
Cel Animation is the process of drawing or painting on transparent cels for traditional animation. 

This was, before computer-assisted animation, the most efficient and inexpensive form of animation. 

However, Koji Yamamura took full advantage of traditional animation to create his own unique visual 

style. Koji Yamamura started his career in animation in the late 1980’s and has been active since. His 

much earlier works consist of a mixture of clay painting and stop motion combined with cel animation. 

Yamamura does, however, concentrate more on traditional animation in his later films. One thing that 

has stayed consistent throughout his career is his ability to create a surreal environment regardless of 

animation technique or art style. 

“Franz Kafka’s A Country Doctor” is certainly one of Yamamura’s most prominent films. It is a 

short film based off of “A Country Doctor”, which is a short story written by German novelist, Franz 

Kafka. In this film, cels are used for the characters whereas the surrounding environment is on a 

background layer, as is the standard technique for cel animation.  

In an interview with journalist Jasper Sharp, Koji Yamamura discusses his methods of conveying 

The Doctor’s mentality as it changes throughout “A Country Doctor”. One of the ways he does this is 

with distorted movements and abstract metaphor. In the first part of that film, The Doctor is examining 

the horses and carriage given to him. He appears to be standing still, but the upper half of his body 

distorts and moves around the carriage. Another example of visual distortion conveyed by The Doctor is 

his head movement while looking at the sick child. The Doctor’s head changes proportion, squashes and 

stretches when examining the young child. Yamamura also added two small, black silhouette characters 

that follow The Doctor. Their purpose is to narrate what The Doctor is truly thinking whenever he says 

something else externally.  

In the interview, Yamamura says “…there are a number of things which seem strange, and this is 

something I felt I wanted to explore. I also had a very strong visual impression when I read it, which I 

thought could only be put across using animation.” A fine example of this is during The Doctor’s 

monologue, there is a dreamlike sequence where he exits the boy’s house as a giant and puts his head 

through the moon, which then turns into a noose. Another example of this is when his assistant, Rose, 

goes from door to door asking if anyone can provide a horse for them. The houses are shown as doors 

attached to different faces. Instead of Rose moving a great deal to each door, the doors appear in front 

of her. Lastly, there is a transition from the sick boy in a bed to The Doctor outside. The transition 

consists of the blanket on the bed stretching out and morphing into the snowy hills that shortly reach 

The Doctor. 

There are no vibrant colors used in this piece. It’s all been drawn and colored as if it were at 

nighttime during a snowstorm. Michael Atkinson, in his work “Franz Kafka’s A Country Doctor & Other 

Fantastic Films by Koji Yamamura”, he describes “A Country Doctor” as having a very grim appeal to it. 

Specific examples such as the maggot-infested wound that the boy has, the haunted horses that were 

given to The Doctor, The Doctor hanging himself during his monologue and the hills that consist of 

different parts of the face all support this claim. 



Another one of his better renowned films is “Mt. Head”. The story is told in the third person 

perspective through an omnipotent narrator. It has an art style similar to “Franz Kafka’s A Country 

Doctor”, though the movement of the characters is not nearly as surreal. There is, however, a lot of 

abstract material throughout the piece. One example is halfway into the film, after the sprout on the 

man’s head grows into a full cherry tree, people begin setting up picnics underneath the tree on top of 

the man’s head. One thing that is very abstract about this despite the people on the man’s head being 

so miniscule, one person on his head kicks off his own shoe which then falls off the man’s head and then 

morphs into a full-sized shoe. Another example of this form of abstraction is at the very end of the film. 

The man is looking through a large hole in the ground which is then revealed to be the hole in his head, 

and he is shown standing on a larger version of himself. The camera continues to zoom in revealing 

smaller versions of himself staring down the hole in the head of his larger self. This scene is very 

reminiscent of the abstract metaphors that Koji Yamamura includes in his animations. 

“Kid’s Castle”, a 1995 film by Yamamura, is one of his shorter films at only 5 minutes in length. 

This piece sticks out from Yamamura’s other animations due to its innocent and simple art style. The 

piece as a whole looks like a child’s drawing. This includes the simple line drawings as well as the color 

looking like it was scribbled in with crayon. Though it is subtle, even when an object is not moving in a 

frame, the individual lines that form the object subtly change position from frame to frame. Color is 

used very sparingly in this film. Everything that was given color looks as if a child had colored it with a 

crayon. Everything that does not have color is given a solid white palette. This unique art style gives off 

the same feeling of reading a children’s book. 

“The Old Crocodile”, made in 2005, is one of Yamamura’s later films. This film is unique because 

it contains no color other than the “Old Crocodile” turning a flat red throughout the film. This is the only 

example of color use in this film. The background is one consistent color and the surrounding 

environment all looks like it was roughly sketched. 

Lastly, “Perspektivenbox”, 1990, is a perfect example of what Yamamura’s earlier works looked 

like. In this film, he appears to have combine clay painting with cel animation as can be seen with the 

main character. Yamamura also appears to have used multiplane for this film. This is most evident at the 

beginning of this film, where the camera moves throughout the city. 

Throughout Yamamura’s career, he has explored a number of different art styles and animation 

techniques. He has taken heavy advantage of the idea of abstraction and visual distortion to tell a story. 

Yamamura is a one of a kind when it comes to focusing on visual expression to tell a story. 
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