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ABSTRACT

A study on the uniqueness of
<{Avatar>'s hyper-realistic animation style

Youn H. Lee

The Uncanny Valley is a hypothesis introduced by a roboticist, Masahiro Mori. The theory holds that as
robots and other facsimiles of humans look and act more human-like, the emotional response from a human
spectator to them will become increasingly empathic, until they approach realistic similarity to humans but not
quite exactly like them, when those images stop being likable and instead become repulsive and “uncanny.”
Although the scientific validity of this hypothesis is still debatable, it is true that many spectators has
tendency to reject hyper-realistic animation. For that reason, the great success of the recent movie Avatar is
remarkable.

Computer animations that try to represent humans in hyper-realistic way fall into a paradox: successful
result images would look too mundane and unsuccessful ones look "wrong". On top of that, audience would
expect from hyper-realistic animation to see same level of acting of live-action films, which is usually not the
case. The subtle differences between digital characters and real actors irritate spectators and hinder them in
absorbtion. The biggest difference between Avafar and other hyper-realistic animation is the referent of their
representation. While Avafar pursues a similar hyper-realistic visual style, the referents of the representation
shown in this movie are totally alien to us thus impossible to compare with the real counterparts. Unlike
characters in other hyper-realistic animations who had to fight an uphill battle with great actors in real life,
those in Avatar have criteria of their own. That is why this movie can be free from the dreadful valley and

let the audience absorb into the spectacle.

Keyword: the uncanny valley, hyper-realistic animation, <Avatar>, <Final Fantasy>, <Beowulf>
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