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Abstract

Animation relies on stylized actions as the main means of emotional expression, which
is different from the live media which heavily depends on dialogue and facial realism. In
these strategies, exaggerated movements play a central role in the performance of the
character's internal psychological state. However, although exaggerated action is very
important in animation practice, it is often regarded as a stylistic convention rather than
a structured visual mechanism for emotional communication. This study aims to explore
the role of exaggerated character actions as visual emotional language in animation
design. This paper uses qualitative visual analysis method, combining animation theory,
emotional research and embodied cognition to study the four key mechanisms of
exaggerated movement: spatial deformation, time manipulation, rhythm structure and
force trajectory. The analysis emphasizes not isolated case studies, but repeated action
strategies, which shape emotional perception in the animation environment. The results
show that the emotional meaning in animation is actively constructed through action
design. Spatial deformation magnifies the emotional intensity, time manipulation
reshapes the emotional duration, rhythmic repetition establishes the emotional tone,
and the trajectory with power guides the emotional orientation. To sum up, these
mechanisms reveal that exaggerated movement, as a whole system, constructs
emotional experience through the movement itself. This study provides a theoretical
framework for understanding the emotional expression in animation, and provides
relevant insights for animation design, visual analysis and emerging digital media
production practice.
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1. Introduction

Animation is a highly stylized visual medium, and the expression of emotion is mainly achieved
through action, rather than verbal communication or exaggeration. Different from live
performance, animated characters often rely on the exaggeration of body movements to
externalize the psychological aspects of the mind and enlarge the emotional effect [1]. Through
the exaggerated movement of space, time and rhythm, the emotion becomes visible and
responsive, which constitutes a constructive expression strategy of animation history. Although
this has always been considered an important aspect, because it is a practical or stylistic
concept, the emotional role of exaggerated movement has been addressed in animation
research, rather than as a conceptual visual mechanism. Previous studies mostly focused on
narrative analysis, character types or cultural symbols, while the research of emotional
representation focused on facial expressions based on real scene research conditions and
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performance mode based on dialogue. Therefore, exaggeration, as the operation mode of the
main emotional content of animation, is still a hypothetical void at the conceptual level.

In order to fill this gap, this paper makes a qualitative visual analysis of exaggerated character
actions as a visual language for emotional expression. Based on the theories of animation,
emotion and embodied cognition, this study explores the concepts of spatial deformation, time
manipulation, rhythm change and motion trajectory to support emotional perception. This
study will reveal the relationship between action exaggeration and emotional experience as a
theoretical framework between animation design practice and visual emotional analysis.

2. Theoretical Background

2.1. Exaggeration as an Expressive Principle in Animation

Exaggeration is considered to be one of the key principles in animation theory, because it can
enhance the clarity and influence, and attract the audience. The classic animation model
emphasizes that exaggeration does not mean distortion, but reveals the inner state of the
character through strategic exaggeration [2-4]. According to the traditional theory of character
animation, movement is not to reproduce the physical reality, but to better express the
narrative purpose, emotion and focus, rather than the real movement. Therefore, exaggerated
action is a means of communication, not a stylistic means. By stretching, compressing and
rhythmically changing the movement of body parts, animators can use it to guide the audience's
attention to the scene with emotional significance. Therefore, exaggeration is used to make the
emotional state tangible and easy to read, especially in the case of insufficient dialogue or facial
expression. However, animation theory can at least recognize the necessity of exaggeration. At
the same time, it often ignores its emotional process. It often believes that this is a practical rule.

2.2. Embodied Emotion and Exaggerated Motion as Visual Language

The research of affective theory and embodied cognition suggests that emotion is not only a
cognitive or representational event, but an emotion based on physical experience and
perception. The audience not only understands the emotional signals symbolically, but also has
a sense of motion and time for the action, and produces emotion. In this sense, body movement
is an important focus of emotion formation and interpretation in visual media. Animation is
another particularly relevant website, which reflects emotional communication and does not
refer to real life performance of physical realism. Animation action breaks away from the
normal behavior of the body through exaggeration, and enhances the distortion of space, time,
rhythm and power. The emotional meaning is not distorted in this distortion, but exaggerated
through the expression of the overall internal psychological state of the body under the effect
of emotional suggestion. In cartoon characters, emotions no longer contain expressions or
individual gestures, but spread to the whole body through action, time and path scripts.
However, although motion and emotion are closely complex, few studies have developed the
concept of exaggerated motion into a logical visual emotional system. Although emotion
oriented theories usually emphasize facial expressions and dialogue patterns created in real
action or the real world, many existing animation studies have understood exaggeration as a
stylistic means (or process intuition). Therefore, the embodiment and time of animation
movement have not been fully theorized, especially about the role of exaggeration in emotional
perception. This paper conceptualizes exaggerated actions as visual emotional language in
animation design, filling this gap.
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3. Visual Mechanisms of Exaggerated Motion

3.1. Spatial Deformation and Emotional Intensity

Spatial deformation is also the intentional deformation of the body or body parts by stretching,
compressing and zooming in or out. In the animation, the effect of this deformation makes the
physical representation of the character temporarily violate the anatomy, through which the
visual expression of excessive emotional state can be projected [5-6]. Spatial deformation is not
a form of stylistic distortion, but as a kind of reinforcement to increase the emotional
prominence under the condition of emotional climax. The higher the proportion of the role in
the body, the higher the intensity of emotional expression. This effect, especially the expression
of surprise, fear, intense excitement or hysteria, is particularly useful in this mechanism. Any
extension of limbs or facial features is usually to depict instant surprise or terror, while the
collapsed body feels the impact of fear or anxiety or emotional bombardment. Through these
changes, animation exposes the internal psychological pressure of watching, so that the feeling
can be immediately felt at the physical level, rather than inferred from the story.

People can see such typical examples in Wonderland. Moments of fear and surprise are often
accompanied by extreme squeezing and stretching effects (see Figure 1). The change of the
heroine's facial features and body proportion is temporary, but when she is faced with new or
threatening situations, she will feel it, which will lead to eye enlargement, trunk compression
and postural instability. This spatial distortion physically enhances emotional vulnerability, so
the audience can understand fear and shock through physical exaggeration rather than
language.

= A

Figure 1. Spatial deformation intensifying fear through exaggerated facial proportion in
Spirited Away

A contrasting but equally exemplary example can be found in the TV series mob psychology
100, in which spatial deformation changes significantly according to emotional intensity. As
shown in Figure 2, when emotion is overloaded, the space proportion of animated characters
will become very unbalanced. Under strong emotional pressure, problems such as excessive
swelling or fragmentation of facial features, unstable lines and disproportionate body
proportions will occur [7-8]. These visual changes are related to emotional states beyond
normal expression, such as accumulated anxiety or sudden mental stress. Here, spatial
distortion is not only a simple increase in emotional intensity, but also a sign of instability
between individuals: the greater the emotional pressure, the greater the degree of body
fragmentation. The contrast between secular and extreme environments in visual images
shows that exaggerated distortion is not a stable stylistic attribute, but a system gradually
strengthened with emotional intensity.
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Figure 2. Contrasting degrees of spatial deformation and emotional intensity in exaggerated
character motion in Mob Psycho 100

In these cases, spatial deformation is a visual process that links physical instability and
emotional extremes. Animation breaks the rhythm of the body, and emotion becomes a three-
dimensional experience. What the audience experiences is the intensity of three-dimensional
psychological experience, which is no longer realistic. This is an example of how deformation is
controlled through animation action design using emotional strategies.

3.2. Temporal Manipulation and Affective Tension

The time operation in animation can be described as consciously reorganizing the motion time
by slowing down, delaying and stopping. Compared with physical time, animation time is
constructed based on the significance of emotion rather than the continuity of time. As the
duration of subjective experience increases, animation will slow down or stop the action. In this
way, emotional tension becomes possible due to long-term anticipation and irregular actions.
This mechanism is especially suitable for the expression of emotional states such as hesitation,
anxiety and internal struggle. Mental inertia can also be manifested by long-time rest and
delayed reaction, which makes emotional tension manifest in the case of immobility. In such a
scene, the expansion of time does not stimulate the story, but strengthens the emotion, leaving
the story unresolved, forcing the audience to share the emotional turbulence experienced by
the character.

In Neon Genesis Evangelion, a typical application example of this plan is that extreme time
pauses usually cause emotional tension (Figure 3) [9]. The character can almost stay still for a
long time, just move the posture or the direction of the eyes a little, because the conflict between
them is not directly displayed. These extended moments interrupt the narrative rhythm and
foreground emotional experience, and transform static into strong emotional information [9].
In this regard, time manipulation is not a technical skill, but a way of expression. In this way,
the perceived time is organized in a way that reflects psychological tension. Animation believes
that time should be reconstructed as an emotional medium, separating action from physical
causality. Animation shows that delay and constraint can generate emotional intensity as
effectively as any visible action.

R

4 NO! Thisiisn't me!

Figure 3. Temporal suspension intensifying affective tension through prolonged stillness in
Neon Genesis Evangelion
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3.3. Rhythm, Repetition, and Emotional Tone

Animation rhythm is in the form of patterned repetition of actions over time and changes.
Contrary to the time manipulation elements that change the length of a single action, the rhythm
structure occurs at the sequence level and affects the emotional tone through continuity,
regularity or interruption [10-11]. By organizing the actions into repeated cycles or breaking
the formed patterns, the animation structure creates an emotional atmosphere that still exists
even after an individual moment of emotion. Repetition is an important feature of Western
classical animation, especially in expressing humor, tension and emotional anticipation.
Periodic movements, such as walking in circles, repeated walking cycles or mechanically
regular body movements, can give people a feeling of emotional distress, which is an indicator
of contradictory or unresolved or suspended psychological conditions. In the smooth rhythmic
repetition, appropriate punctuation and coordination usually produce comic or light effects; In
irregular and exaggerated repetition, rhythm will bring discomfort to tension.

This rhythmic skill is most obvious in the character-oriented animation of the earliest Disney
animation and Warner Bros animation. In these animations, emotions are usually established
through the extended movement rhythm, rather than the grand drama of spatial accuracy or
spatial distortion. The gestures used by characters in these animations are often repeated, such
as in exaggerated walking cycles, habitual eyes or body movements, to maintain the emotional
consistency between scenes. Subtle rhythmic interruptions may include rhythmic changes or
unexpected stops in repetitive movements, which then occur as emotional changes.

Here, rhythm is used as a time system in which emotional colors are controlled rather than
raising emotional peaks in isolation. Animation adjusts the action mode by adjusting the
audience's specific response to repetition and rhythm, conveying the audience's emotional
state, stability, expectation and humor. Rhythmic repetition in this way is a combination of
potential processes through which animation provides emotional and psychological textures
within certain overall time frames, thus offsetting the short-term emotional impact of spatial
deformation and time manipulation.

3.4. Trajectory and Force as Emotional Direction

Trajectory and force are the directionality and apparent energy of animation motion. Spatial
deformation and time manipulation affect the degree of emotion and emotional tension, while
the direction flow and momentum of emotion are composed of a certain direction or force.
Continuous and curved tracks mean tenderness, indecision or emotional vulnerability. On the
contrary, tough and powerful actions mean decisiveness, attack or confrontation. This is where
the emotional meaning comes into being, not only the amount of exercise the character has
experienced, but also the nature of the movement the character has made and where they have
done it. Power image also strengthens the emotional orientation. Unexpected direction changes,
heavy blows or sudden ending of resistance may be signs of emotional conflict or impact of
external forces. On the contrary, no sudden acceleration and deceleration on the expected
trajectory will make people experience emotional stability or intentional purpose. These forces
give animation the ability to convey emotional direction, that is, whether it is internal, external,
restrained or explosive, it does not need dialogue or facial expression. In this regard,
contraction and power as guiding mechanisms lead to the interpretation of emotions. When
determining the direction of movement in space and the distribution of energy.

4. Conclusion

This paper studies the problem of exaggerated motion as a visual emotional expression tool in
animation design. Through the in-depth study of space deformation, time manipulation, rhythm
structure and force-based trajectory, the research shows that in animation, not only the
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narration or facial expressions convey emotion, but also the action itself constructs emotion.
All these processes interact to determine the intensity, length, tone and direction of emotion,
and display exaggerated actions as a more organized visual emotional language rather than
more or less means. This study has some limitations, which should be acknowledged. First of
all, this paper makes a qualitative analysis of visual interpretation, without including the
empirical data of audience response. Second, the analysis is based on the selection of animation
tradition, without presupposing cross-cultural or genre comparison. In future research, we can
overcome these limitations by adding visual analysis to perception experiments to achieve the
degree of interaction or real-time animation, and the impact of emerging technologies (such as
Al assisted motion generation) on the design and experience of exaggerated emotional motion.
In this sense, these directions can also reveal how animation negotiates emotion, technology
and expression intention in the ever-changing production.
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