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WOOLY JUMPERS: Shaun
the Sheep’s debut big-screen
outing opens on Friday

SMALL WORLD: director of
photography Dave Alex
Riddett at work at Aardman
Animations’ Bristol studios

INNOVATOR: Dave Alex has
worked on the films Chicken Run
and Creature Comforts, as well as
Peter Gabriel’s Sledgehammer video

LEAVING THE COUNTRY: Shaun
and the Flock family in the big city

TALL TALES: Dave Alex Riddett
in Shaun’s miniature setting

Adventures of Wallace, Gromit, Shaun and me
A

t 6ft 3in, Dave Alex Riddett
would be considered tall in
most circumstances. But here,
in a world occupied by characters
no higher than 9in, the Leicesterborn director of photography looks
like a giant.
So do most of the 200-strong crew
who are busily working in this
deceptively ordinary-looking
warehouse on the edge of Bristol.
From the outside, it looks like any
other building on the industrial estate. But inside, it’s the magical
home of Aardman Animations – the
Oscar-winning creator of family
favourites including Wallace and
Gromit and Chicken Run.
It’s currently where children’s TV
star Shaun the Sheep is embarking
on his biggest adventure yet, after
the woolly mischief-maker and his
chums find themselves in the Big
City, far away from the green, green
grass of Mossy Bottom Farm.
You join us at the end of September. With another four months to go
before Shaun the Sheep Movie hits
the big screen, there’s an air of
secrecy around the studio – so much
so that I’m given a clutch of
embargo agreements to sign as soon
as I enter a reception area full of
Shaun the Sheep collectibles.
The studio is a maze of corridors,
the air filled by the smell of paint
and glue and the sound of drills on
wood as the sets are assembled.
Each of the 33 studio spaces is
concealed by a black curtain,
behind which lies a magnificent,
miniature scene.
Right now, Dave Alex is working
on “the inevitable Aardman chase
sequence” – a feature of every

Shaun the Sheep
makes the leap
from the small
screen to the big
this week. Back in
September,
BECKY JONES
took a trip to the
Aardman
Animation studio
to see the film’s
Leicester camera
wizard in action
Aardman film and one which he
thoroughly enjoys.
This one features a Trojan horse
(in which the sheep are hiding) with
a fire extinguisher sticking out of its
bottom. Obviously.
Filming for the 85-minute movie,
directed by Richard “Golly” Starzack
and Mark Burton, began at the start
of 2014 and will be coming to an end
within the next few weeks.
Due to the size of the project,
Dave Alex is one of two directors of
photography (the other is Charles
Copping), who lead a camera crew

made up of a lighting camera operator, three electricians, two motion
control operators and six camera
operators (and 58 cameras).
“Our basic role as DoPs is being in
charge of the photography, of what
each shot looks like.
“We get involved in storyboarding
and composition of the shots,
lighting every scene, deciding where
the camera goes, what lenses to use.
Charles and myself do that in liaison
with the directors,” he explains.
Each scene starts out with the set
builders assembling the scene,
before the DoPs decide where to
place the lights. Once that’s been
okayed by the directors, the set
dressers get to work dirtying it up
and adding props, ready for the
animators to take over.
“The animators are like our actors.
Generally, they will work on their
own, even if they’ve got a lot of
characters. On this film, we’ve had
one scene with 42 characters – with
just one animator,” says Dave Alex,
who reveals that each of the 17 animators turns out about two
seconds of film a day. It’s a timeconsuming process.
Almost all the camera moves are
computer-controlled – partly
because all the shots have to be
repeated identically.
“Often, animators require lots of
rigs to hold up the puppets they are
working with, the puppets being
subject to gravity. When they’re
animating you’ll see them in shot,
but when we’ve finished the shot,
we’ll take the puppet out and the
rigs out and shoot it again.
“That means that later on digitally,
our visual effects guys can actually

paint out the rig. That’s why we
have to be able to repeat everything
we do.”
Aha.
“I think some people think we’re
standing behind the animator clicking away, but everything is set up for
that animator, then we pull the
curtains and they’re left to it. If
there’s a camera move, they’ll just
press a button and it will move it.
Unless it’s a major camera move,”
he explains.

I

am fortunate to be in the
studio during the lunch break.
So, while the crew get some
food, I get a tour of each of the sets,
including a bus station, various
street scenes and, of course, Mossy
Bottom Farm.
As a regular viewer of the Shaun
the Sheep TV series (due to my twoyear-old son – honest) it’s amazing
to see the characters up close and
appreciate just how tiny they are.
“Shaun is about 3in high. The
farmer’s about Wallace height –
about 9in. That’s an average height.
We make lots of different models,
because we’re filming on so many
different sets so we have to repeat
them,” says Dave Alex, looking a
little nervous as I take a step closer
to the delicate models.
This film is using 354 models in
total, including 21 versions of
Shaun. That’s a lot of clay. And a lot
of Shaun – whose popularity has
exploded since he first appeared in
A Close Shave in 1995.
His very own TV series began in
2007 and last year he was named the
most popular children’s BBC
character of the past 70 years. Soon

after this movie is complete, a fifth
TV series will be filmed.
“I’m a very firm believer that although Shaun is very popular with
kids, it isn’t just for kids,” says Dave
Alex, director of photography on
short films including The Wrong
Trousers and A Close Shave, as well
as feature films such as Chicken Run
and The Curse of the Were-Rabbit.
His favourite project so far?
“The Wrong Trousers is still the
favourite,” he says. “It was a great
one to work on. It was an early one
and it was very small-scale. Nobody
knew what success it would achieve
at the time.
“I think the Trousers script was a
classic in terms of storytelling.
There’s quite a lot in there in half an
hour, with only three characters.
“It has lots of different scenes and
different emotions, in the same way
this Shaun feature does. I think it’s
quite remarkable on this feature
film that it’s 78 minutes excluding
opening and closing credits) of
silent comedy and I think it works
remarkably well. You don’t miss the
lack of dialogue.
“One of the strengths of what we
do is the visual comedy. The Shaun
film is good, pure and simple stopframe animation. We try to keep to a
minimum the CG effects. What you
see on the screen is pretty well
what’s put in front of the camera.”

D

espite his fondness for
Shaun (he is also director of
photography on the TV
series), his favourite character is
Wallace.
“I love Wallace because he’s
stupid. He actually goes against
LDM-E01-S2 LM03
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traditional film making. They always
teach you that a character should
have an arc, a journey he goes on,
and come out enriched at the end. I
love the fact Wallace is stupid to
start with and he comes out the end
exactly the same!”
It’s no wonder the Wensleydalemunching inventor is close to his
heart. Wallace’s home reminds him
of somewhere very special: his nan’s
house in Highfields, Leicester.
“Whenever we’ve been filming
Wallace and Gromit, it’s reminded
me of Highfields. My nan had a little
two up, two down in Twycross
Street, where I was born, and it
reminds me of Wallace’s front
room, with slightly mismatched,
gaudy wallpaper and a big tiled
fireplace.”
Born there in 1954, Dave Alex and
his family moved to Great Bowden –
where his mother still lives – in 1958.
“It was fantastic. There was a
lovely little village school which was
very encouraging with music and
the arts. Quite early on, partly
through my parents, who were very
into theatre, I got into writing
playlets and doing little puppet
shows,” he remembers.
Dave Alex’s father, Alec, was a
photographer and designer who
worked at Slaters, a design company
in Kibworth, then Symingtons, a
foundation wear company in
Market Harborough, where he became art director.
His creative talents can be seen in
Dave Alex’s office, where a painting
of Market Harborough (featuring
“Saint Dinosaurs” where Dave Alex
was once a choirboy) takes pride of
place on the wall above the desk.
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Bristol may have been home for 37
years, but Dave Alex will always
have a strong connection with
Harborough, including the theatre,
where he spent many happy hours
with his dad.
“When I was a kid, he’d be down
there every Sunday designing and
building sets, so I’d go down there
and join in.
“He ended up being a theatre
photographer and did a lot with the
old Phoenix theatre and then the
Haymarket. As a consequence, I was
always surrounded by all these
theatrical people, so photography
and theatre was in my blood, really,”
says Dave Alex, who made his first
film, using Action Men and an 8mm
camera when he was 12.
“The film was very crude, but it
worked,” recalls Dave Alex, whose
filmmaking continued apace – but

almost got him expelled from
Market Harborough Grammar
School. “I made a film there that
involved a lot of explosives and set
fire to a common room,” he laughs.

U

ndeterred by his explosive
start, a foundation course at
Loughborough College of Art
was the “obvious next step” for the
creative teen. He went on to Leeds
College of Art, where he specialised
in filmmaking, before his tutor
encouraged him to continue his
studies in Bristol, on the university’s
radio, film and TV postgraduate
course.
“That’s what brought me to Bristol
and a good thing, too,” he says
After a “very intense nine
months”, he began working as a
freelance cameraman,
supplementing this with jobs

Who needs an Oscar?
THE Shaun the Sheep movie is the third Aardman feature
film for which Dave Alex has been director of
photography. The first was Chicken Run
(2000), for which he was nominated for a
Bafta, and the second was Curse of the
Were-Rabbit (2005, pictured) for which he
won a Kermode award – something he’s
very proud of.
“Film critic Mark Kermode never used to
agree with the Oscar nominations, so as part of
The Culture Show, he made his own Kermode
awards.
“I got one of those for cinematography for WereRabbit and I think it’s more valuable than a real Oscar,
because I have great respect for Mark.”

painting fairgrounds and working in
a comic book store.
In 1980, he started working at the
university, supervising students on
his old course, as well as shooting
films for the university. At the same
time, Dave Alex was making films
with his friend and fellow film
graduate, Dave Borthwick.
The duo, who become known as
the Bolex Bros (named after the
camera brand) produced a number
of short films, music promos and TV
title sequences – in the basement of
Dave Alex’s house.
His long working association with
Peter Lord and Dave Sproxton at
Aardman Animations began in the

mid-80s – with Nick Park joining the
ranks as an animator soon after.
Dave Alex’s early projects at the
Bristol studio included Peter
Gabriel’s Sledgehammer video and
Park’s original Creature Comforts
short film.

D

ave Alex has been involved in
a handful of live action films,
but it’s the Aardman animation projects for which he is best
known.
“I never intended to do animation
and nothing else. It just happened
to be the main thing that
encompassed everything I wanted
to do. I could never get into doing
stuff on computers – it’s not my
world at all. I love the physicality of
this filmmaking.
“There wasn’t an animation
industry when I started out. Going
back to my childhood, the closest
thing was Thunderbirds, which
wasn’t animation as such, but it
had that magic of building sets
and miniatures.
“As a kid, I was quite
influenced by that style of
filmmaking.
“I always thought it would
be fantastic to work on
something like that.
“I’ve probably
got to the closest
equivalent of
what that was in
what we’re doing
here. Basically, I’m
living in a world of
miniature buildings – and
it’s great.”
■ Shaun the Sheep Movie
is in cinemas on Friday.

