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Jiří Trnka: the most celebrated puppet animation director ever. Václav Trojan: 
the most significant Czech composer of post–World War II Czechoslovakia. 
Their work together: a harmonious collaboration between two highly talented 
people. Period. For about 70 years, the pair’s relationship, output, and artistic 
achievements didn’t go beyond these bare-bone appreciations. Marco Bellano, 
an animation historian and orchestra conductor, eventually fills the gap with 
this book, and tells both the specialists and the ordinary filmgoers the What, 
Who, Where, When, and Why of this unique two-man job. 

Giannalberto Bendazzi, animation historian

In 2018, Marco Bellano presented a paper on “Jiří Trnka and Václav Trojan’s 
Bajaja” at the Third Chinese Animation Studies Conference in Chengdu. As 
 co-chair of that conference and a Chinese scholar and curator who has long 
been concerned with the history of European animation, but also as a fan 
of classical Czech animation, I am very excited to read that research in full. 
Marco’s book reconstructs a historical–cultural space, spanning from Czech 
art to contemporary music. This approach to animation studies is in tune with 
the recent scholarship on memory and myth at the cutting edge of interdisci-
plinary research.

-Chunning (Maggie) Guo, School of Arts,  
Renmin University, China
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ČERTŮV MLÝN (THE DEVIL’S MILL, 1949) 68

ROMÁN S BASOU (THE STORY OF THE 
CONTRABASS, 1949) 71

BAJAJA (PRINCE BAJAJA, 1950) 72

VESELÝ CIRKUS (THE MERRY CIRCUS, 1951) 78

O ZLATÉ RYBCE (THE GOLDEN FISH, 1951) 79
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Introduction

Animation and music are kindred arts. Their oft-remem-
bered mutual bond, though, should not be taken for granted, 

or just passively inferred from the existence of a heritage of ani-
mated works with a strong musical attitude. There is indeed an 
impressively long list of animated short films, full-length fea-
tures, music videos, and video art pieces that set up thoughtful 
interplays between images, movements, pitches, and rhythms: 
the renowned examples of the Walt Disney productions, the 
keen and personal experimentations of Norman McLaren, the 
wry audiovisual humor of Bruno Bozzetto, and the illuminat-
ing metamorphoses of color and sound in Georges Schwizgebel’s 
shorts are among them. Such abundance of musical animation 
is a consequence of something, more than a cause. A historical 
fact provides a hint: the affinity between the two expressive fields 
started to be explicitly addressed well before the late 1920s, when 
the growing availability of the technology of synchronized sound 
allowed Disney and others to create a fixed (and even obsessive) 
counterpoint between animation and its musical score. The pre- 
cinematographic, hand-drawn animations by Émile Reynaud, 
presented at the Musée Grévin in Paris from 1892 to 1900, already 
had piano scores by Gaston Paulin. In comparison, after the 
debut of the Brothers Lumière’s cinématographe in 1895, no film 
(animated or not) had an especially composed score until 1905. 
Similarly, the most ancient full-length animated feature still 
preserved, Lotte Reininger’s Die Abenteur des Prinzen Achmed  
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(The Adventures of Prince Achmed, 1926), was conceived together 
with an accompanying symphonic score by Wolfgang Zeller. In 
the same period, during the European historical avant-garde age, 
several artists sought the creation of a pure cinema, indepen-
dent from other arts and, as such, with an absoluteness compa-
rable to that of instrumental music. As they pursued this ideal, 
they consistently turned to animation, creating abstract silent 
shorts that were not supposed to be accompanied by music, but 
that were based on visual equivalents of the musical language. 
Hans Richter’s Rhythmus 21 (Rhythm 21, 1921) ends with some-
thing like a crescendo, for example, as “the disparate shapes of 
the film briefly coalesce into a Mondrian-like spatial grid before 
decomposing into a field of pure light” (Suchenski 2009). Viking 
Eggeling, in his Symphone Diagonale (Diagonal Symphony, 1924), 
displayed elegant curved shapes to achieve an “orchestration of 
time […]. He […] used them according to the musical term instru-
ment” (Richter 1952: 81).

What makes animation and music converge is, first of all, a 
matter of shared core identity, at the level of their basic constitu-
ents. The ways artists choose to manipulate such constituents and 
make them meaningful are similar between the two fields.

The minimal unit, in animation, is the frame (and not the 
image, as the same image can reappear in distinct frames; for 
example, when they animate in twos, each image gets repeated 
for two frames; see Williams 2015: 78). The prime task of an 
animator is to create meaning out of the reciprocal arrange-
ments of the frames, being in control of each one of them. As 
Norman McLaren wrote, in animation “what happens between 
each frame is much more important than what exists on each 
frame; animation is therefore the art of manipulating the invis-
ible interstices that lie between the frames” (McLaren in Furniss 
1998: 5). Among the different meanings that can be elicited by 
the arrangement of frames, one distinguishes itself for its pow-
erful communicative potential: “not so much the attribution of 
motion but the attribution of a soul (or a personality) to objects, 
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forms, or shapes (even abstract) that are otherwise lifeless” 
(Bendazzi 2004: 6).

In the words of a classic scholar of musical aesthetics, in music 
“the crude material which the composer has to fashion […] is the 
entire scale of musical notes” (Hanslick 1974: 66). It would be 
maybe better to say that the basic constituents are sound events 
(including also silences). The organization of such events is today 
much freer than its equivalent in animation. In fact, animation is 
often used for film or video works, which are technologically bound 
to a fixed frame rate (for example, 24 frames per second; but there 
are also other options). Music, instead, can continuously change 
its time signature and meter, even though more traditional and 
mainstream compositions do not take advantage of this chance 
too pervasively. Moreover, music does not only unfold on a single, 
horizontal level (melody), but it also benefits from simultaneous 
superimpositions between multiple layers of sound (polyphony 
and harmony). A loose equivalent could be found between musi-
cal harmony and the multiple layers that compose an image in 
hand-drawn cel animation, or the layered approach to key anima-
tion in 3D computer graphic works; however, this would prob-
ably bring the music-animation parallel too far. In any case, the 
job of a composer has always been to choose and arrange sound 
events in a time sequence, in order to achieve an expressive mean-
ing from the relationships between them. The analogy with the 
act of animating is very strong. Igor Stravinsky observed that the 
“indispensable and single requirement [of music] is construction. 
[…] It is precisely this construction, this achieved order, which 
produces in us a unique emotion having nothing in common with 
our ordinary sensations and our responses to the impressions of 
daily life” (Stravinsky 1962: 53). On these premises, Stravinsky 
then proceeded to make a comparison between music and archi-
tecture, which is not a time-based art. A comparison with ani-
mation would have been perhaps more insightful but, given his 
mixed feelings about the use of his Sacre du Printemps in Disney’s 
Fantasia, it is understandable why he avoided touching the topic.
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Both in animation and musical composition, thus, the aesthetic 
value derives from a minute and organic time structuring of ele-
mentary constituents; the aim is to communicate emotions and 
meaning. In this respect, they also have a lot in common with lan-
guage, which is also founded on the organization of minimal cells 
into larger structures, intended to convey messages; in fact, it is not 
wrong to identify music and animation as languages of their own.

This grade of affinity between such languages allows them to be 
coordinated in painstakingly accurate ways that are best exploited 
when the two roles of animator and composer coincide in a single 
artist. For example, that was the case of Ferdinando Palermo, an 
animation director and musician who was a major contributor to 
the works of the Italian Nino and Toni Pagot; or of Børge Ring, 
who wrote the music of the shorts he directed. However, this is 
not a common occurrence; notwithstanding the core similarities, 
the knowledge and the intensive training needed to achieve mas-
tery in one of the two disciplines are not automatically applicable 
to the other one – even though fine animators are often in posses-
sion of a heightened musical sensibility.

A good alternative to the rare role of the animator-composer 
is the stable professional association between an author of anima-
tion and a trusted composer, or a composer’s longstanding prac-
tice with a series of stylistically consistent animated works. When 
a collaboration of this kind goes past its early stages and is con-
solidated, it easily gives way to solid audiovisual solutions, where 
music and animations coalesce into inseparable artistic entities. 
There, it becomes particularly true that the study of the anima-
tion can shed light on the musical devices applied by the composer, 
and the analysis of music can provide a better understanding of 
its visual counterpart. The critical discourse on those works 
should thus be fully audiovisual in order to be meaningful: it must 
equally reference music and animation, with an interdisciplinary 
approach. In 2005, Daniel Goldmark used this approach to study 
two of the most outstanding composer- animation ententes in the  
United States: Carl Stalling at Warner Bros (Goldmark 2005: 


