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Introduction: Understanding Aardman

Annabelle Honess Roe

In 1966, two twelve-year-old boys met at the Woking Grammar School. New boy Peter, recently returned from Australia, sat beside David, and started doodling in his exercise book. A few years later, Dave and Pete began experimenting with animation on an old kitchen table, using a dusted-off wind-up Bolex camera. Via Dave’s father, who worked at the BBC, the pair’s experiments gained the attention of Patrick Dowling, the producer of Vision On, a BBC television programme aimed at deaf children, to whom they subsequently sold a film for £25 in 1971. The film featured a goofy superhero character called Aardman, and with no better idea of what name to put on the cheque, Aardman Animations was born.

Thus goes Aardman’s origins story.1 Many of us are familiar with what happens next: David Sproxton and Peter Lord move to Bristol, in the South West of England, and in 1977 create the character Morph as a foil for the presenter Tony Hart on the BBC children’s television art programme Take Hart (also produced by Dowling)2; the popularity of Morph led the BBC to give him his own television show in 1980.3 During this time, Aardman, still at this point a tiny two-man operation, receives commissions from the BBC, and later Channel 4, to make short animated films based on recorded, overheard conversations.4 Around the time they are working on the Channel 4 shorts in the mid-1980s, Sproxton and Lord ‘discover’ Nick Park at the National Film and Television School, who is struggling to finish his graduation film, A Grand Day Out, featuring two characters called Wallace and Gromit. Nick Park is brought into the fold, and works on Aardman’s films, including a short as part of the Channel 4 commission: Creature Comforts (1989). The following year that short wins the studio its first of many Academy Awards and ignites the beginning of international recognition that eventually enables the studio to produce its first feature film, Chicken Run (2000), directed by Lord and Park.

Fast forward to over forty years since they banked their first cheque. During this time Aardman’s growth and success has been both significant and celebrated. Known as the ‘Rolls-Royce studio’ of the animation industry,5 they have won four Oscars (and been nominated for seven more)6 and countless other awards, and Chicken Run remains the most successful stop-motion animated film of all time at the international box office.7 In 2017, the company had an annual turnover of more than £30 million.8 This turnover has fluctuated since 2000 (see Figure I.1),9 but shows a general pattern of growth that reflects their expansive activities across a range of platforms, most famously in feature films and television, but also in advertising, games, interactive content and brand licensing. To support this activity, Aardman currently employs approximately 150 people at their headquarters in Bristol, in the South West of England and until recently the studio was privately owned and run by its two founders. In 2018, Lord and Sproxton handed ownership of the company to the employees,10 a move that reflected the company’s projected identity as one driven by integrity rather than by profit, an identity that belies the many smart business decisions that have enabled their longevity in the face of a fluctuating and unpredictable media industry. So, while they are for many people synonymous with Wallace and Gromit, the reality of Aardman goes far beyond the homespun, make-it-up-as-you-go-along approach and cosy domesticity of that cheese-loving human–canine odd couple, and the company now has a global multimedia cross-platform reach that would have been hard to predict forty years ago.
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Figure I.1 Aardman’s Annual Turnover, 2000–2017.

Despite their status, longevity, sustained business success and significant contribution to Britain’s national cultural identity and creative economy, there is a surprising lack of academic writing on Aardman. Publications are for the most part limited to that which has been put out by the studio, including their how-to animation book Cracking Animation, two more recent retrospectives of the studio’s history and style, and various making-of books that have accompanied their productions.11 Third-party material is mostly limited to features and interviews in the trade and popular press, and Aardman has not received the sort of extended scholarly attention afforded to other contemporary, nationally significant animation companies such as Pixar or Studio Ghibli.12 This means that to date, Aardman’s self-representation – in their books, but also behind-the-scenes content found on their DVDs and, more latterly, online – and how Aardman personnel talk about the studio in interviews and other promotional material have offered the most significant means of understanding the studio and their work. While this material is useful and important in many ways, as discussed below, Aardman is long overdue the type of attention from animation studies, and film and media studies more broadly, that this volume offers. This is perhaps even more the case at this juncture. Despite the company’s financial health, their feature films have successively increasingly struggled to connect with audiences, and none of their films has managed to achieve Chicken Run’s success at the box office (see Figure I.2).13 With Sproxton and Lord stepping back from the day-to-day running of the studio Aardman is entering a new phase, and now seems an apt time to assess the creative and economic contribution Aardman has made to British animation and culture more broadly. The individually authored chapters included in this book engage with the depth and breadth of Aardman’s work and activities in order to understand what ‘Aardman’ means, both in terms of the content it has produced and as a cultural entity that has dominated the perception of British animation for many decades, most notably between 1990 and the early 2010s.
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Figure I.2 Aardman’s feature film box office takings vs. budget.

In this introduction, rather than retell the already well-documented history of the studio, I instead explore the question of what makes Aardman Aardman. For there is undeniably an ‘Aardman-ness’ that we might associate not only with their work and the people who have created it, but also with the general ethos that surrounds the studio. However, this brand singularity persists in the face of diverse activity, some of which seems at odds with the rhetoric of the homespun approach and accidental success that has surrounded the studio. In addition to their seven, to date, feature films,14 they have produced many TV series and short films. Less famously, at least to the public who know them best as the makers of Wallace and Gromit, Shaun the Sheep and Morph, they have made countless commercials, work that makes up a significant proportion of the company’s activity,15 as well as music videos and video games. They also actively exploit the licensing and marketing opportunities of their banner brands in order to financially capitalize on their existing creative properties – another branch of business activity that is vital to the company’s financial stability.

One way to understand Aardman, of course, is to look at the films, television programmes, commercials and other content they have made. Indeed, many chapters in this book take Aardman’s productions as their focus. However, as John Caldwell drew our attention to his 2008 book Production Culture, it is important to consider more than just the ‘on-screen stylistic tendencies’ of a studio in order to understand their cultural processes and outputs.16 I would argue that consideration of Aardman’s activities beyond their banner productions is essential to determine how ‘Aardman-ness’ is constituted. Caldwell was one of the first people to formalize the process of researching ‘behind the screens’ of the media industries by looking at ‘off-screen industrial activities’ as he calls it. This involves doing wide-ranging ethnographic research with film and media workers via interviews, for example, or looking at the processes and political economy of how and what media content gets made. This type of research into the industrial and practical activities involved in the creation of Aardman’s work is evident in several of the chapters in this volume. Caldwell also points to the importance of another area of investigation, an area in which these two poles of off-screen industrial and on-screen activities interact. He describes this area as viral marketing, referring to things such as the making-of specials found on DVD extras and EPKs (electronic press kits), to which we might more latterly add other similar material found on studios’ and distributors’ YouTube channels and social media feeds. These are the means by which a studio self-reflects on and also promotes their output and activities. In terms of understanding Aardman, this extra-textual material, or media ‘paratexts’ as Jonathan Gray has dubbed them,17 is vital to consider because it is a significant means by which they maintain a cohesive identity in the face of increasingly diversified animation practice and creative output. In what follows, I will explore Aardman’s on-screen and off-screen activity as well as the paratextual material that surrounds it in order to demonstrate that ‘Aardman-ness’ is constituted as much in how the studio talks about itself as in the work they produce or the way they produce it.

Aardman style

On the surface, Aardman’s output presents a cohesive creative voice for the studio. Their stop-motion feature films Chicken Run (2000), Wallace and Gromit: The Curse of the Were-Rabbit (2005), The Pirates! In an Adventure with Scientists! (2012), Shaun the Sheep Movie (2015) and Early Man (2018), along with the Wallace and Gromit short films18 and their Shaun the Sheep spin-off television series,19 all represent a certain idea, or ideal, of Britishness – one that is wrapped up in a colloquial humour that gently plays on national, regional and other stereotypes: The self-effacing yet plucky grit of Ginger and her compatriots in Chicken Run, which is drawn in marked comparison to American interloper Rocky’s big ego and brash self-confidence; the eccentric propriety of the Captain and his crew in The Pirates!; the totems of northernness and parochial English life in Wallace and Gromit. These characteristics are amplified by the films’ us-against-them narratives, which help create a sense of cohesive cultural identity, seen most recently in Early Man’s underdog prehistoric sports narrative. Central to these quintessentially Aardman stories are quirky and eccentric characters, lovable ‘losers or incompetents’ who succeed in spite of themselves.20 Aardman protagonists tend to be single-minded to a fault, but unlike a typically aspirational Hollywood character, their goal is often something charmingly unambitious: a nice piece of cheese, or success at the local vegetable competition.

The exploits of Aardman characters are often madcap and reliant on steampunk-esque contraptions that elide, or even reverse in the case of Arthur Christmas, the post-industrial historical shift from the mechanical to the digital, and this is one source of the pervasive tone of nostalgia in their work. This is compounded by the historical looseness of the films’ narratives which are often set in a vague past that is hard to tie to any specific time period. This nostalgia is evident also in the Aardman milieu, one that features both the bucolic ‘green and pleasant land’ and ‘dark satanic mills’ of a mythic England past, seen most clearly in the Wallace and Gromit films.21 The rolling hills of Mossy Bottom farm in Shaun the Sheep, the wood-panelled interiors of imperial Britain in The Pirates! and the country pile in Were-Rabbit all evoke the iconography of a certain type of British national cinema, one often criticized for its reactionary attitude.22 While Aardman has received some backlash against its ‘cosy Britishness’, this has by no means been to the extent of the critique of the films that typify British ‘heritage’ cinema.23 Perhaps this is due to the fact that animation has typically not received the same sort of ‘serious’ criticism or enquiry afforded to live-action cinema, but also because audiences and critics alike generally love Aardman precisely for this aspect of their work, which is frequently positively described as ‘cosy’, ‘charming’ and ‘heartwarming’.24

All of Aardman’s films, shorts and TV series mentioned above convey a certain ‘Aardman-ness’ that has come to characterize the studio’s work, something that may be thought of as contributing to, but as slightly distinct from, the Aardman ‘brand’, which Andrew Spicer has suggested is constituted by Wallace and Gromit and Shaun the Sheep.25 In addition to the narrative characteristics described above, inherent to ‘Aardman-ness’ is the subtle observation of human behaviour, something that has been present in their work from the very beginning. Talking about their early Animated Conversations films Peter Lord has commented that ‘no-one else had thought of animating those little things that people often don’t even know they’re doing’.26 Askance looks, furrowed brows and attention to the action of background characters have become an Aardman signature, one that was first seen by a wide public in Nick Park’s Creature Comforts. The delight, and particularly ‘Aardman’ sensibility, in this short comes not only from the humorous juxtaposition of documentary sound recordings of real people with claymation animal puppets, but also from the little visual details: the young ‘bluebird’ standing in the background whose beak is twanged by his neighbour while their friend discusses the differences between zoo and circus animals, the terrapin who headers a beach ball that unexpectedly appears from the left of the frame while his enclosure mate speaks into the microphone, the polar bear who silently shakes his head at his younger sibling’s daft comments. Creature Comforts later spawned the Heat Electric commercials (1990–2) that would not only help make the company a household name in the UK, but also begin to cement the association of cosy warmth with the Aardman aesthetic.
Diversity and cohesion

In terms of their off-screen industrial activities, Aardman are most closely identified with claymation, a 3D stop-motion animation process. Their visually distinctive models, or puppets, are satisfyingly physically tangible and possess the ‘coat hanger’ mouths and heavy brows that have become a signature of the studio’s style. Originally made out of plasticine, a medium Lord and Sproxton started working in after becoming frustrated with their fledgling attempts in 2D drawn animation, in terms of both the production process and the final product, which they have described as ‘rather bad animation’.27 When they started working in plasticine, enjoying the spontaneity of stop-motion filmmaking,28 suddenly they were ‘doing something that nobody else was’.29 In fact, Brian Sibley has credited Aardman’s early work with catalysing a ‘renaissance in claymation’.30 The studio has remained closely identified with the handmade aesthetic and process of claymation since that time, even though their models are now more likely to be constructed from latex and silicone, with multiple replacement mouth parts and metal armatures to help maintain rigidity.

However, if one explores beyond their highly visible feature films and well-known shorts, then a wide diversity of practices is revealed, much of which is not immediately identifiable as being in a typically Aardman style, either visually or tonally. In fact, this stylistic diversity has been present since Aardman’s earliest days. For example, 1989’s Lip Synch series includes four creative voices that don’t seem to have much in common. While Peter Lord and Nick Park both made claymation films, Park’s humorous Creature Comforts is distinct from Lord’s two shorts, War Story and Going Equipped, that are more ensconced in a realist tradition concerned with sociopolitical issues. Neither Ident (Richard Starzak, then Goleszowski) nor Next (Barry Purves) used recorded, documentary soundtracks, and both films are tonally and visually divergent from the shorts made by Lord and Park. Starzak’s quasi-surrealist, dystopian contribution eschews intelligible dialogue altogether.31 In Next Purves, who had already established his stop-motion credentials as an animator on Cosgrove Hall’s Wind in the Willows (1983), uses fabric puppets in a style that has more in common with his previous work than the other Lip Synch films.

While films such as Steve Box’s Stage Fright (1997) are in a clearly identifiable Aardman style, in particular the character design and, even more specifically, the ‘coat hanger’ shape of their mouths, a look at the rest of Aardman’s short films made in the intervening years further undermines any sense of homogeneity in their style or tone, and many of these films feel a long way from the world of Wallace and Gromit. Shorts such as Mark Brierley and David Sproxton’s Owzat (1997), the studio’s first foray into computer-generated imagery (CGI) character animation, and the dark literary adaptation The Pearce Sisters (Luis Cook, 2007) do not conform to the visual aesthetic or the cosy atmosphere of the better-known work with which they are
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