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into external components: clenched fingers, 
hunched shoulders, a well-timed blink. 

“Live-action actors, I think, act from the in-
side out,” he says. “They try to get to an emo-
tional place and then let that emotional place 
dictate the details of what they do physically. 
It’s the reverse for animation, where we have 
to act from the outside in.” When planning 
an action, he explains, “I think, ‘Well, how 
would I do it?’ That’s how you kind of distill 
it down to the gestures—you have to act it 
out yourself.“ Inevitably, the animator’s per-
sonal intuitions about bodily kinetics and 
behavior imprint on the character.

Stop-motion performance is a collabora-
tive art, splitting the work three ways: the 
artist designs the character’s look; the actor 
gives it a voice; the animator manipulates the 
puppet. Ironically, though, stop-motion first 
appealed to Reckart as a solitary pursuit. In 
college, animation let him make movies in a 
room by himself; stop-motion let him do that 
despite not knowing how to draw. “I had a 
kind of cold-blooded calculation about it,” he 
admits, readily. A lot of his classmates wanted 
to make movies, but few wanted careers in 
stop-motion—“which is miserable drudgery 
for most people”—so he pursued the path 
where he had “comparative advantage.”

That led to film school in London, where 
classmates in music composition, set design, 
and other departments comprised a ready-
made crew for Reckart’s final thesis. The 
10-minute Head over Heels concerns an old 
couple who have opposite perspectives: the 
husband walks on the floor, the wife on the 
ceiling. This metaphor-made-literal could 
have been cutesy. But stop-motion, with 
all its deliberate detail, makes the story feel 

homely and lived-in. 
Mundane tasks like 
frying eggs or tying 
shoelaces become 
oddly poignant.

The short’s Oscar 
nomination in 2013 
offered Reckart, then 
struggling in New 
York, a ticket to Los 
Angeles and sunnier 
professional climes: 
“The volume of work 
is so much greater, 
it’s like night and 
day.” His first gig was 
Anomalisa, which ex-
plored loneliness us-
ing silicone puppets. 

“My father  was a profes
sional painter who painted 
everything from life,” Thomas 
professor of history of art and 
architecture Joseph L. Koer
ner recalls. “[U]sually out of 
doors and featuring persons 
found on the spot and involved 
in odd activities: people in 
bathing suits waiting for a train 

to the beach, a woman walking her pet tortoise on a leash, a midget feeding wild boar in 
the woods, a boy balancing a paper castle on his head.…Eventually, to have something 
to do, I started to paint with my father. This gave me time to wonder what bits of every
day life were the most paintable.” Such bits were the very stuff of the secular “genre 
painting” that arose in sixteenth and seventeenthcentury Europe—the origins of which 
are the subject of his Bosch and Bruegel: From Enemy Painting to Everyday Life (Princeton, 
$65), on which he has been engaged for some 20 years. That youthful experience of 
painting appears to have informed Koerner’s appreciation of these artists, as well as his 
own powers of observation and description, as in this passage from chapter one:

To experience  Bruegel’s paintings in the 
original, in the midst of life, is to be jostled 
by a crowd. Mass audiences obscure the 
aura of many famous masterpieces, turning 
them into sideshows in the carnival of cul
tural display. Bruegel, by contrast, makes 
crowds seem a cheerful extension of his 
art. Not only are his paintings packed with 
people—with revelers, with children, with 
entire armies of the living and the dead—
these teeming masses behave like proper 
crowds. Some cluster in groups that act in 
unison, dancing, marching, feasting, fighting, 
building, and playing, while others stand a 
bit apart and observe the goingson pas
sively, as would an audience. And when 
people in Bruegel’s paintings play the role 
of spectator—when they peer curiously 
through windows and pour through 
doorways to glimpse some street 
theater performed outside; when 
they stare, confused, at the fallen 
Saul at his moment of conversion 
to the Apostle Paul; when they, 
grownups and children alike, on 
horseback and on foot, hurry to
ward Golgotha to reserve a good 
spot to witness Christ’s Crucifix
ion; and, most of all, when they turn 
from the diversions that have cap
tured them in the picture to gape 
directly out at us gaping curiously 
back at them—their painted world 

gathers us, ourselves people in a crowd, 
into their inner fold. In Vienna, as in the 
museums in Berlin, New York, Madrid, 
Antwerp, and Detroit where the other 
major Bruegels hang, one can spot this art
ist’s paintings from far off simply by the 
large and lingering audience they inevitably 
draw. A supreme portraitist of crowd be
havior, Bruegel cleverly reflects and stage
manages his own mass appeal. This is sur
prising. With his printed images—published 
in large editions and sold on the open mar
ket—he banked on a large viewership. But 
with his paintings, he addressed a select 
few. Only the most affluent burghers of the 
superrich towns of Antwerp and Brussels 
could commission and behold the paintings 
we now admire.
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The Fight Between Carnival and 
Lent (1559), by Pieter Bruegel 
the Elder
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