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ADVANCED PORTFOLIO – PRACTITIONER STUDY
ANIMATOR: RAY HARRYHAUSEN

FACTFILE:
GCE A2 LEVEL
MOVING IMAGE ARTS

Overview
Ray Harryhausen was 
an American animator 
celebrated for his 
innovative and still startling 
stop motion effects 
contributions to films such 
as Jason & The Argonauts 
(1963), Clash of the Titans 
(1981) and The Seventh 
Voyage of Sinbad (1958).

Inspired by the original King Kong (1933) he began 
experimenting with stop motion animation and later 
found work assisting King Kong’s effects animator 
Willis O’Brien on the film Mighty Joe Young (1949).

Over the course of his career, Harryhausen refined 
the techniques pioneered by O’Brien and enlivened 
fantasy films such as Jason & The Argonauts (1963) 
with scenes in which live action actors fought and 
interacted with stop motion animated creatures. 
Harryhausen developed a technique called 
‘dynamation’ on The Beast From 20,000 Fathoms 
(1953), which involved projecting background 
footage on a rear-screen with models animated in 
front of that and then optically compositing the 
objects in the foreground over the images to give 
the impression of a fantastical creature moving in a 
real three dimensional space.

Though never once credited as a director, 
Harryhausen’s contributions to the films he worked 
on were, and remain, their chief selling point. 
Harryhausen’s name remains bound to the films he 
worked on. 

Though stop motion animation is now seldom used 
as a special effects technique, its core principles are 
still applicable to CGI and Harryhausen’s influence 
remains evident in today’s special effects-heavy 
blockbusters. 

“What we do now digitally with computers, Ray did 
digitally long before but without computers. Only 
with his digits.” Terry Gilliam. (Brevet, 2013)

Some techniques for study and 
exploration:
•  Use of fantastical character design but with 

motion and behaviour drawn heavily from 
real life; for example in Mighty Joe Young, 
the creature’s motions are based on direct 
observation of apes and in Clash of the Titans 
(1981), the winged horse, Pegasus, though a 
biological impossibility, moves and looks like a 
naturalistic fusion of a stallion and a dove 

•  Combining stop motion animation with live 
action – ‘dynamation’

Some recommended texts:*
The Beasts from 20,000 Fathoms (1953)

Mysterious Island (1961)

Jason & the Argonauts (1963)
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*Please note that the filmography of some practitioners 
featuring in the A2 MIA fact file series may include 18 certificate 
films. These films, if significant, may be mentioned in the 
overview to provide career background but will not be listed 
as recommended for study by CCEA. It is the responsibility of 
the teacher to ensure that students only view films with age 
appropriate content and certification.

Many films have had their certification reviewed in recent 
years. For more details go to www.bbfc.co.uk and use the film 
certification search function.
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