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Well-Rounded Boy, Meet Old Square 
AN old man and an 8-year-old walk into the jungle carrying a house. While that may sound like the opening line to a joke, it is actually a scene from Pixar’s latest flight of fancy, “Up.” Having tackled toys, monsters, fish, cars, superheroes, rats and robots, the creative team at the studio decided this time, for its first film in 3-D, to center a story around a grumpy septuagenarian balloon salesman named Carl Fredricksen.
“We started off with this list of things we’d always wanted to play with, and an older, grumpy guy was definitely on that list,” said the film’s director, Pete Docter. Inspired by the cartoons of George Booth in The New Yorker, Mr. Docter and his co-director and co-screenwriter, Bob Peterson, wanted to create a curmudgeon with audience appeal. 
Early in the film, the widowed Carl has isolated himself from the world. Facing a court edict that would put him in a nursing home, he resists by strapping balloons to his house and floating to Paradise Falls in South America, a place he has dreamed of since he was a boy yearning to be an explorer. On the way he meets offbeat characters (including a pudgy 8-year-old named Russell and a dopey dog named Dug) who shake him out of his stiff, cantankerous shell.
To give these characters a distinct look, Mr. Docter worked with the production designer Ricky Nierva, who came to Pixar during the development of “Monsters, Inc.” Using simple forms to build lively personalities, Mr. Nierva literally helped the characters take shape. Squares and circles (or in the case of this 3-D film, boxes and spheres) play a major part. Mr. Docter and Mr. Nierva discuss their ideas behind the film’s four central characters. More of their designs can be seen, along with audio commentary, in this interactive feature. 
CARL IS THE FOCAL point of “Up,” so the film’s design ideas began with him. Because Carl is so set in his ways, the designers thought it would be best to represent his features in square shapes, from his face and his glasses down to his fingers and knuckles. A wide shot shows Carl in his home chairlift, slowly moving down a staircase in a nearly expressionless manner. The designers used both the foreground and background of the shot to give cues to Carl’s character. “The shape symbolism is present in the photo frames within this shot to tell a snapshot story of Carl’s life,” Mr. Nierva said. “Anytime you see Carl in a picture by himself, he’s in a square frame. And anytime you see Eleanor” — his wife — “she’s in an oval frame. And anytime you see them together, we thought of a square frame with an oval matte. So all of these things help balance his world of squares and circles.”
RUSSELL, AN ANNOYINGLY eager Wilderness Explorer seeking his assisting-the-aged merit badge, unwittingly finds himself on Carl’s porch when the house takes flight. He’s the young, rounded yang to Carl’s stubbornly square yin. “Russell is like a whirling dervish,” Pete Docter said of the boy, who is just one badge shy of achieving the rank of Senior Wilderness Explorer. “He’s spinning and moving, so we designed him more like a top or a balloon.” The sketch of Russell and his gear is called a shader packet, which helps the film’s technical directors keep track of the many items needed to animate the character. “The design of Russell is deceptively complicated, but we’re trying to make him as simple as we can,” Mr. Nierva said. “He’s got multiple levels of clothing on top of each other. All of this is researched down to the detail about what weave of the cloth it is.”
CARL AND RUSSELL find Dug in the jungles of Paradise Falls. He’s part of a pack sent out to search for a rare bird. But while the other dogs are angular, muscular and menacing, Dug is overweight and lovable. His owner has fitted him with an electronic collar that allows him to vocalize his thoughts. (The creators of “Up” wanted to avoid the humanlike talking animals that populate many animated films.) Mr. Nierva said Dug was inspired by a dog seen on the Internet. “Pete was looking around to adopt a dog and found this golden retriever-Labrador mutt,” he said. To help create a realistic-looking animated animal the designers took another road trip. “We went to the local dog day care, and we would ask the owners if we could see the overweight dogs,” he said. “We wanted to see how the fat hangs on the dog and how the fur hangs and, in movement, how that belly jiggle works.”
KEVIN IS THE NAME that Russell gives to the extremely rare, 13-foot flightless bird that he and Carl come across in the jungle. “Every film at Pixar, there’s always one character that’s really difficult to design, and Kevin is that character on ‘Up,’ ” Mr. Nierva said. “Pete wanted this complex character. It had to be vulnerable, it had to be scary, it had to be colorful, it had to be huge.” Kevin was based on the Himalayan Monal pheasant, one of the world’s most iridescent birds. To study it the designers took a road trip to the Sacramento Zoo. They also brought ostriches to Pixar’s campus in Emeryville, Calif., so they could analyze their structure and movements. The ostriches also served as inspiration for Kevin’s feathers, but creating them on screen proved to be a challenge for the animators. The detail required a re-engineering of their technology to get the right texture.
