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A Behind-the-Scenes
Look at LAIKA

After twenty years, the groundbreaking
studio continues to walk its own path.
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Puppet Masters

By Jazz Tangcay

9 Twentyyearsago,Laikadecidedtore-
inventstop-motion animation from

its boutique-style studio in Portland, Ore.
“Here we are 20 years later, and during
that period, we've transformed ourselves
into a global storytelling powerhouse,”
says David Burke, the studio’s chief mar-
keting officer and chief operating officer.
Laika’s lineup of beloved and innovative
stop-motion features started with 2009’s
“Coraline” and was followed by other hand-

crafted delights such as “ParaNorman,”
“The Boxtrolls,” “Kubo and the Two Strings”
and “Missing Link”

But things are changing at Laika, as the
studio has setits sights on expanding.It’s
ramping up developmentin both the ani-
mated and live-action spaces. Its live-ac-
tion division was launched in 2023. Laika
has also expanded into television, exhi-
bitions and publishing (“Laika: The Magic
Behind a Stop-Motion Dream Factory”

“Coraline” set
the tone for
Laika's innovative
storytelling.

will be released in March), and they’ve
dropped merchandise on their newly
redesigned website.

“That’s how it’s evolved, so audiences
don’thave to waityears between projects,”
Burke says.

“Wildwood,” their sixth animated fea-
ture film, will be released next year and is
currently in the final stages of production.

Among other projects in development
are “The Night Gardener,” which will be
directed by Laika CEO Travis Knight.
Described as a gritty neo-noir folk-
tale, the film is set in rural Missouri and
turns on a young man who struggles to
keep his family together in the midst of
atragedy. When the news of the film was
announced, Knight said, “The Night Gar-
dener’ is a beautiful and timeless story
that quickens the pulse as often as it
breaks the heart.” “Ozark’s” Bill Dubuque
is on board as screenwriter. Said Knight,
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“We’re always going to be telling stories that
have heart. All our films are going to be
deeply human and emotionally resonant.” peter Mccown

“He’s crafted a lyrical world layered with
complex characters, provocative ideas
and keenly felt emotion.”

There are several other projects green-
lit in the live-action space. Phil Lord and
Christopher Miller, Lulu Wang and Jon
Spaihts are some of the filmmakers
attached to projects.

“We’re always looking for new talent.
We’re working with and looking for people
who want to bring unique, bold, original
stories,” says development lead producer
Peter McCown.

Seekingthose projects asa development
team means looking for books to adaptor
unique specscripts. Says McCown, “We’re
turning over every stone to find these
unique and impactful stories.”

Laika’s stop-motion films have paved the
way for this expansion, and those films still
resonate with fans. Last year, “Coraline”
was re-released in movie theaters, and
grossed $56 million, and this month, “Para-
Norman” returns to theatersin a RealD 3D
remastered print.

On the film’s lasting impact, Burke says,
“That’s something we reflect on quite a bit.
Ultimately, it’s the beauty of stop motion.
It’s got the beauty of stop-motion and has

Laika's epic
action-adventure
“Kubo and the Two
Strings” pushed the
studio’s art and
tech departments
to new highs.

the warmth of something that’s built by
hand. I think audiences can sense that
authentic connection.”

He adds, “Laika has nurtured that art
form, and brought it into the 21st century
through innovation. And it’s the warmth
that comes from the tactility of the artist
and having a timeless appeal thatis sensed
and received by the viewer.”

The re-release also heralds the studio’s
shiftinto the short film space.

Short “ParaNorman: The Thrifting” is
directed by Thibault LeClercq and written
by Chris Butler. Anna Kendrick reprises
herrole as Norman’s older sister, Courtney,
while “Stranger Things” star Finn Wolf-
hard adds his voice talents to the cast.

McCown says “The Thrifting” also marks
amove into the medium of CG. “It was a fun
new challenge thateverybody leaned into.
We got to have a really good time getting
backinto this character and his world that
we haven’t been into for a dozen years.”

He adds, “Itwas such a great opportunity
to tie it into the re-release of the film, so
that we could work with a partner studio,
Passion Pictures and start to exercise what
else can we do, and how else can we tell
these stories.”

Laika manages to remain inherently
unique by telling bold and original sto-
ries. “That’s the crux of what we do and
what we put out,” McCown says. “Even if
we switch into a different medium, we'’re
always going to have the handcrafted DNA
and the artistry that comes with that.”

How have they managed to stay rele-
vantin a competitive space? “It’s by never
standing still,” Burke says. “We’ve managed
to fuse the timeless artistry of stop motion
with constantinnovation like 3D printing.”

Regardless of medium, McCown notes
the throughline of Laika projects is simple.
“We’re always going to be telling stories
that have heart. All our films are going to
be deeply human and emotionally reso-
nant. The films coming up expand upon
that risk taking way of storytelling that
we're already known for. We’re just build-
ing upon that and taking that even fur-
ther, with the goal of standing out from
the mainstream.”

Laika hasn’t just made its footprint in
the world of stop-motion animation, it has
also done wonders for Oregon, turning
the state into their identity. “We’ve built
[an] over-half-a-million- square-foot stu-
dio here that sustains hundreds of highly
skilled local jobs. It nurtures craftsman-
ship. It brings global recognition to the
Pacific Northwest as a hub for bold and
handcrafted storytelling,” says Burke.

As a result, Portland isn’t just synon-
ymous with Nike and Columbia Sports-
wear, Laika now factorsinto that equation.
They’ve also established partnerships with
Portland State University and Portland
Community College to foster the next gen-
eration of artists, and “Wildwood,” is what
Knighthas called his “love letter to Oregon.”

Looking ahead, McCown says the goal
is telling more stories. “We want to find
the best way of telling those stories. And
cement Laika’s role as a global leader in
cinematic storytelling” He adds, “We just
want more of that”

With “The Thrifting” set within the Para-
Norman universe, and “Wildwood” based
onatrilogy of YA books, the studio has not
ruled out the possibility of sequels.

“I think ultimately it’s worth consid-
ering,” says McCown. “I don’t think we’re
ever going to say no to any piece of exist-
ing IP or anything like that. I think what
we lean towards, though, is where’s the
original story? I did read Travis say he’s
typically averse to sequels because you
wantto focus on the mostsingular, import-
antmomentofa character’s journey. And
usually one film is what’s going to do that.
Itdoesn’t mean thatit’s off the table.”

Focus Features
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Roots Revolution

By Carole Horst

For its next feature film, Laika gets
backtoitsroots.

“Wildwood” is based on Colin Meloy’s
novels and directed by Travis Knight from
ascriptby Chris Butler. Meloy is the front-
man of Portland-based band the Decem-
berists, and the book is set in Portland,
so the material is a natural for the Port-
land-based Laika.

“Colin’s book ‘Wildwood’ is really insep-
arable from place,” says producer Sam
Wilson. “Forest Park, which is one of the
largesturban forests in the U.S., is actually
the Wildwood of the book. Soit’s rooted in
the real world”

Wilson adds, “Travis has himself
described the film as a love letter to Port-
land.” In the film, young Prue must leave
herhome in Portland to venture into Wild-
wood on a quest to save her brother,who'’s
been stolen by a murder of crows. The voice
cast includes Peyton Elizabeth Lee, Carey
Mulligan, Mahershala Ali, Jacob Tremblay,
Awkwafina, Angela Bassett, Jake Johnson,
Charlie Day, Amandla Stenberg, Jemaine
Clement, Tom Waits and Richard E. Grant.

Laika's next
feature,
“Wildwood,”
features the
beauty of Oregon’s
outdoor spaces.

The scope and ambition of the project,
set for a 2026 release, matches the starry
cast. Burke says that’s because Laika likes
to topitselfevery time it creates a feature.
Ithasadded almost200,000 square feet of
floor space since it produced 2016’s “Kubo
and the Two Strings.”

“You hear people say, this is our most
ambitious film yet,” says Burke. So, what
doesthat mean exactly? “It means thatwe've
got136 locations in the feature, and many
ofthem are so large that the crew can walk
through them. We’ve really moved from
that tabletop world into a grand, sweeping,
kind of mythical epic.... There’s 231 practical
puppets, 54 hero characters, and each and
everyone ofthem hasbeen engineered and
costumed like a bespoke work of art.”

Six-time Oscar-nominated cinematog-
rapher Caleb Deschanel was recruited
to shoot “Wildwood.” “There’s epic bat-
tle scenes in this movie, and obviously
he’s well known for ‘The Patriot, and he
brought that knowledge, and his knowl-
edge gained ever since, to the project to
realize Travis’ vision.”

Laika has innovated with each film,
including making advances on faces using
3D printers and now, armature and mus-
culature for the puppets.

“They’ve perfected a process that allows
them to print the kind of skeletal form that
enables the animators to coax even more
lifelike, impactful performances,” says
Burke. Wilson adds, “You can see the ten-
sionin the characters because often, if you
think of a stop-motion character, you think
of basically an action figure. But these are
more human and realistic than anything
anybody’s ever done.”

He notes that repeatability is an import-
ant part of the craft. “When we started
using 3D printed faces on ‘Coraline, every
time we did it,on every feature, we learned
something new and then found different
ways to apply it. Soit’s notjust confined to
the characters’ expressions anymore. It’s
part of how we design the puppets them-
selves.It’s part of how we design our props.
It’'s how we can simulate the liquid activity
in the film. We have these bubblers all over
Portland, where they’re just water foun-
tains in the cityscape, and we printed out
a water cycle to simulate what the water
looked like.

“So, it’s become part of how we explore
the ‘Wildwood’ world space and how we
try and achieve practical effects for the
film, rather than using VFX — although
we do a lot of VFX touch-up work as well.
It’s part of the complimentary aspects of
how we accomplish this film.”

Both Burke and Wilson single out the
General, a huge eagle, as a special char-
acter. “There are like 9,000 feathers on
each [General] puppet — hand installed,”
marvels Burke. “We also have a really terri-
fying antagonist in Maxim, played by Tom
Waits,and justa stillimage of Maxim is ter-
rifying,”laughs Wilson. “He’s an incredibly
graphic,intense character.”

“Wildwood” really does seem to embody
the Laika brand and Pacific Northwestloca-
tion. “Our motto is that we walk a different
path. And each one of ourvaluesisinformed
by each one of our films,” says Wilson.

“Travis [Knight]

has himself described
the film as alove
letter to Portland.”

Sam Wilson

Courtesy of Laika
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Laika’s Short Cut

By Carole Horst

9 Laika went small for its latest film

— the short “ParaNorman: The
Thrifting.”

Directed by Laika’s lead character de-
signer Thibault Leclercq and written by
Chris Butler, the CG short (a first!) will
be shown with the re-release of the stu-
dio’s 2012 classic stop-motion animated
feature “ParaNorman.” They both hit
theaters Oct. 25 in partnership with Fath-
om Entertainment.

“The Thrifting” sees Norman (voiced by
Brayden Gleave) and his sister Courtney
(Anna Kendrick, reprising her role from
“ParaNorman”) and his best buddy Neil
(Beckett Maillard) enter a spooky thrift
shop, where Courtney flirts with the edgy,
cute clerk Chad (Finn Wolfhard) while
Norman encounters a mischievous young
spiritlooking to make a whole lot of trou-

ble. It’s a colorful, propulsive story that’s
full of horror movie Easter eggs.

Butler, who wrote and co-directed “Para-
Norman,” says that while converting the 3D
characters of the original film to 2D was a
“gargantuan undertaking,” doing the short
in CG was “an easy choice.”

“And even thoughIthinkLaikais firstand
foremostastop-motion studio, [ think we’ve
always had aninterestin animationin gen-
eral. And, certainly for me,I came froma 2D
background, sowhenlIfirststarted imagin-
ing ‘ParaNorman’ — probably like last cen-
tury, in fact —in my head, it was a 2D thing,
the first sketches. Because that’s just how I
think of things,” Butler says. “But also, we did
already dip our toe into 2D with the credit
sequencein the originalmovie,which wasin
the style of horror movie posters, really kind
of gaudy primary colors, the big, dripping

Animated short
“ParaNorman:

The Thrifting”
resurrects beloved
characters.

letters, and we had a lot of fun doing that.
It was a really painterly aesthetic. And so it
seemed like that was our starting point. It
was like, let’s have some fun with this.”

Itwasimportantfor Leclercq to preserve
the hand-made and graphiclook of “Para-
Norman”in the short.

“No matter what the technique is going
to be, I knew that we’re going to have this
kind of 2D organic, handmade feel that’s
going to reconnect to the original stop
motion,” he says. “And then there was the
idea that ‘ParaNorman’ is a very cinematic,
avery immersive world that they’ve built
in stop motion — the lighting, the camera
approach to it feels extremely real. And
I wanted to make sure that we’re going
to preserve that even though we’re not
going to be stop motion, we’re not going
to have a real camera, real light. I think
the medium” that was the closest to cap-
turing that stop-motion look is “CG to
help me build things that feel dimensional
and immersive.”

Butler says that doing a seven-minute-
and-some-change short was challenging,
butdrillingdown on certain characters and
tellingashortstory —notagag-filledreel —
helped distill narrative choices. Setting itin
one building also set offah-ha moments. “I
thought, OK, thisis a potentially really cool
location to seta shortin, becauseit’s finite,
butit’salso full of cool stuff. It’'s basically like
the cellar in the ‘Conjuring’ movies. It’s a
building full of potentially haunted, creepy
objects. So, you know, plenty of fun to be
had there,” Butler says.

Leclercq knew he was responsible for a
continuation of the “ParaNorman” world,
and that was important stylistically. “We
didn’t want it to step on the movie, sto-
ry-wise, butalso, in terms of style and look,
I wanted to make sure this is more of an
homage to the original feature,” he says,
adding that “the film, at its core, is a love
letter to horror movies.”

Leclercq adds that they also went back to
look at original horror movie posters and
create a stylistic connection. The resultis a
“bold, painterly style,” he says, with the art-
ists leaning into a singular direction “that
feels connected to the original, but doesn’t
steponwhat the filmis,and live on its own.”

“The film, atits
core,is alove letter

to horror movies.”
Thibault Leclercq

Focus Features
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Expansion Plan

By Jazz Tangcay

9 Filmmakers Phil Lord and Christo-

pher Miller, Lulu Wang and Jon Spai-
hts have one thing in common — they’ve
all got projects lined up at Laika’s live-ac-
tion division.

For 20 years, Laika has been synony-
mous with stop-motion projects, creating
animated features such as “ParaNorman,”
“Coraline” and “Kubo and the Two Strings,”
but 2023 heralded a new change for the
studio, the move into live action.

Matt Levin, president of Laika’s live-ac-
tion film and series division, joined the
Oregon-based studio in 2023 to build
on its legacy and contribute to this next
chapter. “It’s all coming from this very
pure place of wanting to tell stories that
are pushing boundaries and emotionally
resonantand timeless, and advancing the
craftand advancing the medium in some
way,” Levin says.

The studio firstannounced plans backin
2021 after acquiring rights to adapt John
Brownlow’s novel “Seventeen” for the big
screen. Back then, Laika president and
CEO Travis Knight said, “For the past 15
years, Laika has been committed to mak-
ing movies that matter. Across mediums
and genres, our studio has fused art, craft
and technology in service of bold, distinc-
tiveand enduring stories. With ‘Seventeen,
Laikais taking that philosophy in an excit-
ing new direction.”

Production is ramping up along the
live-action pipeline. As of now, there are no
release dates foritslive-action productions,
but Spaihts is set to make his directorial
debut with an untitled sci-fi thriller about
awoman investigating a mystery that took
place during a week she cannotremember.
Anna Boden and Ryan Fleck are adapting
anddirectingalive-action film based on the
novel “Atmosphere” by Taylor Jenkins Reid.
And Wang is on board to adapt and direct
“Audition,” the novel by Katie Kitamura.

Levin explains, there’s a formula to the
projects they get behind, and it remains
the same as Knight’s messaging: “We're
looking for things that are bold, emotional
and inventive.”

From meticulous crafting of its puppets
to the painstaking detail in its production

Matt Levin leads
Laika's live action
efforts.

design, the team integrates new technolo-
giesand innovations into the century-old
technique of stop-motion animation. It’s
something the studio prides itself on and
hopes to thread into its live-action films.
“That’s going to be a big part of how we
approach the live-action space as well, a
focus on craft, artistry and championing
strong creative voices and creative author-
ship,” Levin says.

The films may vary in genre and story,
but Levin hopes audiences “can feel the
through line. All of them are bold, emo-
tional, inventive in some way.”

As for the filmmakers, Levin says the
division is “building its tribe” That means
finding the people who share the same val-
ues. “When we find them and there’sastory
that they want to tell that really resonates
with us, we're off to the races. I don’t think

it’'s much more complicated than that, but
itreally does come down to finding people
who really have that shared sense of value
and in the types of stories they want to tell
and how they want to tell them.”

Brian Duffield, who will write and direct
“Crumble” with Lord and Miller produc-
ing, says, “I'll never forget seeing ‘Coraline’
on opening night at the AMC Burbank 16
and wondering who these wonderful new
geniuses were.I can’t wait to make a movie
with them and hopefully live up to their
banner, and I couldn’t be more excited
to get to go on a new adventure with my
friends at Lord Miller”

Lord and Miller add, “We have long been
fans of Laika and Travis Knight’s ground-
breaking workin animation and could not
be more excited to join forces with them
in live action.” It’s a sentiment shared by
all the other filmmakers who are joining
the Laika “tribe.”

Looking ahead, Levin feels the “real
sense of responsibility in helping to take
the company into this next chapter.” He
adds, “You want to do justice to all the
incredible work that’s come before. We’re
going tobe very curated and selective, and
hopefully that’s reflected in some of the
projects we've announced so far.”
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Beaver State of Mind

By Todd Longwell

9 The Netflix crime thriller “Night
Always Comes” was always going to
besetin Portland, Ore., like the Willy Vlau-
tin novel from which it was adapted. But it
wasn’t necessarily going to shoot there.

“A lot of the early discussions are like,
‘Where’s the biggest bang for the buck?’
And Canada came up a lot,” admits the
film’s executive producer Chris Stinson
(“The Holdovers,” “Sound of Metal”). “In the
northwest...they’re constantly contending
with let’s just go to Vancouver; and alot of
times they do go to Vancouver;,” where they
can take advantage of experienced crews,
afavorable exchange rate and a healthy
production incentive.

But Stinson says he was able to point
to the 2018 drama “Leave No Trace,” a
good-looking movie he made in Oregon
on a very low budget, and “convince the
powers-that-be that Portland would not
only be the best place, but also the cheap-
est for anumber of reasons.”

Those reasons don’t necessarily jump
out when you glance at Oregon’s decent-
but-not-great film and TV incentive. It
offers cash rebates — not the more com-
mon transferable tax credit, the bulk of
which must be sold to third parties for 85
cents to 95 cents on the dollar — of 25%
on local goods and services and 20% on
in-state payroll for projects with a mini-
mum spend of $1 million. The latter can be
stacked with the Greenlight Oregon Labor
Rebate for an additional cash rebate of up
to 6.2% of Oregon payroll.

The Beaver State has a long history of
attracting iconic projects ranging from
Buster Keaton’s “The General” (1926) and
the best picture Oscar-winner “One Flew
Over the Cuckoo’s Nest” (1975) to the com-
ing-of-age drama “Stand by Me” (1986).
This past June, the adventure-comedy
“The Goonies” (1985) celebrated its 40th
anniversary with a weekend-long festi-
val in the town of Astoria, where the old

Jennifer Jason
Leigh, left, and
Vanessa Kirby
in “Night Always
Comes”

jail, which was used as a location in the
movie, has been turned into the Oregon
Film Museum.

In the past decade, Oregon’s most
high-profile productions have been TV
series such as NBC’s “Grimm” (2011-2017),
the satirically self-mythologizing “Port-
landia” (2011-2018) and, most recently,
the upcoming Amazon series “Criminal,”
starring Charlie Hunnam. Besides “Night
Always Comes,” starring Vanessa Kirby
and Jennifer Jason Leigh, the state has
also recently hosted the independent
films “Horsegirls,” starring Gretchen
Mol, and writer/director Logic’s “Para-
dise Records,” both of which premiered
earlier this year.

But as “Dirty” Harry Callahan (Clint
Eastwood) said in “Magnum Force” (1973),
“aman’s got to know his limitations,” and
so does a state like Oregon.

“We’re not big and we don’t have as
much infrastructure, but we’re a really
good alternative for medium-sized proj-
ects, mostly because we'’re very produc-
tion friendly, we're very responsive, and
it’s a cash rebate,” says Tim Williams,
executive director of Oregon Film (aka
the Oregon Governor’s Office of Film &
Television), a former film producer whose
credits include 2001’s “In the Bedroom,”
an Oscar nominee for best picture. “And
a lot of times you get paid quicker than
most other places and you can utilize that
to finish your movie, and that helps the
medium-sized projects a great deal”

To hear Stinson talk, the No. 1 reason to
shootin Oregon mightactually be Williams.

“You can send him your budget, and
he’ll go through it and tell you exactly how
much tax credit you get, what qualifies
and what doesn’t, and give you a total.
That’s a lot of work for him,” says Stin-
son. “On top of it, he does the pictures of
locations, and he’ll tell you what’s coming
to town and make sure it’s not too busy.
When there’s been a problem, he’s spoken
to [people in] locations that were hard
for us to get. He’s a fighter, and he’s on
your side.”

“A lot of times you

get paid quicker than
most other places

and you can utilize that
to finish your movie.”

Tim Williams

Allyson Riggs/Netflix
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