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The Project 

 
This summer, the department Animation of the Lucerne School of Art and 
Design will organize a MasterAcademy on computer animation in cooperation 
with Swiss animators from Hollywood and New Zealand. 
  
Under the direction of Simon Otto (Dreamworks Animation – How to Train Your 
Dragon), selected students and professionals will complete a six-week training 
in advanced computer animation. 
  
Michael Aerni (Weta Digital – Planet of the Apes, The Hobbit), Simon Christen 
(Pixar – Ratatouille, Inside Out), Jean-Denis Haas (ILM – Avatar, Star Trek) and 
Stefan Schumacher (Pixar – Brave, Monster University) are all colleagues of 
Simon Otto and will support him. 
  
Swiss citizens, Swiss residents or people who have a sustainable connection to 
Swiss Animation Film are eligible to apply. The academy focuses on Character 
Walk, Close Up Acting and Lipsynch, Creature Animation and Human Acting. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
How to Train Your Dragon 2,  DreamWorks Animation , 2014



  

 
 

 

Initial Simon Otto 
  
The handful of active Swiss animation professionals working in the international feature 
animation business share a common story: enduring an improbable, at times obscure 
journey on their way into this profession. When we set out to follow our dream we had very 
little information about how to become animators and we didn’t have the slightest idea 
whether we actually had the talent to overcome the obstacles. 
 
But one thing we all had was luck and perseverance. Somewhere on this path we were lucky 
enough to run into someone who would point us toward what school to apply to, which 
studio to connect with or which convention to go to in order to get the advice or feedback 
we needed to make it to the next stage. We had to leave Switzerland, study animation 
abroad while working other jobs or loaning money from our parents. It wasn’t exactly a 
well-established path. 
 
Often times we wonder how many talented people didn’t even make it out of the starting 
blocks, because the initial obstacles were just too big.  
Now that a relationship has been formed between the HSLU and this small group of Swiss 
Professionals, we realize that we have a chance and a responsibility to build a bridge 
between what we do at the cutting edge of this profession and up and coming talent. 
Because we can empathize with young students who dream like we once did, we want to 
actively participate in helping future animators find access to this wonderful and growing 
profession.  
 
Our goal is to give promising Swiss animators or animators living in Switzerland a practical 
insight into the state-of-the-art of the feature animation craft. 
But our aim is not to just teach the most talented students what it takes to get hired by a 
big Hollywood studio, we want to give them real tools so that they can be more successful 
animators no matter where they might end up. We want to actively help raise their grasp of 
what makes a character performance entertaining, appealing and believable.  
The course is broken down into a handful of very specific practical exercises that the 
students will have to work on while being mentored one-on-one by the class instructor. Each 
instructor will spend a full week in the classroom going from desk to desk and help the 
students produce a high quality animation test with the intent that it can then be used as a 
showpiece on their demo reels.  
 
During our recruiting period, we will strive to find the most promising animators in 
Switzerland and cast our net across the language borders by using our industry and media 
connections. We will try and generate a meaningful amount of press in order to spread the 
word and create interest. Subsequently, students will be required to send in their reel links 
from which we the instructors will then pick our most suited applicants.  
In addition to the obvious benefits to the students, we also hope that this Masterclass can 
raise awareness for the animation program offered at HSLU and thus help ensure that the 
talent pool from which the school picks from continues to improve. 
  
Simon Otto 
 
 

 
 



  

 
 

 
The Teachers 

 
Simon Otto 
 
Head of Character Animation, DreamWorks Animation 
(A “Head of Character Animation” is the artistic depart-ment 
head for a specific film. He’s the right hand to the director in 
all things related to the performance and look of the 
characters, the same way a Director of Photography oversees 
the look of the image, for example.) 

 
Simon Otto, born in 1973 grew up in Gommiswald, SG and 
studied animation at the prestigious animation school “Les Gobelins” in Paris, 
France. He has been an important part of DreamWorks’ character animation team 
ever since he joined the studio in 1997 to work on the their first animated film, "The 
Prince of Egypt."   
He worked as a Supervising Animator on many of the studio’s animated features 
both in traditional hand-drawn as well as in Computer Animation, including “Spirit: 
Stallion of the Cimarron,” and the Aardman co-production, "Flushed Away." Otto 
also worked as a character designer on “Over The Hedge” and the “How to Train 
Your Dragon,” films. After guest-directing several television episodes for Netflix for 
the upcoming seasons of ‘Dragons: Race to the Edge’ and ‘TrollHunters’ he is 
currently working as Head of Character Animation on How to Train Your Dragon 3. 
 

 
Michael Aerni 
 
Michael started his career in computer animation back in the 
year 2000. Completely self taught he worked his way 
through multiple companies in Germany and the UK. Since 
2009 he lives and works in Wellington, New Zealand. As a 
senior animator for Weta Digital he worked with directors 
like Peter Jackson, Steven Spielberg and James Cameron on 
movies like Avatar, Tintin, Rise and Dawn of the planet of 
the Apes and the Hobbit trilogy. 
 

  
Simon Christen 
 
Simon moved to California in 2002 where he attended the 
Character Animation Program at the Academy of Art 
University in San Francisco. He graduated in 2006 and was 
fortunate to be accepted as an Animation Intern at Pixar 
Animation Studios. Upon completion of the internship Simon 
was then hired as a Fix Animator to work on Ratatouille. After 
wrapping on Ratatouille he was then hired by Disney Feature 
Animation, in Los Angeles, to be an Animator on Bolt. In 
2008, Pixar offered a full time position as Animator so Simon 
returned to the San Francisco Bay Area and has been working for Pixar ever since. 
Simon has had the opportunity to work on films such as UP, Toy Story 3, Monsters 
University, Inside Out and most recently The Good Dinosaur. 



  

 
 

 
Stefan Schumacher  
 
He was born in Lucerne, Switzerland in 1984.  
While attending high school in Reussbuehl, he made a crude 3d 
animated movie as part of his final thesis. After high school he 
studied computer sciences at the ETH in Zurich, where he also 
worked part time in advertising and as a 3d-modeller on a 
motion-capture show for the swiss television network 'VIVA 
CH'. Eventually he quit his studies to move to San Francisco in 
2008. There he attended the Academy of Art University to 
pursue a degree in Character Animation and Fine Arts. He was 
accepted to the Pixar Summer Internship program in 2010 and has been there ever 
since.   
Some of the movies he has worked on include: 'Brave', 'Cars 2', 'Monsters University', 
'Toy Story of Terror', 'Toy Story that Time forgot', and most recently 'Finding Dory'. 
He now lives with his wife in Berkeley, California, across the bay from San Francisco. 
He spends his free time taking his dog to the beach, drawing at a cafe and watching 
movies. 
 
 
Jean-Denis Haas 
Senior Lead Animator at Industrial Light & Magic 
 
Jean-Denis Haas was exposed to visual effects since his early 
childhood by endlessly watching Star Wars, Indiana Jones, Back 
to Future and many other movies from ILM. His first memories 
of going to the movies are of Jungle Book and E.T., but it was 
the release of Toy Story that actually made him aware that he 
could animate for a living. 
Jean-Denis grew up in Switzerland and by the time he 
graduated from high school he realized that 3D animation schools were relatively 
non-existent there. So he decided to move to San Francisco to attend the Academy of 
Art University (which was called the Academy of Art College back then). With an 
animation degree in hand and a lot of demo reels sent out, he finally got an 
internship at Industrial Light & Magic to work on Star Wars, and his childhood dream 
came true. 
Jean-Denis has worked on Star Wars Episode III, Transformers, Indiana Jones and 
Star Trek among others. He recently finished work as a lead animator on Star Wars 
The Force Awakens. Currently, Jean-Denis is working on Captain America: Civil War.  
 



  

 
 

The Programme 
  

Class 1 
 
1. Week:  1.8.2016 – 5.8.2016: 
Intro presentation, all teacher´s short ideos hello-video. 
Character Walk → Simon Christen 
  
2. Week:  8.8.2016 – 12.8.2016 
Close up acting shot/lip sync → Stefan Schumacher 
  
 
Class 2 
 
3. Week:  15.8.2016 – 19.8.2016 
Creature Animation Part 1, Blocking  → Michael Aerni 
  
4. Week:  22.8.2016 – 26.8.2016 
Creature Animation Part 2, Polish → Michael Aerni (Mo-Mi) und Jean-Denis Haas (Mi-Fr)  
  
 
Class 3 
 
5. Week:  29.8.2016 – 2.9.2016 
Full Body Acting Shot Part 1, Blocking → Jean-Denis Haas (Mo-Do)  
und Simon Otto  (Do-Fr)  
  
6. Week:  5.9.2016 – 9.9.2016 
Full Body Acting Shot Part 2, Polish → Simon Otto 
  
Saturday 10.9.2016 – Final  
 
subject to modifications 
 
 


