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Abstract 

The Astronaut is an independent, two-part creative thesis project which captures the in-

depth process of designing and modeling a 3D character and outlines the potential of Rated ‘R’ 

animated content in films and television. Part one of my thesis, the creation of the character 

model, is tracked by daily screenshots and renders over the course of ten months and over one 

hundred and fifty hours of computer modelling. The daily screenshots and renders provide 

wonderful insight into my process of learning a complex 3D modelling program while 

simultaneously designing a detailed character in that 3D program. The process also provides 

insight for your average Disney/Pixar fan to how much work goes into a single character design, 

nonetheless an entire two-hour animated film. The second part of my thesis is an analysis of the 

American animation film industry which explains that there is an enormous missing intersection 

between Rated ‘R’ content and 3D animation. Almost all American animation film studios target 

their films toward children and compete for the same audience and miss out on gaining the 

viewership of millions of people aged 18-34.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Executive Summary  

 
In order to lay the groundwork of my senior capstone, I would first like to talk about the 

technical and technological aspects of the project. My senior capstone project is to create a head-

to-toe 3D modeled character, the culmination of everything I’ve learned as a student at Syracuse 

University studying film and animation. One major goal for my project is to treat the work as 

professional as possible, following a professional 3D pipeline, using commercial-grade 

programs, and going through all the appropriate creative steps that would need to be taken if this 

were being made at Pixar or Sony. Before even touching a computer program, I met with an 

illustration student specializing in character concept art and worked closely with him to create an 

initial sketch of the character I had in mind. Once I had a full character turnaround, I dug deeper 

into the character. What is his/her backstory? What hardships has he/she been through? What 

emotional journey does she go on? While I am not creating an entire short film, knowing a 

character’s motivations, passions, and struggles creates the best possible version of the character 

and really brings them to life. The preproduction of the character’s backstory and research about 

astronauts played a large role in helping shape the foundations of my character. Part of my 

research included watching films and documentaries about astronauts, and taking notes on 

similarities and patterns in astronaut’s traits, emotions, and body types. I knew that the more 

material and research I had before beginning, the better my character would turn out in the 3D 

modelling phase.  

 I modelled my character in Z-Brush, a 3D sculpting program, using a Wacom tablet and 

15 inch MacBook Pro. I had no prior experience in hair modeling and texturing, but I will be 

using an additional Maya plug-in program called X-Gen to create hair for my character. I also 

used Z-Brush and Adobe Substance Painter to paint and texture my astronaut character.  After 



 

this step, I completed lighting and rendering in two places. I completed the lighting and render in 

Z-Brush, and then exported the file to Autodesk Maya to use Arnold to light the scene and create 

a render. Lastly, I will be exporting my renders into Photoshop to make my renders look as 

cinematic as possible: adjusting brightness, contrast, adding color correcting, etc.  

 The 3D character I created is not just a technical feat. The character represents the ideas 

of my entire thesis and ideas about the world of animation: there is a lack of R-Rated, mature 

animated content. The intersection of 3D animation and ‘badass’ content is non-existent in film 

and television. In my thesis paper, I would like to dive into the idea of R-Rated animation and 

consider these questions: What makes a good story? Is there an audience for adult-themed 3D 

animated content? If so what demographic? Why isn’t there any adult-themed 3D content being 

made? 
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Chapter 1: Research/Reference 

If I’ve learned anything at Newhouse, it’s that the more pre-production you do, the better 

your end result. Before diving into character design and 3D modeling, I set out to research a little 

about astronauts in media, as well as begin searching for style and animation references. In the 

following pages, I list each method of research and reference material and explain how each 

piece was useful to my process.   

1. Bill Plympton Animated Comic 

a. I had a meeting with a concept artist, and I mentioned to him that I was looking 

for astronaut references for my capstone. He told me he had the perfect thing for 

me, and flipped open a comic book he had in his work desk. Bill Plympton’s work 

didn’t inspire the design of the character, but his sad story of the daughter of an 

astronaut watching her father die during a rocket launch was the kind of Rated ‘R’ 

story I was looking to create for my 3D character. I took photos of the pages and 

used them as reference for the story I would eventually create around my 3D 

astronaut character. (shown below) 



 



 

 

2. Last Man on the Moon Documentary 

a. In all professional animation studios, the reference material that the story is 

centered around is studied and analyzed. This step is crucial to the pre-production 

of an animated film. In order for the animation pipeline to successfully and 



 

accurately represent the subject of their film, they need to draw from reality. What 

is the culture of astronauts like? What does the typical person have to go through 

in order to become an astronaut? To answer some of these questions, I chose to 

watch an astronaut documentary titled Last Man on the Moon about the famous 

astronaut, Gene Cernan, who became the eleventh person to walk on the Moon 

during the Apollo 17 mission. This documentary gave critical insight into the 

realities of space travel, and helped give me a direction in how to appropriately 

represent astronaut culture and emotions in a 3D space.  

3. Reference Material 

a. For 3D modelling, reference is a must. It is important to find styles, colors, and 

other people’s work that points in the direction of what you are trying to make. 

Gathering references also ensures that the design of your character stays 

consistent with the rest of the film. In this stage, you want to establish how 

realistic your design is going to be and how much detail you are going to include. 

Does the character have sharp lines or curved lines? Is the character tall, short, or 

average height? What parts of the body should stand out? My process included 

scouring through art and portfolio websites, such as Artstation and Pinterest, and 

finding characters and astronauts that matched the style I was aiming to achieve. 

These also played a huge role when explaining to my concept artist what I wanted 

the character to look like. It gave me a clear visual language that allowed me to 

clearly communicate the look I desired for the character. Below, I’ve attached all 

reference photos I gathered: 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Chapter 2: Character Design 

No architect would begin working on a building without a detailed blueprint, and no 

director would begin the production of his film without creating a proper storyboard and shot list 

in preproduction. The same idea applies in animation. After gathering references and 

researching, the next step in the process was creating concept sketches for the character. I needed 

to translate the idea from my head to a piece of paper, a two dimensional blueprint that I could 

work from to translate my idea into a full 3D character. This is one of the most important steps in 

the process of creating my 3D character.  

While I have spent the last four years studying film and animation, I am certainly no 

sketch artist. In order to get the best possible concept art for my astronaut character, I started a 

search on campus for the best concept artist I could find. I started with setting up a meeting with 

Karen Hall, who gave me a list of students in the honors program who major in Art or 

Illustration. I found a few potential artists, but their work wasn’t what I was looking for. I 

continued my search by going onto the Syracuse University website and wrote down the emails 

of any VPA professor I could find. I emailed each professor individually asking if they had any 

standout students they could recommend who has focuses on character concept art. This led me 

to Jordan George, a VPA junior, who majors in Illustration at Syracuse with a focus in concept 

art. His character design portfolio was exactly what I was looking for, and I was blown away by 

his talent. I immediately emailed him to see if he was interested in the project, and he thankfully 

was interested in helping bring my astronaut character to life.  

I met with Jordan three times, and he did a total of four rounds of visual development 

before the astronaut was ready for 3D production. My meetings with him went really smoothly: I 

had a clear vision of the character I wanted to create, and the reference photos and research I had 



 

done in advance made it really easy to convey to Jordan what I wanted the concept to look like. 

This process took a total of 4 weeks, and once I saw the first round of visual development, I was 

really antsy to just jump forward and get started on the 3D modelling. I had to stop myself 

multiple times, and remind myself that I needed to wait until the character was complete. By the 

end of the four rounds, I was so happy with Jordan’s work, and working with him was an 

absolute pleasure. He provided character turnarounds, which show the character from the front, 

back, and sides, which helps me get a better understanding of the character’s shape and anatomy 

when I begin 3D modelling. The concept art Jordan created is shown below:  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Chapter 3: 3D Modeling Process 

With my reference, research, and concept art complete, it was time for me to begin the 

3D modelling process. In this part of my capstone, I am going to provide daily screenshots and 

renders that took place over the course of 8 months, and provide a technical and creative 

breakdown to explain how I when from a 3D sphere to an entire astronaut character.  

To model this character, I used two 3D modelling software packages: Z-Brush and Maya. 

On their website, Z-Brush is defined as a “digital sculpting tool that combines 3D/2.5D 

modeling, texturing and painting. It uses a proprietary "pixol" technology which stores lighting, 

color, material, orientation, and depth information for the points making up all objects on the 

screen” (Pixologic). Autodesk Maya is the industry standard tool for hard surface modelling for 

animated television movies and games, and provides tools for animation, rigging, texturing, 

rendering, and other 3D pipeline functions. Z-Brush is primarily used to create organic-surface 

models, such as humans, animals, creatures, and Maya is primarily used to create hard-surface 

models, such as tables, cars, and robots. For my character, the body and face was sculpted in Z-

Brush, and the small details of her astronaut suit, such as the radio, pockets, and backpack, were 

modelled in Maya.  

I had many years of experience in Maya going into this capstone, but only 6 months of 

practice with Z-Brush. It is an expensive tool that requires the use of a drawing tablet. With a 

combination of trial and error and watching countless tutorials on YouTube, I was able to use Z-

Brush effectively to help create my astronaut character.  

The following photos will be explained with a briefing underneath, explaining each step 

and the choices I made. 

   



 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

As you can see from the photos above, I decided to begin with modelling the face of my 

astronaut character. I had 3D modelled 2 heads in Z-Brush and I had zero experience modelling a 

human body, so I decided it was smart to start with something I had experience in. These 

rendered photos are dailies from September 28th to October 3rd, with the ultimate goal of 

finishing the final render in March. I started in Z-Brush but inserting a sphere tool, which placed 

a 3D sphere in my viewport. In Z-Brush, you deform shapes by using different types of brushes 

that are available in the program. I used the ClayBuildUp brush and StandardBrush to begin 

sculpting the basic shape of the face from the basic sphere. When modelling a character, or any 

3D object, I learned that it is important to start with the lowest level of detail and slowly work 

your way up. If you start trying to add too much detail to the 3D model in the beginning, the 

detailed topology will be ruined in the process. Jordan George’s character concept art was really 

useful in helping establish the basic form of the character, and I had his concept art on a second 

monitor at all times so I could double check that I was on track with my target look. In addition, I 

used the Symmetry tool to ensure that my character’s face remained symmetrical throughout the 

sculpt. Whatever I changed on the left side of the face was automatically applied to the right side 

of the face.  

In this early stage, I wanted to maintain a uniform resolution and polygon distribution of 

my astronaut model as I continued to develop the basic form of the character. For this, I used 

Dynamesh in Z-Brush to create an effective base mesh for my character. On the Z-Brush 

website, Dynamesh is defined as a tool that is, “designed to create low and middle resolution 

sculpting stages, making it a perfect way to create your base mesh before diving deeper into all 

the powerful traditional Z-Brush sculpting and editing tools” (Pixologic). 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These are daily renders from between October 13th and November 21st, and documents 

the final progress of modelling the head of my astronaut character. I realized that while my 

sculpted head was heading in the right direction, it wasn’t looking completely right. It took a lot 

of trial and error and comparing my model to the concept art. I began to realize one of my 

biggest mistakes when I considered the anatomy of the human face. I started doing some 

research on facial anatomy, and realized that what my character was missing was a jaw! The lack 

of a jaw was giving my astronaut character an “alien-looking” face shape. Once I added a jaw, 

her facial anatomy more closely matched the concept art and started to look more realistic.  

Another major problem with the early anatomy of my face was the lack of eyelids. This 

became extremely noticeable when I painted the character to see how she looked with skin and 

eyes. In the second picture, you can see that without eyelids, the astronaut character looks 



 

awfully creepy. After painting the character, I knew I had to make major changes to the eyes and 

upper half of the face. While there are many methods to creating an eye in Z-Brush, it is quite an 

advanced skill and it took a lot of trial and error to find something that worked for me. During 

this phase of the modelling process, I learned that the eye is one of the most important parts of 

the character model, and if it doesn’t look right, it can throw off the entire model.  

After I was happy with the look of the eyelids and eyes, I moved on to painting the 

character. For this process, I used the Polypaint function in Z-Brush, which allows you to 

directly bake color information into the geometry without having to UV Map the character and 

bring her into a texturing software. At the time of modelling this character, I did not have access 

to a texture software that would be used in a professional animation modelling pipeline, so I had 

to make use with what I had access to. To get accurate results, I did research on color theory for 

the colors of the face and how to properly paint one. Through various YouTube videos, I learned 

that the face is divided up into “warm” and “cold” areas. The forehead has more of a yellow 

tone, the middle of the face has a reddish tone, and the bottom of the face has a blueish tone. In 

addition, the areas around the ears and nose tend to be more red than the rest of the face.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Next, I began experimenting with the hair of my astronaut character. While I had prior 

experience modelling in Z-Brush, I had absolutely zero experience with hair. In animation, 

grooming for characters, animals, and creatures is its entirely own division, and teams of people 

can be working on this at once. Learning how to create hair in a short amount of time was 

difficult, and required watching a lot of tutorials online. While I had the option of sculpting the 

hair, I knew that I want realistic looking hair, similar to the reference photos of professional’s 

work I found online. Sculpting the hair would have been the easy way out, and in my opinion, 

would have significantly diminished the look of the character.  

In order to create hair, used the Fibermesh tool in Z-Brush, which allows for real-time 

hair grooming. Real-time hair grooming allowed me to use hair brushes to comb the hair without 

waiting for the computer to render images of the hair. My laptop barely had the processing 

power to handle this, but Fibermesh allowed me to speed of the process of grooming the 

character without wait for renders of my progress. As you can see from the fifth picture above, 

my first attempt at using Fibermesh in Z-Brush was an absolute failure. The hair looked blocky 

and too thick, looking more like hardened noodles than actual hair. I decided to start over and 

focus on the eyebrows and eyelashes because they seemed like an easier place to start that a full 

head of hair. This ended up being a great idea – my second attempt at using Fibermesh was 

really successful. It took many hours, but I was eventually able to understand how the program 

worked and applied a realistic looking groom to the eyebrows and eyelashes. I create polygroups 

for different clumps of hair, and by isolating each polygroup and moving it by hand using the 

different groom brushes, you are able to get a highly realistic hair effect. My reference photos 

came in handy with determining the length and curve of the eyelashes. From this experience, I 

learned that adding clumps and noise to the hair makes it look much more realistic. I applied this 



 

process to the astronaut’s head of hair – I masked out the area of the head I wanted to apply hair 

to, and used the Fibermesh tool to create strands of hair with the appropriate density and width. 

Then, I broke up the hair into various polygroups, and clumped each polygroup by hand and 

moved the clump into the desired position on her head. In the concept art, the astronaut character 

has a middle part for her hair, so I had to ensure that the Fibermesh matched that desired image. 

The sixth picture was the final rendered image I took in the process of creating her head, 

however I knew that when the rest of the astronaut’s body was done, some of the hair would 

have to be repositioned. Below is a final render I created to showcase the finished head of the 

astronaut character. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

After the face was complete, it was time to move on to the body of the astronaut. Like I 

mentioned earlier, I had zero experience in modeling the human body, nonetheless an astronaut. I 

knew this was going to be difficult, and did a lot of tutorials and research in advance to prepare. I 

started modelling the body on January 27th and finished the final renders by March 19th.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

The first step in creating the body was finding a way to quickly establish the pose and 

silhouette shape of the astronaut character. I used the concept sketches and render of the head as 

guidelines for how the body should look. It was important that the body matched the proportions 

of the head. I learned that in professional Z-Brush character modelling, z-spheres are a great 

starting point in a character sculpting pipeline. The zspheres are essentially a 3D sketching tool 

that allow you to create a quick base mesh using interactive spheres that can be sculpted on. My 

work with zspheres is shown in the first image above. Once I was satisfied with the basic form of 

the zspheres, I converted the zspheres into a “skin” by the click of a single button. This simple 

feature transformed the zspheres into the skin in the second picture, giving me an immediate 

rough outline of a body to begin sculpting. Now with a full body, I began comparing my body 

with the reference photos and concept art. I wanted to make sure the anatomy of the body was 

correct and matched up with my target shape and pose. I used the move brush and the 

Claybuildup brush to create the basic shape of the space boots, breasts, shoulders, hips, and arms. 

I used a large brush size to sculpt loosely and to change the form of the body. To help map out 

where the knees would land on the legs of my character, I decided to add rings around the legs. 

These rings helped me keep the proportions of the legs consistent while I continued to change the 

form and pose of the astronaut character.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

With a basic form of the body I was happy with, I moved on to creating clothing wrinkles 

and space suit accessories. I placed a sphere on the hip of my character to represent where the 

helmet was going to be, and resized the sphere to make sure there was enough space between the 

arm and the hip for a helmet. I ended up readjusting the location of the arm to create enough 

distance for the helmet.  

The details of the suit, such as the pockets and radar system, would require some hard-

surface modelling. Hard surface modelling is the process of using flat surfaces and edges to 

create 3D shapes. I had prior experience with hard-surface modelling in the Autodesk Maya 

program, and I knew my workflow would be faster if I was able to make the accessories for the 

space suit in Maya. Because my character was being sculpted in Z-Brush, I need to figure out 

how to make objects in Maya, export them to a folder, and then import those files into Z-Brush. 

Figuring out a smooth Maya-to-Z-Brush workflow was essential to completing these parts of the 

character creation process, and was useful later on as well.  

 The crucial step shown in the four renders above is creating wrinkles for the astronaut 

suit. The wrinkles were created using a free custom brush set I downloaded from online that 

allowed me to create organic and realistic looking wrinkles in the mesh of the character. I looked 

at the pictures of astronauts I had saved as references to get a sense of where the wrinkles should 

be sculpted, and planned out the level of detail I wanted to include. In the fourth picture, you can 

get a good look at the wrinkles in the astronaut suit – you can see that I focused a majority of the 

wrinkling in the legs of the suit, and additional wrinkles in the armpits and wrist area. In my 

reference photos, it showed that this is the most common area for wrinkles in the suit to occur 

due to the fabric bunching up. The wrinkles were an essential step in creating a realistic looking 

astronaut suit that I did not anticipate in the pre-production stage of this project. I did not 



 

anticipate how many wrinkles I would have to create and how difficult this process would be to 

execute. I also learned a lot about what programs and methods professional animation studios 

use to create clothing for their characters and what I could do moving forward to improve my 

speed, accuracy, and level of detail.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

After creating the accessories and creating wrinkles to add realism to the astronaut suit, it 

was time to model the hands and boots. I had been saving modelling the hand until the end 

because I was scared of even beginning the daunting process. The hand was going to be a white 

glove which meant I didn’t have to model the veins and pores of a real hand, but the task was 

still overwhelming. Surprisingly, I had the hand completed in a single evening, and was a lot 

easier than I thought. Using pictures of hands and gloves I found on Google was essential to 

ensuring that my glove was anatomically accurate and fit the style of the remainder of my 

character. After the glove was done, I made a duplicate of the glove and mirrored it over the Y 

axis, which saved me the time of modelling both the left and right glove. After the glove was 

duplicated, I positioned it at the end of the sleeve and angled it to give the appearance of holding 

the helmet against her waist.  

One detail I knew I had to put on the astronaut suit was an American flag patch. I really 

love the way the colors of the flag popped off the white astronaut suit in the reference photos and 

in the concept art. I used an American flag alpha channel and the drag to draw option to create an 

extruded American flag insignia on the sleeve of the astronaut suit, which can be clearly seen in 

the third picture above. While that could have just been painted on the suit, I felt that modelling 

the flag directly onto the suit added an extra level of detail and went above and beyond in a 

professional direction. While it is not perfect, it is certainly a step up and a great detail to 

include.  

In what was a really exciting moment for me, it was time to combine the head and the 

suit together! I had a separate project file for the head and the space suit, so I had to export the 

head and bring it into the same Z-Brush scene as the suit. Once all of the tools were in one Z-

Brush file, I adjusted the hair polygroups to make sure the hairs did not intersect with the space 



 

suit geometry. I wanted the astronaut to look like she just removed her helmet, so I decided to 

make some of the hairs fling to the sides. Looking back on the project, I wish I had made the hair 

a bit messier to enhance this effect.  

Once the hair was complete, the modelling phase was officially done and it was time to 

paint, texture, light, and render the character. The final image above shows one of many rendered 

shots I took of the character. I experimented with different lighting, backgrounds, and camera 

angles, and found that I liked the combination in the final image the best. The low angle camera 

angle combined with her looking into the distance makes her look brave and heroic (as an 

astronaut should). I really focused on making sure the space suit material looked spot-on, and by 

using a rim light on the character, I was able to create separation between her and the 

background. My directing and cinematography classes I took in Newhouse really came in handy 

with this phase of the process. My composition skills allowed me to present my character in the 

best way possible and really highlight her best qualities.  

For the background, I knew I wanted two things: an American flag and a spaceship. 

While the character was my project, I really wanted to present my character in the context of the 

world she would live in. I got permission from the Honors program to find and download 3D 

assets that would complete the environment and accentuate the character as much as possible. As 

seen from the final photo above, I decided to start with an American flag, which I downloaded, 

exported into the Z-Brush file, and textured to my liking. In my final render, I got permission to 

download a 3D spaceship asset, which really helped bring the whole rendered image together. 

For my final render, I composed the flag and the spaceship in the background, with my astronaut 

character posed in the foreground. My goal was to create a balanced frame that had depth and 

visual interest.   



 

Below is my final render, which was composited in Adobe Photoshop with multiple 

layers. I am extremely proud of the final character, which really brings the concept art to life and 

was exactly what I was aiming for when I started this project over 10 months ago.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Chapter 4: Story 

I wanted to come up with the kernel of a story for my astronaut character, a story that 

reflected the intentions of my character and gave a her a backstory. While I have no intention of 

ever pitching the character to an animation studio, I thought it was a fun exercise of 

incorporating what I’ve learned in my screenwriting class and demonstrating that an animated 

character can have a more adult story. I met with Professor Frahm numerous times over the 

course of two semesters to brainstorm and work out an idea for a story surrounding the astronaut 

character that was captivating and had the potential to be fleshed out into an entire film script. 

While the story isn’t fully fleshed out, it gives a good idea of the direction I would take this 

project if it was expanded.  

The story is as follows: 

The story begins with flashbacks of a young girl saying goodbye to her astronaut father 

as he prepares to take off on his space mission. She excitedly sneaks into the air vents of the 

space station to watch the launch countdown, only to watch the rocket’s launch fail, killing her 

father in a fiery explosion.  

 The girl is fully grown and has just passed her exams and training to become an 

astronaut. At the end of astronaut training, she meets her hero, Cliff, a legendary astronaut who 

had worked with her deceased father on space missions. Cliff gets to decide which fresh recruit 

gets to go up in the next space mission, and Cliff decides to pick the girl.  

 Cliff and the girl launch into space and begin their mission in the space station. 

Everything seems to be going fine until the communication with the base on Earth goes rogue 

and the station starts to malfunction. The scene cuts to the ship arriving safely on Earth. Cliff 

leaves the ship and is cheered on for saving the day, but the girl looks mentally scarred.  



 

 The rest of the film is about the girl trying to ruin Cliff’s career, and the big reveal at the 

end of the film is that Cliff had purposely caused a malfunction with the communication so that 

he could make sexual advances on the girl. That is the reason the girl was trying to get revenge.    

 

Chapter 5: Future of Animated Films 

   

When you think of animated films, what comes to mind? When you ask most people, you 

get answers like Toy Story, Monsters Inc., and almost any other Pixar film you can think of. 

Most people associate animation with children, that animated shows and movies are for kids and 

not meant for adults to consume. It became clear to me that there is hardly any intersection 

between Rated R content and 3D animation. While animation may be treated like a genre (kids), 

it is not a genre. Animation is simply a different visual expression of the same stories.  

Some film production companies who make Rated R content might oppose this idea and 

say that there is no audience for animated content of this nature. I disagree strongly with this 

idea, and to disprove it all you have to do is look at videogames and anime. These two large 

sectors of 3D animated entertainment have taken off in the last ten years, and feature a lot of 

Rated R content that are very popular with audiences and players. Some of the most popular 3D 

video games feature Rated R content, such as Call of Duty, Red Dead Redemption, and Grand 

Theft Auto V. Then take a look at anime, which is animation that is extremely popular in Asia 

and is growing rapidly in the United States. Shows such as Hunter x Hunter and Attack on Titan 

feature graphic images and violent scenes, but are adored by audiences aged 18-34. The 

examples above show that 3D animated content is not just for kids. The videogame and global 

market have explored targeting an adult audience with animated content, but the film and 

television industry has not yet caught on. As I continue my career in animation and 3D 



 

modelling, I hope that I can be one of the trailblazers in this area of animation, and spark a new 

explosion of Rated R animated film and television shows.     

Chapter 6: Conclusions and Takeaways 

My thesis project was a creative project aimed at putting everything I’ve learned over the 

last four years into a single project. When I arrived at Syracuse University my freshman year, I 

had the dream of becoming a famous director for live-action films, and I was determined to learn 

every single thing about directing, acting, story, and cinematography. After developing my skills 

and knowledge in each of these areas through my internships and classes, my interests began to 

grow and develop into a passion for 3D animated content. For this project, I wanted to combine 

my technical animation skills, my technical cinematography skills, and my knowledge of 

storytelling and composition. While I found that I was not really interested in making live-action 

films, this project was a great way to apply the skills I’ve learned in that field to something I love 

doing. My hope is that I can look back on this project in one year, five years, and 20 years, and 

laugh at how much I’ve improved my skills and remember fondly my learning experience at 

Syracuse University. The final render is only a single image, a single image that took over 150 

hours to put together, and I think that in itself speaks to the common saying that “a picture is 

worth a thousand words.” I hope this single picture that I’ve created inspires me to shoot for the 

stars, not give up on my dreams, and motivates me to continue making the best work I can make 

and push the boundaries of what I think possible.  


