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ADVANCED PORTFOLIO – PRACTITIONER STUDY
ANIMATOR: WOLFGANG REITHERMAN

FACTFILE:
GCE A2 LEVEL
MOVING IMAGE ARTS

Overview
One of the original ‘Nine Old 
Men’ famous for shaping the 
Disney Studios’ aesthetic 
and remit, Wolfgang 
‘Woolie’ Reitherman joined 
the company primarily 
as an artist but began 
work on animating almost 
immediately. His belief that 
“movement is life” made him passionate about the 
moving image and he was renowned for his dedication 
to analysing natural movement and redrafting 
sequences to make the movements as realistic as 
possible. He became the first company animator to 
direct an entire feature with The Sword in the Stone in 
1963, and helmed other classics like 101 Dalmatians 
(1961) and The Jungle Book (1967) as well as 
providing formidable leadership within the company 
after Walt Disney’s death in 1966. Winnie the Pooh 
and the Blustery Day (1968), which he directed, won 
an Oscar in 1969.

By the time Reitherman was in a position to direct 
features in the 1960’s, productions were becoming 
more streamlined due to the time and expense 
involved in creating very detailed films. In an 
increasingly competitive marketplace, even Disney 
couldn’t afford such lavish expenditure. Reitherman 
put in place time and money saving measures, 
pioneering the use of xerography (an early, primitive 
form of photocopying that was only possible in 
black and white) on his film 101 Dalmatians and 
shamelessly recycling some character designs and 
sequences from film to film. For these he was 

criticized in some quarters by those who saw it as 
cheap and contrary to Disney’s ethos. Nevertheless, 
these pictures have a more streamlined and 
modern feel and Reitherman remains an important 
contributor in Disney history. 

Some techniques for study and 
exploration:
•  Use of detailed and complex character 

movements with clear understanding of cartoon 
‘gravity’ in animated action scenes; from Goofy 
dancing with his horse in El Gaucho Goofy (1943) 
to the colossal whale-chasing Gepetto and his son 
in Pinocchio (1940)

•  Study of anatomy to inform the design of 
character movement, such as the anatomical 
displays of dinosaur bones at a museum which 
were used as a basis for the Stegosaurus and 
Tyrannosaurus in the ‘Rite of Spring’ section of 
Fantasia (1940)

•  Use of expressive camera angles to enhance the 
sense of character movement

•  Use of detailed animation backgrounds (evident 
in Reithermann’s early work) such as the 
expensive Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs 
(1937)

•  Use of recyclable characters and sequences, 
to save time and money, where possible (more 
evident in Reithermann’s later work)
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Some recommended texts:*
Fantasia (1940 – as Animation Director/Supervisor 
of ‘Rite of Spring’ section)

Pinocchio (1940 – as Animation Director of the 
whale chase sequence)

The Sword in the Stone (1963 – as Director)

*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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