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LAUNCHING THE QUAYS 

by Lynn Tomlinson 

The following essay, expanding on a paper delivered at 
thel998 Society for Animation Studies Conference in Orange, 
California, presents a series of clues about the early years of the 
Brothers Quay. Steven and Timothy Quay, identical twins, 
have directed a live-action feature film, In.Hilule Benjamenla 
(1994), and received a Tony award fortheir innovati ve theatrical 
set design but they are better known for their enigmatic, poetic 
stop-motion animated films. Their animated films, including 
Slreel ofCrocodiles (1986), Rehearsals for EXlinC! Analornies 
(1987), and The Comb (1990), which often take European 
literature or art as a point of departure, give us a glimpse into 
dusty, eerie scenes lurking in imaginary cracks and crevices. 
The Quays have carved out a unique niche in the area of 
animation; their films are analyzed and discussed in art and film 
journals and are granted a seriousness that few other animated 
films achieve. 

While this essay presents anecdotal reminiscences and 
stories of the Quays 'formative' years, it should not be taken as 
a deterministic explanation for their personalities and their 
films. In their letter to J.D. McLatchy, quoted early in this essay , 
the Quays themselves appropriately mock a kind of simplistic 
pop-psychological cause-and-effect analysis. They also resist a 
simple narrative form in their work, preferring the veiled hint 
to the clear statement. Mirroring their films, this essay is made 
up of veiled hints, which may have more or less to do with the 
Quays' own narrati ve. Just as their films are made up of bits and 
pieces and cast-off memories, so too are the fragments of the 
artists' past gathered here. In part because of the enticingly 
elusive personae they have taken on, there is tremendous 
curiosity about the Quays. These clues, stories of their 
hometown, their college years, and their early animation, may 
say little about the direction that their work has taken, or they 
may inform with biographical detail, surprise us with unexpected 
banality, and open new possibilities for animation scholars. 

* * * * * * * * * 
WATCHING A BROTHERS QUAY FILM, in the dark, we 
move through a never-before-seen but curiously familiar space, 
part memory, part fantastic creation. Along the way we find 
traces, capture fragments, recollect sensations, gather clues... 
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CLUE: TWO POSSIBLE GENEAOLOGIES 

In a 1989 letter to poet and librettist J.D. McClatchy, the 
Brothers Quay wrote: 

What if we said we [were] born of a heavily tainted family, neurasthenic. 
micro-encephalic, each with one atrophied testicle, a sly liking for geese. 
chickens. etc .. pigtails in pillowcases, suffer from dry tongues, overly 
predisposed towards music and abandoned organ lofts, blah, blah, blah. 
No, we grew up sweating with obedience. Our Father was a 2nd class 
machinist for Philadelphia Electric, our mother your impeccable 
housewife (who was a figure skater before marriage). On our father's 
side there were two grandfathers: one a tailor from Berlin who had a shop 
in South Philly and the other, who was apparently a cabinet maker and 
we were told th,lt the 5th tloor ofLit Brothers [department store] in Philly 
has cabinets by the Quays. (Now we lived in Ph illy for some fi ve years 
and never made that tiny little expedition to confirm iL) Our Mother's 
father was excellent at carpentry and was also a chauffeur when Philly 
only had 5 automobiles to its name. SO! In terms of puppetry it's 
surprisingly all there - carpentry, mechanisms and tailoring and figure 
skating to music to score any of our aberrant tracking shots. Big Deal. 
will this help you dear fellow') I 

CLUE: ALMA MATER 
In 1969 Stephen and Timothy Quay graduated from the 

Philadelphia College of Art, now part of the University of the 
Arts. I am a professor of animation at UArts and attended 
graduate school there. I had heard that the Quays were alumni, 
but it was not until I discovered a film in the school's film 
archive, listed only as "Der Loop Der Loop, a student film by 
Steven and Timothy Quay," that I began looking into their years 
at the school, speaking to their former professors and classmates, 
and investigating the roots of their unique sensibility. 

CLUE: THE SUBURBS 
The Quays grew up in a suburb of Philadelphia, 

Pennsylvania, called Fairview Village,just outside the working 
class town of Norristown. Quays still live in the modest home 
where the twins grew up. They attended Methacton High 
School, where they were B students, with As only in Art. They 
were active students, on the Junior Prom Committee, the 
Guidance Committee, and Yearbook Art Editors. They played 
tennis, ran cross country, were on the basketball team. 

CLUE: A BASKETBALL HOOP 
The Quays were great basketball players, Freshman year in 

college, they played daily with a group of students during lunch 
breaks. Both practical and obsessi ve, back home they had taken 
their basketball hoop, cut out an inch of the metal rim, and 
welded it back together. Playing with a regular hoop at school 
games, a much larger target, they had the competitive edge.2 
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University of the Arts. Philadelphia. 

CLUE: 1965-1969 
In the fall of 1965, they entered the Philadelphia College of 

Art as freshmen, planning to major in illustration. "They started 
out very conservative, very collegiate. Chinos and crew-neck 
sweaters, that sort of thing," recalls an illustration classmate 
Marvin Mattelson. But over the next four years, according to 
their classmate, they began to take on the hermetic, obscure 
personas for which they are known. "They really got into being 
'weird' as a way of self identification." Mattelson says, "They 
were very aware of image.,,3 

Ofcourse, all society was undergoing quite a change during 
the four years that the Quays attended PCA. Looking through 
the college catalogs, it seemed that all of the students changed 
out of their khakis into something more bohemian. But even 
within the arts, within the emerging bohemianism, the Quays 
were idiosyncratic and uniquely talented. 

CLUE: PACKING TAPE 
As classmate Alan McGee points out, all of the illustration 

students were out of the fine art mainstream, because they were 
in the illustration department, interested in representational art, 
while abstraction was dominating the fine arts. 4 Still, even 
with in the small grau p of ill ustration students, the Quay brothers' 
work was remarkable from the start. It was always evident that 
they had spent hours and hours on their projects. Marvin 
Mattelson called their illustration projects "very tight, very 
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"Die Tefelser findung" (l960). poster by Jan Lenica (84 A 58). Plate 233. from 
J6zef Mroszczak. PolnisciJe Plakatklfnst. 

intricate, very collage." They were fascinated with the archaic 
printing machinery at the school, and figured out ways to make 
out-of-date and abandoned equipment create strikingly unique 
images. McGee told me, "They always had an eclectic set of 
interests, a highly idiosyncratic set of materials." He recalled a 
project of theirs, drawn on rows of packing tape, creating a 
textural quality reminiscent of film grain. "Their work had a 
fragile and remote mystery, even if it was just the back of a 
model that they were drawing," says McGee. He also recalls an 
unconfirmed story of a friend who felt sorry that they were 
working on battered old newsprint, packing tape, and the like, 
and gave them some beautiful drawing paper, which of course 
they never used. 

CLUE: POLISH POSTERS 
During their first year at the college, the Quays saw a show 

in the college gallery on Polish posters, which deeply affected 
their future work. A book in the College library, Polish Graphic 
Arts and Posters, from 1966, has a pencil notation inside the 
front cover: "show came to PCA in 1966." The images in this 
book and another in the College library, circa 1962, suggest the 
sort of works that the Quays mlls! have seen there: circus 
themes, collage, calligraphic figures.:> Among the posters would 
surely be pieces by Jan Lenica, whose posters are prominent in 
both of these books. Lenica was also an animator and set 
designer, just as the Quays would become. 
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CLUE: THE CITY OF BROTHERLY LOVE 
During their college years the Quays read Kafka's diary, 

spent hours with headsets listening to Janacek and other European 
composers, and watched European films. Something about 
these European artworks must have struck a chord with the 
brothers. Perhaps the artists' interest in the beauties of decay 
and the mysterious allure of the creaky and dusty were familiar 
to them. Critic Carolyn Steel writes of the Quays' involvement 
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J880s photograph of the MUlter Museum from Treasures o/The College of 
Physicians (i(Philadelphia 1998 Calendar(Philadelphia: College of Physicians 
of Philadelphia. 1992), 

with a certain kind of archaic urban environment, 'They draw 
inspiration from the kinds of cities that still harbor this quality, 
cities that haven't been tidied up. It's no coincidence that many 
of them are in Eastern Europe.,,6 And she quotes the Quays, 
'''We love prowling around, making little drawings of the way 
a city is dissembled over time.'" As far as American cities go, 
Philadelphia, with its low scale, crumbling brick row houses, 
narrow side streets, and the feeling that its moment of glory 
passed in the 18th century, is as close to a decrepit European city 
as you can get. Other animators and filmmakers seem to 
appreciate this quality; it is the city that inspired David Lynch's 
Eraserhead and the setting Terry Gilliam chose for his 
apocalyptic film, Twelve Monkeys. As the Quays' classmate, 
Mattelson, says, "Philadelphia is a dark city, There is a certain 
provincial quality that is manifested in the art students, growing 
up in the shadow of New York." Philadelphians tend to have 
a stubborn pride in their city's grit and grime. 

CLUE: THE MUTTER MUSECM 
One supremely creepy Philadel phi::! insti [Ution that connects 

with the Quays' work is the MurreI' \luseum. the museum of the 
Philadelphia College of PhysiClan;" The museum, purposely 
designed to preserve a nin lei"lHh-cenrury experience of a 
medical or art student. is the J.-:ird ,1t \\ ooden and glass-cased 
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'"The Murderer's Brain," photo by Olivia Parker. in Mlitter Museum calendar. 
This specimin came from the State Hospital for the Insane in Norristown. 

dusty setting that could figure in the decor of a Quay film. A 
veritable Wunderkammern of medical curiosities, the museum's 
displays include archaic gynecological implements; preserved 
deformed foetal animals; a woman whose dead body turned to 
soap as it decomposed; brains of murderers and the insane 
(coincidentally, one brain is from the State Hospital for the 
Insane in Norristown, minutes from the Quay's family home); 
and a cabinet of tiny drawers, each one containing a small 
object-buttons, screws, pins, a small medal boasting "perfect 
attendance"-objects inhaled or swallowed, which a doctor 
had removed from his patients' stomachs. 

Gretchen Worden, the museum's curator, confirmed my 
intuition that the Quays attended the museum; they have been 
in touch with her in the last few years to tell her their strong 
recollection of the museum and to request publications and 
catalogues. She sent them copies of the museum's popular 
calendar, featuring photographs of objects in the collection 
taken by various artists. According to a classmate, the Quays 
went to the MUtter Museum on a class field trip led by a visiting 
instructor, Professor Hogarth from England. Hogarth took the 
illustration class on a tour of the museum and had students do 
a project based on a museum exhibit. What sort ofproject might 
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Skeleton of conjoined twins joined at the head and thorax. Photo by Scott 
Lindgren. in Mutter Museum calendar. 

the Quay twins have made after seeing the Mutter Museum's 
cast of the bodies of the famous conjoined twins from Siam, 
Chang and Eng, or a skeleton from 1881 of conjoined twins 
joined at head and thorax') 

CLUE: BROTHERLY LOVE 
In The Culture of the Copy, Hillel Schwartz's brilliant 

study of the Western fascination with replicas, duplicates, and 
twins, he writes, "Identical twins are creatures of a terrible 
ambiguity, for they compromise the values we place on the 
individual even as they promise what we so des;erately want: 
faithful companionship, mutual understanding." Interestingly, 
though Hille! Schwartz makes no mention of the Quays 
themselves, who through their twin-ness and interests make 
concrete the arguments of his study, Schwartz does discuss 
Bruno Schulz's Street of Crocodiles in detail. In their letter to 
McClatchy, the Quays respond to the writer's questions about 
their relationship by replying, "We're totally ignorant and/or 
naive about split personalities, inward turning natures of our 
relationship, or wishing to work independently of each other. 
These aren't, and have never been, issues in the remotest sense, 
and it shows how fantasy bound others are about twins.,,9 
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I don't intend to treat the Quay's films as 'symptomatic' of 

their twin-ness, but their relationship as companionate 
collaborators is certainly an important and legitimate feature of 
their artistry, In a Nnv York Times article on the Quays' live-
action feature Institute Benjimema, they assert, "Collaborating 
was always the most natural thing for us, You're reading the 
same literature, seeing the same films, seeing the same girls. 
You're that close."IO Siblings and close companions clearly 
make good experimental animation teams. Think of the stop-
motion film Balance (1989) by the brothers Wolfgang and 
Christophe Lauenstein, or of John and Faith Hubley, or of 
Alexieff and Parker working with the pinscreen, pushing back 
and forth with the innate understanding of the other's movements 
that only comes from years of living and working together. 
How many independent animators wouldn't wish for a duplicate 
self who was close enough to know just the right move to make, 
the right line to draw, just the moment to push the button? 

CLUE: TWO SELF-PORTRAITS? 
It is classmate Alan McGee's impreSSion that even in 

college the brothers could jump light in and work on each 
other's work without argument. Their professors mention 
rumors of their passing for each other in classes, and one story 
goes that Tim and Steve both submitted a copy of the same self-
portrait, seated in an old-fashioned classroom chair, nude, but 
concealed by the writing-arm of the chair. And so the students 
wondered, were they truly self portraits, or did Steve draw Tim, 
and Ti m draw Steve, and really, what would be the difference 
between twin-portrait and self-portrait? 

On the subject of their double-identity, I agree with critic 
Laura Marks who suggests that the Quays felt, aesthetically, 
that their image as two halves of a whole could inform and 
further their art. I I She writes, "When subjectivity is so 
thoroughly decentered from human characters and onto animals, 
plants, inorganic beings and air and light themselves, it seems 
necessary to ask how one identifies with such a film ... The 
willingness to pull away from single human subjectivity may 
well have to do with the constitution of the Quays themselves 
... talking with them, I had the impression that their bicephalic 
identity was not a willful publicity stunt but a sincere lifelong 
expeliment in the meaning of subjectivity ... the brothers seem 
to practice in life what they seek to do in their films; namely, 
distribute subjectivity around." 
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CLUE: A FIERCE INTUITION 

So when did the possibility of animation first arise for the 
Quay brothers? They tell of seeing a show of Polish and Czech 
animation at the Philadelphia Museum of Alt: Jan Lenica, 
Walerian Borowczyk and Jiri Trnka. In his Junior year, Steven 
Quay transferred to the photography and film department. 
Perhaps by one majoring in illustration and the other in film, 
they got double the education, since they seem to have shared 
what they learned. It was most likely in a course called 
"Production, Direction and Animation," with requirements 
including storyboards and "completion of a short film utilizing 
one or more techniques of the animation process," that they first 
dabbled in animation. In a letter responding to my inquiries 
about their studies at PCA, the Quays wrote that they didn't 
really remember the courses, just the facilities and the film 
screen ings, "We shot a lot oft ive-action fragmen ts and attempted 
some crude multi-plane collage cut-out (like Del' Loop Del' 
Loop) over sheets of glass in our room ... But nothing special 
other than a fierce intuition that we really wanted to do film .. 
. Being trained in illustration and graphics naturally set us up as 
to taking the next step into animation, but we were equally 
galvanized by live-action. The only real courses we took would 
be watching other films and learning and making (even to this 
day) a lot of stupid mistakes." 12 

CLUE: A LEDGER 
Instead of a camera sheet or a log book, the Quay's practice 

of recording their work fits their Bartleby-the-Scrivener style: 
"On their desk they keep a ledger-they sketch out and time 
each mise-en-scene and enter it on the debit side of the book. 
When they complete the shot-often changed by chance or 
sudden inspirations-it is tallied on the credit side.,,13 The 
Quay's method of working is very different than the careful 
storyboarding, scripting and planning that many animators 
advocate, and allows them improvisational potential. As an 
under the camera animator myself, I appreciate and believe in 
the 'liberation of the mistake' that the Quays profess. 

CLUE: DER LOOP DER LOOP 
After graduation from PCA, the Quays were offered a 

scholarship to the Royal College of Art, and it was there that 
they created Der Loop Del' Loop, their first completed sound 
animated collaboration. They made it over a Christmas holiday 
during their second year in London. Since they were in the 
illustration department, a fliend signed out a Bolex for them. 
They shot it in their room using a desk lamp and a tripod. They 
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Ringmaster from Del' Loop Der Loop. 

started, as they still often do, with the music. It is a cut-out film, 
using a collage of images that look like 19th century engravings. 
Clearly an early effort, on the surface there is little to suggest the 
subtle brilliance that was to follow. Of course, looking back at 
the film from our privileged position, we can read into it, 
finding clues in retrospect. 

CLUE: PRESENTING THE FLYING BROS. QUAY!!! 
Der Loop Der Loop is the tale of a circus trick gone awry. 

We watch as two trapeze artists perform a series of stunts. 
"BEHOLD - CASTI-PIANI, THE MOST REMARKABLE 
TRAPEZE DUET," the ringmaster says (via calligraphic 
intertitles, silent-film style), "WILL NOW PERFORM FOR 
THE FIRST TIME IN HISTOR Y THE SPECTACULAR 
NEVER- TO-HA VE-BEEN-PERFORMED-BEFORE 
QUADRUPLE SOMERSAULT ... "This feat ends absurdly 
as the woman grabs the man's legs, wh ich break off, sending her 
plummeting in slow-motion to the floor below, where she 
lands, as a tumbler cartwheels over her. The ringmaster sums 
it up with a deadpan "AND THERE YOU HAVE IT." Other 
collaged figures populate this circus setting-odd musicians 
and what I take to be a ticket taker, who foreshadows the climax 
by shaking off his hand into the ticket box. 

The circus theme reappears in the Punch-and-Judy and 
clown-like characters that often appear in the Quays films. The 
moniker "The Brothers Quay" has the feeling of an old-time 
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Performers from De,. Loop On Loop. 

traveling pair of performers. Perhaps they were searching for 
an appropriate noms-de-plume and personae for themselves as 
they made Del' Loop Del' Loop; the credits are as follows: 
'''L'Histoire du Cirque' de Armand Salacru, Adapte par Guy 
et Hamisa Tabar, avec Musique de Haendel." 

CLUE: THE FLOURISH 
The flourish, both in tone and in calligraphy, is one element 

that we can see being born in this early work. In Del' Loop Del' 
Loop, the brothers used flowery, formal written text to introduce, 
sparsely narrate, and wrap up the film. This js still a notable 
characteristic of their work. The Quay's films, as well as their 
stationery and other business trappings, employ remarkable 
calligraphy, with bountiful flourishes and serifs. This gives 
their work a lyrical, 19th-century feeling. Calligraphy, rather 
than type-set or computer generated fonts, is emblematic of the 
Quay's work, suggesting the connection with the living hand, 
as well as their scrivener-ish aesthetic. But this calligraphy is 
no mere handwliting-it is precise, intricate and baroque, at 
times almost unreadable in its intricacies. In Rehearsals for 
Extinct Anatomies, we follow an animated compass as it creates 
curlicues and flourishes. At times the line itself comes to life. 
Their handwritten personal correspondence can also overflow 
with voluptuous descriptions and flourishes. In a letter to the 
translators of Robert Walser's texts, on which the Quay's film 
The Comb is based, they write, 
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Carumba" What a fabulous package to have found elegantly 
propped up on our 3rd floor landing on the eve ofChristmas eve. 
Bless the English postal system, and grand himalayou identical 
bows from the two of us here in Kilburn where we thank you 
from the bottom of our little wooden hearts for this immense 
cadeau. A flurry of questions are in order, but maybe it's best 
we obscenely swoon into these pages. So we salute you both 
and wish you the very warmest Christmas Greetings filled with 
unending flurries of snow and snowdrifts to bruise our lips 
against if only as sleepwalkers. 
Our very best to you and New Orleans Quays [4 

CLUE: A THIRD DIMENSION 
The most obvious difference between Der Loop Der Loop 

and their later films is the change from cut-out collage to puppet 
film. But the Quays' sort of puppet film is a still a collage, a 
three-dimensional found-object collage, a Joseph Cornell box 
come to life. Their studio is packed with odd things that they 
find, and sometimes little peculiar treasures are left by admirers 
at their door. They rearrange this detritus in different 
combinations until the objects begin to affect each other and 
suggest an inner life. This collage mentality was clearly alive 
in the Quays when they made Der Loop Der Loop. 

CLUE: BUSTER KEATON 
Der Loop Der Loop is funny-funny in a Terry Gilliam! 

Monty Python sort of way. In fact, the similarity is striking. 
Monty Python began airing in England 1969 and 1970. The 
Quays would have been in London at the Royal College of Art 
at the time. Could there be an influence? Or were Terry Gilliam 
and the Quays both responding to similar cultural forces? 

At first glance, most Quay films may not seem funny, at 
least not the kind of funny most people are prepared for in 
animation. But beneath the surface, a strange dark humor is at 
work. Theirfilms are both funny "ha-ha" and funny "pecuhar." 
A clue to their use of humor is that they discussed Buster Keaton 
and the neutrality of his humor with the lead actor in their live-
action film Institute Benjamenta. 15 The normally inanimate 
objects that people their animated films-the compasses, screws. 
eyeless doll's heads-are naturally adept at this deadpan. 
poker-faced acting style. 

CLUE: BLOOD SWEAT AND TEARS 
After graduating from the Royal College of Art, they 

returned to America and worked for a time designing book 
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jackets, album COhTS and the like. They were so poor that 
rumors went around that they were being paid to submit their 
bodies for medical experiments. While they were struggling, 
they were doing work for the prestigious Grove Press, designing 
covers for the press's El'ergreel1 Review, one of America's 
premiere avant-garde literary magazines. Around this time, 
Tim Quay also created cover al1 for the first hit album by the 
group Blood Sweat and Tears. which was released in 1969. 16 

CLUE: DUPLICITY, DUPLICATION, AND INFLUENCE 
The final clue begins with a Quay quote: "Our own vision 

has been crucially marked by these masters whoas it conveniently 
seems will never be known and so the dupery continues and no 
one will ever know.',17 Young animators are drawn to the 
Quays' work; their influence is clear. But while their direct 
influence on ani mation is apparent, how can their styIe influence 
the art world in other ways'! Clues without definitive singular 
answers, puppets without a single master, and a taxonomic style 
of presentation that sets everyone wondering about a duplicate 
world. What if we allowed the Quays, the puppet masters. to 
influence our style of thinking, of writing ... what if we 
duplicated their vision of the world and followed in their 
clues'718 
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