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The Project

Overview:
The film, Khutulun: Daughter of the Mongolian Empire, is a 2D animated 
short film that uses a mix of rigged 2D animation, paper cutouts, and 
stop motion shadow puppetry to tell the true story of a woman whose 
story was deliberately taken out of historical records. 

The film takes the intense emotions and high stakes of Blue Eye 
Samurai and combines it with the tactile artistry of the Adventures of 
Prince Achmed and the Girl Who Cried Pearls.

History is filled with women whose lives and actions had massive 
impacts on the world, but whose names have been largely forgotten. 

Not lost in the fog of the distant past, but deliberately and selectively struck from 
records. The pharaoh Hatshepsut’s name was chiseled away from temple walls on 
the orders of her nephew—Artemisia Gentileschi’s paintings were attributed to her 
father a�ter her death—and passages relating to the inheritance of Genghis Khan’s 
daughters were physically cut from scrolls a hundred years a�ter the ink had set.

By shining a light—literally by shining a light onto paper puppets—this film seeks to 
restore one of these forgotten women to her place in history. The surviving tidbits 
about Khutulun’s life reveal a tantalizing story of a woman who was arrogant but 
rightly so. Her athletic skill in archery, wrestling, and horseback riding have become 
the stu�f of legend.

In this dramatization, her ambition and pride is put to the test when she decides to 
wager her hand in marriage to any man who can defeat her at Bökh—Mongolian 
wrestling. By defeating her suitors and by collecting the horses they wagered 
against her, she builds up an army of 10,000 horses which she rides into battle 
against her clan’s enemies.

Thematically, it’s about knowing your worth, ignoring what other people expect of 
you, and taking a risk for something you believe in. It’s got courtly intrigue, 
jealousy, attacking armies, a warrior princess…and lots and lots of Mongolian throat 
singing.

Logline:
In a fantastical-but-true story censored from historical 
records—in a time where the sons of Genghis Khan have 
drank away his empire and broken into waring factions—one 
of his female descendants, Princess Khutulun, must use her 
military cunning, athletic prowess, and ruthless ambition to 
fight for her own hand in marriage, to lead her father’s 
army, and to defend her clan in battle.

Format
Genre: Historical drama
Runtime: 12 minutes

Audience: Young Adult, TV-14
Medium: Paper cutout animation & shadow puppetry



Animation Methods
Shadow Puppetry and 2D Rigs:
I created an animation test as a proof of concept for this project! The test was made with a character rig 
I had previously created in Moho—not a character for Khutulun, but used to demonstrate my method.

I rigged and animated the 2D character in Moho, then exported the frames of the character animation 
which I then printed and cut out using a Cricut Maker 4. The environment illustration was also drawn 
digitally before being cut on the Cricut, and the whole scene was illuminated on a makeshi�t multi-plane 
camera with sheets of vellum and glass providing atmosphere. By doing this, I took a digital animation 
and transferred in into a stop-motion format with shadow puppetry!

Proof of concept

2D Moho rig

Animation frames cut out with a Cricut

Enviroment illustration layers

https://youtu.be/hP-0VcH9To0










































Synopsis
Prologue
This is the story of a woman who, like countless others, has been overlooked and 
erased from historical record. But despite e�forts to downplay women’s 
contributions to society, she made her mark on history. 

A�ter Genghis Khan’s death, his empire began to fracture into four warring 
khanates. To the east, the Yuan Dynasty. To the west, the Golden Horde. The 
Ilkhanate encompasses the southern coast of the continent. And boxed 
between them, in the center of the steppe, is the Chagatai Khanate. In this 
central khanate, the great grandsons of Genghis Khan—Qaidu Khan of the 
Chagatai Khanate and Kublai Khan of the Yuan Dynasty—fight for control 
over the empire.

plot
In the vast plains of steppe, Princess Khutulun arrives at a lonely 
ger—a yurt—and dismounts her horse. She brushes past her father’s 
guards and enters the ger. Inside, Qaidu Khan is deep in discussion 
with Batu, an envoy of Kublai Khan’s army. Batu espouses the virtues 
of his clan to Qaidu and attempts to strike a deal with him—powerful 
appointments, luxurious goods, all in exchange for his vow of loyalty.

Khutulun sco�fs at the o�fer, surprising Batu, who had not expected 
her to speak. He insults her, saying that she should keep to her sewing 
and worse, insults her father for taking council from his daughter when 
he has a dozen sons laying about. Khutulun lays into him—Batu may 
see his clan as the true successors to Genghis Kahn’s empire, but he’s 
lost touch with the ways of their people. He lives in a castle. Only uses 

a ger when he’s on a hunting expedition. And, she says, his horse isn’t 
even properly trained. Their argument breaks into a full-on fight, and 
protecting her father, Khutulun drives Batu out of their ger, but he is 
able to escape—not very gracefully—on the back of his clumsy horse.

As he rides o�f, he tells her that he is like a hawk. He will lay waste to 
her clan and capture her as a trophy for Kublai Khan and bring her to 
him like a hawk delivers its prey.

He will be back with an army tenfold the size of Qaidu’s. Turning to her 
father, Khutulun stresses the importance to her father of mustering 
more men and horses for their army. Qaidu asks her how she intends 
to get all these horses.

— — — ■ — — —
A gaggle of suitors ride towards Qaidu Khan’s camp, gossiping and 
boasting amongst themselves. Princess Khutulun has wagered her 
hand in marriage to any man who can defeat her at Bökh—Mongolian 
wrestling. The suitors must merely put up a wager against her—100 
horses each, which they bring with them as they approach the camp.

— — — ■ — — —
When Khutulun steps onto the field where the crowd has gathered to 
watch the match, she towers over the first suitor. Very sporting, they 
shake hands before their match…where Khutulun knocks her first 
suitor down in mere seconds. 

The rules of Bökh are straightforward. Only the fighter’s feet can touch 

the ground—once any other part of their body makes contact with the ground, the match is 
over. No striking, no choking, no weight classes, no time limits.

Khutulun quickly dispatches her first round of suitors while the crowd cheers and sings for 
her. A few hundred horses richer, she basks in her victory. Turning, she sees an army of 
horses riding towards here. Is this the incoming army of Kublai Khan? No—more suitors. 
Lots more.

— — — ■ — — —
Now worn down from her string of matches, Khutulun stops to catch her breath. Her father, 
the Khan, tells her not to push herself. He opens the curtain of his ger, showing her that she 
has another suitor waiting outside. This one, from the Ilkhanate is also of royal blood, and 
has brought 500 horses for her—more than a suitable match for her. Khutulun realizes that 
her father is asking her to throw the match.

While Khutulun has fought and won him an army of horses, Kublai Khan’s army draws near. 
But she could leave, go to the Ilkhanate as a bride and be safe.

— — — ■ — — —
As she faces her new opponent, Khutulun sizes him up. Now, instead of the crowd cheering 
for Khutulun’s victory, they cheer for her suitor—wishing for her marriage. They shake 
hands and exchange words. He tells her that she will be well taken care of in Iran and that 
he’d be honored to have her for a wife. She says she’ll consider it and they both laugh as the 
match commences. 

They tousle and Khutulun whispers that he’s a strong fighter. But she’s an even better 
military commander than she is a wrestler. She doesn’t want to live in an Iranian palace any 
more than a Chinese one. With a swi�t kick, she sweeps her suitor’s legs from under him and 

he hits the ground.

Looking past him and towards her father 
in the crowd, she proclaims that her place 
is by her father’s side here in the Chagatai 
Khanate. She won’t leave him to face 
Kublai Khan’s army. She vows to defend 
her homeland.

— — — ■ — — —
Batu leads Kublai Khan’s army towards 
Khutulun’s camp. In the distance, he sees 
her. She sits atop her horse waiting for 
him at the crest of a hill. Batu calls out to 
her, taunting her. 

She raises her bow and takes out the 
soldiers on either side of him. At her 
signal, 1000s of men ride behind her and 
clash with the enemy horde. Khutulun 
leads the charge into battle, tearing 
through her enemies as Batu retreats from 
the front. She laughs as he goes.

Qaidu Khan rides up beside his daughter 
and tells her that she will make an 
excellent Khan someday. She insists that 

one of her many brothers should take the mantle. Not 
because she can’t do it, but because she prefers to lead the 
military on the battlefield—not to sit in court all day. 

Qaidu tells her that she’s brought him victory like a hawk 
brings a rabbit. Khutulun replies, “let me bring you 
something else.” Indeed, like a hawk, Khutulun rides into 
the enemy’s ranks until she catches up to Batu. But rather 
than killing him with her arrows, she grabs him o�f his 
horse and brings him to her father. 

As she looms over Batu, and having proven that she is the 
embodiment of Mongolian ideals, the paper screen of the 
film is torn away. 

Epilogue
Although Khutulun’s story was nearly cut away from the 
historical record, her actions…and the actions of other women like 
her…were real. Their impacts on history and culture are tangible 
and they did shape the world we live in today. Even if the facts 
have been forgotten and names lost to time, the truth 
remains the same.

Facts, unlike ink, can’t be altered.
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Project Goals
Demonstration of skill
As an early-career animator, I am looking for opportunities to 
showcase my own design and storytelling sensibilities that 
make my work unique. This project will demonstrate that I am 
capable of directing and can be trusted with larger projects and 
IP. This short could also serve as a part of a larger series on 
historical women.

Documentation of Process
Because the medium of the film—using a combination of 2D 
rigs and stop-motion—has a strong emphasis on handmade 
elements, it could also be a great chance to highlight the 
artistry that goes into animation. Recording and posting about 
the progress of the film would honor LAIKA’s reputation for the 
cra�t as well as building up audience engagement.

Direction and Connection
By attending and participating in film festivals, I would have a 
chance to build up my network among other filmmakers. As of 
now, I am in a bit of a geographic bubble, so getting 
face-to-face with people in the industry is something that I 
can’t do without this program.



Theme and Tone
Mood:
The silhouetted world and characters create a visual feeling that 
is mysterious and even a bit spooky. Using gauzy vellum and 
paper, the e�fect is that the world is cloaked in fog and darkness 
that our hero, Khutulun, must navigate through.

The animation is highly stylized, so the characters within the 
narrative behave more naturalistically to ground the story in 
reality. It may look like a fairy tale, but it doesn’t act like one. 

This film is a glimpse into the world of the distant past that’s 
been obscured from our view by historical omission. 

Music:

Mongolian music is the first and foremost 
inspiration for the film. Scan the Spotify playlist 
code or click the to listen!

Mood board

https://open.spotify.com/playlist/0IKZOKSheJQbjUaxJsCdv6?si=3ffeeb033d4748f3


The Artist

Honors and Awards
Women in Animation | Mentorship Circle Programs 
Adapting IP & Creating Your Own with Hanna Armour | Summer 2026
Design & Story For Visual Development with Vicki Pui | Spring 2024

Coca-Cola Refreshing Films | Grand Prize Winner
"Let Loose" | July 2020

Disney Imaginations Design Competition | Semifinalist
"Traveler's Bay" | December 2019

About Me
I've had a lifelong passion for storytelling and stylized 
animation. I studied storyboarding and animation, earning my 
Masters from Savannah College of Art and Design in 2021. Since 
entering the industry, my work has been featured on NOVA and 
the Discovery Channel, among others. Currently, I'm working 
on graphics and simulations to help train the next generation of 
medical doctors.

My Ethos
Last year, I saw a screening of the Adventures of Prince Achmed in DC accompanied 
by a live orchestra followed the next weekend by a live Persian shadow puppetry 
show called Song of the North. (Fueled by my obsession with the Dark Crystal, I had 
been on a bit of a puppetry binge.) While in the theaters for both these 
performances, I kept thinking to myself that there is an intersection of puppetry 
and animation that is still relatively untapped. (Not in 3D, but in 2D.) When Lotte 
Reigniger pioneered paper silhouette animation in Prince Achmed, could she have 
imagined that artists would have access to a tool like a Cricut or a laser cutter?

Even since childhood, I’ve had two consistent passions. One is for animation, and 
one is for “girl power,” which I would later find out is called “feminism.” While 
other kids did their science fair projects on Thomas Edison’s lightbulb or the 
invention of the steam engine, I researched Walt Disney’s multi-plane camera. 
But I wanted to know how female artists have contributed to the medium that I 
love and to use my own skills to highlight their work.

My ideal project allows me to use the medium of animation to both showcase my 
own directorial vision while also giving audiences a chance to explore topics 
relating to women’s rights.

I want to make films that are insightful and creative but also fun! Animation is 
entertainment, not therapy.  Watching complex female characters navigate the 
social pressures and stigmas of the world is simply more fun if there are also 
battles to watch and music to listen to.

This film takes everything I love—animation, puppetry, Mongolian music—and 
puts it all together into one unique if maybe unconventional package.



Previous Work | Gallery



Previous Work | Films

Visions of Thra
A�ter he receives a prophetic vision of the world's 
destruction at his own hands, the fearsome 
warlord—skekGra, the Conqueror—must put his long 
and sordid past behind him, restore balance to the world 
of Thra…and find love while doing it!

To hone my storytelling ability and to practice 
pitching, I decided to create a “mock pitch” for an 
animated miniseries based o�f of the Dark Crystal.

Developing the story arc and characters over the 
course of a 9-episode season has pushed me to 
think bigger and to follow my own artistic 
sensibilities rather than trying to make something 
that my clients will like. I’m very proud of the 
result and hope to continue working on it!

Specimen 7
When an aquatic creature sees an astronaut on a 
scientific expedition, it thinks it’s found a new 
friend—but taken away from its home planet, the 
creature recons with the fact that it will surely die in 
captivity.  

This was my Masters thesis film—stylized 3D 
characters with 2D environment assets. This short 
film was made almost entirely on my own during 
COVID shutdowns. 

Through necessity, this film got me familiar with 
animation tools and work�lows that I had never 
learned before—rigging, compositing, 3D 
character performance, texturing, you name it. 

Pleasant Grove
A gardener discovers a troublesome turnip spirit hiding 
in her garden, but as she tries to shoo it away, she learns 
that it is the spirit of the forest —displaced by humans.

In grad school, I pitched a short film that was 
selected for production. My team of 20 students 
had 10 weeks to complete the 2D/3D hybrid project 
from the day of the pitch to the final screening of 
the film.

It was my first chance at directing a film, although 
I had worked on storyboards and previz for other 
projects. More than just learning how to make a 
short film, I also discovered how to manage a team 
and when to trust other artists to execute and 
improve the initial vision.

https://www.oliviadraws.com/visions
https://youtu.be/aVye3M7-fpA
https://youtu.be/is0mCfrA5CE


Thank You!

Olivia Mercurio
oliviadraws.com | olivia.r.mercurio@gmail.com


