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T
here are few places where fantasy and real-
ity collide, co-exist and feed off each other 
as they do in Hollywood, and few places 
where the fantastic possiblities of technol-
ogy develop faster than in California, so 
sunny LA is possibly one of the only places 
in the world where you should not be sur-
prised to meet a man whose stated ambi-
tion is to create a robot a day. What’s more 

impressive is that Dave Pressler makes a living doing 
just this – making robots by hand, as illustrations, char-
acters for films and as sculptures of all sizes. As a result, 
robots not only fill his imagination, but also his studio. 

His robots have won him coveted Emmy nomina-
tions and he has worked for prestigious studios includ-
ing Dreamworks, Nickelodeon and The Jim Henson 
Company. Most recently, he has moved into creating 
his own stop-motion animated films. Now he is about 
to take part in a retrospective of his work at Lancaster 
Museum of Art History (MOAH) in California. And 
taking part includes moving a large chunk of his studio 
to the museum and working on-site – the creative pro-
cess as an exhibit or as performance art?

All this is impressive considering that Pressler never 
went to art school. He first moved to California from his 
childhood home of Chicago with a dream of becoming 
an actor, and, like so many actors who are waiting to be 

california 
streaming

discovered, started out working in a variety of jobs, including 
being a delivery driver. 

“I studied improvisational comedy and theatre and moved 
to California with a couple of friends who wanted to get into 
film production. The three of us worked together and I said 
‘Ok, I’ll design the characters’ and we started making our own 
TV shows,” he recalls. 

Character creation turned out to be something he was 
good at – his father was an illustrator and he had enjoyed art 
and painting as a child. The team started to get development 
deals and he became increasingly involved in character and 
production design. “All the bits you have to do in order to get a 
TV show off the ground,” he explains. He also discovered that 
his experience in improvisational comedy helped to inform 
his characters. Timing, movement,facial expressions, posture 
and attitude are all as important to the way we perceive an 
animated “person”, as they are in real life.

“I always read the script before I draw anything because I need 
to know about the character’s inner life – what is its position and 
how does it think?” he says. “Once you understand this core emo-
tion then you can add all the nuances that show character.”

He soon decided that he wasn’t very good at drawing 
people, even animated ones, so instead turned his attention 
to robots. This gave him freedom, but, he says, also limited 
his opportunities at first. “When you get into this field, you’re 
normally offered work drawing and revising storyboards after 
other artists have created the characters, so you need to be able 
to mimic their work. I couldn’t do this well because I wasn’t 
a good artistic mimic. I just had to stick to making my own 
characters,” he says.

Hollywood illustrator, animator 
sculptor and all-round robot 
creator Dave Pressler tells Ruth 
Prickett about robots, why we 
should all be making things, and 
how to beat procrastination
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He also found it puzzling when companies would hire 
him to create a design for, say, an animated plush rabbit and, 
after he created one in his own style, would respond “Can’t 
you make it more like this?” and show him a well-known 
Steiff toy. “I’d say, but you don’t need me to do that – anyone 
could do it,” he says.

In retrospect, although he thinks he probably talked himself 
out of some lucrative jobs, he believes that these experiences 
helped him to develop his own distinctive look. He’s even 
heard stories of clients asking other artists to create something 
in a “Dave Pressler style”, surely the ultimate compliment, al-
though he tends to ask why they didn’t just hire him.

Making the physical sculptures of robots came a bit later. 
“I’d go into meetings and show them drawings and explain 
that it would be a 3D puppet and I could tell they couldn’t 
really see what I was talking about,” he recalls. “So I started 
making my own models to sell the idea better. I was surprised 
to find that sculpting came more naturally to me than the ini-
tial drawing process. I get the result I want faster, whereas an 
illustration can feel like a fight all the way along – there are so 
many things such as lighting and shading to consider. I tend 
to think in a filmic way and think first about how it will be lit 
to get the best possible shot.”

For Pressler, the most important aspect of all his work –
whether this is physical sculptures, models and robots or il-
lustrations, is that they involve his passion for making things. 
And, equally passionately, he believes that this is something 
anyone can do and more people should do.

“I learnt my art in the TV industry. I don’t see art as magi-
cal, I see it as something people can learn and practice,” he 
says. “You pick up the techniques, you keep practising them 
and if you fail sometimes you just keep on trying. Anyone can 
take the ideas in their head and make them.”

Making things of any kind – whether it is models, drawing, 
painting or cooking, is good for you, he argues. He points to 
a giant frame ladder that he uses for large sculptures and says 
that he once used it to deep-fry a giant turkey for a Thanks-
giving dinner. Making for Pressler is fun, satisfying – and, at 
times, hugely frustrating – but it’s never a waste of time.

“You’ll never go wrong making anything,” he says. “You’ll 
be so much better off making 10 bad paintings than just 
thinking about making them.”

New ways of making things also fascinate him. Having 
worked on films and television series, created charaters and 
stop-motion animations, created illustrations, limited-edition 
collectors’ models and large-scale sculptures, he is now inter-
ested in mastering two further techniques, 3D digital sculpt-
ing and physical welding. “I’d like to make large metal robots 
that can stand in the garden and rust interestingly,” he says. 
“But as I get older, I find that your body hurts less at the end 
of the day when you make things digitally,” he adds.

For him, it doesn’t matter whether making is physical or dig-
ital – it’s about getting ideas out of your head and into the open 
and being brave enough to face criticism and ridicule. This is 
why he has made a “Shut up and draw” robot for his new show 
– it’s designed to encourage people to stop procrastinating. 

Technology – and its scope for helping people make 
things differently and in new ways – also fascinates him. 
“Now we’ve all got cameras on our phones and 3D printers 
are becoming more available and this is helping to democra-
tise art, just as cheaper ready-made paints once did. It’s good 
to bring tools to the people,” he says. “But I don’t know what 
the results will be. When I taught improvisation I used to tell 
students that I can teach them skills, but I can’t teach them 
to be funny. It’s the same with art. You can give people new 
tools, but you can’t make them successful artists.”

But the tools are important. He recalls his disappointment 
aged 10 when he decided to make a stop-motion animation 
showing the Hindenburg exploding. He’d made a model of 
the ship to blow up, but the camera stopped working after 
just four frames, so he could never finish it. “Now anyone 
with a phone could do this,” he says. 

Lack of ideas is never what stops people from making 
things, he adds. Now tools are no longer a barrier to creating 
art either, so most of the excuses are disappearing. “People 
call me and say ‘I’ve got this great idea’ and I say ‘Don’t tell 
me – write down a three-page treatment’. This will give them 
experience and will show them all the pitfalls and problems. 
The idea in your mind is always perfect. It’s the getting it 
down on paper that’s important,” he explains. “Most people 
never do it. But if they do, I’ll listen to them.”

Pressler’s studio is full of folders of ideas for future work 
which may or may not ever turn into anything. He is now 
keen to do a graphic novel and is at the stage of “jotting ideas 
down and bouncing them around”. “I have at least five ideas 
going round on the carousel in my head at any one time. I’m 
writing up everything I think of, drawing thumbnail sketches 
and larger illustrations and also making sculptures related to 
the novel,” he explains. “I find that the more I make around a 
project, the more it all builds and defines the idea and makes 
it real and whole.”  

Not surprisingly, he describes his studio as a “clutter of 
toys, art supplies, objects of interest” and anything else that 
inspires him. “I have toy robots everywhere.” These will all be 
transported and relocated in situ for the new exhibition so he 
can work as part of the show.

However, unlike many illustrators, Pressler is used to 
working in full view in large teams. His last job at Dream-
works, for example, was as art director for the TV series Boss 
Baby Back in Business, which he had to help convert from its 
original incarnation as a film.

“When I’m working in a big studio I think ‘Oh I miss 
my own studio and being alone’ and then the job ends and 
I’m back at my own desk thinking ‘Oh I miss my team’,” he 
laughs. “I’ve been a freelancer for 22 years now and I learnt 
how to discipline myself early. I go to my studio as if I’m go-
ing into work. I start at about 9am and try to stay here till my 
wife gets home at about 7pm.”

Work for clients, however big, important and interesting, 
should not mean you neglect your own personal projects, 
though, he adds. He is equally disciplined about working for 
himself, even if this means fitting it in at night. 

“Even if you only manage one hour a day on your own 
work, you will have seven hours of it completed by the end of 
the week,” he points out. “There’s nothing worse than meeting 
a publisher or a producer and having nothing to show them 
when they ask what you’ve been doing lately.” It seems unlikely 
that Pressler has ever been in this embarrassing position.

——• 1 •——
Idea to Object: The Art of Dave Pressler will run at lancaster 
museum of art History, california, from 4 august to 30 september. 
Visit www.davepresslerart.com or www.lancastermoah.org for details.
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