CREATING ANIMATED AVATARS

An “avatar” is a small graphic image or animation which identifies you (along with your user ID) on internet forums such as ConSimWorld.  It is usually displayed just under your name when you post a forum message.

An animated avatar is a series of images (or “frames”) contained in 1 file, usually a *.gif file (Type 89a).  The file also contains instructions to a browser specifying the sequence in which the images are displayed, how long each image is displayed, and whether the sequence loops indefinitely (which is usual).  The images are *.gif images, meaning you have 256 colors available and transparency can be used.

.Animated avatars are not hard to create using Paint Shop Pro 7 (“PSP”) and Animation Shop 3 (“AS”) (which are part of the same package); that is the process I will describe.  Other animation graphics editors would work equally well.  

IMAGE DIMENSIONS & FILE SIZE

The first step is to find out the maximum image dimensions and maximum file size permitted on the forum where you intend to use the avatar.  Usually, the internet page where you upload the avatar as part of your Profile will state this information.  On ConSimWorld, the maximum image dimensions are 80 x 80 pixels and the maximum file size is 10 kilobytes.

Create a new image of the desired dimensions with a color depth of 256 colors in PSP.  Each frame in the animation should have the same dimensions.

THE PALETTE

Use the Colors>Load Palette command to load a palette.  The JASC palette called “Safety.pal” is a web-safe palette which all browsers can display.

Use Colors>Set Palette Transparency to select a transparent color; alternatively, you can set “No Transparency.”  To make an area of the image display as transparent, paint it with the transparent color.  You can use the Colors>View Palette Transparency command to display image areas containing the transparent color against a checked background.

DRAWING FRAMES

Now, draw the first frame of your animation.  Vector objects are particularly well suited to this type of graphic.  Use Layers>New Vector Layer to create a vector layer, then use the Preset Vector Shapes and the vector object drawing tools to design what you want.  All colors must be selected from the chosen palette.

When you are done, use Edit>Copy Merged to copy the image to the Clipboard, switch to AS, and use Edit>Paste>As New Animation to create a new animation with this image as the first frame.

Switch back to PSP and transform the vector objects as needed to create the 2nd frame.  Then use Edit>Copy Merged, switch to AS, and use Edit>Paste>After Current Frame to add the 2nd frame to the animation file.  Continue this process until all the frames are done.  If you need to change a frame, you can use Export>To Paint Shop Pro to send it back to PSP, change it, and then use Edit>Update Back to Animation Shop to return it to the animation file.  Note, however, that when the frame comes back into PSP it will be flattened into a single layer.  To make further changes in AS, you will have to close the frame image first.

Most animated avatars contain 4 to 8 frames.  The maximum number is limited by the maximum file size the forum software will accept.

PROPERTIES & EFFECTS

Use Animation>Animation Properties to set the Canvas color and the looping control (which may be set to “indefinitely” or a set number of loops).  Underneath each frame you will see a value, such as “D:10”, which specifies, in hundredths of a second, the Display time for that frame.  After selecting a frame, you can use Animation>Frame Properties to alter its display time.

Several transitions and effects, accessed through the Effects Menu, can be applied to the animation.  A number of PSP commands, such as Rotate and Resize, are also available in AS.  Two features of AS – registration marks and onionskins – are worth investigating when you have to make modifications to an animation.

Test the animation by using View>Animation and the VCR controls.  Save it to disk in AS’s native file format, *.mng.

FILE OPTIMIZATION

When the animation is done, the next step is to optimize it to reduce its size using File>Optimization Wizard.  Set “Optimize for: Animated GIF file” in the first window, then progress to the next window.  Here you will see a “Quality vs. Size” slider which enables you to manage this tradeoff.  Generally, you will want the highest quality available which still produces a file size less than the forum’s maximum.  You will also see a “Customize” button.  Clicking this will allow you to make a variety of self-explanatory changes to the animation file to reduce its size.  The next window displays progress indicators as it renders the optimized animation.  Move to the next window in the Wizard and you will get a preview of the final, optimized animation side by side with the unoptimized original.  This will enable you to see the changes resulting from the optimization process; are they acceptable?    Finally, a window appears which shows the size of the optimized file; is it under the maximum?  If not, use the Back button to go back and make further changes.  To preview how it looks in your own browser, use View>Preview in Web Browser.

CONCLUSION

At this point you have finished your animated avatar.  Save it to disk as a *.gif file.  (It will be saved as a Type 89a *.gif file automatically.)

You may now upload it to your forum and enjoy the compliments as they flow in.

Alternatively, you could store it on your “own” server, if you have a web site, and just post a link to it on the forum’s server.  Use View>HTML Code to obtain the link syntax.
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