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Production Information


Enthusiastic, big and a little clumsy, Po (Golden Globe nominee Jack Black) is the biggest fan of kung fu around…which doesn’t exactly come in handy while working every day in his family’s noodle shop.  When he’s unexpectedly chosen to fulfill an ancient prophecy, Po’s dreams become reality and he joins the world of kung fu to study alongside his idols, the legendary Furious Five:  Tigress (Academy Award® winner Angelina Jolie); Crane (Emmy winner David Cross); Mantis (Emmy nominee Seth Rogen); Viper (Emmy/SAG nominee Lucy Liu); and Monkey (international superstar Jackie Chan) — under the leadership of their guru, Master Shifu (two-time Oscar® winner Dustin Hoffman).  But before they know it, the vengeful and treacherous snow leopard Tai Lung (Emmy/Golden Globe winner Ian McShane) is headed their way, and it’s up to Po to defend everyone from the oncoming threat.  Can he turn his dreams of becoming a kung fu master into reality?  Po puts his heart into the task, and the unlikely hero ultimately finds that his greatest weaknesses turn out to be his greatest strengths.


Also joining the international cast of “Kung Fu Panda” are Randall Duk Kim as Oogway, the wise leader and inventor of kung fu; James Hong as Mr. Ping, Po’s father and noodle maker; Michael Clarke Duncan as Commander Vachir, the proud mastermind behind the seemingly inescapable Chorh-Gom Prison; and Dan Fogler as the nervous palace envoy Zeng.


DreamWorks Animation SKG Presents “Kung Fu Panda,” a Paramount Pictures release featuring the voices of Jack Black, Dustin Hoffman, Angelina Jolie, Ian McShane, Jackie Chan, Seth Rogan, Lucy Liu, David Cross, Randall Duk Kim, James Hong, Michael Clarke Duncan and Dan Fogler.  The film is directed by John Stevenson and Mark Osborne.  The story is by Ethan Reiff & Cyrus Voris.  The screenplay is by Jonathan Aibel & Glenn Berger.  The producer is Melissa Cobb.  The executive producer is Bill Damaschke.  The co-producers are Jonathan Aibel and Glenn Berger.  This film has been rated PG for sequences of martial arts action.

BECOMING YOUR OWN HERO 

Whether it’s an ogre trying to regain what is rightfully his or a group of displaced zoo animals finding their way back home, audiences — of all ages — love to root for the underdog.  Anyone who has ever struggled against the odds empathizes with the heroes in these entertaining and morally resonant tales.    


So how about a panda who dreams of becoming a kung fu master?  That’s right, a plump, drowsy, huggable black-and-white bear who has one, and only one, aspiration in life – to become an expert in a martial art that relies on agility, mental prowess and lightning-fast reflexes.  It’s a formidable, some would say foolhardy, quest.  But isn’t that what heroism is all about?    


 When directors John Stevenson and Mark Osborne and producer Melissa Cobb were presented with this unlikely storyline, they immediately responded.  The obstacle- strewn journey of Po, the “Kung Fu Panda,” touched a chord in each of them.  


Director John Stevenson begins, “We’re all parents, you know?  I have two daughters and Mark and Melissa have kids.  We wanted the film to have something that our kids could take away.  ‘Be your own hero,’ which means don’t look outside of yourself for the answer.  Don’t expect someone else to make things right.  You are empowered to achieve anything you want, if you set your mind to it.  Be the best that you can be.” 


“It was important to all of us, from the start,” Osborne continues, “that ‘Kung Fu Panda’ XE "Melissa"  would have a theme, a positive message that we really believed in.  We wanted it to be a fun experience loaded with comedy and great action.  But we also wanted there to be a takeaway that we all believed was a good one.”


Stevenson picks up, “So, in essence, we knew where we wanted to go, but perhaps even more importantly, we also knew how we wanted to get there.  We were really aiming to craft a film that had a timelessness to it — while the story is set in our version of ancient China, the tale doesn’t only apply to those characters at that time.  The greatest stories are timeless.  And we clearly wanted ours to have that quality…a classic hero’s journey.  Of course, the film would be entertaining, and fun, and the fighting will be cool.  But our goal all along was not just to make one of those bright, shiny summer movies — we think Po and his journey, along with all of these appealing characters and inventive visuals, well, we were always striving to take it beyond that kind of film.”    


In deciding that the tale of a panda pursuing his dream would provide both entertainment and a message, filmmakers were actually out to create a fable of sorts — and even the genesis of “Kung Fu Panda” sounded like the beginning of some ancient Chinese fable.  

“I was directing a TV show at DreamWorks called ‘Father of the Pride,’” says director John Stevenson, a seasoned story artist and illustrator who previously worked with Jim Henson and joined DreamWorks in 1999.  “While I was prepping the season finale, I was asked if I wanted to work on a project called ‘Kung Fu Panda.’  So, I went to look it over.  I loved kung fu movies from when I was growing up in the ‘70s, as well as the ‘Kung Fu’ television show with David Carradine.  I thought it would be an interesting challenge, so I immediately said, ‘Yes.’”


Stevenson says he was looking for an alternative to some of the more formulaic ‘talking animal’ movies of recent years.  Something about the concept of “Kung Fu Panda” struck a chord with him.  In many ways, it reminded him of the feelings that stirred inside him a decade earlier, when he was working on another project at PDI/DreamWorks — a film few had paid attention to (at first), but which also inspired a passionate commitment from its talent and filmmakers.  That little movie was called “Shrek.”


A few years before “Shrek” was released and made animation history, another filmmaker named Mark Osborne had created a sensation at numerous film festivals with his stop-motion short film “More,” which garnered an Academy Award® nomination and opened doors for the aspiring auteur.  Notes director Osborne, “One of the doors that opened was at DreamWorks.  I came in here as a director looking for a project and worked in development for a few years, making notes on projects and developing stories they weren’t sure what to do with.  Then, I heard about ‘Kung Fu Panda.’  And I thought it was a great concept.  I wrote some notes on the project and, after a while, they brought me in when they began to seriously shape the project.  We already had the characters, some locations and some major concepts in place, but they weren’t quite sure the direction it should take.  I saw it as a thrilling opportunity to jump into feature filmmaking and explore working with CG and a larger crew for the first time.”


That alternative storytelling point was also key to the film’s producer, Melissa Cobb.  “We really wanted to do something different with ‘Kung Fu Panda,’” she says, “to make it stand apart from the other recent animated films.  We loved a lot of those movies, but we wanted to break with what had become a trend and make a film that was more timeless.  So, there weren’t going to be any pop culture references in this movie.  Of course, it most certainly was going to be a family comedy, as well as an action-packed kung fu movie that was respectful of the genre.  But our biggest goal was to make a movie that could play as well today as it would in years to come.”

A WRITING PAIR ON EXTENDED ASSIGNMENT 


The journey to make the hoped-for timeless fable of “Kung Fu Panda” resembled somewhat the tale of the panda at the center of it all.  The film had spent years in development, hardly piquing anyone’s interest.  But with the production team’s zealous efforts, filmmakers had begun (metaphorically speaking) mining a rich vein — so rich, in fact, that the mine was overproducing.  With this abundance of material, what was needed was a little specificity of product.


Enter two miners, um, writers, the talented duo of Jonathan Aibel and Glenn Berger.  Jonathan Aibel explains, “Originally, what they had was great stuff.  We just came on for a week to story consult, to help shape it.  What scenes are needed and which ones aren’t?  Are they in the right order?  How can we focus the story?  So, we looked at what they had and made some suggestions.  That week became a month, and that month became three months, which became another 19 months — we just got so involved in the process.”


Per Glenn Berger:  “It was an embarrassment of riches — amazing fight sequences, a lot of wonderful comedy.  We were brought in to cut back the forest, to find the heart of the movie they were always aiming to make.  But with such a beautiful world and fun characters, stuff had naturally grown out of that…the central story had gotten covered up.  So we were there to help focus and tell the story everyone wanted told.”


And that story, all agreed, was about Po.  So filmmakers convened several times to forge the story:  Who is Po?  What does he want?  How does he get it?  What happens?  And how does it end?  And all of this was to be decided without dependence upon a particular sequence or joke or set piece, to keep storytelling options fluid.  And once that was agreed to, according to Berger, “That became the final say every step of the process.  So at any time during the making of the film, and there came a disagreement on a certain element, no matter who it came from, we were able to ask some key questions.”


Aibel continues, “‘Is it telling the story?’  If it is, great.  So then, ‘Okay, can we expand on it—make it funnier, more dramatic, more action-packed?’  If it wasn’t telling the story, whether or not it’s funny becomes moot.  This has happened on nearly every project we’ve worked on — they think it’s a great bit, and it is, but it doesn’t advance the story at all, so, it’s cut.”


And unlike Po’s belief in himself, the studio’s belief in the film remained constant throughout the lengthy development process.  Bill Damaschke, co-president of production for feature animation and the film’s executive producer voices, “We knew that the film could be special.  Throughout its development, we were frequently amazed by the talent and tenacity of the filmmakers in their pursuit of making ‘Kung Fu Panda.’  In a nutshell, we always believed in the film and in the filmmakers behind it.”    


Producer Cobb asserts, “Jonathan and Glenn were a tremendous addition to the crew.  They helped us to refine the story, make it really solid, and helped us find the characters and the tone of the project.  They had a deep understanding of the characters early on and dove into the project with abandon.”      


The film’s somewhat panda-paced development track changed when the studio experienced a momentous “a-ha!” breakthrough — of the big, light-bulb-above-your-head kind.  Head of Character Animation Dan Wagner took a few sound bites of Jack Black’s and animated Po saying them.  The marriage was an unqualified success.


Per Osborne:  “Jack Black sort of tied everything together.  He was ideal casting.  I’m a huge Jack Black and Tenacious D [Black’s band] fan.  I’ve always been really inspired by his work; he’s incredible.  When he signed on, I thought, ‘That’s it!’  We said in the beginning that we wanted this to be a vehicle for Jack, and we really let him be the best version of Jack Black possible…which, you know, ties in thematically to the movie.  It’s all about being the best version of yourself.”


Stevenson offers, “Jack’s a wonderful person — he’s just a great guy.  And I think that you get that in his previous movies — even when he’s playing a very abrasive character.  He’s always very funny and, despite how irritating his character may be, immensely appealing.  And while he plays those kinds of characters exceedingly well, we wanted Po to be enthusiastic, likeable, eager…all of the best things that are almost always at the heart of Jack’s characters.”  

 
One could have easily assumed that casting the accessible and hilarious Black for the project meant that “Kung Fu Panda” would move somewhere in the vicinity of a parody.  But that was definitely not the case.  


Director Stevenson explains, “One of the things that was important to me — and, I think, to everybody who ended up working on the film — was that we definitely didn’t want to do a parody, because everybody involved really admired martial arts movies.  We all wanted to respect and honor those movies.”


“Kung Fu Panda” — which serves as the feature directing debut for both Stevenson and Osborne — was to be an exciting, animated kung fu movie, albeit one with plenty of laughs.  


Osborne affirms, “An animated film is a huge labor of love, but it also is a huge labor, period.  It takes years of work, probably about five years for ‘Kung Fu Panda,’ when all is said and done.  So, it’s very helpful to have someone with whom to share the load.  John and I work well together.  And we actually ended up figuring out ways of taking different aspects of the project, to help split up the workload somewhat.”  


Adds producer Cobb, “John Stevenson is a fantastic director.  He’s been in the animation business for many years.  He started out actually working with Jim Henson as a puppeteer, and has worked extensively as a storyboard artist on some amazing films.  He came to ‘Kung Fu Panda’ with a commanding understanding of and a great attitude about the animation process.  Having been through so many movies, he was always saying, ‘Trust the process.  Trust the process.’  And that was really helpful.  He had that sort of Zen attitude about directing the movie.  ‘It’ll all work out in the end, and we just have to keep doing a great job.’  He was really very involved in the look of the movie and the design of the characters and constantly pushing the design team to challenge themselves, to take things further and to really explore where animation could go.



“Before Mark Osborne directed ‘Kung Fu Panda,’” the producer continues, “he had directed an Oscar®-nominated short called ‘More,’ which, if you haven’t seen it, you absolutely should.  It’s a spectacular stop-motion animated movie without dialogue, with amazing acting and an emotionally heartfelt story.  ‘Kung Fu Panda’ is the first animated feature he worked on.  Because of his stop-motion background, he really gravitated towards working with the animators and spent a great deal of his time on the movie working hand-in-hand with them.  He understood, frame-by-frame, what they were doing in the animation process, and he became a great collaborator.”


From Cobb’s perspective, the two directors became the consummate team, melding their different backgrounds and tastes into a balanced sort of ‘yin and yang’ working style.  The result?  Per Cobb:  “We went to great lengths to bring together the most talented writers, actors and artists that we could.  Putting John and Mark at the helm resulted in one of the greatest working processes I’ve ever experienced.  We put everything that we could into this film, and we hope that audiences love it as much as we do.”


Screenwriter Berger observes, “There are a lot of different voices on a film, and it’s about getting everyone to share the same vision.  It takes writers to write the scenes, expressing what needs to be expressed.  It takes artists to render the scenes, actors to record the voices, animators to bring the characters to life, lighters, editors, composers to score…so at DreamWorks it really isn’t an autocracy, it’s about bringing all of these voices into unison.”


Aibel says, “And sometimes, that process is truly democratic.  A town hall meeting with every say equal.  The directors’ and producer’s job is then to listen to all of those voices and make sure they are telling the same story.  It’s always a process of weighing what is being said and checking it against the unified story, and always keeping the audience’s experience in mind.”           


From the outset, the producer and the two directors set out to create “one of the best-looking movies this studio has ever produced,” which was less hubris than a goal inspired by the first two words of their title — kung fu.  Though inexorably linked (in the Western mind, at least) to martial arts, ‘kung fu’ also refers to the excellence of self and its attainment through hard work.  At its heart, “Kung Fu Panda” is about being the best ‘you’ that you can possibly be…to be your own hero. 


This message underscored an important part of Mark Osborne’s life.  The future director’s father had run car dealerships.  It would have been easy for the young Osborne to head for the same career.  “But instead, my father encouraged me to pursue a path that would make me happy, and paid to send me to art school.  When I wanted to make my first animated short, my dad paid for it.  My Academy Award®-nominated short ‘More’ was funded by and produced by my dad’s employer, who saw an opportunity to help me achieve my dreams.  So, the idea of being your own hero really resonates deeply with me.” 


Once Stevenson and Osborne signed on to the project, they made a promise to themselves and the crew:  “We were aiming as high as we could with this project—to make it everyone’s best.  We set that as our goal and figured we’d see how close we could get.  I think the animation in ‘Kung Fu Panda’ is some of the finest we’ve ever done, and Mark played a huge part in raising the bar when working with the animators, trying to go for a heightened level of subtlety, nuance, sophistication and reality,” says Stevenson.  (One of their mottos was “If it’s easy or obvious, it’s not in the movie.”)


Osborne adds, “One of the things we thought would be interesting was to create broadly designed, somewhat ‘cartoony’ animal characters.  But we didn’t want them to act in the usual ‘cartoony’ style.  We wanted stylized characters who acted in a believable way…but could also be involved in some slapstick, ‘cartoony’ things — like dropping a character hundreds of feet and it wouldn’t die.”


Their aim was to find a visual language from which the filmmakers could transition from something as subtle as looking into the eyes of characters and sensing that they were conflicted, to a broadly comic situation, where someone gets whacked in the head and tumbles down a flight of stairs.  The true challenge was to render both of these aspects believably in the same film, sometimes even in the same sequence.  “Mark was a huge part of figuring out how to do that.  And the fact that the animation is so good is, in large part, due to his leadership,” states Stevenson.


All involved are quick to point out that while “Kung Fu Panda” is a family comedy, it also boasts the same kind of action and adventure that made the martial arts films of the ‘70s such a pulse-quickening genre.  Stevenson comments, “The basic comedic premise of our movie is in the title, ‘Kung Fu Panda.’  As a martial art, kung fu is extremely athletic and requires lots of self-discipline and physical ability.  And pandas, well, everybody thinks of them as this soft, sleepy, roly-poly animal — probably the biggest, funniest and most cuddly creature you can imagine.  Almost everyone involved in this project is a fan of those kung fu movies, and we all wanted to do a real kung fu movie…but we wanted it to be funny — the kind of funny that came out of character rather than from crafting a parody that made fun of the genre.  With a panda learning kung fu, you get that.  And each one of the Furious Five, Shifu, Tai Lung — are truly compelling characters.  I think it’s funny and fast-paced, and tells a wonderfully touching story.”


Osborne continues, “There is a huge amount of heart in this project and it all comes directly from Jack Black.  Early on, we were trying to understand why Po loved kung fu and wanted to be a kung fu hero, but kept his desires a secret from his father and the world.  I found the inspiration from Jack’s band Tenacious D in their song ‘Cosmic Shame,’ since it’s about how important it is to follow your heart; that the key to true happiness is to pursue your dreams.  Yet, the ultimate irony is that if you fail at your dreams, you fail big time.  This was a perfect basis for Po’s inner conflict; he’d rather keep his kung fu dreams as a safe haven to escape to, than risk the ‘Cosmic Shame’ of trying to realize it and fail.  If you go out on a limb, you can fall (especially if you are a fat panda) and Po doesn’t believe in himself enough to think he can make his dream come true.  His accidental hero’s journey, however, ultimately takes him to a place where he must try with all his heart.”

WHO WANTS TO BE A KUNG FU PANDA?

When it comes to motion pictures — both animated and live-action — there is little doubt about Jack Black’s talent.  He’s a gifted actor with enormous heart and he’s funny…really funny.  Such hits as “Shark Tale,” “School of Rock,” “Nacho Libre” and “The Holiday” are evidence that his comic acting skills fit comfortably into a wide variety of projects.


So after his turn as Lenny the shark in DreamWorks’ “Shark Tale,” Black found that he had a voice fan in DWA head Jeffrey Katzenberg.  Black relates, “I had a lot of fun working on ‘Shark Tale.’  One day, Jeffrey came to me and basically said, ‘Hey, let’s make another one.’  I had done a character voice, more of a nebbishy, New Yorker, kind of a Woody Allen-type of voice as Lenny.  So I assumed I’d be getting back into the character voice thing.  But Jeffrey said, ‘This time you’re the big cheese, and it’s called “Kung Fu Panda.”’  So, it was like, they wanted me…they wanted to hear the real me.  So I thought, ‘Sure, I can do me.’  It was sorta like falling off a log into a recording studio.”


As for the character Black would be taking on, Stevenson observes, “If being a kung fu master is the highest pinnacle of achievement you can experience, Po’s right at the very bottom.  He’s the exact opposite.  Though he loves kung fu, he works in a noodle restaurant as a sort of waiter.” 


Black explains, “Po’s father is a noodle chef and he loves noodles.  But Po finds that all a little bland — he wants more excitement in his world — so he fantasizes about being a kung fu master.  He idolizes those great kung fu artists like they were rock stars — they’re legendary in his mind.  He’s ashamed to tell his father about his aspirations, because he knows how much it means to him that his son follow in his footsteps.  So, he keeps it as a little secret.  Also, Po’s a bit embarrassed, because he doesn’t think he really has what it takes to be a real kung fu master.  So, he doesn’t want people to know about this secret wish, because he thinks they’ll make fun of him.”


For Osborne, Black’s inherent qualities are carried through to his onscreen panda persona:  “There is an innate sweetness and goodness about Jack that we really wanted to show through Po — a gentle, good-hearted innocent soul, someone who’s funny, appealing and charming — and we wanted the character to have all those qualities. It’s hard to imagine anybody more like Po than Jack.” 


Stevenson adds that “Jack has brought so much of himself to the character that it’s helped us create not only a believable world, but a character that’s really real — genuine and vulnerable.  It all comes directly from Jack and is inspired by his performance.”


For Black, voicing a panda who’s crazy about kung fu isn’t too off the mark:  “Kung fu has always fascinated me.  The graceful gymnastics of a martial arts master are a thrill to behold.  So when Jeffrey [Katzenberg] asked if I’d be interested in voicing the character of Po in ‘Kung Fu Panda,’ it was a very tantalizing offer.  When I was a kid, I took karate and judo classes.  It was fun and good for my muscles.  I even won a trophy in a judo tournament…but I must confess I outweighed the competition by a good 20 pounds.  Although I never took any kung fu classes — I just saw it on TV and in the movies — it seemed to me that it was the most spiritual form of martial arts.  And Po reminds me of myself as a kid — he’s an innocent, chubby dreamer on a quest to find his destiny.  There are so many wonderful characters, especially the little mousey kung fu master and instructor Shifu, voiced by my hero Dustin Hoffman.  And the scariest villain since Darth Vader, Tai Lung, portrayed by Ian McShane.  I was sold.”


Following the successful early voice/character test, Black was brought in to explore the character of Po.  The first session was eye-opening, Osborne recalls.  “During the first meeting Jack ad-libbed a lot and added things — all in the spirit of the sequence — that we had been playing around with.  He brought this soulful and realistic quality to it.  We took the session and started animating it.  Right away, we saw we had a character with a great deal of appeal and likeability, someone truly genuine.  The design of the film is beautiful and Jack brings so much as the central voice.  The animation closes the deal by bringing his attitude and energy to the character.”


Casting Black was wish fulfillment for the screenwriters, but it also kept them on their toes.  Jonathan Aibel explains, “We had come up with the idea of Po and then Jack Black was cast — so the character then evolved even more.  We didn’t sit around and think up jokes.  What we did was look back at the work we had done on the character and then watch what would come out of the sessions with Jack.  Then we’d say, ‘What did we learn about Po in that session?’”


Glenn Berger:  “We’d go back and change the lines, based on this new aspect of the character that had started to emerge.  And then poor Jack would have to record the scene for the 900th time, but maybe with subtle changes to reflect these new things we had learned about Po.  So we were always in the ‘character development’ stage, because the characters grew with the actors’ performances.”      


   On working with his two directors, Black says:  “Mark is kind of the arty one —he’s got arty roots, having gone to art school, he’s really well versed in…arty things.  And John is really great with coming in and helping me focus on the emotional aspects of the story.  He’s got mad chops when it comes to envisioning animal behavior, animal voices and characters.  He’s got a lot of experience.  And they both have great brains and great hearts and, together, they make a great team.” 

WHEN THE STUDENT IS READY, A TEACHER ARRIVES


A great team is not what master trainer Shifu envisions when Po is plopped in front of him as the prophesied Dragon Warrior — that honor should have gone to one of his prize students in the Furious Five.  So, the small red panda immediately sets about doing everything he can to get rid of the flabby panda.  Melissa Cobb relates, “But because of Po’s great zeal with simply being where he is — in the presence of his idols, the Five, in the Jade Palace — he is too enthusiastic, too thrilled to give up.  Their relationship is combative from the start.  However, that ultimately changes when they realize that the stakes of the role of Dragon Warrior are much higher than Po had first anticipated.  And so, we find two characters who really need to solve a problem together, but they just don’t know how.”


Shifu is not only short in stature, but also short on patience.  To bring their two-foot-tall kung fu master to life, the filmmakers approached one of cinema’s finest actors, two-time Oscar® winner Dustin Hoffman.


“Shifu is actually our most emotionally complex character in the movie,” says Stevenson.  “He has the biggest back story and probably the biggest emotional arc, because he’s sort of tormented by ghosts from the past.  We knew Shifu was going to be a difficult and complex character, and it was going to require a really great actor to bring him to life.”


When Hoffman was approached, he was told he could make suggestions about his character.  He remarks, “I liked the fact that they were looking at a collaborative way of creating Shifu.  They would ask ‘How do you like the face?’  Well, I didn’t know much about animation — they put a video camera on you when you’re recording and they watch your gestures, and then construct the character and include little bits of your idiosyncrasies and gestures.  I thought that was interesting.  I made a couple of suggestions, because I’m very nose sensitive.  Why, I don’t know.  I wanted a little nose correction.  I told them I demanded a nose change — I was just looking for a cheap joke.  But they opened up the mouth and widened the teeth.  I think that was their idea.” 


Producer Cobb enjoyed the difference between Shifu’s size and the power that he wields:  “What we loved about Shifu was that he’s really small but incredibly powerful. With a tiny little finger, he can completely stop Po in his tracks.  And just to see that dynamic with a very small character exerting power over a giant character, you never feel the lack of that power.  You always feel that Shifu’s in control, even against this huge character, Po.”


Hoffman found his job made all the easier by the direction he received from Osborne and Stevenson, who clearly had a specific sense of who Shifu was.  “They promised me at the beginning that anything I didn’t like I could re-do — which you can’t do on a regular film.  You have to hit it right the first time in live-action, like a high wire act — if you don’t, you hit the net, and they don’t go back, they just keep on shooting.  These guys have spent four years on this, and they’ve always said that it’s constantly something you can change, you can re-animate.  I allowed myself to be guided by them.  Because otherwise, I would come in with some kind of predetermined idea that would be nowhere near as good as theirs.”   


Later, when filmmakers showed Hoffman the rough cut, he reminded them of their promise — but Hoffman’s notes were negligible.  “I was stunned that they had kept the character in line the whole time.” 


From the directors’ points of view, Hoffman was always the perfect professional, always ready.  “Every time we did a recording session with Dustin, he brought something extraordinary to the session and found a new way of coming at the lines that we’d never imagined,” says Osborne.  


Director Stevenson sees a direct parallel between the actor and the character he voices:  “Shifu is somebody that has an innate respect to him.  And he’s very powerful.  He’s very strong.  He’s completely honorable, a disciplined character.  At times, he’s pretty relentless and unforgiving.  He’s a hard taskmaster.  But he’s certainly someone whom everybody respects.  So, it was very important that the actor playing Shifu be someone people would honor with respect.  Dustin brings that, and also a certain gravitas.” 


Hoffman and Black had the rare opportunity to record together (most sessions are solo, and actors rarely get to meet their onscreen co-stars).  The mutual respect was palpable, with Hoffman noting that Jack and Po were pretty much one and the same.  

Per Hoffman:  “Every once in a while, an actor gets a role in life, where the director will say something along the lines of ‘Just show up and be yourself.’  Jack is perfect casting for Po.  He’s very smart to use his comic gifts and not gild the lily.  I was surprised when he showed up the first time and he was serious, like most wonderful comic artists you know.  He takes it seriously and he’s marvelous in this.”


For Black, it was very much a case of art imitating life:  “Shifu is the great master of kung fu, and Dustin Hoffman is the great master of acting.  I remember, in high school, watching the video of his production of ‘Death of a Salesman.’  I watched it tons of times and I was just blown away by him.  He’s just great as Shifu because he’s the master and he’s kind of Zen in his approach.  He has a spiritual approach to his craft, from what I’ve seen him do in person.  He comes from this quiet place inside.  He’ll find the truth of the scene and just go after it in a real way…and he’s also just a little bit grumpy, just like Shifu.  Perfect.” 

FIVE FIGHTING WARRIORS 


Po’s idols, the Furious Five, are all students of Shifu.  They are superstars in the kung fu world — and Po’s heroes.  They are the result of intensive, lifelong study at the foot of their master, and their level of fighting is unsurpassed in the land.  They are the coolest, best action stars ever.  They protect from harm the Valley of Peace and its inhabitants, who revere them as the incarnations of both power and spirituality, combined in five distinctive creatures.


When it comes time to pick the best among the Five — the choosing of the prophesied Dragon Warrior, a ceremony that happens once in a lifetime — the entire Valley (including Po) turns out to watch.  This is a show of how central the Five are to the lives of every citizen in the land.  


In keeping with the filmmakers’ reverence for kung fu, they chose their Five as animal incarnations of some actual fighting styles of the martial art.  Osborne explains, “So we’ve got tiger style, crane style, snake style, mantis style and monkey style, all represented by those actual animals.  Typically, in the past in a kung fu movie, you see a human imitating an animal doing those fighting styles, but this is the first time anyone’s ever actually seen these animals executing the fighting styles from which they derive their names — a fighter imitating a crane’s beak or imitating a viper’s tail.  We get to use the actual animals and, needless to say, they do it very differently.” 



The Tigress style is very direct and aggressive, and the animators brought those qualities to the character in their realization.  Extremely powerful, Tigress uses a lot of upper body strength in her attack.  She is a forceful character, opinionated, outspoken and direct.  Many of the character’s finer qualities are embodied by actress Angelina Jolie in the role. 


Osborne offers, “Directing Angelina Jolie is pretty surreal.  I mean, she’s amazing.  You have to kind of look away, you know?  You can’t look at her directly while she’s performing, or your brain goes to mush.  But what’s even more amazing about her is what she brings to the character.  I mean — in all of our sketching, in all of our pretending, we were trying to work out the character on our own.  But Tigress, on the page, was really a secondary character…but not with her in the role.  She was complex and there were solid reasons for every choice.  She brought warmth to the character.  She didn’t just come off as the jilted contender who is angry at Po for being there and taking her place.  She was supposed to be the Dragon Warrior, and because of Po, she isn’t.  Her huge spirit and talents as a performer give Tigress all of these layers, and the character really expanded and grew deeper under her touch.”


High praise for an actress who, at first, wasn’t sure what character she would be playing.  Jolie recalls, “When I first came in and saw all the characters, and I didn’t know who I was, I was secretly hoping I got to be Tigress.  I love her.  She’s cool.  She’s secretly who we all want to be.  If I were half as tough and straightforward as this character, it would be amazing.  I have a giant tiger tattoo on my back, and my kids always look at it, so it’s very important that I be the tiger.  So when I came in and saw the beautiful snake with the beautiful eyes, and I saw the monkey and all of the characters…they were all very cool.  I thought Tigress was a boy when I first saw her and I thought, ‘I wonder who that is?... must be Jackie Chan.  I guess I’m not gonna be the tiger.’  Then they told me and I was stoked.”


Jolie had many reasons for accepting the role of Tigress (in addition to the fact that she was really cool), and chief among them was her family.  Jolie had voiced Lola for DreamWorks in “Shark Tale,” which she thoroughly enjoyed.  “I just had such a good experience.  It was so much fun to do, not just because I have children.  That sounds like a really good excuse — ‘I do it for my children.’  But really, I’m a big kid.  Animation has just grown and changed in the last few years and the stories are so good.   This film was especially interesting to me because it was a sort of return to the classics.  It’s like classic storytelling for children, and there aren’t a bunch of modern references.  There are some beautiful messages and some really fun characters.  There’s a sweetness to it.  At the same time, the setting is absolutely beautiful.  I love that part of the world.  I have two children from Asia, so the fact that I get to be in ‘Kung Fu Panda,’ which is set in China, and I get to play a tiger, that is very cool.”


When asked if Tigress and Viper, the two females in the Five, are role models for young girls, producer Cobb muses, “If young girls are tigers or vipers, they’re perfect role models.  Actually, what’s really interesting is that they are female characters and they have female voices, but we don’t isolate them in any way in the movie.  They’re each one of the Furious Five.  They’re just as important as any of the male fighters in the movie.  They’re never given any diminished role because they are females.  In fact, Tigress is clearly the strongest of the five characters.”


Jolie concurs:  “Tigress is very straightforward.  They explained to me that there are all different styles of kung fu, and hers is attack.  There’s no defense.  It’s just attack, attack, attack…so that makes her a very interesting character.”


While Tigress is all business, the character of Monkey is a bit of a cut-up.  As a fighter, he is very unpredictable and playful.  He uses his four limbs and tail in a fluid way, intending to distract the opponent, to trick him.  And Monkey can use his limbs and tail simultaneously, plus he’s flexible and agile and, as a result, can lay a series of pummeling blows in a brief amount of time.


Who better to give voice to such a creature than international action star Jackie Chan, who combines flashes of good-humored wit with an undisputed mastery of martial arts?  Melissa Cobb states, “We had to have Jackie Chan in our movie.  I mean, he’s such an icon in kung fu movies, and the monkey character seemed a perfect fit.  We had Jackie come in, and we pitched him the movie and showed him the characters.  He was thrilled to see an American animation studio doing a movie about kung fu and he sensed the opportunity to really broaden the audience for kung fu around the world.” 


Chan remarks, “For all these years, I’ve liked comedy.  I use comedy together with my kung fu.  I think it really fits me.  And for all these years, jumping around and fighting, I’m just like Monkey.  I think the writers and the animators have watched my movements, my characters, my…everything!  It seems like they copied me, which is nice.  Monkey is acrobatic, playful and confuses the enemy very easily.”


Chan even sees a future for himself combining what he does with an animated persona:  “I hope, for the future, I can use animation with my action together — that would kind of make my action more ‘wow!’  Right now, animation is really something.  They can make all these unbelievable things and put them into a fight sequence.  And I really hope, someday, my action and DreamWorks’ technology will join together and take my action to the next level.”


While Monkey confuses, the character of Viper stealthily overtakes and overwhelms.  Her style features sly, quiet surprise attacks and fierce and violent lightning-fast strikes.  In “Kung Fu Panda,” it doesn’t hurt that Viper is beautiful and charming — another way to sneak up and distract her opponent.  Then, by wrapping her body around the opponent’s striking limb, she forces the blow back onto the instigator.


Like Jolie, when Lucy Liu first visited the DreamWorks Animation campus, she was a bit uncertain about the project and distracted by the exquisite renderings on display before her — almost like one of her future character’s opponents.  Liu remembers, “When I first came onto the project, they showed me a room completely filled with all these incredible animated images.  And they had a computer version of what they had in mind for the different characters, including Viper.  It all looked so incredibly rich and beautiful.  They talked about the story, and I just loved the idea of the underdog having something he doesn’t know he has — great potential.  It was exciting just to be part of a project like this and to play this character.  When I saw the drawings of Viper, she had these two beautiful lotus flowers on top of her head.  They didn’t really have to sell me hard on it, you know?”


 Stevenson offers, “Every session we had with our cast, the characters gained depth and grew, even if they were just doing very small sections.  It really takes a great and very game actor to be able to just dive right in and do bits and pieces like that.  Every session with Lucy Liu was a blast.  She’s great to work with and really talented.”  


Despite the fearsome reputation snakes have earned, Liu admits that Viper is “quite lethal, but she’s actually quite sweet.  She’s the first character to warm up to Po and have some compassion for him.”


Also like Jolie, Liu admits to being a big kid at heart, having grown up watching and loving cartoons.  She still enjoys watching them with her godson:  “And it’s astonishing, because you see what children see, which like this movie is so fresh and so wonderful.  It takes you to a place inside yourself that is childlike, in which these characters become real people, part of your real life.  And now animation is so technologically advanced and visually astonishing that, when you walk into the theater you can sit down and enjoy it like a kid would.”


If Viper’s style is compact, coiled and ready, Crane is her fighting opposite.  In the traditional crane style, fighters use their hands in a beak-like way.  Filmmakers made an early decision that Crane would not employ his beak when fighting — the effect might be a little too violent.  Instead, they concentrated on some of the style’s other attributes.  Crane is graceful and uses his enormous wingspan to deflect with sweeping gestures. Despite the beauty, Crane can and will still put up a good fight. 


David Cross was cast in the role of Crane.  His signature dry wit gave the elegant bird a distinctive voice among the Five.  Crane also sometimes serves as the unwitting mediator among the group.  Cross’s comic timing is wonderfully put to use, playing a slightly perturbed kung fu warrior who tries to keep the peace…even when he just wants to be left alone. 


“I think Crane represents the Everyman,” says Cross, “or in this case, ‘Everycrane.’  Actors usually talk about seeing bits of themselves in their characters, but I have to be honest with you — I’ve never once thought of myself as a bird with skinny legs.  An eagle, perhaps, or even an emu, but never a crane.  And just for the record, I have great legs.  That being said, I would admit that Crane’s voice is distinctly similar to mine.  He’s very cool.  So, I guess in that way, we’re alike.  My kung fu’s far superior, though.”   


While Crane is a laid-back dude, Mantis is one tightly-wound insect.  Tiny and very, very fast, Mantis is also extremely precise — which renders him almost invisible.  He can sneak up and pummel you without your knowing what’s happening to you.  Precision with quick strike — meet Mantis, voiced by Seth Rogen. 


“When they called me, I thought, ‘perfect.’  I’ve always wanted to play a mantis, so I thought it was oddly coincidental that they had called.  And I was literally just talking to someone that day, saying, ‘You know, I never played a mantis.’  And then the phone rang and it was kismet, I guess,” says Rogen.


The producer chimes in, “Seth is amazing.  We have this character of Mantis, who’s this tiny little bug.  And throughout a lot of the development process, we thought no one’s ever gonna even see that guy onscreen.  He’s just this tiny, little bug.  And then we cast Seth, and his voice is so fantastic, his laugh is so memorable and so hilarious.  And that laugh coming out of this little bug, it makes him a really memorable character.”


Rogen describes his first reaction to seeing his alter-ego:  “He’s about six inches tall maybe, he’s got six legs and he looks a lot like me.  If he had a bigger nose and glasses, we’d be almost identical.  You know, I did karate as a youth.  I think that plays heavily into my voice work here.  I did karate at the Jewish community center in Vancouver for years.  And I was good.  I don’t know if I should gauge my actual karate skill based on a bunch of young Jews.  On the grand scale of fighting, I don’t know where they rank.  But I was pretty good at it.” 


Rogen had met one of his co-stars before, having worked on writing an HBO pilot with Jack Black.  So he feels safe when he proclaims, “Jack as a panda…it made sense when I first heard it.  I could see that.  I always thought somewhere down the line, one of his ancestors must have been a panda…a great, great, great uncle or something like that.  Jack has panda-esque qualities, I guess.  Actually, he’s great in the role; you can tell even in his voice that he’s relatable, friendly and open.  And I actually think it helps that he kind of looks about 1/18th panda.  It looks like there might be some panda blood in him.”

SOMETHING WICKED THIS WAY COMES



What would an underdog story be without an antagonist?  The beauty and sheer power of the Furious Five in action become evident in their face-off with the bad guy.  With such strong good guys, the bad guy needs to be a truly menacing presence….and he is.  


Tai Lung is that most dangerous of adversaries — physically imposing, ruthless, manically driven, brilliant and just this side of imbalanced.  Take the most powerful fighter the Valley has ever seen and then imprison him for 20 years, where his dark heart can marinate in anger and revenge, and then set him loose to cut a swathe of destruction through the country where the inhabitants once thought him to be the shining hope of all.


Having voiced Captain Hook in “Shrek the Third” (and etched a memorable portrait of Al Swearengen, a villain of the Old West on HBO’s “Deadwood”), fans know that Ian McShane can be as bad as he wants to be.


Director Stevenson says, “Ian can go from zero to 60 in like 2.5 seconds.  In life, he comes in as the nicest guy in the world.  And then, when he becomes Tai Lung, he’ll just get behind the microphone and roar and make the hairs on the back of your neck stand straight up.  He’s an amazing actor to watch.”


McShane can and does understand what Tai Lung’s problem is:  “He believes he should’ve been the Dragon Warrior.  He’s been denied it for 20 years, because pride comes before a fall, and that’s Tai Lung’s big problem — pride.  He wants to reclaim his rightful place.  Shifu put him in prison for these 20 years.  But then, you know, it’s a moral story about believing in what you are but not ignoring the guy behind you, like the tortoise and the hare.”   


Stevenson has been a fan of McShane’s for a while, having watched him over the years in his innumerable appearances in movies and on British television.  And it just so happened that about the same time the director came aboard “Kung Fu Panda,” McShane had made the HBO series “Deadwood” an unmissable viewing experience.


And while McShane (as Swearengen) may have been involved in his share of knock-down, shoot-’em-up fights, he is glad that his “Kung Fu Panda” alter-ego does his own stunts:  “I always enjoy playing a character that’s full of contradictions like Tai Lung — he’s not really a villain.  He’s a complex character and he physically looks very good in the film.  I mean, I’d rather I didn’t have to do any of the wonderful fighting that the characters do in this movie.  I’d love to say that I could do that in real life.  I’m just glad to supply the grunts and the groans.” 


The timbre and gravity of McShane’s voice brings layers to the character from the first moment we hear Tai Lung speak.  Says Mark Osborne:  “What’s great about Ian is that he has this ability to really command the screen.  Every line he says is incredibly memorable and powerful.  And you get a sense of this really fascinating, angry, emotionally-wrought character, who’s coming to the Valley of Peace to exact revenge — and you get it with every word he says.” 


Even if some of the citizens of the Jade Palace are convinced that Tai Lung can and will break out of Chorh-Gom Prison, there is one who does not — even as he’s watching the prison break take place:  Commander Vachir designed and oversaw the construction of the one-man stronghold, built with the intention of keeping Tai Lung from ever rampaging through the Valley of Peace again.  


“The Commander is a rhinoceros,” Duncan says.  “Broad shoulders, big all over, muscular, probably can bench-press at least 5,000 pounds, fears nobody except for Tai Lung.  That’s the one thing in the back of his mind he really does not want to deal with.  I have a unique job.  I have the most fail-safe prison in the world.  I only have one prisoner and Tai Lung is his name.  And he is very good, extremely good at martial arts.  And I have a thousand soldiers on this one guy.  One prisoner, nothing else, a thousand soldiers.  And like I just told you, the guy is really, really, really good.  I wish I could move like that.”

DUCK DUCK GOOSE 


Mr. Ping, Po’s goose father, has no such kung fu wish.  He is content being the owner, proprietor and chef of the most popular noodle restaurant in the Valley — a restaurant he hopes to one day hand down to his son.  Mr. Ping is played by James Hong, an actor with a long history of playing a variety of amazingly different roles in more than 600 movies (everything from “Blade Runner” to “Mulan”) and TV shows (“Seinfeld” to “Law & Order”).  As Po’s father, he has a great opportunity to create a quirky and interesting character who is so obsessed with making noodles that he really can’t see anything else.  He probably doesn’t even recognize that Po is a panda. 


As it turns out, Hong himself is actually the son of a noodle maker.  Observes Osborne, “In our first session working with James Hong, he told us that his dad was a noodle maker and had a noodle shop.  And so, as a kid, he was making noodles, and he totally understood the experience that Po is going through (though his family wanted him to be a civil engineer), and Po’s father as well (having firsthand knowledge of how to run a noodle shop).” 


On the page, the character of Mr. Ping could come off as cool, maybe even a bit nasty.  He works Po really hard and never takes the time to notice that his successful noodle making dream is not shared by his son.  He loves his son, but doesn’t get to really show it.  Director Stevenson says, “What James brought to the role is warmth.  Po loves his dad and wants to take care of him, so he’s staying in the noodle shop and doing the thing he doesn’t love.  He’s following his dad’s dream, because he really doesn’t have the courage to follow his own dream yet.  It’s not until later that he finds that.  His dad is actually a significant character in the end of the story, even though it seems like he’s holding Po back at the start.” 


Po and Hong share a somewhat similar story:  “I obeyed my father.  I did my work.  I went to college and graduated in engineering.  And then, I became an actor.  But during the engineering days is when the rebellion started.  While I was in college, I started to do drama.  But since I wanted to please my parents, I took up engineering, because that’s a solid profession.  I graduated, finally, from USC as a civil engineer, making bridges.  But that’s when my real ambition kicked in, just like with Po.  I started to do extra work even when I was going to USC.  By the time I graduated, I was getting roles, and I simply dropped engineering for acting.  What kind of engineer could I have been?  I don’t know.  As an actor, though, I did pretty well.”


Just as Hong has had a long and productive career, so has Oogway, the ancient tortoise who invented kung fu as a means for the defenseless to defend themselves.  The onetime warrior and now spiritual leader has dedicated his life to protecting those who can’t protect themselves.  He has literally seen (and overcome) everything, and knows — deep in his soul — that there are no accidents…despite the fact that he is hanging the hopes of the Valley on the kung fu fighting ability of an out of shape, novice panda.   


Master Oogway is played by Randall Duk Kim, an accomplished stage, screen and television actor, who found a whole new base of fans with his role as The Keymaker in the second installment of the blockbuster “Matrix” trilogy.  The filmmakers were convinced that the actor could hold his own against Dustin Hoffman and also provide the weight and inner serenity that a 1,000-year-old prophet and spiritual leader would have accumulated.


Kim explains, “Oogway belongs to that tradition of an old, wise sage who helps the young hero — the same tradition that Merlin, in the Arthurian legends, belongs to.  What attracted me to Oogway was his great wisdom, his age, his compassion, his kindness and his gentle humor.  Having developed a martial arts form so the defenseless could defend themselves, he’s a protector of the small and the vulnerable.  That kind of character is always attractive.  Oogway is a character I can only aspire to.  As I get older, I wish I could become someone like that — so compassionate, so patient, so understanding and kind.  In our world, they are qualities to which everyone should aspire.”

Despite the fact that he’s a near saint in his Valley, Oogway also has a fun side, and some of his actions may prompt audiences to question his sanity, as in ‘is he senile, or just crazy like a fox?’  ‘Was his choice of the panda a universe-ending mistake, or does he really know more about the universe than he’s letting on?’  Says Osborne:  “Oogway would never try to explain his methods, because you’d never understand it.  Randall really connected with that.  He was a great help in making Oogway significant.  He’s an important character.  He’s kind of a central anchor.” 


“There was one line that reminded me of when I used to do tai chi and our teacher would use it during our meditation sessions,” recalls Kim.  “It’s about the mind being cloudy and unable to see things clearly.  When the mind is allowed to settle, to be still, things do become clearer and one becomes much more aware.  Perhaps answers to difficult questions can be found within.  That line made me remember and reflect.”


With Oogway at the top of the Jade Palace pecking order, the nervous goose Zeng is way down at the bottom.  Zeng is an exhausted personal assistant to Master Shifu, who could be considered, well, a tough boss.  That makes Zeng’s newest assignment all the more nerve-wracking:  flying as fast as he can to Chorh-Gom Prison to alert Commander Vachir about Oogway’s vision of Tai Lung breaking free.  Dan Fogler gives Zeng his anxious, ‘dear me, the sky is falling’-type voice.


Fogler enjoyed the mostly comic turn and found inspiration in some very old stories:  “What did I like about Zeng?  Like a lot of the characters in this film, he’s very classic.  They seem to come from some alternate version of ‘Aesop’s Fables’ with kung fu added.  Many draw from various character archetypes — Zeng is like a classic commedia dell’arte servant character, a bumbling servant who’s constantly put upon and sent across the world on errands.  He’s always very nervous and trying hard to please everyone.  But behind closed doors, he hates his existence, which is very fun to play.  He’s also in the fowl family, and I grew up watching Daffy Duck and Donald Duck and all of the other characters who fall into that category.  So, in a way, Zeng is close to my heart.”  


Gathering such an amazing cast stoked the creative fires of the filmmakers and crew…and vice versa.  Mark Osborne claims, “Whether it’s Jack or Dustin or Jackie or Angelina, or any of our wonderful ensemble of actors — they all brought different energies, but they always inspired us every time because of their commitment to their performances and the varied skills they possess.”


John Stevenson echoes the sentiment:  “All the actors on our show are amazing.  We had great experiences with all of them.  And it’s actually good that we were in a soundproof booth away from them when they were recording, because we couldn’t stop laughing.  We’d heard the jokes so many times, but often, the actors would bring ad-libs and they’d play around with the material in such a way that completely changed what we were doing.  It was a real breath of fresh air in the process.  One of the things about animation that is the most difficult to achieve is spontaneity at every stage.  It takes great actors to inspire the animators, just as it takes great animation to inspire the lighters, and it takes great lighting to inspire all the finishing touches.”


Melissa Cobb adds, “I think it would be hard to single out just one actor who surprised us.  I think there are moments in the recording sessions where each of them surprised us — they went to a place emotionally that we didn’t expect or brought something to a line, a bit of humor, that we didn’t even notice was there.  And those are the really big gifts that come from doing those recording sessions and having the ability to really play with the footage afterwards and uncover the best performance.”


Just as the filmmakers praised their cast, the actors were equally surprised by the skills evident in their directors and producer.  Lucy Liu sums it up best:  “They had this incredible ability to invite all of us into this world they were making, and they brought it while you were sitting there in just a chair, or standing at the mic.  That’s all it was — a room, a microphone, a chair, a headset, a glass.  They painted this world around you with their voices and their imagination.  They have the great talent to push you to get you to live in the movie, in the environment they created.  It was special to be part of it, because you got caught up in it.  Then the session was suddenly over and it was like, ‘Oh, no.  Now, I’ve gotta go home and I won’t know what to do with myself!’”

CREATING AN ANCIENT WORLD

For producer Melissa Cobb, it wasn’t only the film’s content that intrigued her, it was also the way in which Po’s story would be told:  “From the very beginning, the directors really saw the film in CinemaScope, a wide-screen format.  The CinemaScope frame, with its more expansive view, gave us the opportunity to make a much more epic movie, which was really consistent with the genre of kung fu.  It also really gave us a chance to explore the look of China.  Our goal was to make a movie that had a distinct look, taking advantage of the latest technology in animation.  One of the principles that we came up with early on was based on Chinese art — ‘beauty in emptiness.’  We tried to be disciplined in the cinematography and the design.  We wanted to maintain simplicity in the shots, to allow the eye to focus on the character and the amazing sets that had been created.”


Black wholeheartedly endorsed the filmmakers’ vision.  “If you’re setting a film in a certain locale, it’s important to get it right.  Not just because the people who actually live there might think, ‘That’s not how it is,’ but also because it’s interesting.  It’s like if you really nail it, then the people who go to the movie are traveling to see that place as well.  You want to take them somewhere specific and real and special.  The way that they captured the beauty of the Chinese landscape and the architecture and artwork is mesmerizing.  I have to admit that I’ve never been to China, but I imagine that when I do go, I’ll think, ‘Wow, this is just like “Kung Fu Panda,” kind of.’”


Director Stevenson explains, “We wanted the audience to feel they were getting a big story, not just big action, but hopefully big laughs and big emotion.  We wanted a big canvas to paint our story on and CinemaScope was the best canvas to do that.  The 2.35:1 aspect ratio of CinemaScope is, to me, what movies should be filmed in.  Every kung fu movie that I saw growing up was in ‘Scope,’ because it’s a perfect format to capture huge, dynamic action.”


Director Osborne continues, “The epic kung fu films have all used CinemaScope.  It provides a broader view of the world.  And you can actually tell a more intimate story in CinemaScope as well, which seems sort of counter to the idea of this very wide, broad view.  But you can tell an intimate story because it allows you to get in really close and tight with the character.  At the same time, you’re also getting the entire environment around that character.”


Production designer Raymond Zibach and art director Tang Heng began research early in the process to put together the look of the film.  Key to everyone was that it be inspired by Chinese art, landscape and architecture and would be, in its own way, true to Chinese culture.  In a tale where creatures are dressed and gifted with a mastery of kung fu, it was important to ground the film in some kind of truth.  The aim throughout was believability and cultural richness.  As a result of these months of intensive research, the film is filled with details that probably only the trained eye may detect.



As production designer, Zibach is in charge of all visuals — from character to location to color to the styling of the whole film.  He began exploratory designs about five years ago, mostly with animals and natural structures.  He worked with character designer Nicolas Marlet to design the creatures in a somewhat semi-human way, to allow them to do kung fu.  The team embraced classic Chinese palace and temple architecture.  Per Zibach “This film has a charm and individuality, which is different from what everybody else is doing in computer-generated film.  When we took what we’d done with our characters and put it next to something traditional like the beautiful architecture of China, it actually showed off our characters even more, lending to the whole fantasy of ‘Kung Fu Panda.’  I think that this contrast created a whole different feel for what a CG animated film can be.”


Zibach shied away from lifting actual Chinese locations and copying them exactly out of respect for the Chinese and their culture.  Their aim was to embrace the essential beauty and put it together in a way that felt right for the film.  The choice of clothing design for the characters — though Chinese in inspiration — had less to do with historical accuracy than with allowing each character to perform kung fu and fit spatially into the overall design canvas.   


As the design landscape began to fill in, some elements began to take on a greater significance.  The earlier script dedicated just one line to the Jade Palace, as a room within a larger compound where Po stayed for a night.  Once they began to use the “jade” in Jade Palace as an overall design, the richness of the growing design — featuring elements such as jade bamboo — prompted the filmmakers to increase the importance of the environment.  The Palace became one of the main locations, which gave the artisans an even greater reason to make the space grander. 


The outdoor locations were heavily influenced by the look of the Li River Valley and the city of Guilin on the west bank of the Li.  Zibach explains, “We wanted to take the sugarloaf spires which are beautiful, rounded green, lush rock spires from the Li River Valley and crank them up. Tang Heng, our art director, took that idea to a legendary scale.  Also, we wanted to try to keep everything very rounded where the villagers appear.  So all the villagers and their shapes are heavily based on circles – which creates a nice, rounded, pleasant and happy feel.  When the action turns more dangerous, things get more pointy and angular.  So, that simple shape theory really ruled the overall design.”  


Art director Heng joined the project when the film had begun to find its storyline, and some of his first exploration heavily influenced the look…so much so that those pieces became the equivalent of a ‘reference book’ that was consulted throughout production.  Zibach praises his efforts. “I think of Tang much more as a partner, because what he brought influenced me, and I hope vice versa.”    


Visual Effects Supervisor Markus Manninen was responsible for the visuals in collaboration with Zibach.  The prospect of a CG action film excited Manninen, as did the visuals and the earthy story.  “It’s something everyone can relate to and it’s the kind of movie I like to watch myself.”


Acknowledging the ever-present limitations in filmmaking — resources, budget, time constraints — Manninen was amazed at everyone’s commitment to unearthing the smartest way to tell the story, even if that way seemed impossible at first.  Dedicated craftsmen spent time researching whether that hoped-for part of the scene could be done in a smarter way — giving the film a bigger bang for the buck or producing something extraordinary that had never been seen before.  


Key to producing those extraordinary onscreen moments was the involvement of Hewlett-Packard, which proved integral to the animated artistry displayed in “Kung Fu Panda.”  Says Manninen, “HP is a fantastic partner, to the company and the studio.  For us, it was crucial.  About midway through production, we discovered that some of the things that we were trying to do were just really difficult to accomplish.  Some of the latest HP hardware really saved us.  We were at the borderline of not being able to execute some of our scenes and this, actually, helped us achieve the kind of production value we wanted for the movie.”


Heng was given the opportunity (with a team of artists) to assist in creating and developing the look and style of the film.  Since the film is set in China, the goal was to create an ancient Chinese world where animals and vegetation, everything, lived in harmony.  As a reference point, Heng studied ancient pottery, with much of what he found taking root in his work with the team.  “I help visualize the directors’ and the production designer’s visions.  After we’ve talked about the setting and the environments I spend two to three weeks designing a visual concept to illustrate their thoughts.  Then we look at it together and make the necessary adjustments to finalize it.”  


In addition to consulting sources on Chinese mythology and architecture, Heng and others viewed lauded Chinese films, like “Hero” and “Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon.”  Since a majority of the artists came from Western culture, it was important for them to absorb as many Eastern influences as possible.



Some discoveries surprised Heng:  “One of the coolest ideas about the Chinese architecture, I believe, is that it is designed after nomadic tents.  In the ancient days, these tents were designed to keep rain from pooling on the top.  The shape of those roofs still has an influence on the shape of the roofs in Chinese architecture today.”


Not only shape, but colors with Chinese significance were incorporated — gold is for the emperor and red is for good luck.  They turned out to be the two main colors that were used in the film.  The Valley, of course, is heavy with green (green is a color for good), and Tai Lung’s world is awash in blue (a cold color, since he is, after all, a snow leopard). 


Heng and his staff also consulted with Xiaoping Wei on both Chinese culture and architecture, on a sort of ‘fact-checking’ basis; in addition to being a DreamWorks artist, Wei is one of Hollywood’s top experts on all things Chinese.  Early designs that featured Asian designs outside of traditional Chinese looks were questioned — and replacement Chinese designs were chosen.   

BREATHING LIFE INTO A WORLD OF CHARACTERS

Po’s journey is transformative and, in the end, his efforts are revealed to the citizens of the Valley.  In a similar vein, the creation of Po and a legion of unique and beautifully designed characters is for Nicolas Marlet a story of recognition.  The accomplished character designer and Annie Award winner has been with DreamWorks since the studio’s early days, having worked designing characters for the studio’s animated debut, “The Prince of Egypt,” and on the character design of the subsequent “The Road to El Dorado,” “Sinbad: Legend of the Seven Seas,” “Madagascar” and “Over the Hedge.”  


But with his work on “Kung Fu Panda,” Marlet has been given a singular honor for his designs, the ultimate sign of accomplishment for an artist.  Typically, characters undergo countless iterations until they work perfectly within their specially created world.  With Po, Shifu, Tai Lung, the Furious Five…Marlet’s initial designs have not been altered since they were crafted — what is seen onscreen is what he originally created.  From creation to final touches, the characters remain as Marlet envisioned.


Per director Stevenson:  “Nico [Marlet], the character designer, did a great job.  He does a very traditional animation style of drawing with these great circles the animators do to follow through on their shapes.  It worked perfectly for what we needed for the character design, and his creations stayed as he gave them to us.” 


Head of Character Animation Dan Wagner was charged with establishing the style of animation for each character — how they move and how they behave.  Part of that meant finding ways to ensure consistency with the characters Marlet created.  Wagner smiles, “Having furry animals kick each other’s butt is a fun idea.  So, for a start, we brought in someone with zoological training, a bio-mechanist named Stuart Sumida, who’s very knowledgeable on how animals are put together and how they move — he’s helped us on other films in the past.  We had a few classes with Stuart, going over each of our specific animals, just how they operate and how they behave — also, their bones and muscles, how they connect and work together to bend and move.”  


For characters’ facial expressions, Wagner could look to ‘lipstick cam’ footage, captured during the actors’ recording sessions, but he usually opted for folding the expressions and mannerisms of the actor into the character, rather than trying to re-create the expression exactly.  


What lies beneath the garments and the characters’ features and appearance is the domain of Character TD Supervisor Nathan Loofbourrow, who takes a sculpture of the character in a neutral, standing pose, and then lays in a skeleton, muscles and skin to create a puppet (called a “rig”) for the animators to use. 


Working on animals is commonplace for Loofbourrow, but the cast of “Kung Fu Panda” was an altogether different animal:  “The mantra we heard at the beginning of the production was that every character had to be able to do kung fu.  So, that meant pushing the performance further than we were used to doing — quick moves, strong fighting poses, all the stuff that fans of the genre want to see characters do in an animated kung fu movie.  Because of that demand, we really had to push rigs to be able to hit more dynamic poses, to execute really exciting, fast action.  And, of course, we wanted every character to look good while doing it, which was our biggest challenge.” 


It’s already a tall enough order for the athletic Furious Five and the diminutive Shifu…but a 260-pound, out of shape panda?  Loofbourrow solved that problem by using Po’s big torso as a sort of shock absorber that would allow him to retract and extend his arms and legs — when that happens, his belly moves and creates a bit of dynamic motion.  By creating volume, Loofbourrow provides Po with the ability to do kung fu maneuvers and yet remain mobile and flexible.


Loofbourrow comments, “It’s really exciting for us to see kung fu done with animals onscreen.  It was a unique project for us.  We hadn’t been asked to do anything like this before.  So, working on such challenging characters was really enjoyable.  We had a small team that worked a long time on the film together…and just knowing everybody’s work is up there onscreen makes us all really happy.”

A PRISON BREAK, A BRIDGE COLLAPSE… 

AND THE ULTIMATE DUMPLING


Once production had ramped up and all departments were moving forward, it was time to start on some of the big action set pieces that punctuate “Kung Fu Panda.”  First up — Tai Lung’s near impossible escape from Chorh-Gom Prison.


“We knew it had to be special,” says Osborne, “because it sets up the character of Tai Lung, who is this legendary, unstoppable warrior — the most accomplished and feared kung fu master in the world.  This sequence was going to serve as our signature, to tell people that we had amazing kung fu in our film.  So it had to be good — and cool and exciting.”  


The superhuman nature of the escape clearly shows Tai Lung taking on every adversary and beating them all at once.  Anyone witnessing this would surely have one question in mind:  how is a big, fuzzy, soft panda going to beat this guy?  That was the other purpose of the scene, to enable the vengeful snow leopard to cast a fairly long shadow through the second act of the film.  His approaching threat needed to remain in people’s minds without filmmakers adding scenes flashing to Tai Lung’s progress.  

  A super-sized sequence was needed…and meticulous storyboarding went a long way toward ensuring the breathless action it demanded.  Daniel D. Gregoire (an expert in pre-visualization who worked on “War of the Worlds,” “X-Men: The Last Stand” and “Indiana Jones and the Kingdom of the Crystal Skull”) developed a “pre-vis” of the sequence, which proved helpful in determining the dynamic camera movement and transforming the feel of the scene from an animated action scene into a cool, live-action set piece.  Per Gregoire:  “We had very specific ideas for the scene.  It was designed as almost like a video game.  We had given it an epic setting.  We knew it was going to be a prison break.  But then we thought, ‘Okay, if it’s a prison break, it’s got to be the craziest prison ever seen — it can’t be just a regular prison.’  So, we designed a prison to hold just one prisoner, because that is entirely in keeping with Tai Lung’s character.” 


   The prison is carved out of a mountain in Outer Mongolia.  The design is a blend of influences, notably the 18th century Italian artist Piranesi, who executed studies of fantasy prisons, mixed with battlement designs lifted from the Great Wall of China (the battlements are on the interior of the prison, however).  Add to that the video game feel achieved by sectioning the prison into security levels:  first level, crossbows; second level, bridges with armies of fighting guards; and the last level, equipped with a ceiling that collapses on the upper tier — a last-ditch effort to contain the prisoner.  


As Tai Lung battles upward, more than just the composition of the levels change — so, too, do the color palettes of the scene.  While the escape pits snow leopard against innumerable guards, it also pits the colors of blue against red.  Blues, grays and purples are Tai Lung’s colors, which give the feeling of a wintry chill perfect for a lethal snow leopard.  Reds and other hot colors are traditionally associated — in the Eastern and in other mythologies — with power and strength, the warmth of the sun, the waving of flags over battlefields.  As the prison forces are vanquished by the snow leopard, the defeated level shifts in color, from red to blue (as the lights are extinguished).  This is a visual signal that accompanies Tai Lung’s progress and telegraphs the possible wintry chill that will fall over the Valley of Peace should he prove ultimately victorious in his quest.    


Says Raymond Zibach:  “The original concept was of a vertical prison.  But because of video game-play, I had to question, ‘How do you we make it interesting for Tai Lung to get up and out of the prison?’  So, we ended up designing a lot of bridges for the archers and an interesting way to get down.  Then I thought that an elevator would be a great way to cut off the lower level from above, and it would give a safety barrier that reassures Vachir that he has an insurance zone, that there is no way that Tai Lung could get up those sheer rock walls. I think those obstacles were interesting solutions, because I had never done a vertical sequence like that before.  It ended up being very inventive, plus it built up our bad guy right away.  It shows that he’s got smarts and he’s got talent.”


That talent is very much in evidence in a subsequent battle between the Furious Five and Tai Lung.  Mark Osborne comments, “I think the bridge fight is one of the coolest kung fu fights ever put on film.  It’s really exciting to say that about an animated sequence, because while I’m sure it’s extremely difficult to make a kung fu movie in live-action, in animation it has its own challenges.  We have amazing artists and technicians who really helped create, rig and build these characters in such a way that they actually have all the ability needed to make the fight as spectacular as it is.  The sequence is complicated for many reasons:  our characters have fur, our characters wear clothing, plus they’re doing kung fu and fighting on a disintegrating rope bridge — all of it is extremely complicated.”


Angelina Jolie says she was quite impressed with the sequence:  “It’s amazing action.  I underestimated what it was going to be.  I’m not just pleasantly surprised, I’m really excited.  Anytime I’ve done a film where I have to work on a stunt, you practice it and you try to find the best ways to do something interesting.  I think the best stunt sequence is when the audience watches it and can understand everything that’s going on — they can really follow the details of the stunt.  At the same time, they are seeing things they’ve never seen before.  And everything is used in the most extraordinary way.  But, to see the bridge fight, and to see everything that they thought to do on this bridge, and all the different styles of fighting from the different animals, and how they put it together in a really clever way…it was so much more than I anticipated, and really well thought-out, really beautifully done, and really funny, in between, too.”


Once again, storyboards came to the rescue.  Jennifer Yuh Nelson, head of story, boarded the sequence based on input from the entire story team.  “We showed her boards to our effects team who looked at it and said ‘That’s impossible,’” says Melissa Cobb.  “And we showed it to the animators, who also said ‘That’s impossible.’  So we said, ‘Great, let’s do it!’  Then, the next step was to shoot it in rough layout, and then we started to really feel the set, feel how high the bridge was and how big that set was and how small the characters were.  It was really exciting to see that stage.  Next, the animators came in and they started to animate the action and the characters’ emotions, creating some beautiful moments.  There’s a moment early in that sequence where Tigress and Tai Lung leap at each other, and it’s this beautiful slow-motion shot, like a ballet movement.   


“And then there’s the final piece,” Cobb continues, “when all the work by the production design team starts to come in and you go into the lighting phase of animation.  And then you can really see the amazing textures of the mountains, the fantastic detail on the ropes, the mist over which they’re fighting.  And once again, it’s like you’re seeing the scene for the first time.”


Jennifer Yuh Nelson explains, “We started with a wonderful, entertaining script, and since this is both a verbal and a visual medium, we then wanted to make it visually entertaining as well — a lot of what the characters look like, how they behave, all of their little idiosyncrasies, come out of the story process.  We try to present it all in a fun and visual way by drawing storyboards, talking through it, sometimes writing out pages, and then drawing those pages and sending them back to the writers, back and forth, and brainstorming it that way.  I used to watch martial arts movies all the time.  Hong Kong action movies are always really fun.  I grew up with them.  On top of that, when people came on to the movie in the very beginning, we’d sit and just brainwash ourselves watching kung fu movies all the time.”


That immersion into the genre provided the filmmakers and crew with an ever-expanding pool of action ideas.  To ratchet up the stakes on the bridge fight, they began to add factors to make it more complicated — namely, the rope bridge is cut, so now it’s a loose bridge as well.  The result is a non-stop sequence of a kind rarely seen in animation…an iconic idea that has been explored in live-action, but not in animation, and not with six kung fu masters able to do things that expert stunt men, even with the enhancement of a roster of special effects, could ever accomplish. 


Says production designer Zibach:  “The Bridge of Infinity it’s called — it’s a mile long and spans a bottomless chasm.  It’s been there for ages, and it’s meant to be the barrier between Tai Lung and the Valley of Peace.  We wanted it to be this epic bridge that’s falling apart.  There’s moss under the boards, to give it that age and that great textural feel.  We spent a great deal of time surfacing the bridge, getting it to look right, because we would see it from every angle.  Plus, we were also going to shoot it from very far away so the set was pretty large.  The sequence went into production really quickly and had to move through the departments fast, right off of the boards into rough layout, into surfacing and modeling.  It never slowed down.  Everybody was so into it that it went through really fast.  Ultimately, I think the challenge with a set like that is the need to show a lot of distance.  Technically, it’s actually very difficult to blend a matte painting with a CG set.  So, there’s a very impressive matte painting takeover behind the mist and into the distance.”


And now, from the sublime to the possibly ridiculous.  Once Shifu discovers a training method he believes will be successful with Po — namely, that the panda can and will do anything to get to food — he sets up what Po believes will be a reward dinner of delicious dumplings on a mountaintop.  When the panda is hungry, his food obsession distracts his mind, so his body is able to do things he could not otherwise accomplish.  John Stevenson explains, “Shifu’s distraction of Po with food, which leads to Po being able to do kung fu without even thinking about it, is actually one of the principals of the martial art:  if you think about it too much, you actually break your concentration.  That’s why you practice it repeatedly, to get to the point where your mind doesn’t think about what your body is doing — it’s called muscle memory.  You’re better at it if you don’t get in your own way thinking about it excessively.  That’s how you achieve excellence.  In all kung fu movies, you harness your ‘chi’ or inner strength by going into a state of not thinking, and just doing.  So the chopstick fight is the culmination of Po’s training.  In that, he is finally able to unlock his true kung fu potential.” 


When Po finally captures the elusive last dumpling, he is so pleased with what he has done that he is no longer hungry.  For possibly the first time in his life, he isn’t hungry — which, for a panda used to the near constant intake of food — is an enormous transformation…and a turning point for the newly chosen Dragon Warrior.

“EVERYBODY WAS KUNG FU FIGHTING…”

John Stevenson is well aware of how high a bar the filmmakers, cast and crew had set for themselves:  “When you have a title like ‘Kung Fu Panda,’ you’re totally setting yourself up.  If we were going to do kung fu, it had better be really good.  It was very important that we have really cool and accurate kung fu and not just floppy hand waving.  There’s a big difference between kung fu and various other martial arts.  We were determined that it be kung fu and not jujitsu or karate or tae kwon do or any other discipline.  But, at the same time, we had to make it unique to our movie, because our protagonists are, after all, animals.” 


So how do you create original, animal-based kung fu movements, and not just animate “humans in animal suits?”  Filmmakers and crew began by learning as much as they could about the art, and (in addition to marathon viewing sessions of kung fu movies) they invited wushu instructor Eric Chen to lead them in a class.  


“We asked him to not go easy on us, because we wanted to get a sense of how it was for Po, to be completely unsuited and unfit — as most of us were — and face somebody like Shifu,” says Stevenson.  

The result?  A day of kung fu training, and a lot of sore and bruised bodies.  “But it was great in a way,” Osborne admits, “because it really gave us a sense of how hard it really is to do some of those stretches and exercises.  Even the simplest movements were very taxing for somebody as out of shape as I am.”


For those of the KFP crew who didn’t practice any type of martial arts (some of the animators actually did), there was a great deal of empathy for their reluctant hero.  Fortuitously, animator and story artist Rodolphe Guenoden — a long-time martial arts practitioner — was on the “Kung Fu Panda” team and assigned the newly-created position of kung fu choreographer.  Guenoden became the go-to guy with any questions about kung fu authenticity.  “Because he’s such a good animator, he was able to take our characters’ animal qualities and figure out how a cat could get into the correct stance or execute the right move and make it look accurate.  He was truly instrumental in defining the look of our kung fu,” says Stevenson.


Producer Cobb adds, “Ideally, if you were making a movie about kung fu, you would have all your animators actually be kung fu masters, but it turns out there aren’t that many in the world.  So, we were really lucky to have Rodolphe, who had trained in martial arts for many, many years and is a brilliant animator.  He was part of the story team from the beginning and became a really valuable asset throughout the animation process.”  


Guenoden says, “I was in storyboard for two-and-a-half years, then I moved to animation.  So I was an animator first and now I was taking care of supervising the action and all of the kung fu onscreen.  I’ve always been into martial arts — I’ve studied different styles for 18 years and always wanted to combine it with animation.  I first got the opportunity to do that on ‘Sinbad’ in 2D.  I studied all the fighting scenes, but I wanted to do more.  As soon as they green-lighted ‘Kung Fu Panda,’ I jumped straight into the storyboarding, trying to do more of the action and all the fighting in the movie.  I was a happy camper.”


Precision is essential to achieving authenticity — the positioning of the foot, the movement of the hips — so practical training was augmented with classes, referencing videos and sketching from that.  For the animators, however, it was preferable for them to do the moves themselves and understand the movements and positions, so Guenoden held ongoing kung fu classes.  “It gave me a way to talk to the animators.  They could get how the character’s foot would be placed, how the spine would be curved, how the hips would lead.  Before the sessions, I used a lot of drawings or I would mime it.  But after these classes, I just instructed them on what it was supposed to be and they just did it.”   


Two other animators had martial arts experience and helped out with the class, which consisted of a cross-section of film artisans…from department heads to a production assistant.  Guenoden was personally satisfied that the class was filled with regulars who, as production continued, actually started “to really get it, and that was cool.  Bruce Lee said that martial arts are an expression of self.  So, it doesn’t have to be so academic or very strict.  You have to trust your body and express yourself.   So, it’s really trying to open your mind onto more of the gesture.  It’s like teaching someone how to draw and then they evolve their own style.”


To double-check the fighting every step of the way, Guenoden would often render the kung fu in 2D, verified the consistency and authenticity, and then re-execute the scenes in the final CG version.


Since the five styles of kung fu are human interpretations of the way animals behave, subtle ways of altering that style to fit an actual animal body were found.  For example, the tiger style is from southern China — very grounded, very low stances, a lot of punching and hand combat.  Filmmakers wanted Tigress to be athletic and acrobatic as well, so liberties were taken, injecting jumping while toning down the aggressiveness of the style.  On the other hand, for Tai Lung, a supremely bad dude, the level of aggression was dialed way up.  Having been in jail for 20 years, his kung fu mastery would have basically rotted, so his observance of a single style would go out the window — as the ultimate fighting machine, the villain would be brutal without a shred of honor, utilizing anything, even elbows and knees, to be as devastating to his challengers as he could be.  And where Tigress would never think of fighting with her claws, Tai Lung doesn’t hesitate for a minute to draw his razor-sharp talons.


And finally, what about “Panda style?”


Po’s first attempt at displaying his kung fu abilities results in a little move he likes to call “crazy feet.”  Guenoden laughs, “If somebody’s doing air guitar, it’s not the same as knowing how to play a guitar.  The Po we meet at the beginning of the movie is a big fan of kung fu, he has 100 per-cent enthusiasm for martial arts.  But he doesn’t have the coordination or the physical ability.  He has a vague idea of what it’s supposed to be, but not the physical abilities to do the moves.  Crazy feet is one of his things he thinks is cool.  It’s the uncoordinated move of shuffling his feet.  But to him, it’s kung fu.  We actually slightly incorporate it into his face-off with Tai Lung, because it reflects so much of his personality.”


Po’s eventual style is fluid, an all-encompassing use of whatever he needs to deflect Tai Lung’s ferociousness.  That includes maximum exploitation of his roundness, his belly, his butt, even his head — whatever will halt Tai Lung’s efforts to destroy the Valley.  Not exactly Dragon Warrior style, but then again, he’s just starting out…   


As any pro athlete will tell you, trophies are great, but it’s always nice to hear a cheering crowd.  And nothing could please the filmmakers of an animated kung fu movie more than affirmation from sources in the know.  Early screenings of some of the kung fu battles for theater owners resulted in a glowing reception from Hong Kong and China, which meant a great deal to the filmmakers who sought to honor the Chinese culture and represent kung fu as accurately as possible.  


But then came word from a certain critic who had viewed footage and had some feedback.  Guenoden was nervous when he heard about it, and rightfully so:  “When I heard that Jackie Chan had seen some of the fights, I was scared he would say, ‘No, it’s all wrong.  You got it wrong.’  It’s extremely intimidating for somebody like me to meet Jackie Chan.  I’ve always been a huge fan of his movies, and we’d been watching them over and over from the first stages of storyboarding.  And finally to meet him, and think, ‘Is he going to like what he sees?’”


Chan’s reaction?  “I was amazed when I saw the film.  All the fighting — I think that the writers, they know how to fight.  They can do all the acrobatics, all the style.  I didn’t know where it came from.  Maybe they copied me, I don’t know.  Sometimes it was even better than me!  Wow!  When I make a fighting movie, I might copy back, you know?”


While the filmmakers subjected all onscreen kung fu to an exacting level of scrutiny — attempting to maintain a consistent “reality” in their filmic universe — there was one brief sequence where reality-based martial arts was basically chucked out the window.  “The very beginning of the film is basically a view into Po’s mind,” says Jennifer Yuh Nelson.  “Being an incredibly hardcore geek fan of kung fu, it’s Po’s wish-fulfillment dream of stepping into the shoes of the kung fu master to end all masters.  We wanted this dream to look very different from the rest of the film, so we decided to go with classic hand-drawn 2D animation.”


Po enters a den of thieves — probably in search of noodles — and is challenged to a fight, eventually taking on around 1,000 ninjas and becoming the subject of the Furious Five’s admiration and respect.  The dream is rendered in a much more graphic style — stereotypical of what you’d expect of the ultimate kung fu fan — complete with drop-dead serious voiceover narration from Po himself and heavily influenced by video games, comic books and animé.  


This opening sequence is rendered by renowned animator James Baxter, an alumnus of DreamWorks who now heads his own company.  “It’s supposed to be Po’s ultimate fantasy, done somewhat tongue-in-cheek, so this style is really suited to that,” says Baxter.  “This is a great way to show kung fu moves executed in the most extreme way.  It’s also a fun way to catch the audience off guard, so they kind of think, ‘Whoa, what are we watching here?’  Then they reveal Po in that great 3D CG animation style that’s become the DreamWorks trademark.”


While animators still “animate” both 2D and CG styles, the tools they use are vastly different.  DreamWorks 3D animation is created inside a computer — harnessing enormous amounts of memory and software, creating models and manipulating them inside a virtual space, like puppets — while 2D animation tangibly exists as hand-drawn images, executed frame-by-frame (at 24 frames per second).  So, two minutes of 2D footage requires about 3,000 separate drawings done by hand.  Baxter confesses that he can animate about a second a day, so to maximize his time, he used a dozen artists to create the 3,000 drawings — and still the project took three months to complete.  “An animator has to know how to make things move around convincingly in either 2D or CG.


“These days, you can put anything onscreen,” continues Baxter, “so filmmakers have to ask themselves, ‘How do I want the audience to feel when they see it?’ and choose the appropriate technique.  Computer-generated animation is really good at making things look tactile, like you could step right in and touch everything.  The great thing about hand-drawn animation is that it allows you to play with composition; you can cheat things in terms of their graphic shape and design.  When you watch it, you get the sense of a drawing come to life.”


Adds Nelson, “I really like the simplicity and the graphic quality of 2D animation.  You can deform things completely and make it all about movement instead of form.  As an artist, I find drawing by hand more interesting graphically.  I really love watching it and it isn’t done that much anymore…so why not?” 

BANG!  KERPLOW!!  OOF!!!  SPLAT!!!!

During production, directors Stevenson and Osborne were faced with yet another dilemma.  “Basically, we have stuffed animals beating each other up, plus all of these fantastic things that are special to this new world,” observes Osborne.  “So, one of the important elements for the audience is the sound design.  It can make or break an animated movie.  Knowing we were going to have really intense action — along with intense emotion, poetry, beautiful moments and epic events — we wanted to make sure that our sound designer understood all of the different aspects of our story and could help us enhance it, so that an audience would not only believe in this world, but become hooked into it.”   


Stevenson continues, “In pursuit of excellence, we wanted to have a big world and tell an epic story.  The aural part of the equation is a major part of the visual experience.  To immerse an audience, you have to have true evocations of the smallest things — the rustling of the leaves through the trees on a Chinese mountain, not a hill in Burbank.  Specificity was paramount.  Ethan Van der Ryn and Erik Aadahl have worked on some of the biggest live-action movies around — ‘Transformers,’ ‘The Lord of the Rings’ movies and ‘King Kong.’  At first, Ethan wasn’t sure that it would be an interesting enough challenge, but we persisted, and convinced him that we were making a film that required his expertise, from subtle nuance to big, barnstorming action.  Luckily, he agreed.” 


Two-time Oscar® winner Van der Ryn says, “I think this film is a really interesting mix of different elements.  It’s an homage to the old kung fu films, which really interested me, and it has this modern sensibility, updating and integrating kung fu with mystical realism.  It’s an interesting blend of all these styles and themes.  And we can uniquely address that with sound, because sound is such a plastic medium.  We can quickly bend from one style into another.  Because ‘Kung Fu Panda’ is really a blend of all these different styles, the sound is very useful for making it work.”


Van der Ryn and Aadahl did little to change their approach in designing “Kung Fu Panda,” even though this represented their animated sound design debut.  They reasoned that so many of their past projects have relied heavily on a combination of live-action and animation, so taking on a fully-animated project was the next logical step.  And here they had a distinct advantage — live-action sound begins with on-set recording, which poses a need for clean up of extraneous noise…but sound for animation is “pure,” wholly created and recorded in a studio (no clean up necessary!). 

The team’s methodology remained mostly unchanged and they began by collecting naturally occurring sounds and using the computer to manipulate them.  To create a wholly new, organic, believable universe, the designers started with the organic ingredients and took them back to the studio for processing and editing to create a sonic tapestry.


The team took special requests, too.  The directors asked that when Po is hit, it should sound like “a bag of soup” taking a punch.  This was created by combining some inventive (and somewhat crudely created) sounds:  a plastic water cooler jug with just a small amount of water swishing around inside; and a boing from the “gut bucket,” which is created when plucking a string on a traditional jug-band base (an overturned tin washtub with a string coming up through the top and tightened with a stick).  


In explaining creation of another sound, Van der Ryn inadvertently reveals a secret of the trade:  “We’ve learned that sometimes the best big sounds come from a very small sound.  Recorded at a high bit rate, we are able to slow it down without any distortion and turn it into a very big sound.  So, when Tai Lung breaks out of the prison, the sound of rock walls crumbling is actually the modified sound of a breaking cracker.”


Van der Ryn’s associate Aadahl explains, “I’m a big fan of kung fu movies.  And the neat thing about kung fu movies is they really do go all the way with sound.  So, for a sound person, any chance you can get to be hyper-expressive and hear every little detail, every little whoosh and impact, and treat sounds as if they’re musical, that’s what’s magical about the kung fu genre.  It’s very musical and rhythmic.  And so, when we were working with ‘Kung Fu Panda,’ we treated it the same way as if we were composing an orchestra without instruments but with sound, and that helped us create the drama.”


Just as much thought went into the musical score for “Kung Fu Panda” (using an orchestra with instruments!) as into the film’s tapestry of sounds.  In a move that mirrored the sound design collaboration of Van der Ryn and Aadahl, filmmakers sought to bring onboard two composers, and were elated when the Academy Award®-winning composer Hans Zimmer and award winner John Powell agreed to work together to create the score.


“We knew from the outset that we wanted an orchestral score with no contemporary songs to disrupt the timeless feel of our story,” says Stevenson.  “We also wanted an epic musical soundscape to compliment our spectacular production design and big action set pieces, and we also wanted to be able to downshift and be small and intimate. Lastly we wanted a score that felt Chinese in its orchestration but was accessible to Western audiences.  Zimmer and Powell’s beautiful music enriches and deepens the emotional experience of watching ‘Kung Fu Panda’ in ways we could not have imagined.” 


Osborne picks up, “We have watched the movie hundreds of times by now — we know it inside and out and there is nothing about it that surprises us as the filmmakers anymore.  But, the first time we heard it accompanied by Hans and John’s score, all of us found ourselves moved to tears on more than one occasion.  It is a truly beautiful score that binds and unifies the world of ‘Kung Fu Panda.’  We are very proud to have Hans and John’s music in our movie.”

HEROIC LAST WORDS


Kung fu, fighting animals, terrific sets and scenery, a wholly created world…and a message, too?  Just what do the filmmakers hope the audience takes from the experience when “Kung Fu Panda” opens in theaters?


As for Melissa Cobb:  “Working on ‘Kung Fu Panda’ was a great, unique experience, because the crew of more than 300 people came to the studio every day full of passion about the film.  They loved the characters.  They loved doing the kung fu.  They loved the look of the movie.  I was inspired each day by them which, given the lengthy production schedule, was a wonderful blessing.”  


Mark Osborne says:  “I can’t wait for people to see it, because the first time we saw it, and every time since, it’s been amazing.  Now that we’ve seen all the pieces come together…it’s breathtaking.  It really blows your mind.”  


John Stevenson comments:  “Martial arts movies resemble, in a way, America’s Westerns — they’re great classic archetypal tales of good and evil, and of the finest qualities coming out in people.  Yes, the production values of the 1970s make them look a little cheesy today, but a good print viewed in the original language — it’s a genre that should be honored, not parodied.  That’s what we set out to do, and I think we’ve done it.”


Finally, the film’s star believes that it is Po’s journey that will resonate most with the audience.  Jack Black closes, “Po is like a big kid.  So, I think kids will relate to his journey — he wants to be a kung fu master and he’s on a quest to do that.  I think they’ll take that idea and, whatever they do, they’ll find some inspiration in that and take it on their own journeys.  I mean, it may have sounded silly that I wanted to be an actor.  It’s not the safest, most secure thing to go after.  But you’ve got to follow your heart, do what you want to do, what you love to do.  It takes courage to be your own hero.” 

About the Voice Cast


JACK BLACK (Po) has appeared in many motion pictures, but it was his scene-stealing performance as John Cusack’s sarcastic music store employee in Stephen Frears’ acclaimed comedy “High Fidelity” that cemented his place in the hearts of audiences.  That breakout role in 2000 garnered him a Blockbuster Entertainment Award in the supporting actor category and a nomination for an American Comedy Award.  Black then co-hosted the “2002 MTV Movie Awards” with Sarah Michelle Gellar; the program was the highest-rated MTV Movie Awards show ever and the top-rated cable program of the year.

In September 2003, Black proved his box-office draw with a # 1 opening for Paramount Pictures’ “School of Rock” from producer Scott Rudin, director Richard Linklater and writer Mike White.  Black received a Golden Globe nomination for Best Performance by an Actor in a Motion Picture — Musical or Comedy.

In December 2005, Black was seen in Peter Jackson’s cinematic blockbuster “King Kong,” joining a cast that included Naomi Watts, Adrien Brody, Andy Serkis and Colin Hanks.

2006 saw Black starring in the box-office smash “Nacho Libre” directed by Jared Hess (“Napoleon Dynamite”), and in the ensemble comedy “The Holiday” directed by Nancy Meyers and also starring Kate Winslet, Cameron Diaz and Jude Law.

As the lead singer of the rock-folk comedy group Tenacious D, which he created with friend Kyle Gass, Black most recently starred in the feature film “Tenacious D in the Pick of Destiny.”  Their self-titled album was released in 2001 and quickly certified at gold-selling status.

Black recently wrapped the Ben Stiller-directed feature “Tropic Thunder” for DreamWorks in Hawaii and is currently shooting “The Year One” with Michael Cera, directed by Harold Ramis and produced by Judd Apatow.

His screen credits also include the Farrelly brothers’ “Shallow Hal” opposite Gwyneth Paltrow; Jake Kasdan’s “Orange County”; “Jesus’ Son” with Billy Crudup; and “Saving Silverman.”  He also provided the voice of Lenny in the hit DreamWorks animated feature “Shark Tale.”  Black made his feature film debut in Tim Robbins’ “Bob Roberts.”


A two-time Academy Award® winner and seven-time nominee whose arrival in Hollywood helped usher in a new and revitalized approach to filmmaking, DUSTIN HOFFMAN (Shifu) continues to add singular performances to a career rich with characters that have obliterated the line previously dividing the archetypes of “character  actor” and “leading man.”


Hoffman caught the world’s attention for his role as Benjamin Braddock in Mike Nichols’ Academy Award®-nominated film “The Graduate.”  Since then, he has been nominated for six more Academy Awards® for diverse films such as “Midnight Cowboy,” “Lenny,” “Tootsie” (a film he also produced through his company, Punch Productions) and “Wag the Dog.”  Hoffman won the Oscar® in 1979 for his role in “Kramer vs. Kramer” and again in 1988 for “Rain Man.”


Hoffman will next be seen in “Last Chance Harvey,” a love story set in London, written and directed by Joel Hopkins and co-starring Emma Thompson.  “Last Chance Harvey” will be released by Overture Films in the fall of 2008. Hoffman will also be starring “The Tale of Despereaux” for Universal; adapted by Gary Ross from the children’s book by Kate DiCamillo, it co-stars Justin Long, Sigourney Weaver, Tracey Ullman, Robbie Coltrane and Kevin Kline.  “The Tale of Despereaux” will be released on December 19, 2008.


His other film credits include:  “Mr. Magorium’s Wonder Emporium,” “Stranger Than Fiction,” “Perfume,” “Finding Neverland,” “I Heart Huckabees,” “The Lost  City,” “Racing Stripes,” “Runaway Jury,” “Little Big Man,” “Straw Dogs,”  ”Papillon,” “All the President’s Men,” “Marathon Man,” “Straight Time,” “Agatha,” “Ishtar,” “Dick Tracy,” “Billy Bathgate,” “Mad City,” “Hero,”  ”Sleepers,” “Sphere,” “American Buffalo,” “Hook” and “Outbreak.”


On stage, Hoffman has had an equally impressive career.  His first stage role was in the Sarah Lawrence College production of Gertrude Stein’s “Yes Is for a Very Young Man.”  This performance led to several roles off-Broadway, such as “Journey of the Fifth Horse,” for which he won the Obie, and “Eh?,” for which he won the Drama Desk Award for Best Actor.  His success on stage caught the attention of Mike Nichols, who cast him in “The Graduate.”  In 1969, Hoffman made his Broadway debut in Murray Schisgal’s “Jimmy Shine.”  In 1974, Hoffman made his Broadway directorial debut with Schisgal’s “All Over Town.”  In 1984, Hoffman garnered a Drama Desk Award for Best Actor for his portrayal of Willy Loman in the Broadway revival of “Death of a Salesman,” which he also produced.  In addition to starring in the Broadway production, a special presentation aired on television, for which Hoffman won the Emmy Award.  Additionally, Hoffman received a Tony Award nomination for his role as Shylock in “The Merchant of Venice,” which he reprised from his long run on the London stage.


As a producer, Hoffman produced Tony Goldwyn’s feature film “A Walk on the Moon,” starring Diane Lane, Viggo Mortensen, Liev Schreiber and Anna Paquin.  He executive-produced “The Devil’s Arithmetic,” which won two Emmy Awards.


Hoffman was born in Los Angeles and attended Santa Monica Community College.  He later studied at the Pasadena Playhouse before moving to New York to study with Lee Strasberg.


Academy Award® and three-time Golden Globe winner ANGELINA JOLIE (Tigress) is continuing to be one of Hollywood’s most talented leading actresses.  Jolie’s most recently released films were Robert Zemeckis’ “Beowulf” and Michael Winterbottom’s critically acclaimed “A Mighty Heart,” the dramatic true story of Marianne and Daniel Pearl.  Jolie’s performance in “A Mighty Heart” earned her nominations from the Golden Globes, Screen Actors Guild, Broadcast Film Critics and Independent Spirit Awards.


She recently completed filming Clint Eastwood’s “The Changeling” and Timur Bekmambetov’s “Wanted.”  Upcoming films include the long-awaited adaptation of Ayn Rand’s seminal novel Atlas Shrugged, to be directed by Vadim Perelman.


Jolie’s previous films include “The Good Shepherd” directed by Robert De Niro and co-starring Matt Damon; “Mr. & Mrs. Smith” co-starring Brad Pitt; “Alexander,” directed by Oliver Stone and co-starring Colin Farrell and Anthony Hopkins; and the action/adventure “Sky Captain and the World of Tomorrow” with Jude Law and Gwyneth Paltrow.  She lent her voice to the animated feature “Shark Tale” directed by the creators of “Shrek,” which also featured the voices of Will Smith, Robert De Niro and Jack Black.  Jolie also starred in the Warner Bros. thriller “Taking Lives” with Ethan Hawke.  In 2003, she played the lead role in the action/adventure “Lara Croft: Tomb Raider — The Cradle of Life,” the sequel to the 2001 box-office smash, and portrayed a relief worker for the United Nations in the provocative drama “Beyond Borders.”


In 2001, she starred in director Simon West’s “Tomb Raider,” and “Original Sin” opposite Antonio Banderas for “Gia” writer/director Michael Cristofer.  The previous year, she was seen along with co-stars Nicolas Cage and Robert Duvall as car thieves committing their final heist in the smash hit “Gone in 60 Seconds” for producer Jerry Bruckheimer.  She was also in the romantic comedy “Life or Something Like It.”  Jolie’s portrayal of a mental patient in “Girl, Interrupted” garnered her an Academy Award®, her third Golden Globe Award, a Broadcast Film Critics Award, ShoWest’s Supporting Actress of the Year Award and a Screen Actors Guild Award for Best Supporting Actress.  The film, based on the true story by Susanna Kayson, was directed by James Mangold and co-starred Winona Ryder.


Prior to that, she played a rookie police officer opposite Denzel Washington’s veteran detective in the thriller “The Bone Collector” directed by Phillip Noyce.  She also co-starred in Mike Newell’s “Pushing Tin” with Billy Bob Thornton and John Cusack.  “Playing by Heart” earned her the National Board of Review’s award for Breakthrough Performance.  This character-driven drama, directed by Willard Carroll, featured an all-star ensemble cast, including Sean Connery, Gena Rowlands, Madeleine Stowe, Ellen Burstyn, Gillian Anderson and Dennis Quaid.


The HBO film “Gia” earned Jolie critical praise as well as a Golden Globe Award, a Screen Actors Guild Award and an Emmy nomination for her portrayal of supermodel Gia Carangi, who died of AIDS.  Jolie also received an Emmy nomination for her role opposite Gary Sinise in director John Frankenheimer’s “George Wallace,” a period epic for TNT about the controversial governor from Alabama.  The film earned Jolie her first Golden Globe Award and a Cable Ace nomination for her portrayal of George Wallace’s second wife, Cornelia.


Jolie also co-starred with David Duchovny and Timothy Hutton in director Andy Wilson’s film “Playing God.”  Prior to that, she starred in the Hallmark Hall of Fame’s four-hour miniseries presentation “True Women”; directed by Karen Arthur, it was based on Janice Woods Windle’s best-selling historical novel.  Jolie also starred in Annette Haywood-Carter’s much-acclaimed “Foxfire” and Iain Softley’s “Hackers.”


A member of the famed MET Theatre Ensemble Workshop, Jolie trained at the Lee Strasberg Theatre Institute and has also studied with Jan Tarrant in New York and Silvana Gallardo in Los Angeles.


On August 27, 2001, she was named Goodwill Ambassador for the UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR), accepting the responsibility of meeting with and advocating for the protection of refugees on five continents.


IAN McSHANE (Tai Lung) recently opened on Broadway to rave reviews in Daniel Sullivan’s revival of Harold Pinter’s “The Homecoming.”  It’s the 40th anniversary for both the play and McShane, as he made his Broadway debut in a production of “The Promise” in 1967, the same year “The Homecoming” first played on Broadway.  Audiences most recently heard McShane’s distinct voice as Ragnar Sturlusson in the first installment of New Line’s “The Golden Compass” alongside Nicole Kidman and Daniel Craig.  Coming up, McShane can be seen in Paramount’s thriller “Case 39” playing a detective opposite Renée Zellweger; in Paul W.S. Anderson’s “Death Race”; and heard as Mr. Bobinksy in Laika Entertainment’s first animated feature, “Coraline,” an adaptation of Neil Gaiman’s international best-selling book, directed by Henry Selick.


McShane earned the coveted Golden Globe Award for Best Actor in a Television Series — Drama for his versatile performance as Al Swearengen on HBO’s hit series “Deadwood.”  His charismatic and alluring performance also led him to a 2005 Emmy and 2005 and 2006 SAG nominations for Lead Actor, as well as being voted by People magazine “TV’s Sexiest Villain” in 2005.


His performance gained him a wave of critical acclaim, which earned him the Television Critics Association’s annual award for Individual Achievement in Drama and led to his being selected as one of GQ’s Men of the Year.  The New York Times dubbed him “One of the Most Interesting Villains on Television” and Rolling Stone bestowed the title “Hot Barkeep” and described the character as “played to perfection.”


McShane has continually shown his range of talent over the last few years, appearing in numerous projects embodying a diversity of roles:  in Warner Bros.’ true-life drama “We Are Marshall” opposite Matthew McConaughey and Matthew Fox; Woody Allen’s “Scoop” alongside Scarlett Johansson and Hugh Jackman; Rodrigo Garcia’s critically acclaimed character study “Nine Lives”; and Jonathan Glazer’s critically acclaimed indie “Sexy Beast,” delivering another riveting performance by transforming himself into the dark, sinister and very handsome character Teddy Bass.  McShane’s unique and distinctive voice has also made him an in-demand voice talent, adding his vocal prowess as Captain Hook in “Shrek the Third.”


Having starred in more than 30 films, McShane made his debut in 1962’s “The Wild and the Willing,” which led to other roles in “The Battle of Britain,” “The Last of Sheila,” “Villain” (co-starring Richard Burton), “Exposed” and “Agent Cody Banks.”


McShane has enjoyed a long and creatively diverse career in both British and American television, including a role in the David Wolper’s seminal 1970s miniseries “Roots,” as well as BBC and BBC America’s “Trust.”  Starring turns in “Whose Life Is It Anyway?” for Granada TV, the role of Heathcliff in “Wuthering Heights” for the BBC and Harold Pinter’s Emmy Award-winning “The Caretaker” are among his other television highlights.  McShane has also stepped into roles as well known figures, taking on parts as Judas in NBC’s “Jesus of Nazareth,” directed by Franco Zeffirelli; Prince Rainer in the network’s “The Grace Kelly Story”; and the title role in Masterpiece Theatre’s “Disraeli.”  Additional miniseries credits include “Charlie the Kid,” “A.D.,” “The Great Escape II,” “Marco Polo,” “Evergreen” and “War and Remembrance.”


In the late ‘80s, the actor formed McShane Productions, which produced the much-adored “Lovejoy” for the BBC and A&E.  Lovejoy gave McShane a vehicle in which to star, as well as produce and direct.  He followed “Lovejoy” by producing and starring in the darker and more serious lead role in “Madson” and the comedy/drama “Soul Survivors” for BBC and Showtime.  “Lovejoy” is currently enjoying a revival with audiences worldwide.


In 2000, McShane returned to the West End in London to make his musical debut starring in Cameron Mackintosh’s successful musical “The Witches of Eastwick,” as Darryl Van Horne.  His varied stage career has included roles as Hal in the original cast of “Loot,” the title role of “The Admirable Crichton” at the Chichester Festival, Tom in “The Glass Menagerie” and Charlie in “The Big Knife.”  He co-starred with Judi Dench and Ian McKellen in “Promise,” which successfully played London and debuted on Broadway.  In Los Angeles he starred in three productions at the Matrix Theatre, including the world premiere of Larry Atlas’ “Yield of the Long Bond” and two others (for which he received the Los Angeles Drama Critics’ Circle Award), “Inadmissible Evidence” and “Betrayal.”


Born in Blackburn, England, McShane is the son of professional soccer player Harry McShane, who played for Manchester United, and Irene McShane.  He attended the Royal Academy of Dramatic Arts.  

McShane and his wife Gwen Humble reside in Los Angeles.


JACKIE CHAN (Monkey) was born in Hong Kong on April 7, 1954, to parents so poor they had to borrow money to pay the doctor for his delivery.  At the age of seven, he was enrolled in the China Drama Academy, where he spent the next 10 years training in the art of Peking Opera.  It was at the Academy that he learned the acrobatics, martial arts, acting and singing that would later help him to become an international superstar.


When Chan left the Academy at the age of 17, the Peking Opera was no longer popular and many of the graduates turned to stunt work in Hong Kong movies.  He soon gained a reputation as a talented and fearless stuntman and, over the next few years, he swiftly climbed the ladder of success and was soon acting, directing and choreographing stunts for dozens of films.


After a series of attempts in the 1980s to break into the American movie market, Chan returned to Hong Kong to concentrate on making films in his hometown.  He was extremely successful, yet never gave up his dream of making it in America.  In 1995, he returned to the US to film “Rumble in the Bronx” and, when it was released in 1996, it was a huge hit.  Over the next several years, Chan starred in a succession of American productions, none more successful than the blockbuster “Rush Hour” series.  He had finally fulfilled his dream of making it in America.  


Over his nearly four-decade career in film, Chan has received hundreds of awards for his acting, directing, writing and stunt work.


Chan has always had a keen interest in business and over the years has been involved in many and varied business ventures.  In 2005, he partnered with Asia’s largest fitness chain, California Fitness, to create his own signature club, California Fitness Jackie Chan Sport Club, in Hong Kong.  He has been actively involved in designing the facilities and classes to develop his own signature clubs.  Currently, there are five clubs in Asia Pacific, including one in Hong Kong, two in Singapore and two in Malaysia.


For the past 20 years, Chan has devoted much of his spare time and energy to charity work.  In 1988, he established the Jackie Chan Charitable Foundation, and since then has worked tirelessly for dozens of charities, both at home and abroad.  In recent years he has focused his energies on his Dragon’s Heart Foundation, which builds schools in remote areas of China.  Among his many charitable endeavors, he is a Goodwill Ambassador for UNICEF/UNAIDS, a celebrity cabinet member of the American Red Cross, founder of the Jackie Chan Civil Aviation Foundation in China and host of charity concerts and car races for many years. 


Actor, writer and producer SETH ROGEN (Mantis) has a number of reasons to smile, given the domestic gross of two summer hit movies in which he appears.  The actor, writer and producer is not only recognizable, but indisputably bankable, thanks to his starring role opposite Katherine Heigl in “Knocked Up,” which grossed nearly $150 million at the U.S. box office, as well as the critically acclaimed teen hit ”Superbad,” a semi-autobiographical comedy he co-wrote, executive-produced and appeared in, which earned close to $120 million.


Rogen began his career doing stand-up comedy in Vancouver at the tender age of 13.  After moving to Los Angeles, he landed supporting roles in Judd Apatow’s two critically acclaimed network television comedies “Freaks and Geeks” and “Undeclared,” launching his reputation for portraying losers, slackers and otherwise Average Joes.  At 18, proving his chops behind the camera, Rogen was additionally hired as a staff writer on “Undeclared.”


In 2005, Apatow cast Rogen in the hit feature comedy “The 40-Year-Old Virgin,” which opened theatrically at #1 and went on to gross $165 million worldwide.  Co-produced by Rogen, the film was named one of 10 Most Outstanding Motion Pictures of the Year by AFI and Best Comedy Movie at the Critics’ Choice Awards.  The same year, he was nominated for an Emmy Award for Outstanding Writing for a Variety, Music or Comedy on HBO’s “Da Ali G Show.”


The 25-year-old Canadian continues to solidify his place among a new generation of triple-threat comedic writer/producer/actors.  While recently beginning production on the Kevin Smith comedy “Zack and Miri Make a Porno,” he has several other projects in the pipeline, including the action/comedy “Pineapple Express” and two recent releases:  the classic Dr. Seuss tale “Horton Hears a Who!” and the Paramount fantasy/adventure “The Spiderwick Chronicles.”  Rogen also co-wrote the screenplay for another Apatow-produced comedy, “Drillbit Taylor,” released earlier this year and, with writing partner Evan Goldberg, is penning “The Green Hornet,” a project he’s slated to star in and executive produce. 


A native New Yorker, LUCY LIU (Viper) attended NYU and later received a Bachelor of Science degree in Asian languages and cultures from the University of Michigan.  During her senior year at Michigan, she auditioned for a student theater production of Andre Gregory’s adaptation of “Alice in Wonderland.”  Hoping to be cast in a supporting role, Liu was instead cast as the lead.  Her acting career was born.


Liu’s blossoming film career was thrust into overdrive when she starred with Cameron Diaz and Drew Barrymore in Columbia Tri-Star’s blockbuster hit “Charlie’s Angels” and its sequel, “Charlie’s Angels: Full Throttle.”  Liu’s career was further solidified when she starred opposite Uma Thurman in Quentin Tarantino’s critically acclaimed film for Miramax, “Kill Bill: Volume I.”  Her recent film credits include “Code Name: The Cleaner” opposite Cedric the Entertainer; “Rise” opposite Michael Chiklis; “Watching the Detectives” opposite Cillian Murphy; “Domino” opposite Keira Knightley; and “Lucky Number Slevin” opposite Josh Hartnett and Bruce Willis.  In a smaller release, Liu was also seen in “3 Needles,” a critically acclaimed three-paneled look at the worldwide AIDS crisis.  Additionally, her film credits include “Shanghai Noon” opposite Jackie Chan, “Payback,” opposite Mel Gibson, “Play It to the Bone,” opposite Woody Harrelson, and “Ballistic: Eck vs. Sever” opposite Antonio Banderas, as well as a cameo role in the Oscar®-winning film “Chicago.”  She will next be seen in the film “The Year of Getting to Know Us” opposite Sharon Stone and Jimmy Fallon, which premiered at the 2008 Sundance Film Festival.


On television, Liu appeared as the unforgettable Ling Woo in the hit Fox series “Ally McBeal,” a role for which she scored an Emmy nomination for Outstanding Supporting Actress in a Comedy Series, as well as a Screen Actors Guild Award nomination for Best Actress in a Comedy Series.  She guest-starred on HBO’s “Sex and the City,” as well as on “Joey,” and has lent her voice to such animated series as “The Simpsons,” “Futurama” and “King of the Hill.”  Liu recently appeared as Grace Chin on the award-winning series “Ugly Betty.”  She stars as Mia Mason in the ABC drama “Cashmere Mafia,” created by Darren Star.


Liu recently made her debut as producer with “Freedom’s Fury,” a documentary on the 1956 Olympic semifinal water polo match between Hungary and Russia.  Held in Australia, the match occurred as Russian forces were in Budapest, stomping out a popular revolt.  She has also signed a deal to executive-produce and star in a contemporary big-screen version of “Charlie Chan” for Twentieth Century Fox.


In 2005, Liu was appointed as UNICEF Ambassador.  Her devoted work with UNICEF has taken her to the North West Frontier Province of Pakistan to visit with survivors of the October 8, 2005 earthquake.  To witness the impact of HIV/AIDS on children and communities, Liu traveled to Lesotho in August of 2005.  Recently, she returned from a trip to the Democratic Republic of Congo to witness firsthand the plight of young children in a politically torn country. 


Originally from Atlanta, Georgia, DAVID CROSS (Crane) made his way to Boston to study film at Emerson College, but quickly dropped out and started doing stand-up full time.  He moved to Los Angeles to write on “The Ben Stiller Show,” where he shared the posthumous Emmy (it was given after the show was canceled) with the show’s other writers.


Continuing in the sketch tradition, he created (along with Bob Odenkirk) the groundbreaking show for HBO, “Mr. Show with Bob and David.”  The show ran for four years and garnered several Emmy nominations.  He has also released two comedy CDs on the Subpop label, “Shut Up You F#@%ing Baby” and “It’s Not Funny.”  “Shut Up…” was nominated for a Grammy Award.  Both continue to sell exceptionally well and have garnered rave reviews.


Cross has appeared in such films as “Men in Black” (both 1 & 2), “Waiting for Guffman,” “Ghost World,” “Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind,” “School for Scoundrels” and “Curious George.”  Most recently, he was seen in Fox’s “Alvin and the Chipmunks” and in Todd Haynes’ rumination on the life of Bob Dylan, “I’m Not There,” for which he shared the Independent Spirit Awards’ inaugural Robert Altman Award with Haynes, the casting director and the rest of the ensemble cast. 


On the television side, Cross appeared in the Emmy Award-winning Fox Network comedy “Arrested Development” as Tobias Fünke.  Most recently, he wrote, produced and starred in the Comedy Central animated series “Freak Show,” which he co-created with Jon Benjamin.  


RANDALL DUK KIM (Oogway) will soon be seen as Gohan in the new film “Dragon Ball.”  In 1994, after a 20-year hiatus, Kim began accepting film and television roles: “Thief” (three episodes), “Year of the Fish,” “Memoirs of a Geisha” (as Dr. Crab), “Falling for Grace,” “Homecoming,” “Matrix Reloaded” (as The Keymaker), “Anna and the King” (as General Alak), “The Replacement Killers” (as Alan Chan), “The Lost Empire” (as Master Shu) and “Prisoners in Time” (as Nagase Takashi) for BBC television.  As a young actor, he played Asia in “The Hawaiians,” was seen in four episodes of “Hawaii Five-O” and played in Steve Tesich’s Hollywood PBS special, “Nourish the Beast.”


He can be heard as the voice of James Wong (opposite Yun-Fat Chow) in John Woo’s first video game, “Stranglehold,” and as the voice of Shingen in the game “Red Ninja,” and can be seen as The Keymaker in both “Enter the Matrix” and “The Matrix: Path of Neo.”  On Broadway, Kim was seen as Master Wang in “Flower Drum Song,” Eng Tieng-Bin in “Golden Child” and the Kralahome in “The King and I.”  He was also seen as Omar Khayyam in “Kismet” in the New York City Center Encores! production.


He played Belarius in “Cymbeline” at the NY Shakespeare Festival, Marc in Yasmina Reza’s “ART” at the Singapore Repertory Theatre and Koichi Asano in Leonard Spigelgass’ “A Majority of One” (co-starring with Phyllis Newman) at the Jewish Repertory Theatre in NYC and on tour.  Other New York credits include: Shlink in Brecht’s “In the Jungle of Cities,” Trinculo in Lincoln Center’s “The Tempest” and Pericles in “Pericles” (for New York Shakespeare Festival); Rochelle Owens’ “The Karl Marx Play,” Steve Tesich’s “Nourish the Beast” and Frank Chin’s “The Chickencoop Chinaman” and “The Year of the Dragon” (at American Place Theatre); and Walt Whitman in Richard Howard’s “Wildflowers” (at Circle Repertory).  


Born and raised in Hawaii, Kim made his stage debut at the age of 18 playing Malcolm in “Macbeth.”  His love of classics, especially Shakespeare, led him to the Guthrie Theatre in Minneapolis, where he played Hamlet in “Hamlet,” Bishop Nicolas in Ibsen’s “The Pretenders” and Zhevakin in Gogol’s “The Marriage.”  At the ACT in San Francisco, he played Richard III in “Richard III” and performed in “The Taming of the Shrew,” “The Threepenny Opera,” O’Neill’s “Marco Millions” and J.B. Priestley’s “When We Are Married.”  Kim has also performed with the Champlain Shakespeare Festival, Honolulu Theatre for Youth, Indiana Repertory Theatre, Baltimore Centre Stage, Yale Repertory Theatre, Arizona Theatre Company and Williamstown Theatre Festival, as well as toured in one-man shows (about such figures as Mark Twain, Edgar Allan Poe and Walt Whitman) and a potpourri of classics, including “What Should Such Fellows As I Do?”.   


He co-founded American Players Theater in Wisconsin with Anne Occhiogrosso and Charles Bright, serving as Artistic Director and playing the title roles in “Hamlet,” “King Lear,” “Titus Andronicus,” “King John,” Marlowe’s “Tamberlaine the Great,” Chekhov’s “Ivanov” and Sophocles’ “Oedipus Rex,” as well as Chubukov and Svetlovidov in Chekhov’s “The Marriage Proposal” and “Swan Song,” Dr. Stockmann in Ibsen’s “An Enemy of the People” and Orgon in Moliere’s “Tartuffe.”  Other favorite roles include Shylock, Prospero, Puck, Petruchio, Romeo, Friar Laurence, Brutus, Malvolio and Falstaff.
  Kim received off-Broadway’s Obie Award for “Sustained Excellence of Performance” in the legitimate theater.


JAMES HONG (Mr. Ping) has been in over 600 feature films and television shows, and he is still going strong with his recent role in Twentieth Century Fox’s “The Day the Earth Stood Still” and “Balls of Fury.”  Hong has entertained millions as Lo Pan in “Big Trouble in Little China” and the voice of Chi Fu in “Mulan,” and appeared opposite popular stars like Harrison Ford in “Blade Runner” and Jack Nicholson in “Chinatown” and “The Two Jakes.”  His television credits include “Seinfeld,” “Law & Order,” 12 episodes of “Kung-Fu” and 8 episodes of “Hawaii Five-O” (as a different character in each episode).  His 474 on-camera roles are possibly the highest for any actor ever. 


Versatility has been Hong’s trademark throughout his career since 1953.  His film roles have ranged from Faye Dunaway’s ominous butler in “Chinatown” to a nerd master in “Nerds in Paradise.”  

Born in Minneapolis and “becoming too Americanized,” Hong was sent by his father to Hong Kong for a Chinese elementary education.  He returned to the United States shortly before the outbreak of World War II and entered school in Minneapolis at the age of 10 without knowing a word of English.  He somehow caught up, and in college studied civil engineering to please his parents.  He started at the University of Minnesota and ultimately graduated from the University of Southern California. 

His first stint in show business was performing in a nightclub comedy duo with partner Don Parker.  His flair for comedy led to a spot as a contestant on “You Bet Your Life,” where his impersonation of host Groucho Marx earned him a contract at a popular San Francisco club, Forbidden City.  After college, he worked as a Los Angeles County civil engineer for a while.  He quit the instant he was cast in three feature films: “Soldier of Fortune,” with Clark Gable, “Blood Alley,” with John Wayne, and the 1955 hit “Love Is a Many-Splendored Thing,” with William Holden and Jennifer Jones.  


Many years ago, despite the scarcity of roles for Asian-Americans in Hollywood, Hong worked frequently and landed a regular role on a television series as Number One Son to J. Carrol Naish on “The Adventures of Charlie Chan.”  He has also produced, directed and distributed feature films, such as “Catherine’s Grove,” “The Vineyard” and others.  He has many more projects in the works, including a feature entitled “Just Dance” and a docudrama of his life, as well as two projects in China.


MICHAEL CLARKE DUNCAN’s (Commander Vachir) performance as the gentle giant in “The Green Mile” received massive critical acclaim.  This unforgettable performance has led to a career of diversified roles and worldwide praise.  

Most recently, Duncan starred opposite Martin Lawrence in the comedic film “Welcome Home, Roscoe Jenkins.”  Among his upcoming projects are Broken Lizard’s “The Slammin’ Salmon” and “Street Fighter: The Legend of Chun-Li.”

Previously, he was part of the ensemble drama “Slipstream,” Anthony Hopkins’ directorial debut.  The film premiered at the Sundance Film Festival and opened in select markets in 2007.  He also appeared in Bob Shaye’s “The Last Mimzy” for New Line.


In 2006, Duncan starred in the blockbuster comedy about NASCAR drivers, “Talladega Nights: The Ballad of Ricky Bobby” alongside Will Ferrell, John C. Reilly and Sacha Baron Cohen.  He also starred opposite Billy Bob Thornton and Jon Heder in the comedy “School for Scoundrels.”


Duncan was seen in 2005 in Michael Bay’s action-thriller “The Island” with Ewan McGregor and Scarlett Johansson; in Robert Rodriguez’s “Sin City” as Manute; and the dark comedy “D.E.B.S.”  Prior to that, he starred in several blockbuster films, including “Daredevil” opposite Ben Affleck; “The Scorpion King,” opposite The Rock; “Planet of the Apes” opposite Mark Wahlberg; “See Spot Run” opposite David Arquette; and “The Whole Nine Yards,” opposite Bruce Willis.


Duncan has also worked with Bruce Willis on the mega-hit film “Armageddon.”  It was Willis who placed the call to director Frank Darabont to suggest Duncan for the critical role of John Coffey in “The Green Mile.”  Darabont had conducted a nationwide casting search for the perfect actor to portray this beloved character in the Stephen King adaptation.  Duncan’s keen acting prowess and exceptionally kind demeanor won him this crucial role.  Portraying John Coffey won Duncan numerous accolades, including an Academy Award® nomination, Golden Globe nomination, SAG nomination, Broadcast Film Critics Award, Saturn Award and Black Reel Award, to name a few.  In addition, Duncan was recognized as the ShoWest Male Star of Tomorrow.


Duncan’s previous film credits include “Bulworth,” “The Players Club” and “A Night at the Roxbury.”  He has had guest roles on the hit television shows “The Jamie Foxx Show,” “The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air,” “Weird Science,” “Married…With Children” and “The Wayans Bros.”

With an unmistakable deep voice, Duncan has thrived as a voiceover actor as well, with recent film credits including “Racing Stripes,” “Delgo” and “Dinotopia: Curse of the Ruby Sunstone.”  Previously, he voiced characters in “Brother Bear,” “George of the Jungle 2” and “Cats & Dogs.” 


DAN FOGLER (Zeng) won a Tony Award in 2005 for his performance in the Broadway production of William Finn and Rachel Sheinkin’s musical “The 25th Annual Putnam County Spelling Bee,” directed by James Lapine.  Fogler was also honored with the Outer Critics Circle, Drama Desk and Theatre World Awards for his portrayal.

He returned to the New York stage in the fall of 2006 in Dan O’Brien’s “The Voyage of the Carcass,” directed by Randy Baruh.  He had previously appeared in off-Broadway and regional productions, including “Bobby Gould in Hell,” “Joe Fearless,” “Crepuscule,” “Bridges and Harmonies,” “White Devil” and “Dilettantes & Debutantes.”

Fogler, who holds a BFA from Boston University, is now making the transition into a film career.  Recently seen in Todd Phillips’ “School for Scoundrels” and Mark Helfrich’s “Good Luck Chuck,” he next stars in Kyle Newman’s “Fanboys,” Michael Canzoniero and Marco Ricci’s “The Marconi Bros.” and Jay Lavender and Jeremy Garelick’s “The Golden Tux.”  He is also part of the voice cast of the recent hit animated feature “Horton Hears a Who!” (directed by Jimmy Hayward and Steve Martino).

About the Filmmakers


With more than three decades of experience in filmed entertainment, JOHN STEVENSON (Director) brings a full and varied skill set to every project, all of which bear the stamp of his keen eye and unending creativity.  His journey as co-director of “Kung Fu Panda” began in May of 2003.  Pulling double duty for DreamWorks during 2004 and 2005, Stevenson directed four episodes (and provided storyboards for numerous others) of the popular animated series “The Father of the Pride,” starring John Goodman and Cheryl Hines.  


Prior to that, Stevenson held the post of Head of Story at PDI/DreamWorks in Palo Alto, California, serving as story artist for the DreamWorks worldwide blockbusters “Shrek, “Shrek 2” and “Madagascar.”  While there, he also created storyboards for the animated features “Spirit: Stallion of the Cimarron,” starring Matt Damon and John Cromwell; and “Sinbad: Legend of the Seven Seas,” starring Brad Pitt, Michelle Pfeiffer and Catherine Zeta-Jones.  Stevenson worked as a story artist/consultant for Aardman Animations’ unproduced claymation feature “The Tortoise and the Hare.”  A core member of PDI/DreamWorks’ creative review committee, John had input on a variety of projects and also taught classes on the story process to artists at PDI and the San Francisco-based Wild Brain Productions.


The mid-to-late ’90s saw Stevenson easily segueing between multiple feature and television animation projects.  John provided the lead voice for the pilot of the series “Mr. Baby”; designed characters for DreamWorks Television’s “Toonsylvania”; and freelanced as a storyboard artist and character designer for DreamWorks/PDI’s “Antz,” Pixar’s “Toy Story 2,” Nickelodeon’s “Fathead,” Wild Brain/Fox’s direct-to-video feature “FernGully 2: The Magical Rescue,” Jim Henson Production’s “Brats of the Dark Nebula” and the title design of Walt Disney’s “George of the Jungle.”  During this period, he also acted as an independent creative consultant to CBS, NBC, Walt Disney Productions, Colossal Pictures and Protozoa Pictures.  He worked with Henry Selick as head of story/creative development for Twitching Image, Inc., puppeteered the animatronic rhinoceros in Disney’s “James and the Giant Peach” (also drawing storyboards) and directed an episode of Film Roman/CBS’s “The Twisted Tales of Felix the Cat.”


As Staff Designer/Director for Colossal Pictures from ‘91 to ‘95, Stevenson worked in multiple capacities on the animated series “Back to the Future” and “Moxy—Pirate TV Show”; created advertising spots for Cheerios, Little Caesars and Parker Bros.; and developed show formats and concepts for Nickelodeon/CBS.  He served as art director, character designer and storyboard artist on England’s Central Television series “The Dreamstone” from ‘89 to ‘91.


His previous freelance career as an artist, illustrator, character designer and art director exposed him to myriad projects in nearly every medium, working on:  England’s  Wonder World theme park and the Children’s Museum of Bogotá, Columbia; the record sleeve for the Sire Record single of Madonna’s “Dear Jessie”; commercials for Pepsi, Kellogg’s Rice Krispies and Fosters Lager; the features “The Great Muppet Caper,” “The Dark Crystal,” “Labyrinth,” “The Little Shop of Horrors,” “The Raggedy Rawney” and the short “Strange Tangents”; and television’s “The Jim Henson Hour,” “Duckula” and “Sion the Fox.”  Stevenson’s entrée into entertainment began with character/product design, storyboarding, show concepts and background puppetry on the seminal “The Muppet Show” for Jim Henson Productions.  

Academy Award®-nominated director and Guggenheim Fellow MARK OSBORNE’s (Director) boundlessly imaginative approach to filmmaking owes a great deal to his eclectic experience in the world of art, having studied foundation art at New York’s Pratt Institute before earning his BFA in experimental animation from the California Institute of the Arts.  He started making films in high school, but it wasn’t until college that he found animation to be the ultimate means of telling emotionally engaging stories. His thesis film, “Greener,” was an ambitious effort combining stop-motion, traditional drawn and photo cut-out animation; the film went on to win several awards and screen worldwide at over 40 film festivals and prestigious venues, including the New Films/New Directors series at the Museum of Modern Art.

Following a successful stint in freelance animation, Osborne returned to CalArts as an instructor for advanced stop-motion filmmaking, but continued to pursue his own personal film projects.  His animated short “More” was next, a compelling work examining mid-life crisis, reawakening the ‘fire in the belly’ and the perils of seeking success.  Funded as an independent project, “More” has the distinction of being the first fully animated, stop-motion film to be presented for exhibition in the IMAX giant screen format.  The six-minute short not only was the first IMAX animation film to ever be nominated for an Academy Award®, it also ran with the film “Everest” in New York and London for six months.  Thirty-five millimeter reduction prints of this film were utilized for more traditional venues, where it screened in more than 150 film festivals worldwide and garnered such prestigious awards as Best Short Film at the Sundance Film Festival (1999), The SXSW Best Animated Short (1999), the ResFest Grand Prize (1999), the Critics Week selection for Cannes (1999), and dozens of others.

In addition, “More” brought Osborne to the attention of the major studios, with DreamWorks enthusiastically bringing him aboard as a director interested in helming a feature-length animated film.  While working to develop projects for the studio, Osborne came across the property “Kung Fu Panda,” and it resonated deeply for him since it had all the proper elements to be a great twist on the classic heroes journey.  Osborne’s development of the project led to his hiring as one of the directors three years ago.  For the filmmaker:  “It was the perfect opportunity to jump into feature animation filmmaking, and explore working with a larger crew and CG for the first time ever.”    

In between personal film projects, Osborne has designed and produced graphics and animation for television, including projects for TBS and E! Entertainment Television, the Cartoon Network and Nickelodeon earning him several awards including a Gold Broadcast Design Association award and a Los Angeles Emmy.  He also co-directed a fully animated music video for Weird Al Yankovic spoofing “Jurassic Park,” which garnered a Grammy nomination for Best Music Video.  Osborne also directed commercials and music videos for the commercial production company Satellite Films including a 2-D animated music video for Stina Nordenstam’s “Keen Yellow Planet.”  

Osborne’s first independent live-action feature film, “Dropping Out,” starring Kent Osborne, David Koechner, John Stamos, Adam Arkin and Fred Willard, premiered at the Sundance Film Festival in 2000.  The low-budget film is a darkly satirical and comic work — lampooning both the Hollywood System and independent filmmaking —that follows a TV obsessed loner who accidentally orchestrates extreme attention by documenting his “impending,” self-motivated death.  Written by and starring Mark’s brother Kent, the film has found a devoted cult audience and won three Best of Festival Awards, including the Savannah Film Festival (2000) and the Sidewalk Film Festival (2000).

Osborne’s additional directing credits include the majority of the live-action material for the popular animated TV series “Spongebob Squarepants,” as well as all of the live-action sequences for “The Spongebob Squarepants Movie” starring the legendary David Hasselhoff.  

Currently, Osborne has been awarded a prestigious Guggenheim Fellowship to help with the production of a new personal short film project entitled “The Better Half.”


MELISSA COBB (Producer) joins DreamWorks Animation for the first time as producer of “Kung Fu Panda,” bringing with her more than two decades of production experience in motion picture, television and stage.


Cobb began her entertainment career producing a wide range of live theatrical projects, including the long-running hit “Greater Tuna” and two series of award-winning plays at the Edinburgh Arts Festival.  She segued into feature film production for the independent company I.R.S. Media (first as director of development, then as VP of production), where she oversaw all aspects of production and development of more than a dozen films, including Carl Franklin’s acclaimed “One False Move,” starring Bill Paxton and Billy Bob Thornton.


Cobb next joined Walt Disney Pictures as a creative executive, later advancing to director of production, where she was responsible for discovering and developing live-action titles for the company, including “Blank Check,” Steven Sommers’ “The Jungle Book” and “Man of the House,” starring Chevy Chase.  After working as Senior VP of production for the Fox Family Films independent shingle Blue Peach (where she worked to put the animated “Titan A.E.” and the live-action Drew Barrymore hit “Ever After” into production), she joined 20th Century Fox Animation as Senior VP of production; there she developed and supervised a slate of animated features for the company, including “Titan A.E.” (starring Matt Damon, Drew Barrymore, Bill Pullman and John Leguizamo) and television’s Emmy-nominated CGI special “Olive, the Other Reindeer,” with Drew Barrymore.


Most recently, Cobb served as VP of motion pictures for television at VH1, where she oversaw all development and physical production of all music-driven films for the company.  While there, she added multiple executive producer credits to her long resume, including on such titles as the Michael Jackson biopic “Family Values,” the Andy Dick-hosted “Guilty Pleasures,” the Mariel Hemingway and Jason Priestley film “Warning: Parental Advisory” and “They Shoot Divas, Don’t They,” starring Jennifer Beals.


Cobb holds an MBA from Anderson Graduate School of Management at UCLA and a BS from Stanford University.


BILL DAMASCHKE (Executive Producer) is the Head of Creative Development and Production for DreamWorks Animation SKG, where he is responsible for the launch of all of the studio’s animated pictures into production.  He is responsible for overseeing the creative production process for all of the studio’s projects, including all artistic development, shaping the creative teams behind each project, and growing and developing the company’s creative talent pool.  In addition to serving this key role at the studio, he has also served as a producer on many of the studio’s films, such as the hit animated comedy, “Shark Tale.”

During his tenure at DreamWorks, Damaschke has also been integrally involved in overseeing such animated releases as the Academy Award®-winning blockbuster “Shrek”; the record-breaking sequel “Shrek 2,” which is the top-grossing animated film of all time; “Spirit: Stallion of the Cimarron,” which earned an Oscar® nomination for Best Animated Feature; the hit comedies “Madagascar” and “Over the Hedge”; and the Academy Award®-winning clay-animated comedy “Wallace & Gromit: The Curse of the Were-Rabbit” from Aardman, the creators of DreamWorks’ hit “Chicken Run”; as well as “Shrek the Third” and the Jerry Seinfeld produced comedy “Bee Movie.”

Damaschke is also central to DreamWorks Animation’s future release slate strategy and is working on a wide range of computer-animated comedies in various stages of production, such as the sequel “Madagascar: Escape 2 Africa,” as well as “Monsters vs. Aliens,” “How to Train Your Dragon” and “Crood Awakening.”  He is also actively overseeing the new theatrical “Shrek The Musical,” which is being produced for the stage.

Coming to DreamWorks in 1995, Damaschke served as a production manager on the traditionally animated musical epic “The Prince of Egypt.”  He later co-executive-produced the animated adventure “The Road to El Dorado.”  Damaschke was named Head of Creative Production in 1999 and was then promoted to his current position of Head of Creative Development and Production in 2005.  A native of Chicago, Damaschke graduated from Illinois’ Wesleyan University with a BFA in music and theatre.  He began his career in animation working on the hit feature “Pocahontas.”  


Born and raised in Demarest, New Jersey, JONATHAN AIBEL (Screenplay / Co-Producer) attended Harvard University, where he studied psychology and music.  While at Harvard, he co-wrote the Hasty Pudding show and was music director of the world-renowned vocal group, The Din & Tonics.  Jonathan is married with three children.


GLENN BERGER (Screenplay / Co-Producer) grew up in Smithtown, New York.  He studied Japanese and economics at Brown University, where he also began performing stand-up comedy.  Berger has practiced martial arts since he was a child.  Glenn is married with two children.


Aibel and Berger met right out of college while working as management consultants in Boston.  It was there they both discovered their passion for comedy writing and lack of passion for management consulting.  So they threw away their suits and briefcases and moved to Los Angeles to become writers.


They began their career writing for television and were part of the original staff of the animated FOX hit “King of the Hill.”  They remained at the show for six seasons, rose to become executive producers, and garnered four Emmy nominations and one win.


They’ve since transitioned to writing feature films, doing numerous rewrites and original scripts for studios such as Disney, New Line and Warner Bros.  For DreamWorks Animation, in addition to their work on “Kung Fu Panda,” Aibel and Berger are currently co-writing 2009’s “Monsters vs. Aliens.”  They also consulted on “Shrek the Third” and the forthcoming “Shrek Goes Fourth.”


RAYMOND ZIBACH (Production Designer) began his career in episodic television, working as a key background painter on a variety of animated series, including “Alvin & the Chipmunks,”  “Darkwing Duck,” “Bonkers,” “Marsupilami,” “Schnookums and Meat Funny Cartoon Show,” “Rocko’s Modern Life,” “The Ren & Stimpy Show” and “The Twisted Adventures of Felix the Cat,” as well as the TV short “Star Wars: Clone Wars.”


Zibach segued into motion pictures as a background artist for the animated “Rover Dangerfield.”  He then worked as a background artist on “Aladdin and the King of Thieves” and “Space Jam.”  For DreamWorks, he worked in visual development and was the background department supervisor for “Road to El Dorado,” and was later made the art director.  He then served as production designer on “Sinbad: Legend of the Seven Seas.” 

TANG K. HENG (Art Director) has worked for DreamWorks animation since the studio released its first feature, serving as a background artist for “The Prince of Egypt,” “The Road to El Dorado” and “Spirit: Stallion of the Cimarron.”  Heng later worked as a lead sequence designer on the international hit “Shark Tale,” as well as working on “Over the Hedge” as a visual development artist (uncredited).  Tang graduated from Art Center College of Design in Pasadena.

MARKUS MANNINEN (Visual Effects Supervisor) grew up in Stockholm, Sweden, and later attended Kungliga Tekniska Hogskolan (Royal Institute of Technology), Stockholm (M.Sc.E.E) and the University of Massachusetts in Amherst.  While studying in Massachusetts, Manninen was introduced to computer graphics animation and soon developed a passion for it; he continued to pursue his career choice when he returned to Sweden.  His first job in the field was as a project manager for the Media Laboratory at Stockholm’s Royal Institute of Technology.


He then began working as a freelance animator in his hometown, soon launching his own company, the animation studio Lightsite AB.  He then segued to the position of CG supervisor at the studio Filmtecknarna.  Relocating to London, Manninen went to work for Framestore CFC as head of 3D commercials. 


His first motion picture credit is for the vampire/werewolf thriller “Underworld,” serving as a digital effects artist.  He also worked on the animated film “Over the Hedge” as CG supervisor and consulted during pre-production of “Bee Movie.”  “Kung Fu Panda” is Manninen’s first film for DreamWorks.     


JENNIFER YUH NELSON (Head of Story) has lent her talents to three of DreamWork’s motion pictures:  2005’s “Madagascar” (as story artist), 2003’s “Sinbad: Legend of the Seven Seas” (as head of story) and 2002’s “Spirit: Stallion of the Cimarron” (also as story artist).

Prior to joining DreamWorks, Nelson worked at HBO Animation, developing various projects and short series.  She has worn many hats, serving as director, story artist and character designer for HBO’s animated series “Spawn,” which won an Emmy Award in 1999 for Outstanding Animated Program. 

Nelson’s career in animation has spanned several countries, including Korea and Japan, where she oversaw animation for HBO.  Nelson has also worked in Sydney, Australia, serving as a story artist and illustrator for the live-action feature “Dark City” for Mystery Clock Productions.

Nelson attended California State University, Long Beach where she received a BFA in Illustration.  Nelson has also published several independent comic books.


DAN WAGNER (Head of Character Animation) has worked on a majority of DreamWorks animated films since serving as an animator on the character of Older Moses in DWA’s debut feature “The Prince of Egypt” and on Tulio in the studio’s second film “The Road to El Dorado.”  Next up, he worked as supervising animator on the title character in “Spirit: Stallion of the Cimarron” and on the character of Eris in “Sinbad: Legend of the Seven Seas.”  



Wagner then served as an animator on PDI/DreamWorks’ “Shrek 2,” the sequel to the Academy Award®-winning blockbuster, and as an additional supervising animator on the worldwide hit “Madagascar.” 

Wagner had come to DreamWorks from Warner Bros. animation, where he was the supervising animator on Devon and Cornwall, the two-headed dragon, in “Quest for Camelot.”  He also worked on “Space Jam,” which blended live-action and animation.

A native of Canada, Wagner is a self-taught animator who started animating when he was only eight-years-old.  He began his professional career at age 16, spending summer vacations working at Ken Perkins Animation in Winnipeg.  Over the next 10 years, he had stints at several animation houses, working on both film and commercial projects.  His first job as a supervising animator for an animated feature was on the characters of Chamberlain and King William in “The Swan Princess.”


New Jersey native NATHAN LOOFBOURROW (Character TD Supervisor) knew that he wanted to work in the emerging field of computer animation after seeing the film “Tron,” when he saw how computers could play a significant part in the filmmaking process.  Loofbourrow began his career working on video games at Z-AXIS and Radical Games.  He went to work for PDI in 1998, and transferred down to DreamWorks Animation in 2001 to help construct the studio’s 3D pipeline.
Prior to “Kung Fu Panda,” Loofbourrow served as a character technical director of the groundbreaking hit “Shrek” and as Head of Character TDs on “Sinbad: Legend of the Seven Seas” and “Shark Tale.”  In between projects he also worked with the character setup departments on “Shrek the Third” and “Bee Movie.”
Loofbourrow received his BS in Mathematics and Computer science from Carnegie Mellon University and his MS in Computer and Information Science from Ohio State University.  He served as a Member of the Executive Board for the Animation Guild from 2004 to 2007.  He also delivers guest lectures at universities throughout the world.

Veteran sound editor ETHAN VAN DER RYN (Sound Effects) has enjoyed a fruitful and varied career,  having won two Academy Awards® for his editing of Peter Jackson’s “The Lord of the Rings: The Two Towers” and “King Kong” and an Oscar® nomination for the recent runaway hit “Transformers” (all shared with Mike Hopkins).  His work on all four of Jackson’s last films (“King Kong” and “The Lord of the Rings” trilogy) garnered BAFTA nominations, and the Motion Picture Sound Editors bestowed two Golden Reel awards to Van der Ryn for Best Sound Editing — Effects and Foley for his work on James Cameron’s “Titanic” and Steven Spielberg’s “Saving Private Ryan”; additional Golden Reel nominations were given to his work on Jackson’s “King Kong” and “Rings” trilogy, as well as the period action film “Pearl Harbor,” the superhit “X-men” and the special effects-laden “Dinosaur.”


Van der Ryn racked up his first motion picture credit working as assistant sound effects editor on Dennis Hopper’s “Colors.”  He continued to edit sound on a myriad of titles, everything from thrillers and action films to family fare and Shakespeare.  His impressive resume includes editing credits on:  “Cadillac Man,” “Avalon,” “The Godfather: Part III,” “Terminator 2: Judgment Day,” “Bugsy,” “Single White Female,” “Toys” “The Getaway,” “Miracle on 34th Street,” “Nine Months,” “Jumanji,” “One Fine Day,” “Beverly Hills Ninja,” “Volcano,” “Armageddon,” “Halloween H20: 20 Years Later,” “A Midsummer Night’s Dream,” “Dogma,” “The Haunting,” “The Legend of Bagger Vance” and “The Ring Two.”


“Kung Fu Panda” marks Ethan Van der Ryn’s animation sound editing debut. 


Sound designer ERIK AADAHL (Sound Effects) hails from the San Francisco Bay area, and attended USC’s Cinema-Television School as a film production major.


Aadahl served as sound effects editor on a string of action films, including “Daredevil,” “X2,” “The League of Extraordinary Gentlemen,” “Elektra,” “Fantastic Four” and “The New World.”  He also worked as sound designer on “I, Robot” and “Hide and Seek.”  Most recently, he sound designed the international blockbusters “Superman Returns” and “Transformers.”


Erik has been nominated for four Emmys and has won two Golden Reel awards.

“Kung Fu Panda” marks Aadahl’s animation sound editing debut.

JAMES BAXTER (2D Animation) was born in Bristol, England in May, 1967, and he and his family moved to Bishop’s Stortford six months later.  He started experimenting on little animation tests with a 8mm camera at age 16. 


After a one-year art foundation course at Cambridge College of Arts & Technology, James attended the West Surrey College of Arts & Design.  He studied animation for one year before leaving to work on “Who Framed Roger Rabbit?” with Richard Williams in London.  James started as an in-betweener and finished as an animator.


In 1988, James moved to Burbank, California, to work at the Walt Disney Company.  There he worked on “The Little Mermaid,” “Rescuers Down Under” and “Beauty and the Beast,” as well as the short, “Tummy Trouble.”  James took a two-year break to work in London at Passion Pictures and in San Francisco at Colossal Pictures, working on commercials for both.  In 1992, James returned to the Walt Disney Company and served as a supervising animator on “The Lion King” and “The Hunchback of Notre Dame.”


James made the move to DreamWorks SKG in 1996 and animated and supervised animation on six feature films, including “Prince of Egypt,” “Spirit: Stallion of the Cimarron” and “Shrek 2.”


Since the beginning of 2005, James has been running his own studio, James Baxter Animation, in Pasadena, California.  James Baxter Animation has produced several projects, including the hand drawn animation for the feature film “Enchanted” in 2007.

HANS ZIMMER (Composer) is one of the film industry’s most prolific composers, with well over 100 film scores to his credit.

In 1994, he won both an Academy Award® and a Golden Globe Award for his score to the animated blockbuster “The Lion King,” which also spawned one of the most successful soundtrack albums ever.  Zimmer’s music for “The Lion King” continues to draw applause in the award-winning stage production of the musical, which earned the 1998 Tony Award for Best Musical, as well as a Grammy Award for Best Original Cast Album. 

Zimmer has garnered six additional Academy Award® nominations, the latest for his “Gladiator” score, for which he also won a Golden Globe Award and earned a Grammy Award nomination.  He has also been Academy Award®-nominated for “The Prince of Egypt,” “The Thin Red Line,” “As Good As It Gets,” “The Preacher’s Wife” and “Rain Man.”  He earned his eighth Golden Globe nomination for his score for the worldwide blockbuster “The Da Vinci Code.”  He had previously earned additional Golden Globe nominations for his work on “Spanglish,” “The Last Samurai,” “Pearl Harbor,” “Spirit: Stallion of the Cimarron” and “The Prince of Egypt.”  He holds nine Grammy nominations.

Zimmer scored two of the biggest hits of 2007:  “Pirates of the Caribbean: At World’s End” and “The Simpsons Movie.”  His long list of film credits also includes the recent “Vantage Point,” “The Holiday,” “Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Man’s Chest,” Gore Verbinski’s “The Weather Man,” the DreamWorks blockbuster “Madagascar,” the Warner Bros. hit “Batman Begins” (co-written with James Newton Howard), “Matchstick Men,” “Black Hawk Down,” “Hannibal,” “Crimson Tide,” “Thelma & Louise,” “Driving Miss Daisy,” “Mission: Impossible II,” “A League of Their Own,” “Black Rain,” “Backdraft,” “True Romance” and “My Beautiful Launderette.”

His upcoming feature scoring projects include “The Dark Knight,” the sequel to “Batman Begins,” the big screen adaptation of the stage hit “Frost/Nixon” and “Madagascar: The Crate Escape,” also for DreamWorks. 
  


British-born composer JOHN POWELL’s (Composer) list of film credits exemplifies his ability to transcend genre.  Since moving to the United States less than ten years ago, he has demonstrated his unique talent by scoring over 38 feature films.  His versatile talent can be heard in animated films, comedies, action films and drama.


Powell’s ability to compose in a variety of genres stems from the wide array of styles present in his early musical studies.  By the time he reached his late-teens, he had already been exposed to soul, jazz, rock and world music, as well as having a deep classical music background from the age of seven courtesy of his father, a musician in Sir Thomas Beecham’s Royal Philharmonic Orchestra in London.  In 1986, he began studies in composition at London’s Trinity College of Music.  During his time there, his skill was recognized with both the John Halford and the Boosey and Hawkes Bursary Music College Prizes.


While at Trinity, Powell studied composition, percussion and electronic music, and experimented within the new medium of performance art.  He joined the group Media Arts and, with longtime collaborator Gavin Greenaway, composed music and sound for the group’s performances.  Although the group disbanded, Powell and Greenway continued to create many mixed-media installation pieces with artist Michael Petry in the following years.


Powell’s first foray into professional composing came soon thereafter, when he landed a job writing music for commercials and television at London’s Air-Edel Music.  There, he met other composers including other Air-Edel alumni, Hans Zimmer and Patrick Doyle.


Later, with Greenaway, the two co-founded London-based commercial music house Independently Thinking Music (ITM), where they collaborated on more than 100 scores for commercials and independent films.


Powell shifted his focus away from commercials to longer form composition with the opera “An Englishman, Irishman and Frenchman,” also co-created with Greenaway and Petry.  After a series of successful performances at the Germany state-funded art gallery, Powell moved to Los Angeles to take on more film projects.


Arriving in the States in 1997, he immediately scored two DreamWorks TV projects:  the second season of Steven Spielberg’s “High Incident” and the pilot “For the People.”  He also arranged songs composed by Stephen Schwartz for DreamWorks’ animated feature “Prince of Egypt” (1998).


It was Powell’s hair-raising score for John Woo’s Nicolas Cage/John Travolta blockbuster “Face/Off” that garnered critical acclaim.  He composed one hour and forty-five minutes of riveting music, which utilized unresolved harmonies, tragic melodies and thundering percussion to build a heightened state of tension.


He has since scored a wide variety of films in different genres, including animated hits “Antz,” “Chicken Run,” “Robots,” “Shrek,” “Ice Age: The Meltdown” and “Happy Feet,” in addition to the actioners “Mr. & Mrs. Smith,” “The Italian Job,” “The Bourne Identity” and “The Bourne Supremacy.”  His interest in musical diversity continued in the creation of scores for “Drumline,” “I am Sam” and “Alfie” (with Dave Stewart and Mick Jagger).  He also scored the superhero blockbuster “X-Men: The Last Stand” and “United 93.”


Last year he completed the final segment in the Bourne trilogy, “The Bourne Ultimatum.”  He also scored “Stop Loss,” “P.S. I Love You” and “Jumper,” directed by Doug Liman (“The Bourne Identity.”)  This year he scored the animated “Horton Hears a Who!,” starring the voices of Jim Carrey and Steve Carell.


Powell is the recipient of two Ivor Novello Awards for “Best Original Film Score” from the British Academy of Composers and Songwriters for “Shrek” in 2001 and “Ice Age: The Meltdown” in 2006.  He was nominated for a Grammy in 2008 for his work on “Happy Feet.”


John Powell lives with his wife Melinda and son in Los Angeles, CA. 


RODOLPHE GUENODEN (Supervising Animator / Fight Choreographer) began his work on DreamWorks’ animated adventure “Sinbad:  Legend of the Seven Seas” as a story artist before segueing over to the animation department as the supervising animator on the character Proteus.  Guenoden joined DreamWorks as the supervising animator on the character Tzipporah in the studio’s first traditionally animated feature “The Prince of Egypt.”  He later went on to supervise the animation on the character Chel in the comedy adventure “The Road to El Dorado” and serve as an additional storyboard artist on the hits “Madagascar” and “Over the Hedge.”


Prior to joining DreamWorks, Guenoden worked at Amblimation as a supervising animator and story artist on “Balto.”  He also worked as a senior animator on “We’re Back!  A Dinosaur’s Story” and an animator on “An American Tail: Fievel Goes West.”


Hailing from Noyon, France, Guenoden attended C.F.T. Gobelins in Paris, France.

