
something that isn't expected from the design to be used. Another thing that is 
eliminated in that usage is the worry of reaching the uncanny valley, as the 
refrigerator could fall into that category as it, even though the structure is purely 
based on what it already has and the pareidolia phenomenon, have some notions 
to being a bit too human. 
 
Lastly looking at the results of method 2, whereas the two characters mostly had 
their designs entirely based on the references, it can be seen as a boring feature to 
keep. As this thesis had a limited time to offer in the practical implementations, 
the choice of toning down the design aspects of shape and color would help speed 
up the process, but at the same time leave the finished product more lackluster. 
The characters indeed exhibit features that make them come alive, but at the same 
time, their designs could have had another thought process behind them. At the 
moment both of them exhibits quite neutral color schemes, and it makes it harder 
to point down their affiliation by this. Especially if the characters designed would 
be for a younger audience their color schemes would have had to be much more 
exaggerated for their persona to come across better. Another aspect to consider is 
how the colors and even shapes could have made the character’s believability 
come across. Even though there are no limitations to what color or shape a 
character could have, making a refrigerator bright yellow and round, or a traffic 
light sparkling pink with white eyes, could instead make the characters lose their 
inherent characteristics of being based on an inanimate object and instead become 
some sort of imaginary creature. Choosing colors and shapes for inanimate objects 
shouldn't deprive them of their original features as it's them that the audience will 
know what type of manufacturer they come from. This could also be a basis for 
further studies to look into when the design elements of shape and color 
furthermore could deprive the believability of an inanimate object. 
 
For further studies on this subject, a variety of methods could be done in order to 
find out different ways to bring inanimate objects to life, and how an audience 
view them. By, for example, making one and the same object, but in a different art 
styles would be one way to find out which animation method is considered the 
most appealing one to use for a more successful production. On the other hand, a 
research about emotions in inanimate objects would also prove to be an 
interesting aspect of studying further. To look into how the limitations of an 
inanimate object must be bypassed in order to express an emotion properly for 
the audience to connect with. How would a chair with no facial representations 
express anger or joy? 
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5.3 Conclusion 
 
Looking back at the main question in how to create a character based on an 
inanimate object, and at the result this thesis came up with the conclusion could 
be that by looking at the main aspects an inanimate object has, and give those 
aspects a purpose for what it is made to be, will be a strong basis for making a 
character that will be able to tell its own story. Make use of the elements it already 
possesses, but at the same time don’t be limited to reality and dare to take design 
choices that will create interest but at the same time keep the recognition factor. 
 
This thesis has given the opportunity in finding out one approach in how to bring 
life to inanimate objects. Even though the question itself is vast and without a clear 
answer this thesis has still brought upon one way in how this matter can be done. 
By taking the answers and research this thesis has come up with and applying 
those into further studies were more style choices will be taken into account 
would give an even better insight into what is the most appropriate way in order 
to bring out the best appeal of these type of characters. 
 
As such, there are countless of ways to create something, out of the ordinary. Will 
you make use of the aspects they already have, as seen in characters such as Luxo 
Jr? Or will you add traits to them to make them more human, as seen in Sausage 
party? There are no limitations in how to make these characters come to life. The 
only thing limiting the possibilities are the imagination of the one creating them. 
What is it that you see when you look at that doorknob? Is it simply just a 
doorknob, or is it a character that will tell you to drink that bottle on the table?  



 

 22 

6 References 
 
Block, Bruce A. 2008. The Visual Story. 2nd ed. Amsterdam: Elsevier/Focal press  
 
Braney, Emma. 2008. The study of anthropomorphism in inanimate objects. 
(accessed 4 April 2017) 
https://ncca.bournemouth.ac.uk/wpcontent/uploads/2013/07/EmmaBraney.p
df  
 
Disney•Pixar. (14 September 2009)   John Lasseter Q&A Bringing inanimate 
objects to life [video] 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=d6m_Wi3Z-A4 
(accessed 8 May 2017)  
 
Jentch, Ernst. 1906. On the psychology of the uncanny. (accessed 18 May 2017) 
http://www.art3idea.psu.edu/locus/Jentsch_uncanny.pdf 
 
Kahrs, John., Calahan, Sharon., Carson, Dave and Poster, Stephen. Pixeln 
Cinematography. 1996.  A Lighting approach for computer graphics. Siggraph ´96 
course #30. p. 30-32. (accessed 28 March 2017) 
http://media.siggraph.org/education/cgsource/Archive/ConfereceCourses/S96
/course30.pdf  
 
Pease, Barbara. Pease, Allan. 2004. The definitive book of body language. 
Australia: Pease International 
 
Robb, J Brian. 2014 A brief history of Walt Disney United States: Running press 
book publishers 
 
Tinwell, Angela. Grimshaw, Mark. Nabi Abdel, Debbie. Williams, Andrew. 2011. 
Facial expressions of emotion and perception of the Uncanny Valley in virtual 
characters. (accessed 9 April 2017) 
https://www.bolton.ac.uk/StaffBiographies/Angela-Tinwell/Tinwell-Grimshaw-
Abdel-Nabi-Williams-2011-Facial-Expression-of-Emotion-and-Perception-of-
the-Uncanny-Valley-in-Virtual-Characters.pdf   
 
Thomas, Frank and Johnston, Ollie. 1995. The illusion of life: Disney animation. 
New York: Hyperion  
 
The GiggleBellies® - FUN videos for Kids! (22 December 2009) The Wheels On 
The Bus | Nursery Rhymes | GiggleBellies [video] 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v_6KuYtc0Z8 
(accessed 8 May 2017)  
 
Windhager, Sonja. Slice, E. Dennis. Schaefer, Katrin. Oberzaucher, Elisabeth. 
Thorstense, Truls. Grammer, Karl. 2008. Face to face: The perception of 
Automotive Designs. Springer Science + Business Media, LLC  
 
 

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC_IRYSp4auq7hKLvziWVH6w
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCotX63w9fF1eTCjda7Ux3Rw


 

 23 

Vardanega, Joshua. 2013. Character Design. pixar-animation.weebly [blogg] 
http://pixar-animation.weebly.com/character-design.html (accessed 18 May 
2017) 

6.1 Images 
 
Disney Aladdin, 1992. Magic Carpet [Image, 13] 
http://disney.wikia.com/wiki/Magic_Carpet 
 
Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone, 2001. The sorting hat [Image, 16] 
https://www.romper.com/p/the-sorting-hat-quiz-is-back-on-pottermore-
everyone-is-freaking-out-about-their-house-assignments-4706 
 
Lundmark, Michaela. 2017. Refrigerator design sheet [image, 4] 
 
Lundmark, Michaela. 2017. Traffic light design sheet [image, 5] 
 
Lundmark, Michaela. 2017. Refrigerator screenshot from Autodesk Maya  
[image, 6] 
 
Lundmark, Michaela. 2017. Traffic light screenshot from Autodesk Maya  
[image, 7] 
 
Lundmark, Michaela. 2017. Refrigerator render from Autodesk Maya [image, 8] 
 
Lundmark, Michaela. 2017. Traffick light render from Autodesk Maya [image, 9] 
 
Lundmark, Michaela. 2017. First design sheets of characters [image, 10] 
 
Monster House, 2006. Monster House [Image, 14] 
http://monsterhouse.wikia.com/wiki/Monster_House 
 
Nintendo, 2014. Kirby [Image, 11] 
http://www.smashbros.com/en-uk/characters/kirby.html 
 
Pixar Luxo Jr, 1986. Luxo Jr [Image, 12] 
http://disney.wikia.com/wiki/Luxo,_Jr._(character) 
 
Pixar Up, 2009. Carl Fredricksen [Image, 11] 
http://pixar.wikia.com/wiki/Carl_Fredricksen 
 
Pixar The good dinosaur, 2015. Thunderclap [Image, 11] 
http://villains.wikia.com/wiki/File:9c2c3a84faf2d1179a3d030cb74b5fe520151
115092020.png 
Sausage Party, 2016. Douche [Image, 15] 
http://villains.wikia.com/wiki/Douche 
 
Wikipedia, 2016. Diagram of the Uncanny Valley [image, 2] 
https://sv.wikipedia.org/wiki/Uncanny_valley 



 

 24 

 
VikiWi. 2015. Pareidolia [image, 1] 
https://pixabay.com/sv/pareidolia-ansikte-verktyget-656554/ 
 
 
 
  



 

 25 

7 Appendices 
 

 

 
 

 
First design sheet of the character’s design element Image 10 (Lundmark 2017) 

 


