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CHAPTER 5

PES Play

Okay, first things first: what's with the PES name? With the exception

of Durtch animator Rosto A.D., there aren’t many animators

Figure 5.1 PES on set of Sprint shoot )
around using nicknames. Animators are for the most part a

pretty low-key group of folks. “Pes is a family nickname. It comes
from my last name, Pesapane [his first name is Adam], which
:-b Americans have a terrible time pronouncing or writing correctly.
t I once received mail addressed to ‘Propane.” It’s just easier this
way — PES . . . except in a noisy bar, where people tend to hear
the word PISS.”

! And no, it aint after the candy — that’s PEZ. This is PES
' ;: (rhymes with Les, as in Les Nessman from WKRP in Cincinnati).
_ Still, the thing is that PES’s work is very much like candy, or eye
figure 5.2 The Fireplace ‘ candy. The New York animator sticks out from the crowd with

J strikingly original and playful stop-motion works that use every-

: day objects and put them in an entirely new context; for example,
I in PES’s 7he Fireplace — the world’s first animated instant TV
fireplace — he uses pretzels and candy corn to create a roaring
fake fire for those cold nights in your hearthless home). All the
1 more impressive is the fact that, like Aaron Augenblick, PES has
managed to successfully straddle the border between commercial

. and independent work without giving up his artistic integrity.
Higure5.3  Roof Sex | ¥ Born in Dover, New Jersey, PES says that he was always

3
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interested in art. “I learned how to paint watércolors at an early
age. But I was also an athlete; I played soccer and tennis and
excelled at both, so that definitely offset any ribbing that I may
have taken simply as the ‘artist’ of the class.”

After studying English literature and printmaking at the
University of Virginia, PES got a rather uninspiring job at an
advertising agency in New York. Using his ample free time,
PES watched various music videos, commercials and short films
that the agency received and became inspired to make his own
films. And that’s precisely what he did, but there was one minor
problem: PES didn’t know anything about filmmaking. “Basically
[ had to figure out how to make the thing myself,” says PES.
“I never went to school for film, so I didn’t know anything about
cameras. I borrowed a 16mm camera (a cheap Russian camera
called the Krasnogorsk) from some guy at the agency who was too
busy with his day job to use it. I took it home on the weekends
and shot rolls of 16mm reversal film, experimenting with lenses,
etc. I got my hands on an old 16mm projector and watched
the dailies against the white wall in my bedroom. This is how I
learned to use a camera.”

His first film, Dogs of War (1998), shows kids playing in a
field when abruptly their serenity is interrupted by the sound of
bomber planes. The kids flee in terror — or do they? Turns out
they’re racing to catch falling hot dog wieners.

While the film was shot in live-action, it already anticipates
PES’s animation work through the use of absurd humor, placing
everyday objects in unfamiliar situations and slick editing that
 clearly shows an influence of advertising films.

Dogs of War was based on “a surreal dream of bombers dropping
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hot dogs on Dresden.” PES used his “free” time at the agency to
draw storyboards, tinker with the concept and solicit feedback
from his colleagues. Once he felt comfortable with the story
structure, he started to make the film, but it was then that he
discovered another stumbling block: money. PES wanted to use
authentic WWII bombing footage, but realized that the licensing
fees would cost — wait for it — a bomb, so he came up with
another idea. “I called a military stock footage house, pitched the
head of the company my idea, and asked if he could help me out
by donating some specific footage. He did. A week later I got the
high res tape in the mail.” |

It shouldn’t come as a surprise that, although they come from
very different times and worlds, the first animator to really
knock PES on his ass was Jan Svankmajer, the Czech surrealist
master well known for his object animation. “In 1997,” recalls
PES, “I stumbled into a screening of Svankmajer’s feature film
Conspirators of Pleasure at the Film Forum in New York City.
I remember being impressed first and foremost by the lack of
dialogue in the film. That was really exciting for me. I was also

intrigued by the random bits of object animation sprinkled

throughout the picture.”

After the screening, PES headed outto find Svankmajer’s films
on video and was blown away by the work. “I studied it frame
by frame. It opened a real door of perception for me about what
could be done by moving Dbj ects around. It wasn’t long before I
had some ideas of my own.”

While PES had drawing skills, he fnund that object animation
was more appealing because it allowed him to work faster by

bringing, as he says, “ideas to life without having to first worry -
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about drawing these objects or rendering and texturing them. It
was just grab it and go. I liked how it took the focus off the act
of recreating an object and instead placed it on whar ideas you
can generate with that object.” |

By the time PES started on his first animation film, Roof Sex
(2002), he had quit the advertising agency to focus solely on film-
making. “When I had the idea for Roof Sex,” says PES, “I basically
didn't want anyone to fuck it up, so I decided to teach myself how
to animate. The idea of hiring another animator never entered
my mind — I just thought, I have this idea, let me figure out
how to make it. I ordered doll furniture from eBay and did tests
on my dining-room table. Then I quit my job because I knew it
would be impossible to hold a day job while shooting this film.”

The premise of Roof Sex is, well, relatively straightforward: two
chairs head up to the rooftop of a New York building and fuck
each other silly. The idea to make a furniture porn film came to
PES after he stumbled upon a furniture porn website.

“It had simple still photos of chairs having sex, assembled as a
joke,” says PES. “I took one look at this idea and thought, here’s
a killer app for stop-motion.”

On the surface, Roof Sex looks like a film that was tossed off
rather quickly, but PES worked on developing the idea for almost
a year. I started with the simple idea of two chairs having sex. I
wrote dozens of possible scripts, looking for one that really excited
me. I considered dozens of locations and plot details. I drew lots
of pictures, trying to work things out.”

Roof Sex, like Dogs of War, uses fast-paced editing and keeps
the viewer guessing until the last possible moment. Both of these

approaches clearly show the impact advertising was having on
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PES’s work. “I took from commercials the idea of ending on the
last possible moment with a surprise twist. Keep a viewer hooked
till the last moments of the film — the very last second, if pos-
sible — then BANG! I find real power in it. It's one of the most
important things I learned from advertising.”

After completing the film, PES posted Roof Sex online and
e-mailed it to some friends. Two weeks later, he had a weird
experience: “I was in a bar and overheard a couple people talking
about it. That was a trippy moment. [ definitely had the sense
that I had created something that connected with people on a
mass scale.”

Just as PES was ready to put Roof Sex aside and move on to
his next film, his girlfriend and eventual partner, Sarah Phelps,
pushed him to submit the film to festivals. Initially, PES wasn't
so keen. “Film festivals? [ didn’t care abourt them; I never saw that
as a venue for my films. I thought it was a ridiculous concept to
think about people in a theater watching a 1-minute film. I still
feel this way.”

Sarah felt differently and took charge, getting Roof Sex out to
festivals. They applied to many festivals and were accepted by the
Annecy animation festival in France. PES had no idea how special
it was to be accepted into the world’s largest and oldest animation
festival. “It was supposedly a big deal in the animation world, so
we went. ] remember all I wanted to do in Annecy was go for a
bike ride in the French countryside and go eat cheese from that
cow down the street. Sitting in a dark theater was the last thing
in the world I wanted to do. My lone animation goal at Annecy
was to meet Svankmajer, who was having a show in the castle.
(I did meet him). In general, [ was 100 percent ignorant of the
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animation world and just happy to have a free trip.”

Even when Roof Sex won the Best First Film award, PES still
didn’t clue in to what this meant. “I was amused by the kind
of reception Roof Sex received. All these people wanted to meet
me? For what? I moved two chairs back and forth on a rooftop
for three months. Most people would call that person an idiot.”

When the “idiot” got home, the film’s achievement finally sunk
in: his fax machine was flooded with requests from buyers who
had seen the film at Annecy; there were contract offers; there
was money. PES finally realized that being seen at a film festival
had value. Distributors and buyers came to festivals looking for
films. This was good. Money meant that PES could make more

films — or so he thought.

Even with licensing fees for Roof Sex, PES found himself
$50,000 in debt. “I had used eight credit cards to finance my
first five films and the licensing money barely covered my 1iving
expenses in NYC. The credit card companies refused to give
me another card. I had given up my day job at the ad agency

so I could make these films, but now I had no money coming

in. I had hoped that the length of my films — all 2 minute or
less — would get me a chance to direct commercials. I knew this
would be a way for me to climb out of debt. Unfortunately no
one would hire me yet.”

At this point, PES decided to make even simpler, shorter films
or, as he calls them, “short shorts.” Using a digital camera, he
started making films in his apartment using whatever objects he
found lying around. One item he found particularly appealing
was a peanut. “The peanut became a bit of obsession. I found

it an incredibly useful and interesting object. I didn’t grow up
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thinking my destiny was crossed with the peanut or anything, it
was just something I grabbed one day and started using.”

PES made a series of short shorts then eventually turned the
peanut obsession into a longer film called Pee-Nuz. A fish swims
peacefully in the water; a stream of piss, courtesy of a peanut
penis, disrupts the swim and then knocks a,fly into the water;
the fish eats the fly; the pissing stops; all is well in the world. The
story is simple, but no one goes to see PES films for Faulkner
narratives: The richness of PES’s work is in the originality and
beauty of the visuals. The meaning is in the images. Aside from
the penis made out of peanuts, PES uses a dazzling old purse
(which was cut open) for the water and, appropriately, a fish
pendant for the fish.

“I took this lowbrow, scatological thing and literally cloaked
it in gold,” adds PES. “I loved the idea of dressing up something
as base as piss and making it a thing of beauty. For some reason I
am drawn to this sort of highbrow/lowbrow contrast. Plus I liked
the idea of taking something quintessentially masculine — the
taréet—practice piss — and creating it with things women often
use as fashion items: gold necklaces, diamonds, pendants, pins,
sequin purse fabrics. With Pee-Nut, | was discovering I could
imbue an idea with multiple shades of meaning, associations,
and insinuations — and even draw some unexpected humor out
of things — by my selection of objects.”

Around this time, PES and Phelps had an electrical fire in
their apartment. “The sockets started smoking one day and I lost
a lot of equipment in this power surge — a stereo, clock radio,
microwave, etc. Before I took this stuff out to the garbage I tore

into it with 2 hammer and removed all the circuit boards. I laid
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them on the kitchen table and saw immediately it looked like a
city from an aerial perspective.”

For several months, PES built a city using salt and peppershak-
ers, old flashlights and other objects. Once the city was done, PES
didnt really know what to do with it; the model just collected
dust in a corner of the apartment until one day PES decided to
get rid of the thing. It was at that moment, an idea struck: “Why
not craft a film around the act of destroying it?” The result was
KaBoom! (2004) — one of PES’s strongest and most successful
films.

A city is on alert as a bomber plane attacks. From here, PES’s
visual magic takes over: we see clown heads on machine guns,
popcorn bullets, missile matches, exploding gift-wrap ribbons,
peanut bombs and a final attack that sees the city annihilated
Christmas tree balls. KzBoom!is a visual feast that cleverly appro-
priates images of peace (notably Christmas decorations) for the
purposes of war. Is it a subtle comment on religious violence, an
anti-Christmas film or just the inspired imaginings of a man who
remembers what it is to be a child? Every kid has — okay, most
boys have — played war games with their toys. Through their
senses, war becomes fun, exciting and even pleasant. KzBoom! is
just that: a vision of war through the animated eyes of a child.

KaBoom! had originally been a 30-second piece called Azomic
Nut. It started, PES says, as “just another peanut film.” Then he
got a call from the clothing company Diesel. They asked him to
be part of their Diesel Dreams ad campaign. “What they asked
for,” recalls PES, “was this: a minute long film, the best idea I
could give them, delivered by such and such a date to an office
in Amsterdam, with no questions asked. It was carte blanche,
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anything I wanted, no one to answer to creatively but myselt.
This has never happened to me again (as far as commercial work
is concerned).”

It got even better. Not only would PES get paid to make the
film, but he'd also be able to keep the ownership rights. PES saw
this as a golden opportunity and certainly the biggest commercial
break of his career. “Diesel was one of edgiest, best advertisers in
the world,” says PES. “Their commercials were legendary. What

. they were offering me was basically free distribution of the one

idea I wanted to put out there in the world more than any other.
As long as I came through with one of the standout films of this
30-film collection, I was guaranteed to make a mark in the com-
mercial world.”

PES added 30 seconds to the front of Atomic Nutand renamed
it KaBoom! It was an immediate sensation; it went online in
August 2004 and has received over a million hits.

KaBoom! was the hit of the Diesel films chosen for the cam-
paign and PES started receiving commercial scripts from around
the world. He'd make his mark.

PES has since done a number of commercials, but two in par-
ticular stand out: Coinstar (2005) and Human Skateboard (2007).
Coinstar, a 60-second piece made to promote a coin machine,
features coins that have been lost or forgotten in a house and are
all heading to a living room table; once there, the coins, in a clever
bit of animation, stack together to make a lady’s shoe.

“I believed the idea was better suited to 60 seconds (it was
originally commissioned as a 30-second piece),” adds PES, “and
pitched the agency an approach that involved building ourt the
back end of the film, the ‘stacking sequence’ which was not in
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the original script. I felt it was important, once the coins made
it to the final table, that we didn’t just magically cut to a finished
shoe but actually explored the process by which the hundreds of
coins came together. Aside from making the coin shoe feel much
more impressive, this stacking sequence — unlike the rest of the
spot — was something that people hadn’t seen before.”

With Human Skateboard, made for Sneaux shoes, PES took
a somewhat different approach and used stop-motion anima-
tion of real people: one guy as the skateboarder, another as the
skateboard.

“This was the best concept T have ever seen from an advertising
agency, says PES. “In four years of directing commercials this is
the only time I looked at a script and was wowed by an idea. It
felt more like a personal project than a commercial to me, like
something I'd wake up and make on my own.”

The only significant change that PES made to the piece was to
shift the focus from the skateboarder to the skateboard. “There
is not a single close-up of the rider. I felt the success of the com-
mercial would be in direct proportion to how much viewers felt
the pain and the exhilaration of the human skateboard.”

By 2006, PES found himself suddenly saturated with the riches
of commercial work and desiring to make his own film again.
“On commercials it’s easy to get spoiled as a director,” says PES.
“There’s someone to do everything for you. All you have to do
is ask and it’s taken care of. Game Over (2006) was a personal
challenge. I wanted to prove to myself that I could make a good
film without relying on anyone else. I locked myself in a room
for two months and did it. It’s the only film I have ever done
entirely on my own.”
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Inspired by an interview with Pac-Man creator Toru Iwatani
— who said he got the idea from a pizza that was missing a
slice — PES recreates vintage video games like Space Invaders
and Pac-Man using his arsenal of objects. Like KzBoom!, Game
Over toys with high- and lowbrow themes. It’s another PES
film inspired by childhood, but it’s also tinged with a pinch of
darkness: no matter how far you go in a game, you will always
die. “Death is what I remembered most about gaming in the
eighties. For me it was all about the one enemy who got you
every time, not about the tens of thousands of invaders you killed
successfully.”

Now, if that aint a metaphor for, well . . . you know . . . that
crazy word called existence than I don’t know what to tell ya. The
message is simple: life’s a game. Explore it. Enjoy it.

PES’s most recent film, Western Spaghetti (2008) shows that,
despite a reliance on the visual, he’s still armed with some solid
concepts. This time he takes on the task of making a spaghetti
dinner — with, of course, objects replacing the food. Unlike his
previous films, Western Spaghetti lacks that wallop of an ending;
there’s no surprise because we know where the film is heading
— a spaghetti dinner. Instead, the film’s humor and pleasure
come from the unexpected, yet somehow fitting, choices that
PES makes for the objects. Pick-up sticks replace the spaghetti,
bubble wrap becomes boiling water, foil paper turns into oil and,
most unusually, Post-it Notes become the butter.

Now, there’s “Western” in the title, but no sign of Italian
cowboys or Sergio Leone references, so what is the Western all
about? “The “Western’ in the title,” says PES, “refers to the endless
supply of worthless, modern junk that populates so much of our
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world. Google eyes, rubber bands, tinfoil, bubble wrap, keychain
Rubik’s Cubes, etc. It’s all stuff most people are trying to throw
away. There is beauty to be found in these objects.”

PES’s work reminds me of hanging out with my kids: they’re
juvenile, childish, magical, fun, repetitive, intelligent, perceptive,
stupid, cute, vicious and silly. I wouldn't want it any other way.
Sadly, the kids will grow up; let’s hope that PES doesn't.
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