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PUSHING THE
BOUNDARIES

Tele-Monkey writer, director, and producer Martin Bonnici

MARTIN BONNICI and his team at Shadeena Films have produced Malta’s first
ever animated short film in Steresoscopic 3-D. Here, he tells manic! about his
frustration at the lack of ambition he sees in his field locally, and how achieving
the highest standards is the Holy Grail for his team.
Photography: Gerald Manduca (www.photoanddesignstudio.com)

What is stereoscopic 3-D? How different is it
to the viewer from, say, a traditional cartoon
on a TV or big screen?

Stereoscopic 3-D is simply an added
dimension in film making. We perceive things
in 3D and that’s how we can judge distances,
but when you’re seeing a film the 3D world is
being re-interpreted on a 2D canvas. 3D
technology allows that 2D canvas to be
perceived again as a 3-Dimensional space and
allows the audience to experience a sense of
depth in the shots. It is not an essential tool in
filmmaking and I don’t think that it’s a
technique that fits every film and film genre,
but in certain films it does add to the
experience.

You used to work doing animation for a TV
production company in Malta before going

freelance. What’s your experience, and what
sort of things did you produce when you were
there?

I’ve worked with a couple of production
companies mostly working in advertising, so my
day-to-day work was directing and doing postproduction on TV adverts and corporate projects.
I think that it’s an excellent way to gain
experience on production, as advertising allows
you to be creative and get hands on experience
on different production styles.
Who is Tele-Monkey aimed at?

I guess Tele-Monkey is aimed at everyone who
has an interest in animation or advertising.
Although it does have a strong concept behind
it we tried to make it as entertaining as we
could so hopefully people will be entertained by

the simple story, the visuals and the soundtrack,
even if they are not interested in the subject
matter.

Why did you choose a monkey as your main
character – and is there any particular reason
you called him Joe? Is he a character that you
have been thinking about for a long time?

The search for Joe took long and I thought of
many different versions of the character. At one
point it was even a man in a gorilla suit handing
out flyers in Republic Street. Over the years I
had collaborated with the band Spooky Monkey
on various projects and one day it occurred to me
that the monkey in their logo (designed by
Joseph P. Farrugia) would make a great character
for this story. I don’t know if they ever named
that monkey, but I decided to call our version of
him Joe as it’s a common Maltese name.»
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Do the questions Joe asks and the
search he goes on in the film
reflect your own personal feelings
about modern society?

In a way they do. I have a great
respect for advertising when it is
done well, and believe that the very
best of advertising should be
considered as an art form.
Unfortunately advertising is often
abused and instead of an inspiring
artwork that invokes some emotion,
you get a crudely drawn
announcement that has to be
displayed a thousand times just to
get people’s attention.
How did you fund the project?

Traditionally, animated short
films are not funded. They are a
labour of love by professionals
across the world that want to show
their full potential, unhindered by
client’s requests and budgets.
However, I wanted Tele-Monkey to
be at least partially funded, so we
put together a budget based on
estimates of how long every person
involved would have to spend
working on it and applied to the
Malta Film Fund. We were
approved for a grant which covered

enjoy 95 per cent of my time at
work. From a financial point of
view yes I do survive, and beyond
that I make enough to be able to
continuously invest in my studies
and in my company.

Will this project make any money
at all and help you develop your
career in this field further? What
about the rest of the team?

No, short films simply do not
make any profit. Even if the project
were to be picked for distribution
by the biggest distributors out there
it is very difficult to break even and
recoup all the costs. So far, I am
running at a loss on this project as
not only did I not make any money
off of it, but I’ve spent money on
it. No one on the team got paid
what they rightly deserve on this
project, and I am very grateful for
their support and the hours they
have dedicated. But I have made
sure that everyone made at least
some money off of it. What this
project brings to everyone involved
is something that shows their true
potential. A project that they can be
proud of and hopefully access to
even better projects in the near
future.

Tele-Monkey explores the life
of Joe, and his obsession with
trying to understand the
meaning behind the world’s
advertising and TV-shopping
addictions. From five-minute
segments in our daily variety
programs to the pavement we
walk on, a product is always on
display. His every waking
moment is consumed by sales
and advertising and he hopes
that one day soon, he’ll find,
and understand, the truth
behind it all. Martin Bonnici
wrote, directed and produced
the film. The other members of
the production team were:

Lead 3D Artist: Ivan Saliba

the years. Are we ready to reduce
standards in construction or the
tourism industries? Would a school
allow an unqualified and
inexperienced individual to teach?
I would guess that the answers to
those questions are no, or at least I
hope so. But we make an
exception for the Broadcasting
Industry and anyone with a camera
is allowed to put an advert on air.
Broadcasting is a mass medium, it
survives on audiences that in the
real world are captured through
quality productions. Yet for the
limited audience that this nation
has, we have seven TV stations,
two of which are funded by
political parties that have a
guaranteed audience irrespective
of the quality of the programmes
they broadcast. I am aware that
even abroad you have stations
strongly affiliated to political
parties, however since they are not
officially so, they still maintain
certain production standards in
order to reach an audience.
This anomaly has done a lot of
damage to the local broadcasting
industry and I think that the people
involved should not simply accept
and go along with this situation,
but strive for standards to be set

Production Designer:
Matthew Grima Connell

about 33 per cent of the film’s total
expense, this went to pay everyone
involved a percentage of their full
fee. Apart from that I invested part
of my savings into the project to
cover certain marketing expenses
and the project was supported by
BeagleWorks, Studio 7 and Empire
Cinemas, who all offered their
services and support free of charge.
We also got a small number of
donations from people who were
interested in the project, a gesture
for which we are very grateful.
Do you do any other work apart
from writing/producing/directing
– or is this your full-time career –
and can you survive on it?
I also animate and do visual
effects and colour grading for a
living, mostly in advertising and
corporate work. As of this year my
time is split rather evenly between
writing, producing and directing,
and doing post-production work,
both on advertising and short film
projects. I do not think it’s a
question of survival: at the end of
the day I do what I love for a
living. I’m lucky enough to look
forward to Monday morning and

32

manic! February 2012

Animation, Steresoscopic 3-D…
seems like Tele-Monkey is a
project that is breaking lots of
new ground all at once. Why did
you decide to be so ambitious?

Why not? This is something I’ve
been asked repeatedly by different
people, and in a way it’s a question
that I don’t understand. The only
way one can learn more and
improve is by being ambitious, by
trying out new things. Yes it is risky
and it can lead to mistakes and
missed deadlines but to me failure
is being un-ambitious and not
trying to improve things.

You have gone on record
lamenting about the lack of
standards in the production of
animation in broadcasting (and
other related spheres) in Malta.
But don’t you think it’s very hard
to reach top European standards
when the facilities, time and
money available are so small and
the rewards so few?
The reason I lament is that we
have brought this upon ourselves
by allowing the local TV stations
to reduce quality and pay through
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Lead Animator: Benji Borg

and maintained across all stations,
even if this means we have less
stations. Tele-Monkey is an attempt
to prove that we do have the talent
available to reach these standards
and I believe that once these issues
are addressed and the industry is
regulated properly, then the
Maltese broadcasting industry can
achieve European Standards.

What next for your company –
and for you?

Sound Designer: Aleksander
Bundalo

Composers: Spooky Monkey
Storyboard Artist: Nel Pace

3D Trainee: Roderick Galea

Shadeena Films is in its initial
stages. We are currently investing a
lot in our network and our
productions whilst also working on
a number of commercial projects.
We are currently also developing
our next big project and aim to
become more involved in the
audio-visual production industry in
the coming years. What is certain is
that in the coming years we will
continue to strive for higher
standards and Tele-Monkey is just
the beginning of our journey.

Check out the website
www.tele-monkey.com for updates
and more details, as well as the
trailer for Tele-Monkey. m

