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INITIAL THOUGHTS
With a wonderful script like this, we feel a use of hybrid live 
action and CG is the best possible approach. That said, 
sometimes it is easy to get wrapped up in the technical 
aspects of this kind of process and lose sight of the things that 
make the concept work in the first place – tone, character, 
and story.

This document will be addressing some of those more 
technical aspects in an attempt to paint a clear picture of what 
the finished spot will look, sound, and feel like, but I would 
like to make it very clear that we see these things as tools that 
serve the story, not the other way around.  

By utilizing a creative toolkit ranging from advanced CGI 
character animation to more traditional production staples like 
good locations, lighting, and thoughtful filmmaking choices, 
we will create a spot that is fun, funny, and memorable. 



For me, this spot is all about -- “Magical Realism.” 

In a magical universe, magic is expected, but if we establish a very 
real and grounded universe, we are able to surprise the audience with 
magic, giving them -- a sense of wonder. It’s the contrast that makes it 
work.

In this spot, I would like the audience to feel like they are witnessing 
what their Christmas tree ornaments do while they’re asleep at 
night, and that we just happen to be there to catch it.  In order to do 
that, we have to establish an authentic tone – where the space (the 
living room) and the characters (our Santa, Snowman, Angel, and 
Nutcracker Christmas tree ornaments) are real, tangible, and touchable 
objects. If for any reason, the living room feels false or the characters 
too “fabricated” or the sound design too “cartoony”, we lose the 
audience’s willingness to suspend their disbelief.  

From the moment we open on the first shot, we should feel like we are 
looking at the real world. A living room during the holidays, not entirely 
unlike our own. And yet it is different… because in this living room we 
have the potential to discover something magical. 

Everything about the spot should be realistic, grounded, authentic, 
but also slightly elevated – a tad bit more picturesque, with am added 
pinch of charm. My grandmother was an old Southern storyteller from 
Louisiana, and she used to use the Cajun word “lagniappe.” It means 
“a little something extra.” 

For me, that’s the tone of this spot – “Grounded realism, but with 
lagniappe.” 

TONE



DESIGN: 

Our characters will be designed specifically for this spot, but NOT 
overly stylized in the way many character animation spots tend to be. 
Instead, we have based our designs on more traditional Christmas 
ornaments. They should feel unique, but also familiar and easily 
recognizable as the archetypes they are meant to portray. 

We have also referenced REAL Christmas ornaments in deciding 
on what materials each character should be made of. From painted 
woodcuts to plastic molds to cloth, styrofoam, paper, yarn, you name 
it. 

Regardless of final design, each character will be modeled, 
constructed, animated, lit, and rendered to be - 100% photorealistic.

While we will take some small liberties for the purposes of delivering 
an expressive and emotive performance, our CG characters will 
look and move and sound like REAL ornaments, even down to 
imperfections from aging and wear-and-tear. 

PERSONALITY: 

Just like each of us – our character’s personalities are informed by 
their physical properties, imperfections, and limitations, as well as 
details specific to the fact that they are ornaments. It is through these 
traits and characteristics that the spot finds its playfulness and humor.

Furthermore, each character’s place in the “chain” is also informed by 
their unique physcial traits.

CHARACTER DESIGN



Santa is the newest ornament of the crew, with more mobility than the 
others, which made him the perfect candidate to lower Snowman down 
into the Mars Celebrations tub. As you would expect, he is short, round, 
and if he wasn’t made out of plastic (or painted cut wood), he would shake 
like a bowl full of jelly. His hat – which is a separate solid piece, is always 
coming unglued and keeps falling in his eyes.  He also has “mitten hands” 
instead of fingers, which makes it very hard for him to hold onto anything 
for very long. Maybe he wasn’t the best choice to lower Snowman down 
after all. 

SANTA



These initial character sketches have been included to show the       
evolution of the design direction, and NOT as “final” designs.

*SANTA DESIGN SKETCHES



Angel has been around for a few years, as evidenced  by her frayed ribbon/
cloth wings and wild frizzy hair. (What do you expect after being stuffed into 
a box in the attic for eleven months of the year?) She is made of multiple 
materials - her top half is the torso and head of a doll, while her lower half 
is a physical bell, which she tries to keep quiet, but every time she moves, 
she jingles. Especially when she flutters her wings. Which makes it hard to 
be a part of a stealth covert mission. But alas, she was the only one smart 
enough to come up with a plan. Plus, the human-ornament chain requires 
a base with strength and balance – both of which come along with having a 
pair of wings.

ANGEL



These initial character sketches have been included to show the       
evolution of the design direction, and NOT as “final” designs.

*ANGEL DESIGN SKETCHES



Nutcracker is old, made of traditional cut wood pieces. His joints are stiff, 
his paint is chipping, and his mouth is loose, causing his teeth to chatter 
when he gets nervous.  He’s always been a little bit anxious (I mean look at 
his eyes), but now he has a tendency to overreact if even the slightest thing 
goes wrong. His eyes flare, his back lever shoots up, and his jaw drops 
open.  But his joint-less arms and legs make him the perfect “extender” 
piece to bridge the chain between Angel and Santa.

NUTCRACKER



These initial character sketches have been included to show the       
evolution of the design direction, and NOT as “final” designs.

*NUTCRACKER DESIGN SKETCHES



Snowman isn’t the smartest member of the crew – which is reflected in the 
fact that he always has that “not so bright” grin on his face. He is made 
of painted and glittered Styrofoam balls, but he has seen better days 
and is missing a couple of pieces of coal from his smile – giving him the 
appearance of a missing tooth. But brains aren’t necessarily required for 
his job in the mission. As the final link in the chain, all he had to do was 
reach down and grab the candy. One simple task…

SNOWMAN



These initial character sketches have been included to show the       
evolution of the design direction, and NOT as “final” designs.

*SNOWMAN DESIGN SKETCHES



THE CHAIN

Needless to say, scaling down the side 
of a Christmas tree to reach a tub full of 
MARS CELEBRATIONS candies is not 
a one-ornament job. It requires a team, 
starting with...

Angel. She is the brains behind the 
operation. It was her plan. (I mean, you 
can’t leave something like that up to 
one of the boys, now can you?) Her idea 
was simple - lower a string of her fellow 
Christmas tree ornaments down into 
the tub, lift however many candies they 
could grab, and get the heck out of there 
WITHOUT getting caught. Simple. But she 
knew she needed a crew with a diverse 
set of skills to make it happen. So, she 
recruited...

Nutcracker. He might be an old 
curmudgeon, but he was built tough, 
back in the days when craft and quality 
mattered in the Christmas tree ornament 
business. He is also joint-less – no joints in 
his arms and legs – which means that he 
is the straightest, tallest, leanest, meanest 
“extender” link for an all ornament chain. 
There is also another added bonus – his 
feet are literally carved into his legs at 
ninety degree angles – perfect to hook 
under the belt of...

Santa. While it might seem counter-
intuitive to put one of the more portly 
fellows this far down the chain, this is a 
very pivotal position that requires dexterity 
and motor control in order to position 
the final player directly into the tub of 
chocolates. So… considering that Santa 
is the newest ornament in the crew and he 
was constructed with moving arms, legs, 
and even rotating “mitten hands”, he got 
the job. 

Unfortunately, it was not going to 
be enough. Did Angel miscalculate 
the distance to the tub? Or did she 
simply forget that Santa’s belt was the 
connecting fulcrum, doubling him over 
at the waist? Either way, an extra link 
in the chain was going to be needed. 
So Nutcracker – being the one with the 
biggest mouth – suggested using a candy 
cane as an additional “extender” link. The 
crook of which would hold...

Snowman. The last member of the chain, 
both in position and IQ. But his job was 
also the simplest... AND he does have two 
long stick arms with flexible “claw-like” 
fingers. So, it made sense. All he had to 
do was lean over, reach out, and grab the 
candy. How hard could it be? 



To further sell the photorealism of our integrated animated characters in 
the real world, I would like to suggest that we treat the CG animation as 
if it were real-world stop-motion. 

As an audience, we KNOW that living, breathing, moving Christmas 
ornaments do not exist in the real world. So when we see Christmas 
ornaments moving and climbing down the side of a Christmas tree, 
our brains discard it as a cartoon. But we do know that it is physically 
possible in the real world to animate actual Christmas ornaments using 
stop-motion photography. So our brain accepts it and we are able to 
continue our “suspension of disbelief.” 

Traditional stop-motion is notoriously labor-intensive and hard to control, 
but with advanced techniques in CG character animation, we can closely 
replicate the look of stop motion animation to further support our tone of 
“magical realism.”

ANIMATION STYLE



LENSING:

The spot is constructed of two perspectives. One – our real world 
viewpoint. How we see the world. We open in this perspective, seeing 
the living room as we normally do, as full-size humans.  For this 
perspective, I will be avoiding super-telephoto lenses or comedic wide-
angle lens that compress or distort the space in an unnatural way. 
Instead, I will be concentrating on capturing this grounded perspective 
with mid-range lenses, which are more like what we see with our eye. 

However, when we move into the tree and join our pint-sized ornaments, 
I want to choose lenses that will create minimum focus/shallow depth of 
field and accentuate the difference in scale. Suddenly, our normal-sized 
Christmas tree feels like we are hanging off the side of a mountain, with 
the tub of candy far below us.  We are with the characters hanging from 
the limb. I really want to feel how high and dangerous this mission is for 
characters their size.

CAMERA:

I also want to infuse our “realism” with a bit of additional energy through 
some motivated camera movement. From the subtle PUSH toward the 
tree in the opening shot, to the BOOM DOWN revealing the human chain 
of ornaments, to the “walking” high angle POV of Mom when she steps 
into the room. 

LIGHTING:
 
This is where we really start to pepper our “lagniappe” of magic into our 
realistic, grounded world. 

I see the living room being dark – with cool blue moonlight coming in 
through the windows, but contrasted with warm, soft light from our 
central source - the Christmas tree. When we shift to our “ornaments” 
world, I want us to be submerged in a macro world of limbs and lights. 

CINEMATOGRAPHY



I would like to suggest using -- Pete Konczal (or a D.P. of similiar 
standard) to work as Director of Photography on this spot. Pete is 
a visual storyteller with the unique ability to work across a variety of 
different styles - both on location and in the studio - and deliver beautiful 
work every time. He has worked on commercials, music videos, feature 
films, and television (notably his recent work on Netflix’s “House of 
Cards.”) I have worked with Pete on a number of different projects, 
and over the course of our jobs together, have established a visual 
shorthand, which allows us to shoot quickly and efficiently without 
sacrificing quality. 

*An additional note – Pete was also the D.P. on my award-winning short 
film “Danny and the Wild Bunch.” (Which, in many ways, was a great test 
shoot for this spot.)

DIRECTOR OF PHOTOGRAPHY



Creating “magical realism” in a hyvrid live action/animation spot is all 
about integration – seamlessly linking the surreal, magical elements to 
the practical, real-world in-camera elements, so that we can’t tell where 
one ends and the other begins.

And that takes communication between every department, and a 
director who has a working knowledge of the entire process – from 
beginning to end. 

On a technical level, we will be borrowing some tricks from big-budget 
Hollywood movies, such as -- High-Dynamic Range Photography, taken 
on set to replicate the actual on-set lighting for our characters in the 
computer. 

In addition, we will be creating small in-camera “special effects” 
to further sell the interaction of our CG characters with the real 
environment.  

For example – for the shot at the end of the spot when Snowman pops 
up out of the tub of Celebrations candy, I want to shoot the tub and the 
candy inside practically, but rig a moving plunger/rod up through the 
tub’s bottom so that we can practically create what will eventually be 
Snowman’s physical effect on the candies as he jumps up. 

I have found that it is these details that end up making all the difference 
when it comes to integrating characters into real environments. 

LIVE ACTION / ANIMATION INTEGRATION



One of the most important (and often neglected) aspects of any spot is – 
sound design and music.

SOUND DESIGN: 

For “Tree”, I want to start simple and unobtrusive, focusing on the quiet 
of the house after every one has gone to sleep. Maybe we hear the 
creaks and moans of the house as it cools down at night, backed by a 
hint of “holiday chimes” to set the mood. 

Then as we PUSH IN toward to Christmas tree, we start to introduce soft 
rustling and muffled struggling noises and the jingle-jangle of ornaments 
being jostled about as our characters climb down into their chain. 

While I would like to stay away from giving the characters “speaking 
voices” per se (as it only works against our desire to create a sense 
of realism), I do like the idea of peppering in “vocal noises”, such 
as straining sounds, grunts, sighs, or miniature yelps (like when 
Nutcracker’s jaw drops after Snowman falls.) These will help us further 
showcase each character’s personality, add some great bits of humor, 
and even assist in overall storytelling.  

MUSIC:

While a good number of “Holiday” spots lay in Christmas music from 
beginning to end, I would rather be more selective in how we suggest 
the holiday spirit. As I mentioned above, I envision a more subtle hint of 
“holiday chimes” or “bells” mixed with minimal sound design at the head 
of the spot, so as not to diminish the “quiet” of the darkened living room 
after everyone has gone to sleep.  

As the spot progresses, I would prefer to lean on sound design and the 
foley sounds of out character’s actions to drive the mood and tension in 
the spot. If anything, I could see adding some shorter music cues to 
emphasize certain moments of fun, tension, relief, or celebration through 
out. 

For example – After we MOVE DOWN the human-ornament chain, it 
might be fun to accompany the reveal of the tub of Mars Celebrations 
with a brief “sting” or short musical cue.  But then return to sound design 
as we move back into the action. Then again, when Mom walks into the 
room, a swell of tense underscore could elevate the desired tension. 

SOUND DESIGN / MUSIC



Living room. Late evening. Dark.  Quiet. 
SFX: Sounds of a whispered struggle.

REVEAL: An ANGEL Christmas ornament 
gripping an ornament top, straining. The 
CAMERA BOOMS DOWN to...

... REVEAL a NUTCRACKER ornament 
holding onto the ornament top, his feet 
hooked into...

... a SANTA CLAUS ornament’s belt, 
allowing him to grip the straight end of a 
CANDY CANE, which is hooked around...

... a SNOWMAN ornament, who is... ... reeeeeaaching for the candy in an open 
MARS CELEBRATIONS tub amongst the 
other Christmas presents.

WE RETURN to the WIDE to show the scale 
of these little guys vs. the room. A beat 
later...

... MOM enters the room with a wrapped 
present in her hands and...

... crosses over to the tree. Our dangling crew of ornaments see her 
moving closer and all...

FREEZE - to avoid detection. Mom puts the present down next to the 
MARS CELEBRATIONS tub. She is soooo 
close to our heroes. Gulp.

“TREE” STORYBOARDS :30



Snowman - frozen - eyes Mom, then... ... looks to the others for guidance - Now 
what?

Everyone tries to remain as still as possible, 
but...

... ANGEL is sweating - having to flutter her 
wings to stay balanced and keep the chain 
from falling.  

Nutcracker is nervous. His teeth are 
chattering.

Santa looks back... ... and forth, eyeing MOM, until... ... his hands start to slip. Uh oh!

Mom fixes the bow on her Christmas present 
and...

... stands to exit the room. As soon as her 
back is turned...

...Santa’s looses his grip! Nutcracker’s mouth drops open! EEEK!!

“TREE” STORYBOARDS :30



Snowman FAAAAAAAAA.... .....AAALLLLLSSSSS!!! - directly into the tub of MARS 
CELEBRATIONS candies!

Mom turns - What was that noise?

Seeing nothing, Mom dismisses the noise 
and exits.

The rest of the crew stare down at where 
Snowman disappeared into the sea of 
candies, until...

... Snowman’s stick arm shoots up out of the 
candies holding his favorite - Snickers? Milky 
Way? 

The others sigh in relief. Santa flashes a 
thumbs up, and WE CUT TO --

The LOGO. MARS CELBRATIONS “They’re 
everyone’s favorite.”

“TREE” STORYBOARDS :30



THE MISHAP

In addition, it might be fun to add an 
additional moment of “mishap” as the 
ornaments’ mission unfolds – a quick beat 
in which SOMETHING unexpected goes 
wrong. 

Or… perhaps the mishap occurs earlier 
in the mission, something that does not 
jeopardize the plan, but that speaks 
directly to one of our characters. 

For example – as we BOOM DOWN along 
the chain introducing each of characters, 
we find Nutcracker stretched between 
Angel and Santa. It might be fun for the 
strain to be too much for the old man 
and – SNAP - pull him apart into two 
pieces, with only a small rubber band 
or spring inside holding him together. 
It’s a simple humorous beat that we find 
within our sequence to further speak to 
how strenuous this mission is for our 
characters.

For example – Instead of having Santa use 
a candy cane to lower Snowman down 
into the MARS CELEBRATIONS candy 
tub, we could have Santa lower Snowman 
down by holding onto one of his arms. 
Then at a pivotal point in the mission, 
juuust as they are about to succeed, 
Snowman’s arm BREAKS OFF! (After all, 
he is just a painted Styrofoam ball with 
plastic twig arms.) In this scenario, the 
arm break is what would cause him to 
fall into the candies. In the final beat, his 
“good” arm would then shoot up out of 
the candies clutching his favorite. 



Much of the action/tension/humor will need to be trimmed to create a 
:20 version, but we are confident that we can make the necessary cuts 
while still retaining the overall charm and wonder of the :30.

*

Living room. Late evening. Dark.  Quiet. 
SFX: Sounds of a whispered struggle.

REVEAL: An ANGEL Christmas ornament 
gripping an ornament top, straining. The 
CAMERA BOOMS DOWN to...

... REVEAL a NUTCRACKER ornament 
holding onto the ornament top, his feet 
hooked into...

... a SANTA CLAUS ornament’s belt, 
allowing him to grip the straight end of a 
CANDY CANE, which is hooked around...

... a SNOWMAN ornament, who is... ... reeeeeaaching for the candy in an open 
MARS CELEBRATIONS tub amongst the 
other Christmas presents.

Suddenly, MOM enters the room with a 
wrapped present in her hands and...

... puts it down next to the MARS 
CELEBRATIONS tub. She is soooo close to 
our heroes. Gulp.

ANGEL is sweating - having to flutter her 
wings to stay balanced and keep the chain 
from falling. 

Nutcracker is nervous. His teeth are 
chattering.

... looks to the others for guidance - Now 
what?

Snowman eyes Mom and freezes, then... 

“TREE” STORYBOARDS :20



Snowman FAAAAAAAAA.... .....AAALLLLLSSSSS!!!

- directly into the tub of MARS 
CELEBRATIONS candies!

Mom turns - What was that noise? Seeing nothing, Mom dismisses the noise 
and exits.

A beat later -- Snowman’s stick arm shoots 
up out of the candies holding his favorite - 
Snickers? Milky Way? 

The others sigh in relief. Santa flashes a 
thumbs up, and WE CUT TO --

The LOGO. MARS CELBRATIONS “They’re 
everyone’s favorite.”

Which is when Santa looses his grip! Nutcracker’s mouth drops open! EEEEK!

“TREE” STORYBOARDS :20



As a fine arts/illustration major in college, I concentrated in “character 
design, as it relates to movement.”  As an award-winning commercial 
editor, I increased my understanding of how pace and rhythm greatly 
effect a story’s delivery, while also learning to  “edit in my head” which 
- as it turns out - is pretty handy for a director on set. Working as a 
compositor and creative director in visual effects, I further evolved my 
skillset for creating seamless live-action/animation integration, and 
as a working screenwriter and director for Hollywood studios such as 
Paramount, Warner Brothers, and Disney, I have further refined my 
storytelling skills in a highly competitive industry.

All of these experiences inform my decisions as a director.

To put it bluntly – this spot hits my directorial skill set in the bull’s eye. 

Over the past several years, I have focused almost entirely on writing 
and directing hybrid live-action/animation commercials, short films, and 
feature films. 

In addition, my some-what unique career path from illustrator to 
editor to animator to writer/director has allowed me a comprehensive 
understanding of the entire pre-production, production, and post-
production pipe-line. It is a some-what unusual skill set for a director in 
that I can literally oversee a spot like this from beginning to end.

DIRECTOR’S STATEMENT



I’m stoked! Seriously. I love when I get a script like this. It is right 
up my alley. I dream this type of stuff at night. (I wish I was kidding.) 
For me, this is a great opportunity to tell a tiny story that is big with 
personality, humor, and fun action.

By focusing on a tonal topline of “magical realism”, making smart 
storytelling choices, and executing with seamless photorealistic 
animation and live action integration, I truly believe this could be a 
unique and memorable spot for everyone involved. 

Please consider all of the above as jumping off points. I consider 
directing a collaborative process and look forward to your feedback, 
thoughts, and insights. If there are any other questions I can answer, 
please feel free to contact myself or Not to Scale.

Thanks for your consideration. 

Robert Rugan 


