
Ju
ne

 2
01

1 u
 
A

ni
m

at
io

n 
Re

po
rt

er

18

A
N

N
EC

Y
 2

0
11

Those who like their toilet paper 
soft, here is a stop-motion animat-
ed film that comments on its envi-

ronmental soundness. Film-maker Arjun 
Rihan’s PSA short ‘Switch Today’ speaks 
of the devastating environmental impact 
of toilet paper production. 

In 2009, Rihan won the Best Student Film 
award at the Animation Block Party for 
his poignant 1947 India-Pakistan partition 
thesis film ‘Topi’. He was then asked to 
create a short public service announce-
ment (PSA) for the next edition of the 
festival with an environmental theme.

The United Nations has designated 2011 as 
International Year of Forests. And think-
ing of effective ways to save thousands of 
trees from deforestation, recycling toilet 
paper tops the list. The idea of making a 
film on recycled toilet paper awareness 
was sown when the director read a news-
paper article on this a few years ago. He 
referred to leading newspaper publica-
tions like the New York Times, The Wash-
ington Post, and the Natural Resources 
Defense Council website to gather facts 
and strengthen his research. 

With the burning desire to make a stop-
motion film, this film is is Rihans first 

fully-fledged attempt in this medium. He 
says, “While I considered 3D, cut-outs, 
and hand-drawn animation, I ended up 
settling on stop-motion because I felt 
that using real toilet paper would help 
reinforce the film’s message with the au-
dience, and in any medium besides stop-
motion I would need a lot more time to 
animate and render the toilet paper con-
vincingly.”

The film begins with the gentle sound 
of birds chirping with a toilet roll spread 
across the bathroom floor. We are then 
led to a peaceful toilet paper forest only 
to see it crushed in the lavatory as the 
flush lever is pulled, metaphorically em-
phasizing how toilet paper used in homes, 
especially in the US, is made of mostly of 
“virgin” fiber from newly cut trees. The 
film also states that if each American 
home replaces a roll of virgin fiber toilet 
paper with a roll made form 100% recy-
cled paper just once, 400,000 trees will 
be saved.

There is a balance of images and text in 
the film with optimum screen time for 
both. With the concept finalized, Rihan 
created a few storyboards with the ani-
matic and sound. This process helped 
him outline the necessary shots and gave 

him a preview of how the images would 
interplay with the text. 

The entire forest was built and animated 
by duplicating a single toilet paper tree in 
the compositing stage. Each shot went 
through a meticulous testing stage in a 
rough composite, and viewed in context 
with the surrounding shots. 

“This phase helped me determine wheth-
er the shot was working and also allowed 
me to develop and test custom ‘rigs’ built 
out of string, tape, and other household 
materials for each shot. At this point, I 
also calculated precisely the number of 
frames needed, as well as how many dif-
ferent elements I would need to shoot. 
Since I was shooting straight ahead, it 
was extremely important to thoroughly 
plan out each shot,” says Rihan.

The filmmaker used his own apartment’s 
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bathroom as the main set for the shoot. 
The tree elements were shot against a 
rudimentary green screen and the back-
ground was later composited accord-
ingly.  

Rihan says,“The images  illustrate the 
process of assembling a shot from differ-
ent elements. The first image is a ‘hero’ 
plate of my solitary tree model with the 
set. The second image is the final shot in 
which many more trees have been added 
digitally – each of these ‘secondary’ tree 
elements was created by shooting my 
single tree model in different orienta-
tions against a green screen, and these 
elements were then composited into the 
hero plate.” 

Due to budget constraints, Rihan shot 
the film with a simple point-and-shoot 
camera and straight-ahead animation. 
He chose to avoid using the traditional 
and expensive setup of a camera mount-
ed to a computer and the specialized 
stop-motion software. He admits to 
working within the capacity of his pipe-
line limitations as a blessing in disguise. 

He says, “Since I didn’t have the flexibility 
to agonize over every frame on a compu-
ter during a shoot, the animation process 
ended up being very spontaneous, which 
in turn complemented the do-it-yourself 
message of the piece.”

New to stop-motion animation, Rihan 
has to face some tough challenges. The 
fragility of the toilet paper caused it to 
often collapse under its own weight. The 
precarious balancing act of the tissue pa-
per gives the film subtle unpredictability 

in its movement which Rihan admires the 
most. 

“Many of my shots involved animating the 
tree collapsing, which was very difficult 
to achieve in the controlled fashion that 
stop-motion requires since the tree did 
not have an armature. I used a combina-
tion of pipecleaners, glue, tape, and com-
positing to pull those shots off, but just 
barely managed to do so,” says Rihan.
Making mistakes and learning along the 
way, Rihan single-handedly shot each 
scene several time to perfect the itera-
tions. Another tough nut to crack was the 
use real world lighting. With his experi-
ence mostly in CG, the light process was 
a creative challenge. 

“I wanted the toilet paper to have a soft, 
glowing appearance and used a lot of 
bounce light to help achieve this look. 

Finally, since toilet paper is translucent, 
keying out the green screen was mostly 
tedious and sometimes impossible. I 
often had to digitally crop out scraps of 
toilet paper that were too translucent. As 
a result, the compositing phase took con-
siderably longer that I had anticipated,” 
he says.

The sound design is an integral part of 
the concept. The sounds of chainsaws 
and deforestation offer an excellent con-
trast in bathroom setting. To avoid the 
monotony of the sound of the chainsaw, 
he mixed new sounds and used different 
chainsaw tracks based on the visual in-
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tensity of the piece.
Working part-time, it took Rihan eight 
months to complete this film. He shot the 
film with a Canon Powershot SD 780 IS, a 
consumer-grade point-and-shoot cam-
era. Adobe Creative Suite 3 was used for 
the rest of the production work.

Animated public service an-
nouncements have increased 
greatly in the past few years 
and animation has become 
a powerful communicative 
medium in voicing serious and 
important issues. In the light 
of this medium, Rihan says, 
“Animation is particularly 
well-suited to present ideas in 

this fashion through the juxta-
position of images and ideas that do not 
conventionally go together.” He signs off 
by saying, “Wipe wisely!”

– Joyce Lemos

Arjun Rihan
Director/Animator

Arjun Rihan is an animator and film-
maker based in the Bay Area. He is 
currently working as a Camera and 
Staging Artist at Pixar Animation Stu-
dios.

His recent film ‘Switch Today’ is a fa-
vourite at the environmental film fes-
tivals around the world and was listed 
in the Official Selection at the Blue 
Planet Film Festival and was nomi-
nated for Best Ultra-Short, Reel Earth 
Environmental Film Festival. The film 
won the Special Jury Award for unique 
and effective communication through 
short-form PSAs, International Forest 
Film Festival 2011 and was also in the 
Official Selection (Educational, Scien-
tific or Industrial Films), at the Annecy 
International Animation Film Festival.


