
Daniel Chong spent a lot of time working as a story artist on feature films such as Inside Out, 
Bolt, and Despicable Me, before turning his web comic "Three Bare Bears" into the current 
Cartoon Network series We Bare Bears.

Mike had technical issues with this recording, and the audio quality isn't perfect. If you find it too 
frustrating to listen to, here is a transcript of the full interview. The audio version is about 30 
minutes of highlights, hosted by Kid Stuff Kid Sophie. You can find it here.

*******************************

KID STUFF PODCAST: Daniel Chong! Thank you for being on the Kid Stuff Podcast.

DANIEL CHONG: Thanks, Mike.

KSP: Do you have a favorite bear?

DC: Oh. I hate taking sides, but I would say Panda is the closest to me. He’s also the easiest for 
me to write because I know exactly what he’s thinking. I know exactly what he’s scared of, I 
know exactly what makes him uncomfortable, because it’s me. I relate to all three bears in 
different ways and I think they’re all different aspects of me. I don’t know if Panda is the one I 
like the most, but I definitely understand him the most.

KSP: Do you have the social media aspirations of Panda? Is there a strong yearning to be loved 
by millions of strangers?

DC: I’m actually new to social media. Like Twitter, I just started getting really active in it. But I 
definitely do see getting sucked into it. I catch myself and I can see the black hole this is kind of 
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spiraling into. I can see it happening, but it hasn’t quite happened completely yet. But it’s getting 
there.

KSP: Did you anticipate a crowd favorite? It seems like lately, with episodes like “Yuri and The 
Bear” and “Icy Nights” that ice Bear is the closest to spinning off.

DC: I think we knew Ice Bear was going to be a breakout. He is the kind of character that will 
usually pop out, without a doubt the weird character will always shine through, and that’s true 
with almost anything animated. The one that I was most concerned about was Grizz and his 
popularity, because I knew he had to ride a line between possibly being obnoxious and being a 
little too aggressive. My biggest worry was that he has to carry so many episodes, because he’s 
always the one initiating plots by getting things going, by motivating… He talks a lot, too. And I 
worried a lot, because that’s a character you can get wrong so quickly. But thank god for the 
writers and the board artists. And of course Eric Edelstein, who does the voice of Grizz, he 
brought that lovable charm to it and he made him lovable. Although Ice Bear might be a fan 
favorite, I think Grizz gets plenty of love. Eric tells me people come up to him all the time and 
they adore him. I’m just happy that he’s the one that we were able to pull off.
I think I knew Panda would be fine, and I thought he would be lovable. No one’s gonna not like a 
panda.

KSP: He’s just so sincere.

DC: Yeah. I think all the bears try hard.

KSP: That’s true. They are three earnest bears. They try very hard. They’re bare not only in 
terms of clothing, the bare it all.

DC: (laughing) It’s a loaded word.

KSP: It seems like the main drive for all three of them is to belong, to integrate into this society 
of humans. Was that just something that came out of writing the web comics, or was that 
something you consciously set out to do when you started writing?  

DC: I think it came out of necessity because I was trying to figure out the context for these 
bears. I had them in a web comic, but  I didn’t really know what that world was like. The minute I 
knew the joke was around humans, I then built the world around that concept. To me it was 
always about outsiders that were trying to fit in and just be like everyone else. I think I knew that 
was something that was identifiable, something I knew people could relate to, and I knew I 
related to it a lot. Feeling like an outsider, or feeling like I don’t quite belong, and it just naturally 
lent itself to it. It evolved into it.

KSP: Where did you grow up?

DC: Pretty much in southern California. Just south of LA in Fountain Valley, close to Huntington 
Beach. I went to Cal State Long Beach. 

KSP: What was that childhood like? Did you always have art? Was that always a thing where 
you could make a girl laugh, make a new friend, diffuse a tense situation, even in 4th grade, by 
making people laugh through art?
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DC: Definitely. I always think everyone’s origin story for art was “It was my identity, it was how I 
got attention, it was how people identify me, it became my thing.” 

KSP: How early?

DC: I think 2nd or 3rd grade.

KSP: You were always a kid who could draw.

DC: I don’t think I could draw well, I think I just knew a weird way to do something that could 
make someone laugh. 

KSP: You could tell a story through a picture.

DC: It was very rudimentary, but I think it was just something people latched onto, that I could 
draw something funny, and I think I just started nurturing that idea or that… I don’t know if there 
was talent there, but I kind of nurtured it from there. It definitely was something to get attention, 
something of an identity, and my parents supported me to do it. Orange Country is mainly 
suburban, especially Fountain Valley, so not a lot of art around. There definitely weren’t people 
who were doing it that much around me, so I think that my lean into that outsider mentality 
shows that feeling of “I like these things, nobody around me really likes it, how come I don’t fit 
in, where’s my place in all this?” Once I got to college I found more people that were like me, but 
most of my life I think I always felt like an outsider. There wasn’t anyone who thought the way I 
thought, or looked at things, or wanted to be into the things I liked.

KSP: When you got to school, what was the plan? Did you know?

DC: I went to Cal State Long Beach first to study illustration. I didn’t have much of a game plan, 
I just knew I liked to draw. The reason I went to Cal State Long Beach was my dad was a 
professor there, and my tuition was crazy cheap. So I went there just as a default, and stayed at 
home, so everything was crazy cheap. But I think once I graduated, I realized there wasn’t a lot 
of work for illustration. I remember the first thing my teacher told me out of school was “You’re 
my competition now.” Because it’s true, it’s crazy, everyone’s out there for themselves, 
scrambling to get jobs. And animation is different, it’s a little bit more community, and there’s a 
little bit more jobs available I think. I think within illustration it feels like you’ve got to be one of 
the top people, and that’s all who gets jobs. I didn’t realize animation could be a job until much 
later. Like I said, there was nobody around me really doing art, so I didn’t really have the 
exposure. And the internet wasn’t super accessible or super big at the time (that’s how old I 
am), so it wasn’t like I was scouring the internet and found animation could be a job. I probably 
wasn’t that resourceful anyway. It wasn’t until after I realized there were no jobs for me that I 
figured out that I needed to go to CalArts, which is where essentially everyone went who was in 
the industry.
Once I got to CalArts, I spent two years there and then got a job.

KSP: What’s the balance in the value of your time at CalArts between what you actually learned 
technically as an artist versus the people you met and the doors it opened through those 
relationships?
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DC: Being at CalArts, their connection with the industry is undeniable. I got an internship here at 
Cartoon Network on Power Puff Girls when I was in college, and a lot of that was just through 
connections. And those connection were never available when I was at Cal State Long Beach. 
Because do many teachers work in the industry at CalArts. It was just a way to get through the 
door, and you’re just trying to find that accessibility. It completely has changed now, though. I 
think the industry knows now to reach out to different colleges, and even Cal State Long Beach 
now has an animation program Our intern now is from Cal State Log Beach. So it’s changed a 
lot, but at the time, there was really no visibility of animation there. It made a huge difference. 
My first job was at Disney as a story artist, and I found that through flyers that were just put up 
on the walls at CalArts. Again I’ll say, it’s not like that anymore, I think there’s accessibility to 
way more schools now. But at the time, CalArts was the only way to find my way in.

KSP: Had you already figured out that animation was going to be more viable than illustration, 
or were you still doing illustration when you got to CalArts?

DC: No, once I got to CalArts it was for animation. I had dropped illustration completely. 
Honestly, I wasn’t even that good as an illustrator. You have to have such an iconic style if you 
want to be in illustration. You have to have something so identifiable, and you just have to do 
that same thing over and over and over again. Or you just have to be a crazy craftsman that can 
do a million very defined things. I could do none of those things, so that was just not an option. 
But animation seemed to be a perfect fit. Once I got in, it all clicked. All the things that I loved, 
like reading comic strips, film, and drawing… it just combined everything that I loved. I don’t 
what it would be like had I known sooner, but I just wasn’t smart enough to figure it out. But 
when I got there, that was when I realized that was it.

KSP: It could have happened a lot later, or it could have never happened at all.

DC: I always wonder, too, if it happened earlier… I might have botched it. At a young age, I 
might have floundered too. It all worked out.

KSP: What you said about illustration - Brad Breeck describes something very similar, but from 
a musical point of view. He realized once he got to school - he went to Denver before he went to 
CalArts and realized he was not going to be a session drummer, that performance wasn’t going 
to be his strong suit. The people who are virtuosos, if you don’t make that you entire focus, 
you’ll never get to that point. To extend the parallel, Brad also said he felt like reaching the point 
of virtuosity could be limiting to creativity, because it’s such a left-brain pursuit, it’s so much 
about translating the notes on the page to the instrument. Do you feel like, you’re a creator now, 
you story board, you write, your created We Bare Bears. Do you feel like if you’d stayed in that 
path of illustration, that can be limiting, that it’s its own form of virtuosity that can take away from 
creativity?

DC: Definitely. No discounting the really great illustrators and/ or drummers. I think it’s to each 
his own, and I think everyone’s got to find their own path. For me, just like Brad I think, I 
discovered that was not going to be for me. Not that there’s no value to those things, obviously 
those people are amazing. I just found out that I had to tweak what it was I wanted to be. I think 
a lot of that just has to do with knowing what kind of jobs are out there. I think illustration; when I 
was in OC, that was just kind of the broad stroke of what someone that draws does.
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KSP: Did you have a realistic sense of what kind of jobs it might lead to if you’d stayed with 
illustration? What kind of illustration had you seen?

DC: In the most basic form, my teachers who were illustrators, the things they pointed to were 
magazine illustrations, newspapers. That wasn't a huge internet thing at the time. I think it was 
just a broad sense of a job description. I just knew that it wasn’t for me, and I’m so glad I found 
that there are other things you can do with this talent. If you can draw, it doesn’t mean 
illustration is the only thing you can do. You can do so many things, and it can translate to a lot 
of different kinds of job descriptions. That’s the accessibility that I’m so glad that I found, and I 
hope that kids are also finding that same accessibility, because they have to just know what’s 
possible. It’s not just one thing.

KSP: You come at animation from the art side of it, from the pictures. What was your 
introduction to the writing side of it? To coming up with stories and creating not just a character 
design, but the character and the story behind the character and the personality. The way it 
talks,  and all those things?

DC: It was really when I got an internship here at Cartoon Network. It’s funny, because when I 
came into CalArts, I had a very broad sense of what I could do. I thought “Maybe I’ll be a 
character designer,” because I like to draw. It felt like that was the most obvious thing to do. But 
then when I got the internship, I saw all the jobs that people had. I saw story artists, and I saw 
these guys drawing, they were telling jokes, they were writing, they were doing character 
design, they doing layout, they were doing everything. And I thought, “That’s what I want to do, I 
want to do everything!” So I tweaked my thinking, and that’s what I ended up focusing on, was 
story artist. And that’s essentially what I became. For the last ten years, I’ve been a story artist.

KSP: Before we started talking here in your office, you gave me a tour of the offices here. You 
were showing me what a script looks like, which is really just an outline of the beats of those 11 
minutes. Looks like it was about a 3 page document, kind of outlining all the things that happen. 
Storyboard artist vs. story artist vs. director… Not just between live action and animation, but 
within the animation world it seems like people can have their own titles to describe what 
everybody’s doing.

DC: Yeah, it’s a huge difference. I’d spent most of my life as a story artist who worked off of 
scripts. In features, that’s all it is. The writer comes up with the script, and you just translate it to 
storyboards. You do have some room for derivation, but a lot of times the director just wants you 
to translate that board. Here at Cartoon Network, and a couple other studios, but not a lot, CN 
almost exclusively works off of these beat outlines. There are probably some, but not a lot, that 
deviate from that. All the big shows; “Adventure Time,” “Regular Show,” “Steven Universe” …
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KSP: So when you’re a story artist, there’s  lot of responsibility over the way the show ends up 
looking and sounding.

DC: Yeah. It can go awry very quickly, too. It can be a disaster. And it’s a lot more work, I think. 
But you definitely get a much funnier show, I think, and you definitely get a lot of ownership on 
the story artist’s side. So they can really be passionate about what they do. But the flip side is, 
you have to find really good people who can do everything. 

KSP: Because they’re adding dialogue into their storyboards. They’re choosing their shots; 
they’re the director and the cinematographer. The editor.

DC: Exactly. And I’ve worked with a lot of really talented board artists in feature animation, but I 
wouldn’t say that a lot of them could do this job either. Because I think being able to write is a 
skill on top of all of it. When we hire people, or revisionists (which is like a starting role) and 
board artists, we actually look for comic artists sometimes. Because those are people who 
understand timing and writing and pacing their joke and stuff like that. It’s a good starting point, 
as opposed to someone who’s a great draftsman and trying to teach them how to write. 

KSP: And that’s kind of where you came from with We Bare Bears, it was a web comic at first. 
Were you doing that because you were a comic fan as a kid? Were you reading a lot of Peanuts 
and Garfield and Calvin and Hobbs as a kid?

DC: Oh yeah, those are all my jams. In a funny way, Peanuts didn’t really inspire me until much 
later. When I was growing up, and I was young, I think Garfield spoke to me more in a weird 
way. And it’s so cheesy to say that now because everyone makes fun of that comic now. But it 
was important to me, because at the time Peanuts seemed to saccharine to me. Which is so 
funny, because in the ‘50s it was so revolutionary. 

KSP: I was 16 when I got my dad’s old Peanuts collections, and this was not what Peanuts was 
as far as I knew. Those early, early ones were so weird. They were so great, and so dark. 

DC: Yeah, I guess in the 80s it wasn’t quite that way. But Garfield spoke to me because it was 
edgier, he was kind of almost sassier. But definitely Calvin & Hobbs, Far Side, I used to read the 
comics in the newspaper everyday. I had maybe 20 strips that I loved. I’d cut them out, I’d put 
them on my wall, and I’d copy them. I’d draw them over and over again. I think that really taught 
me a lot in terms of how to tell jokes. You basically have 3 panels, sometimes on Sundays you 
have 6 or 7, and how do you pace out a joke? How do you sell a punchline? I think all those 
things lead very heavily into my abilities as a story artist, and eventually creating the show.

KSP: When you were creating the web comic, Three Bare Bears, was it because you had 
always wanted to do a comic? Or did you have it in the back of your mind that you could later 
turn it into a show? Because you had already been working in animation for so long when you 
created that.

DC: I didn’t have aspirations for anything about this. Honestly, the way it came about was that I 
was asked to come up with the comic. I had a friend who I was working with at Nickelodeon, 
and he had a website that does a comic-of-the-week kind of thing, and they have a guest comic 
every Saturday. He asked me to do a guest spot, and that’s where the first one came out. I just 
did one, and they put it online, and some people liked it. But then, after that, I did see it as an 
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outlet, so I started doing more. Really it was just a side project. I had my day job already, so that 
was taking up a lot of time. So it was just using the internet as an outlet for doing more work. I 
didn’t really think it was going to become big or anything like that. And it didn’t. Nobody read it.

KSP: But it became this.

DC: Yeah. I couldn’t have conceived that this would have happened from that stupid little comic, 
but it did.

KSP: You were working mostly for feature companies before you came over here. Where, 
working as a storyboard artist in features, did you feel the most ownership? You’ve worked for 
Blue Sky, Illumination, Nickelodeon. You worked on Inside Out, Despicable Me 2 (I like all these 
movies), Bolt, FreeBirds, Cars 2, Lorax… Where were you that felt like you weren’t just 
translating from words to pictures? 

DC: It’s an interesting question, because every studio operates different. And on top of that, 
every director operates different. So really, the key to whether or not you can be happy on a film 
has a lot to do with how a director chooses to run his show or his movie. There were a couple of 
projects at Pixar that meant a lot to me. I didn’t have the creative input, obviously, that I have on 
this show, but I felt like my input was being heard. I worked on a project called Toy Story of 
Terror, and I had a director named Angus McLane. He trusted me a lot with the boarding. There 
was a script, but I think he didn’t mind when I deviated. When I deviated, I think he knew how to 
kind of wrangle me and kind of make it work for his vision, so that was really fun. Inside Out was 
the same way, Pete Docter was really great to work with. He communicated with the story artists 
a lot. I think one of the things story artists tend to struggle with a lot is how involved they are. I 
think the more a director involves a story artist as to why decisions are made, the happier the 
crew will be. But a lot of times it’s not that way. I’ve been on movies where you’ll just get handed 
a script, you won’t know why something has changed, and you’ll just have to board it. It’s 
frustrating, and a lot of story artists really resent the movies they’re on. Because they’re on 
movies for two or three years, and they’ve got to board and re-board scenes over and over 
again. And if you’re not finding out why certain decisions are made, you get super frustrated and 
bitter and you burn out really quick.

KSP: It’s just a sausage factory at that point.

DC: And you lose sense of why you’re doing things, because you’ve seen a movie so many 
times that you don’t really know what it is you’re watching anymore. You lose objectivity on 
whether it’s good or not. It’s so important for a director to include the board artists on all 
conversations and I would say those two directors I just mentioned, from Inside Out and Toy 
Story of Terror, they were really good at doing that. They also happen to be the two most recent 
projects I was on, I don’t know if that’s a coincidence. But luckily the last two jobs I had before I 
left features were both very positive experiences.

KSP: It’s also probably not coincidental that those are both Pixar projects. They’re sort of know 
for that very collaborative culture, they talk about that Pixar Brain Trust, and they really rely on 
everybody involved in the process to have input. Is that something that you’ve brought here? Is 
this your first experience at the top of the food chain?

DC: It totally is. This is uncharted waters for me. 
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KSP: What have you brought here that you learned from Pete Docter or any of the other 
directors you’ve worked with?

DC: It’s kind of a “best of” of my whole career. I experienced a lot of different managements and 
a lot of different leaders and directors and heads of story, and also coworkers. I think you just 
take the best things you got out of each experience and you incorporate it into your show. Again, 
that collaborative aspect of letting the story artists know why decisions are made. I always 
communicate with them. If a change has to be made, if a network has given a certain note and 
they have to change something because of that, I always tell them. 

KSP: They always know why, so they always feel ownership over it.

DC: Exactly. They’re not just a wrist, you know? And I think that’s really important. And, story 
artists I’m very protective of because I know the amount of work and I try to make sure that they 
feel cared for and they know that their work is not just being thrown in the garbage. Which, a lot 
of times it can be. 

KSP: Was it a hard sell for you to run the show since it’s your first time? What was the pitch 
process like for Cartoon Network, and was it always going to be your show and you’re the one 
who runs it? Or was there ever the possibility of them saying “Yeah, we love that idea, now 
we’re going to put this person who’s run 20 shows before in charge of actually running it.” Did 
you have to pitch both the idea and yourself to stay at the helm?

DC: I think, when you’re pitching a show you are intrinsically pitching yourself to the studio and 
whether or not you’re A) worthy of running the show and B) worthy to make the show. I think 
you’re kind of doing both when you’re presenting your pitch. But I think Cartoon Network has a 
great history of respecting creators and working with them and also trusting their vision and not 
intervening too many times unless there really needs to be. In all honesty, that was one of the 
reasons why I came to TV. I think I knew that there were going to be opportunities afforded to 
me in TV that I would never get in features. In feature, there’s a lot of money at stake, we’re 
talking about a $200M-plus movie, and to trust it with a person who has no experience? I knew 
that was just never going to happen. Or it was going to take a long time to climb up that ladder 
to get a chance. TV, the budgets are slightly lower and there’s more opportunities for them to 
risk it on someone like me who didn’t quite have that street cred in the studios, but they knew 
could possibly do it.

KSP: What’s the turnaround time on an episode? From ideas being tossed out in the 
conference room to airing? By the way, you have a conference room where all the walls are 
made of cork board, it’s a beautiful place.

DC: There’s some amorphous time, especially where writing is concerned. Some stories can 
take a long time to write, some can turn around in a week and we can just have it ready. Not a 
week, maybe two weeks. All in all, it’s safe to say a year, probably, for everything to get done. 
Which includes shipping it to Korea where it takes some time to get animated. It obviously has 
to go through Art, and there’s a lot of processes in between. I think a year is safe to say. No 
more than a year, for sure, to get all that done.

KSP: You said “going through art,” what does that mean?
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DC: There’s the writers and the story department. The writers, they have it for X amount of time. 
Like I said, stories could take two weeks, sometimes a month to finish an outline. It just depends 
on how difficult the story is. They’re also working on multiple stories at one time. That’s why the 
timeline is hard to describe. Once the story artists have it, they have five weeks to finish a 
board. You have a week of two in revisions. And then you’re in animatics, you record the 
dialogue. An animatic is basically a storyboard cut to sound. 

KSP: There’s actually a great video that CN put out that shows We Bare Bears going through 
the animatic process.

DC: Yes! So, like you see in the video, that animatic process would take a week or two. And 
we’re getting network notes throughout, so that sometimes takes a week to address. Art will 
take it after we lock the animatics. Then we’ll start creating assets such as backgrounds, 
colored backgrounds, all the characters that move, all the props that move, all that stuff has to 
be created and prepped. After that it goes to timing, and those are the people that work on these 
things called X-sheets, which takes the animatic and turns it into a very technical kind of map for 
what Korea will follow when it gets sent overseas to animation. All those things; the animatic, 
the art assets, the timing sheets are all sent over to Korea, and within a couple months they 
send us a work print. 

KSP: So they have it for a couple months?

DC: Yeah, it’s a scary part of the process. We communicate with them usually once a week to 
tell them what the episode’s about, anything we’re worried about, anything they need to be 
concerned with. But then we just throw it over there and say “I hope this works!” And more or 
less, it does. We do have some episodes they might have some more problems with. But 
overall, they’re very talented over there, and we try to be clear. We’re basically sending them 
blueprints, so we just try to be as clear as we can. But once we send it over, we’ll have notes. 
So we’ll send them revisions and stuff, they’ll fix it. Then we go through and do all the things… 
like, Brad (Breeck)’s involved at that point, and the sound FX people, and then we do the mix, 
and then we’re done! That’s a year.

KSP: Do notes from the network just happen at the animatic process, or does it happen at every 
phase? Do they note the script and the animatic and the animation?

DC: Once it gets to the later parts of the process, there are only so many notes they can give 
anyway. If they had a huge note at animation…

KSP: It’s too late.

DC: So they insert themselves a lot at the beginning. Before we submit an outline, we submit a 
premise, which is like, a paragraph of what the story’s about, and they give some notes there, if 
any. Then we give an outline, we submit to them again, they give notes. Then we do a 
storyboard, we submit it again, they give notes. We do animatic, we submit again, they give 
notes. From there, once the work print comes in, which is the first raw thing from Korea, they 
don’t look at it from there. We call for whatever fixes we want. Once we get those fixes back, we 
edit it down to the right time, and then we give it to them just to give one look-over. They 
generally don’t have notes, because like I said…
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KSP: It’s basically done. 

DC: Yeah, and it’s costly if they do have big notes. Then, once we wrap up the episode and mix 
it, I think they probably look at it one more time. But at that point they’re pretty hands-off. 

KSP: How many people are here?

DC: For our crew, I think there are about 30. Plus some people we share with different shows 
who do different things. 

KSP: What kind of people can bounce from show to show?

DC: Like a voice director, the person who records, our timers work on other shows too. 

KSP: What was the process of finding the writing staff? Has it been a pretty consistent staff 
since the show started?

DC: There’s only one person who’s been consistent. His name’s Mikey Heller, and he’s become 
our mainstay writer. Him, I found on the internet. Funny enough, he was a comic strip artist. 

KSP: You said about him before we started recording, he’s an writer and an artist. So when you 
guys are throwing out ideas in the room, Mikey’s writing, but he’s also doing thumbnail sketches 
of ideas. Are you in the room drawing too?

DC: Yeah, sometimes. The nice thing too, is sometimes if we hit a wall, I’ll say, “Mikey, just go 
away and doodle, and then come back and see what you’ve got. See if you can come up with 
an idea by just exploring, straight up, visually.” It’s a nice weapon to have in a writing room. It 
really is. He was a huge find for us. The other writers, we found through more typical methods, 
which is like looking at scripts and looking at people’s work. We’ve gone through a lot of writers, 
and a lot have left to go do other things. We actually just lost another writer, her name is Kristi 
Korzec, and she got a job on a CBS sitcom. So that was great for her. It sucked for us. (laughs) 
Honestly, we knew a lot of these writers… we knew it would become a kind of a revolving door.

KSP: That’s kind of the danger of making a good show, you’re showing everybody all this talent. 
You’re kind of a showcase.

DC: She was talented already. But yeah, it’s been tough losing some really good writers. But we 
love, it’s kind of nice sometimes, we can bring in some new people and stuff like that. We’ll 
figure it out.

KSP: So Mikey’s the only one of the writers you’ve had on the show who has an art background 
also?

DC: Yeah. I mean, we did hire one of my friends from Pixar, she came down here to be a writer. 
She can draw, but I think she doesn’t want to draw anymore. But yeah, aside from Mikey most 
of our writers have been pretty traditional.

KSP: How long were you living in Northern California and working for Pixar?
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DC: It was about 5 years I was up there.

KSP: Is there an animation community there? I mean, Pixar is a campus, it is it’s own 
community unto itself. How’ve you found that environment versus some of the places you’ve 
worked in LA?

DC: I don’t really have a lot of comparisons outside of animation, but within the different studios 
I’ve been to, I think every studio tries to create their own community, and company 
“togetherness” that they try to nurture. But Pixar definitely felt liked they had worked out the 
most in terms of what their culture stood for and things that they valued. I think they do their 
best to make people happy and make them feel like… they would do company meetings all the 
time, and do a pow-wow. They would always try to open up for questions. Before I left, they 
were doing things with (current President of Pixar Animation Studios and Walt Disney Animation 
Studios) Ed Catmull, where we would just have lunch meetings with him, with just five people 
maybe, to ask him anything. There’s obviously things you could probably flaw them for and 
things that they aren’t great at, but they definitely have the right intentions to try to make sure 
that people are happy and that they feel included and they can communicate with the leaders. 
They really try to be good at that. 

KSP: That’s all nice to hear because… you could be a great writer, and you could be a great 
artist, and you could put them together and make a really funny web comic or animated show. 
But you could still be a terrible manager. And you see that pretty often, someone gets to the top 
of their field, they may be a great ophthalmologist, but if they’ve got their own practice, they also 
still have to be a manager. How did you think about that when you found out you weren’t going 
to just be a writer or an artist, you were going to be a manager? Did you have a philosophy?

DC: It’s a great question, because a lot of people in animation tend to be loners, or tend to be in 
their own heads a lot. Writers, too. I think that’s maybe why a lot of creators struggle with that. 
Luckily, I kind of had a certain ability as a person to also… I have that side to me, like I said, like 
Panda, where I can be more insular and a loner. But I do think there are certain things in my 
childhood that kind of brought out a Grizzly personality in me. And I think that is what is 
necessary to be able to run a show, to be able to turn on that switch to lead and to be more 
extroverted and more talkative and communicate well. So luckily, I had that and was able to 
utilize that to help run the show to the best of my ability. I wish I could say I had a really strong 
philosophy, but a lot of it was just me trying to be communicative, talking to people and making 
sure that they’re happy. Just being thoughtful; not staying in my room, not closing my door, 
things like that. They’re just things that I knew I wanted when I was a story artist, the way I 
wanted to be treated. And I think I just carry that into the way I run the show. 

KSP: I was surprised to read online that the target audience for this show is 6-11 year old boys. 
Because there’s nothing about the show’s presence online, reviews or people writing about it, 
that indicates it’s a kid’s show at all. Watching the episode “Icy Nights” the other night, hearing 
the bass-y synth soundtrack and seeing the stylized title sequence, I wondered, is this a Drive 
reference?

DC:(laughs) Kids love Drive.
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KSP: (laughs) I researched online to see which other animated shows are referencing Nicolas 
Winding Refn, and this is the only one. Obviously, 6 year-old boys aren’t going to catch that 
reference, but they’ll still enjoy the episode. Do you write the show any differently knowing that 
at least Cartoon Network thinks the audience is 6-11 year-old boys, than if they thought that 
18-35 year old males were the audience?

DC: This used to be a clear-cut answer, and it got a little more complicated, and I’m not sure 
how much I should get into it. But I would say that my first reaction is that CN has been amazing 
in letting us make the show we want to make. And we’re all adults on the show, so we’re just 
making things that we love. I think every show creator on CN kind of says the same thing. 

KSP: Anybody who makes anything, hopefully that’s the metric.

DC: I hope so! But we definitely indulge in the things that we love, and I really love “Drive,” and 
thought it was just going to be a funny parody to do. And the network, on the whole, has been 
very hands-off in allowing us to pursue those things. To pursue the sort of storylines we want to 
do, the references, the sense of humor. And maybe we’re all getting what we want anyway, so I 
haven’t had to overthink myself, but generally they’ve been very good in just letting me make 
the funniest show I can make. Luckily, my tastes align with things that kids hopefully relate to, 
and I’d like to thing at the heart of it that these are personalities and characters that are 
universal, and things that all ages and all cultures can understand.

KSP: Wanting to belong.

DC: Yeah. I guess the addendum to that note, though, is that I do think boys aged 6-12 are the 
audience where CN’s bread and butter is. That’s historically been the demo that they’ve always 
attracted. Obviously there are a lot of shows that have huge adult followings. Adventure Time, 
Steven Universe, things like that, but the commercials are all for kids of that age. So I think, first 
and foremost, on paper and in public, say that this is what the show is for and that’s the 
important demo. So, lately we’ve been asked to… not change completely what we’re doing, but 
we do have to be a little bit more considerate now. And I’m not saying that they wouldn’t want a 
Drive episode anymore, but I think they are letting us know to be a little more aware, and what 
can we do to make this as relatable as we can to children? They definitely say to keep making 
the show with your taste, but just find a way to keep it inclusive for children. Sometimes that 
might be rethinking how we shoot a scene, or what location we go to, but overall it’s a shift that 
we’re working with and that I think I can do and not feel like I’m sacrificing what I want. I don’t 
want to speak to soon, at some point it might cross a line, but for now I understand that. 

I don’t want to work in a vacuum, either. I know that the show needs a certain audience, and I 
know that there are certain needs for this program. So I’m amending some trajectories that I 
thought we were going to go in, but I think we can still keep it our show and not feel like we’re 
betraying it.

KSP: We talked a little bit about Brad Breeck, the composer for the show. The theme song 
came from an artist named Estelle. Was it a song that already existed?

DC: No.

KSP: She wrote it for the show?

Page �12



DC: She’s a voice on Steven Universe, so she’s already kind of within the fold of this studio. So  
we reached out to her, and she was so onboard and wanted to do it. 

KSP: What did she have to work from to write the song?

DC: Nothing! Absolutely nothing. Originally I wanted something that felt like it was from funk and 
it had a little bit of those foundations. She had done this song with Janelle Monáe that I had kind 
of pointed her to, and it had some doo-wap qualities to it. She just kind of ran with it, and 
honestly, what is the theme song was her first pass. I’m not even joking, she just nailed it with 
her composer and it was perfect.

KSP: Before you did the show, it was a web comic, which is a purely visual medium. Did you 
have any thoughts of about music coming in to the show outside the theme?

DC: It evolved a lot. I did the pilot with (composer) Brad (Breeck) too, and originally when I did 
the pilot with Brad I said I want funk all the way through. I wanted George Clinton, I wanted 
Zapp & Roger the whole way through. And we tried it and it just didn’t work. It didn’t fit the 
sensibility, and it couldn’t accompany the sort of story beats I needed, so we kind of backed off 
and did a more traditional sort of soundtrack. Going into the show, we just abandoned 
completely the whole idea of the funk thing and started approaching a more traditional score. A 
lot of that has to do with the scratch we end up using. Before Brad touches it, we pull stuff from 
existing movies and we use it as temp track. 

KSP: Who’s doing that? Is that the animatic editor?

DC: Yeah. Our animatic guy is Marcus Baide. He loves music, he has a background in music 
and is a musician himself, so he has great taste in music. But we pulled a lot of stuff, like from 
Wes Anderson movies, and a couple other soundtracks. Some Pixar, actually, too, we pulled 
from. I think we pulled from the Up soundtrack a lot. 

KSP: Which is Michael…?

DC: Giacchino.

KSP: That’s maybe the best movie score…

DC: Oh yeah. It’s beautiful. I love it. But the nice thing that evolved from our show that I didn’t 
expect was the amount of songs that we have.

KSP: Original songs?

DC: Yeah, and I didn’t think we would do it. It didn’t occur to me that that was something you 
could even have. But it became that way. I think my animatic editor Marcus started putting in 
songs. I think the first song we had was in an episode called Chloe, and he put an E.L.O. song 
in there. And I said, basically, “I love this,” so I asked Brad “Can you do a version of this?” He 
had me write up some lyrics, which made zero sense, and then he would just kind of change it 
into something beautiful. From there, I just became obsessed, I was like “I want a song as much 
as I can.” Budget won’t allow us to have songs every time, but whenever we can do it we totally 
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go for it. Like in the episode that just aired, Icy Nights, we obviously copped the Drive 
soundtrack a lot. That was a lot of fun to do, though, just kind of those electronic songs. 

KSP: And that’s Brad’s background.

DC: Yeah, Brad’s just so good. 

KSP: You’re never going to upset Brad by telling him you need some heavy 80s 8-bit synth.

DC: Yeah, we’re just so luck y that Brad has that background, too. It just seems like he was born 
to do that, to write these pop songs. And I think we have similar tastes in music, in that we both 
like really pop music, a lot of pop music. So I think we both add a lot of that into the show. 

KSP: When does a director come onboard in the process? Are they in the writing room?

DC: Yeah. I have one director. Actually, he’s now Supervising Director. His name’s Manny 
Hernandez, and he’s a friend of mine from Pixar, so he came down for the show. 

KSP: So you’ve just been poaching talent from that place left & right. 

DC: (laughs) Yeah, but they took some from us too.

KSP: So there’a a constant exchange going on.

DC: (Manny)’s kind of my right-hand guy, so he’s involved in almost everything. Not art, 
because I have an Art Director, Tony Pulham, who handles all our art. But when it comes to 
writing, stories, animatics, (Manny) is there for everything. He, in a lot of ways, is the first one to 
touch everything. So he kind of sets it up for me in a lot of ways. When I can be there at ground 
floor too, I’m there, but he’s generally my right-hand guy. He’s the second “me” on the show. 
Anything that’s starting, he’s usually the one there.

KSP: So, for Story Artists, did you just kind of walk around the Pixar campus and say “Pssst, 
come with me!”

DC: No, we actually hired really young. Most of our story artists, this is their first job. I would say 
we have two veterans on our show. One is Bert Youn, and he had worked on Adventure Time, 
(and) Over the Garden Wall. We have another guy named Kyler (Spears) and he came from 
Clarence, and I think we just took him. Everyone else either didn’t have any experience story 
boarding, or it was their first job straight out of college. And we just kind of trained them. And 
that was kind of the growing pains of the show, was that we just had a really young story artist 
crew. 

KSP: You don’t see it in the episodes.

DC: Yeah, we have a lot of veterans to help support them. I’m there, Manny’s there, some other 
people who’ve been in the industry for a while that can help them out. But the taste of the show 
was so specific, I remember they were kind of pushing me to hire a bunch of veteran story 
artists who had done it for a long time. They were talented, but their tastes weren’t right for me. I 
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just found that these younger people, even though they didn’t have experience, they just 
understood the taste a lot easier. 

KSP: How did they demonstrate that? That they understood the taste?

DC: We do tests. TV has this thing where you kind of give people a test to do in maybe a day or 
two. 

KSP: What are they turning in, a storyboard?

DC: Yeah. A really rough one, it’s not fleshed out that much. It’s maybe like 50 panels or 
something like that.

KSP: What would that translate into in screen time?

DC: Like, a minute.

KSP: So not even a full scene.

DC: Yeah, about a minute, it shouldn’t feel longer than that. And it’s a very simple set-up, 
nothing big.

KSP: So, you give them an outline.

DC: Yep.

KSP: So, what are you looking for when you look at that test?

DC: It depends on what the job is for. There are story artists, but there’s also a job for a 
revisionist. And a revisionist is probably the greenest of all of them. You’re basically just fixing 
boards. Doing fixes that notes come out of, maybe changing eye directions. Because our bears 
can sometimes get confused for one another, they have to color them. But that job has become 
integral for us, because we’ve trained a lot of people within what our system is through the 
revisionist program, and basically promoted them through that process. 

KSP: And you’ve only been around for two seasons, so that means they can move up pretty 
quickly.

DC: Yep. We’re running out of spots now, but I’d say three or four of our current story artists had 
been revisionists.  It’s really good. And, once they become story artists, they know exactly how 
we work and they know how to do it. And honestly, it was one of the only ways to find people at 
a certain point, because we just had so many problems finding people who could understand 
how we wanted to work. So the best way, we found, was to hire green. Hire really young people 
and train them, through the revisionist process, how we work. So we just looked for people who 
could write really well and had pretty good draftsmanship overall. 

But the writing was really important. Being able to tell a joke. We can always train you how to 
draw better. If you can already draw pretty good, you can get better. So that was the two main 
things we looked at. It’s funny, when you get a lot of tests. After a while, you can tell who’s 
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different. You have a very basic setup, and certain people start telling the same jokes over and 
over again. There are go-to gags that are so obvious. But then, the people who don’t go to the 
obvious place, you start looking at them and going: “That person thinks different.” So, as we got 
more tests back, it was starting to get easier to see who would be an interesting fit, and who is 
just kind of grabbing at the low-hanging fruit.

KSP: So, starting green worked when finding your story artists, but clearly not when finding your 
voices. You showed me on the tour of the office the wall that has a drawing of each character 
with a headshot of the person who voices that character. I come from sketch and improv, and 
that wall is a who’s who of the current comedy landscape.

DC: It’s an embarrassment of riches. 

KSP: Everyone on that wall has a very respectable on-camera and/or writing career, what was 
the process of getting them involved? Did you have voices, especially for the three bears, in 
your head?

DC: Yeah, funnily enough I had done a scratch pass of the animatic before we hired any voice 
actors, and I had one of my buddies that was working at Pixar just do a scratch voice, and he’s 
a lot like Grizz. He’s a big guy, very jovial. I call him “Smooth Operator” because he can talk his 
way out of anything. He just has that kind of personality. And I think I kind of went after 
somebody that had that. Panda… again, that’s me, so I kind of knew what he would sound like. 
And Ice Bear… I think I was kind of doing that voice too, so I kind of knew what I wanted him to 
sound like. I think a lot of the starting points were from that scratch animatic.

KSP: Was there an audition process, or did you just say “DemetrI Martin is the guy who should 
definitely be Ice Bear.” Or you were watching SNL and said, “Oh yeah, listen to Bobby 
Moynihan, that’s Panda.”

DC: For Grizz and Panda, we chose them based on auditions. We auditioned a lot of people, I 
didn’t have anyone really on my list that I wanted, so we just had a casting call. And I asked for 
a more natural speaking voice, so I think they ended up giving me a lot of people who do on-
camera stuff. It was great, Bobby and Eric auditioned, and they stood out. 

Demetri… we had an audition process, the same as with the other bears, and nobody was 
getting it. Nobody could do it. And we went through two rounds, I think. People just couldn’t get 
it, for some reason. And I thought I was pretty clear about what I wanted. And we would direct 
them in their audition, “Could you do it more like this?” And people still couldn’t get it. My 
girlfriend was the one who actually suggested Demetri. And he agreed, luckily. It all worked out. 
There are so many moments within the show where luck just played a huge role. And the timing 
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was just… luck. The fact that he said yes, I mean, we might have been in a bad space if he said 
no. 

KSP: Since then, have you written any of the other parts thinking “It would be awesome if we 
could get so-and-so to do this.”

DC: Yeah, we do it all the time. Sometimes we have the voice as we’re writing it, sometimes 
when we’re boarding it we need a direction, so we’ll point to an actor and say “That would be 
perfect.” We have Ron Funches coming up in an episode, and I think right away we knew we 
wanted him, and thank god he said yes.

KSP: Otherwise you would have to go on a “Ron Funches Sound-Alike” casting call.

DC: Yeah, and that’s never good, especially when somebody is that specific. You’ll always be 
disappointed. So we’ve been lucky. I think a lot of the people we ask for… and we’re definitely 
not going too far into crazy people that we’d never be able to get. But we’ve been very fortunate. 
A lot of the talent we’ve gotten… it surprises me, sometimes, that we can get them. And they’ve 
been awesome. 

KSP: Do you have any you can point to?

DC: Malcolm McDowell was amazing. Once we knew we had the teacher, we knew we wanted 
him, and he said yes. He has really young kids and he knew the show. Really, that is one of the 
gateways into getting these amazing people, is that a lot of them have kids. A lot of them want to 
make things for their kids. 

KSP: (laughs) He doesn’t have a ton of stuff he can show his kids.

DC: Yeah, that’s kind of the special thing about working in animation, I think people love that 
they can make it for their children.

KSP: Have you had any heartbreaking no’s?

DC: Yeah, we wanted Jeff Goldblum for a long time. 

KSP: Oh, come on. We can make that happen. I’ll make a note to get you Goldblum. 

What animation were you watching when you were a kid?

DC: Saturday morning, that was my childhood, and that was when all the cartoons would be on 
TV. Saturday mornings were epic for me. I would grab a bunch of cereal boxes, bring it 
downstairs, pour a giant, colorful bowl of cereal. I start in the morning at 7, I’d finish right after 
Soul Train at 12. And it was everything; Smurfs, Muppet Babies, I loved them all. I remember 
sometimes there would be choices, because there would be conflicts. Oh no, that show’s on as 
the same time as that… I got savvy with the VHS player, so I would tape shows that were on at 
the same time, and then maybe watch them afterwards. 

Cartoons were important, as I think for a lot of kids our age at that time. And still are. It was sort 
of a big deal. I watched almost anything. As I got older, I think the Disney block was really big for 
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me, like Duck Tales and stuff like that. But honestly, the cartoon that got me back into this was 
The Power Puff Girls. Which, I got to intern on the last season. I think I was in college when it 
came out, or maybe high school. I think when that show came out, it was kind of revolutionary to 
me. They had mixed a lot of interesting styles. There was a lot of Japanese influence to it, there 
was also some UPA influence from the 50s. It just kind of brought something really cool 
together. There was really cool Japanese music, and really cool punk music kind of happening 
on it. And I think that it spoke to me. I think when I saw that, animation kind of piqued my 
interest again. And obviously, from there, that’s where I ended up going to CalArts, And getting 
an internship, and the rest is kind of where we are now. 

But another really seminal animated show, or thing that I watched when I was a kid was The 
Wrong Trousers. The Nick Park Wallace & Gromit short. My dad was really great, he used to 
bring me to these film festivals called Spike & Mike Festivals. That’s where I saw “Wrong 
Trousers.” It really broadened my world. There was nothing like it anywhere I’d seen. That 
sense of humor, that kind of pantomime. There was just an understated sense of humor, and I 
think a lot of that you can find in “Bears” that I’m trying to capture. I mean, we had an episode 
called Nom Nom and we basically ripped off the plot from The Wrong Trousers. That was kind of 
a game-changer for me to see that, and I think I carried it with me. So, those are the things that 
spoke to me. 

KSP: And talk about that penguin character, doing a lot with a little. His only form of expression 
is blinking, and he’s one of the scariest characters in a movie.

DC: Yeah, the way he’s played, the way Gromit’s played, that’s so Ice Bear. He’s totally those 
characters, and I attribute that a lot to those Nick Park shorts. They were so important to me.

KSP: Daniel Chong, thank you so much! I appreciate your time, and my kids and I love the 
show.

DC: Thanks Mike!

**************************
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