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Hand-Drawn Animation Is Pure Suffering, So Why Still Do It? 
 
Christine Rebet’s sensitive drawing process is often utilized to create hundreds 
and thousands of works, comprising just a few minutes of animation. She has 
used this meticulous technique to rebuild destroyed historical sites in the most 
imaginative ways, and get closer to “the soul of cinema”. Words by Jonathan 
McAloon 

 
A Symbol of Endurance, from Brand Band News, 2005. Ink on paper, 30.5 x 24 cm. Collection of Julia Bidermann. All images 
Courtesy the artist and Parasol unit foundation for contemporary art unless stated 

 
French artist Christine Rebet takes her shoes off to walk into the rooms of her own 
exhibition. A hand-drawn animation shows the story of the Temple of Eninnu, which was 
constructed in the twenty-second century BC in ancient Mesopotamia—that covers the 
majority of Iraq and Kuwait, along with some of Syria, Iran and Turkey in today’s 
geography—after a god “appeared” to a ruler called Gudea in a dream. Well, that’s how 
the story goes. Thunderbird (2018) shows a landscape of mountains and puffing geysers 
which seems to melt into the sand and clay used to build the temple bricks. A soundtrack 
of a frantic Iraqi oud, which represents the sound of American bombardments and local 
destruction of cultural sites in recent years, plays from a hidden compartment in the wall. 
The room itself has only just been constructed, and will stand just two months before it is 
destroyed. Christine Rebet’s Time Levitation will be the last exhibition in non-
profit Parasol unit’s East London space. 
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Left: Thunderbird, 2018; Right: Brand Band News, 2005; Both: Installation view of Time Levitation at Parasol unit, London, 2020. 
Photography by Benjamin Westoby 
 
“Mesopotamians had techniques for being remembered,” Rebet tells me. “In the 
foundations of Gudea’s temple they buried this.” She shows me an image of a cone 
covered in glyphs. “The text of Gudea is inscribed on it, and it is also votive. A mini 
sculpture. If someone digs it up, it will tell them how to rebuild the temple as it was, so 
that every layer of it put down in the future is exactly the same as in the past. This culture 
knew that it would decline, that its temples would be destroyed, and at the same time 
they performed an act of resistance to total destruction. This was part of the civilization: 
built in. I thought about it as a working image of eternity.” 
 
“We never knew where my father was during the war. We just 
knew that he disappeared” 
 
After the recent widespread damage of the ancient heritage site Palmyra, Rebet was 
looking to make a piece about it. “Then I read in the New York Times that the British 
Museum had found funding for rescue archaeology at various Iraqi sites. I thought, these 
archeologists are the people making sure that things are eternal. We worked in 
conjunction: while they excavated the temple, I creatively reanimated the dream that led 
to its construction.” 
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Monk Walk, from Breathe In, Breathe Out, 2019. Ink on paper, 40 x 30 cm. Courtesy the artist 
 

Animation as reanimation. Did Rebet choose to work in the medium because it was 
always bound to ideas of new life: renewal and even resurrection? “No. I found that part 
of my mission later. At first it was just natural for me to tell stories. When I started I was 
fascinated with how the first practitioners used it as an act of resistance. Animation 
started underground after film, and rose with sound and jazz. Early cartoons were 
considered subversive. Betty Boop was censored in the 1930s for being too erotic.” The 
German philosopher and literary critic Walter Benjamin, for one, enjoyed the freedom 
animation had to comment on anything, being divorced from human actors. He was also 
worried about the “sadistic fantasies” that were played out. Mickey Mouse and his ilk 
were “figures of a collective dream”, functioning like “fairytales” and radically symbolizing 
the lives of those who watched them. The subjects of works in Rebet’s show range from 
ecological allegory to public protest, the rise of Fascism in the twentieth century and 
French colonialism. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Black Cabinet (stills), 2007. Two-channel animation shot on 35mm transferred to HD, sound 3:50 min. Courtesy the artist 
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Parasol unit first included one of Rebet’s works in a 2007 group show about animation, 
Momentary Momentum. Now, Time Levitation will be the exhibition on which Parasol 
unit’s Wharf Road London space ends a fifteen-year run of innovative installation-led 
shows. Founder Ziba Ardalan tells me it is the resourcefulness of Rebet’s works—
created “often with minimal budget, but incredible diligence”—that echoes the outlook of 
her own gallery space and influenced her choice of final show. “Rebet’s work,” says 
Ardalan, “apart from constant change as the nature of animation requires, is about 
renewal and metamorphosis. I find this vision quite refreshing and in many ways it 
corresponds to my own vision: to always look for renewal. At this very moment when 
Parasol unit repositions its activities, I think showing Rebet’s work is quite fitting.” 
 
  

 

 

 

 

 

Christine Rebet, In the Soldier’s Head (still), 2015. Animation shot on 16mm transferred to HD, sound, 4:25 min. Courtesy the artist 
and Bureau, New York 

 
 
It’s a space that utilizes every hidden nook of its architecture. Over the years here I’ve 
seen boats suspended in high shafts, and sculpture stretch through the glass to the yard 
outside. For Rebet’s show, individual screening rooms have been built and decorated to 
become immersive capsules for viewers. “This aspect was there from the beginning in 
my work, because I come from theatre,” Rebet tells me. “I’ve always had a space in mind 
for the work to be shown, a landscape for it.” For the recent work Breathe In, Breathe 
Out—in which a monk in Thailand undergoes transformations into a range of animals, 
plants and architecture—viewers can sit on a bench or straw tatami poufs on the gallery 
floor. For 2007’s The Black Cabinet, which describes a Fin de Siècle seance, the viewing 
room has been covered in a red damask wallpaper and hung with a crystal chandelier. 
Victorian chairs have been ordered in. For more austere animations, such as 2015’s In 
the Soldier’s Head, we are limited to a traditional dark room. (“The theatre of the mind,” 
Rebet calls it.) 
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“This culture knew that it would decline, that its temples would be 
destroyed” 
 
Animation, and the obsessiveness of character it requires, has at times driven Rebet 
away from the form. “The drawing can take eight months,” she tells me. “You have to do 
each drawing and there are 3000 of them. So I have to make the process quick for it to 
stay vivid for me, and to stay engaged. Once you dive into the animation there is less 
room for creativity. It just becomes something that you suffer. Even psychologically you 
suffer. You wake up and you have to calculate each drawing for a day. You spend eight 
months on something which takes two minutes to watch.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Christine Rebet, Thunderbird, 2018. Installation view of Time Levitation at Parasol unit, London, 2020. Photography by Benjamin 
Westoby 

 
For 2011’s kinetic sculpture The Square, she spent months shuffling four different 
powders into position around a slab of white plaster for the animation. “After months I 
broke it. I couldn’t do it anymore. I was fed up. It was responding to Beckett’s television 
play Quad but that was nine minutes long and I was never going to get through. So I 
smashed the plaster and made that part of the piece.” 
 
In response to her own working boredom, Rebet also started to look for ways of imbuing 
the meticulous process of animation itself with abstraction and an element of chance. For 
In the Soldier’s Head she immersed some of her drawings in water, the degradation 
mirroring her father’s PTSD after his participation in the French-Algerian War. “I filmed 
them as they soaked, and I added ink to the water. We shot the drawing being animated, 
and then the water dissolved the animation because the animation can’t function 
anymore. It’s also a performance as it happens. I always have to go through a 
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performance. Making and viewing it, you are feeling what it is like to be disappearing. We 
never knew where my father was during the war. We just knew that he disappeared.” 

 
 

From left: Tree of Life, 2019. From the series Breathe In, Breathe Out. Ink on paper, 40 x 30 cm; Centre: From Larva to Magic 
Mountain, 2019. From the series Breathe In, Breathe Out. Ink on paper, 40 x 30 cm; Right: Nénuphar, 2019. From the series Breathe 
In, Breathe Out. Ink on paper, 40 x 30 cm. All images courtesy the artist 

 
Moving from room to room, we speak about the uncanny and what Rebet describes as 
“the soul of cinema”: the ancient, flickering effect that can be observed while watching 
animations. In an age of digital production, where animation can be produced on a 
computer without drawing each individual frame, does she think the soul of cinema—and 
animation as an art form—needs saving? 
 
 
“I think what you can do in the digital age is great. But I am interested in preserving hand-
drawn animation for myself because it is my act, my gesture. My gesture is to draw. The 
magic of the hand. That’s why I like this piece, Thunderbird—because it’s really about 
construction.” We look to a frame from that film which is hung on the gallery wall. The 
hands that lay the ancient bricks are drawn. And in the film they will turn into 
photographed hands in the present, wiping dust off the excavated past. “That’s my 
mission.” 
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«  Gu i de d dr ea ms on  th e Dra wings  of  Chr i s t ine R e be t »  

 

« If dreams are a translation of waking life, equally waking life is a translation of dreams. » 

André Breton 

 

German psychologist Erich From once wrote that dreams are similar to a foreign language. We are often unable to 

understand any of their signs, but as with another language, we can learn to understand and interpret their meanings. In 

previous centuries, dreams were associated with the world of the supernatural and with religious convictions.  

 

Dreams were described as visits from the gods and demons, or in the case of the ancient Greek philosophers, dreams 

were understood to be inspirations coming from a divine force to foretell the future. Since reflections by Sigmund 

Freud— on the matter in his famous book The Interpretation of Dreams, written more than a hundred years ago, we 

know that dreams have little to do with the supernatural or with enlightenment of a divine origin. They have a direct 

relation to the experiences and desires of daily life. However, dreams do not continue the so-called waking life, but 

rather seem to be a mechanism that removes us from our daily anxieties to give us relief from them. Today most 

scientists believe that dreaming is no more than a neural house cleaning, an editing of information in the storage area of 

the brain. Many books and essays have been written about dreams, their causes and triggers, and their connection with 

the conscious and subconscious levels of the senses. But what precisely is it that dreams are telling us? All that is 

necessary in order to understand a dream is to learn a special psychological technique to interpret it. Once we are able 

to comprehend its symbols and allusions, we can in fact see that every dream has a “psychological structure, full of 

significance, and one which may be assigned to a specific place in the psychic activities of the waking state”, as Freud 

specified. And yet we are not in control of our dreams, they are a subconscious affair coming from the depths of our 

minds. Generally we speak of having a dream, and never of making a dream, even though everything that comes to mind 

during the state of dreaming has no source other than ourselves, our experiences and desires. We are the ones that put 

the images together. Despite this, we feel exposed without protection when dreams bring to light lost and remote 

memories of an unsettling and repressed nature, many that at first glance would seem to have no significant meaning.  

 

The drawings of French artist Christine Rebet, made between 1999 and 2003, are similarly as cryptic as dreams, 

appearing to be a language of their own, full of symbols, metaphors and subconscious references. We realize at once 

that we need a specific method in order to read these drawings, such as those depicting scenes ambiguously entitled 

Soul Hunter, or Split Mind, amongst many others. The drawings are distinctly connected to memories from the artist’s 

childhood and to particular dreams that she had as a young girl, the time when she first started sketching. As Rebet said: 

“We witness an adult mind going back to the mind of a child. Re-living his fears and his confusions.” It is a child with 

archetypal fears of losing his parents, of finding himself in an extremely embarrassing situation, or of discovering the 

paralyzing thought of death. Dreams can, with an amazing force of reproduction, recall distant and fully forgotten 

experiences from our earliest years, but Rebet’s drawings go further. The dread of physical and emotional tension 

emerges from every one of her drawings. It is evident that their powerful expressive impact draws on other sources 

beyond Rebet’s own purely autobiographical anxieties. They are connected to fairy tales, comic books, ghost stories, 

horror movies, popular culture at large, and most of all, by the contradictory impulses of life itself. The drawings contain 

a playful and emphatic beauty when reporting on the dangers and complex depths of the human condition. They are 

unrefined and appear occasionally unfinished, as if to mirror the fragmented nature of our existence.  

 

Rebet grew up in Lyon, a city she describes as a surreal and fearsome place, a place intensely marked by memories of 

her conflicts with the bourgeois surroundings of her childhood. She initially studied painting at the Academy in Venice 

and moved on to work with theatre in the mid-1990s when she studied stage design in London at St Martin’s School of 

Art and Design. This is where her drawing activity encountered theatre. Rebet’s images bring together a cast of fantasy 

creatures that she sends on to her own mental stage. Here, they perform pieces that tell a story, through states of mind 

that are themselves reduced to temporary gestures, exposing views of the artist’s inner life. In her drawings, we 



encounter the little demons and goblins that so often chase us in our dreams. Devilish looking children, and surreal 

characters signifying our most feared anxieties; haunted depictions of alienation, trauma and despair. The characters 

appear with highly disfigured bodies and heads, their arms, legs or faces out of proportion or not existent at all, making 

them look like deformed and grotesque creatures from our most nightmarish dreams. Here, particularly, the series Split 

Mind, with their distorted adolescent boys and girls, reminds us of tales of horror and dismay. Yet many of the sketches 

also possess a humorous and cartoonish aspect that emerges through the titles and their relation to continuously 

fearsome and uncanny images, such as 2 Rabbits in Trouble, or How to Upset a DJ. The uncanny atmosphere of Rebet’s 

drawings is what makes them hugely fascinating. One knows in an instant that one has encountered a different universe 

with its own set of rules, located in a dusty zone somewhere between the familiar and the unfamiliar. It is an alternative 

fantasy- world, a self-contained system that depicts momentary visions, like short flashes from haunted memories. We 

experience fragmented and broken narratives, short and unfinished stories, as if glancing into an abyss of ragged 

reminiscences. 

 

In Rebet’s drawings, with the truthful openness of dreams, we encounter a taste for the eerie and the mysterious, for 

uncovered virtue and our own emotional depths. We see an idealistic vision of life on a level not pretend and unreal 

but internal and authentic. Life, like dreams, is torn by our minds’ most secret motions, forming us by the simplest and 

barest means. 

 

Jens Hoffmann In Christine Rebet, « Game over », Catalogue, Ed. A Huge Book, 2003. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


