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Making Of Fantastic Mr Fox

Introduction: The Unlikely Alchemy
of a Stop-Motion Masterpiece

When filmmaker Wes Anderson announced in the mid-2000s that his
next  project  would  be  an  adaptation  of  Roald  Dahl’s  children's
classic,  Fantastic  Mr  Fox,  the  reaction  from  both  the  film  industry
and his devoted fanbase was one of curiosity tinged with skepticism.
Anderson,  known  for  his  meticulously  composed,  emotionally
reserved  live-action  films,  seemed  an  odd  fit  for  a  talking-animal
story. However, what emerged from a nearly two-year production
cycle in a converted London warehouse was not just a brilliant film,
but a landmark in animation history. The making of Fantastic Mr
Fox is a story of artistic obsession, technical innovation, and a deep,
almost childlike commitment to the tactile imperfections of stop-
motion animation. It is a tale of how a director known for symmetry
and  control  embraced  the  chaos  of  puppet  hair,  wool,  and  the
fluttering of fake fur to create something utterly timeless.

This  article  delves  deep  into  the  intricate  process  behind  this
beloved  film,  exploring  the  unique  challenges,  the  collaborative
genius of the crew, and the philosophical decisions that turned a 32-
page children's book into a 90-minute cinematic triumph. From the
initial decision to use stop-motion rather than CGI to the final tweaks

in  post-production,  the  journey  of  this  film  is  a  testament  to  the
power  of  handmade  art  in  a  digital  age.

The Genesis: Why Stop-Motion and
Why Dahl?

The idea for the film did not originate with Anderson alone. It was a
passion  project  for  producer  Allison  Abbate  and  actor  George
Clooney, who had already secured the rights to Dahl’s novel. When
Abbate approached Anderson, the director saw an opportunity he
had been waiting for. He had long been a fan of Dahl, not just for the
whimsy, but for the author’s sharp, unsentimental view of human
nature.  The  making  of  Fantastic  Mr  Fox  truly  began  when
Anderson  realized  that  the  story's  subversive  tone—where  the
heroes are essentially thieves—required a medium that felt equally
handmade and subversive.

Anderson considered computer animation, but quickly dismissed it.
He felt that CGI was too "slick" and "perfect" for the earthy, rustic
world of the story. Stop-motion, with its inherent jitter and visible
fingerprints,  offered  a  texture  that  matched  Dahl's  prose.  As
Anderson famously stated, he wanted the film to look like a book—a
physical  object  with  weight  and  wear.  This  decision  defined  every



subsequent step of the production. The goal was not to replicate
reality, but to create a stylized, believable world where the dirt on a
fox’s nose told a story.

The Script: Channeling the Spirit of
Roald Dahl

One  of  the  most  distinctive  aspects  of  the  film  is  its  dialogue.
Anderson and his co-writer, Noah Baumbach, did not simply adapt
the  plot.  They  expanded  it,  adding  complex  family  dynamics,
existential crises, and the now-iconic use of the word "cuss." The
scriptwriting process was intensive. The team was determined to
maintain  the  "voice"  of  Dahl—a  voice  that  is  simultaneously
sophisticated and childish.

The making of Fantastic Mr Fox involved a deep literary respect.
Anderson and Baumbach read Dahl’s letters and other novels to
absorb  his  rhythm.  They  inserted  scenes  that  felt  true  to  his
universe, such as the wolf scene on the mountaintop—a moment of
pure, silent poetry that exists nowhere in the original book. This
expansion  was  risky,  but  it  allowed  the  film  to  appeal  to  adults
without losing the charm for children. The script was the blueprint,
but as the crew would soon discover, stop-motion animation has a
way of rewriting the script through physical necessity.

The Workshop: Building a World by
Hand

To understand the making of Fantastic Mr Fox, one must visit the

sets. Production was based at Three Mills Studios in London. Here, a
team of over 40 animators, carpenters, sculptors, and seamstresses
worked for over a year.  Unlike a live-action set,  where an actor
walks into a room, here every branch, every leaf, and every crumb
of food had to be created by hand.

The visual aesthetic was heavily influenced by 1970s children's book
illustrations, particularly those of Brian Wildsmith. The color palette
was autumnal—burnt oranges, browns, and yellows. The sets were
built with a sense of scale that was deliberately inconsistent. Human
objects,  like  the  farmers'  hands,  were  intentionally  oversized  to
emphasize the smallness of the animals. This tactile quality is the
soul of the film. When you watch Mr. Fox walk through a tunnel, you
are watching real wool, real wood, and real dirt.

The Art of the Puppet

The puppets were the heart of the operation. Unlike commercial
stop-motion  puppets  that  use  silicone  or  resin  for  smooth
movement,  the characters in this  film were built  using a technique
that emphasized fur and texture. The puppets had armatures (metal
skeletons) inside, covered with foam latex and then topped with real
fur—often rabbit fur, dyed to the exact color.

Fur as a Character Feature: The animators had to learn
how to "groom" the puppets between takes. A smudge on Mr.
Fox’s fur was a continuity nightmare.
Facial Expressions: The game-changer was the use of
replacement animation for faces. Instead of a mechanical
head, the team created hundreds of identical heads with
different expressions. Mr. Fox alone had over 130 separate
face variations to cover every emotion from smirk to fear.
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Costumes: The costumes were not painted on. They were
sewn by a team of tailors using miniature sewing machines.
The corduroy pants were actually corduroy. The tweed was
real tweed. This level of detail gave the characters a weight
that CGI often lacks.

The Role of Sound and Voice:
Recorded in the Dirt

A unique aspect  of  the making of Fantastic Mr Fox  was the
recording process for the voice actors. Wes Anderson is known for a
very specific vocal delivery—dry, rapid, and understated. To achieve
a sense of realism, he recorded the actors outdoors.

Instead of a sterile sound studio, Anderson took George Clooney,
Meryl Streep, and Bill Murray into a barn, or had them lie down in
the dirt. He wanted the voice to have the acoustic properties of the
natural world. This is why Clooney’s voice sounds slightly "woody" or
"airy"—because it  was recorded in a space that matched the film’s
setting.  This  technique,  combined  with  the  actors’  physical
performances (they were often videoed acting out the scenes to
give the animators reference), created a cohesive performance that
feels deeply grounded.

The Animation Process: Patience
Measured in Seconds

Stop-motion is famously slow. The average animator could produce
just  three to  four  seconds  of  footage per  day.  The film runs  for  87

minutes. Simple math reveals the monumental task. The making of
Fantastic  Mr  Fox  required  over  18  months  of  principal
photography.

One  of  the  most  technically  challenging  sequences  is  the  heist
scene where the animals dig through the floor. The animators had to
create a sense of speed and movement using a rigid puppet. They
achieved this  by blurring the fur  intentionally and using camera
motion—moving the camera on custom-built rigs to create a "shaky
cam" effect, which is rare in stop-motion.

Another  landmark  achievement  is  the  "Wild  Animals"  sequence
towards the end. When the rat is shot and falls backwards, or when
the wolves appear, the animation reaches a level of subtlety that
rivals  live-action.  The animators  had to imbue the puppets  with
"micro-expressions"—tiny shifts in the eyes or the tilt of a head that
take hours to plan for a split second on screen.

Managing Continuity

Lighting: The lighting rigs were massive. Because a single1.
scene could take weeks to shoot, the lights had to be perfectly
calibrated to ensure the sun didn't "jump."
Set Decay: Sets degrade. Dust settles on the fake leaves.2.
The crew had a dedicated "dusting" team that cleaned the
sets with tiny brushes before every single frame.
Puppet Care: Puppets break. Their fingers snap off. Their fur3.
gets matted. A team of "puppet doctors" was on standby 24/7
to repair them so shooting could continue.



The Music and Mood: The Folksy
Heartbeat

The  score  for  the  film,  composed  by  Alexandre  Desplat,  is  heavily
influenced  by  British  folk  music  and  the  banjo  work  of  The  Beach
Boys. Desplat worked closely with Anderson to ensure the music felt
like an extension of  the set design—rustic,  wooden, and slightly
melancholic. The use of the song "Heroes and Villains" is not just a
stylistic  choice;  it’s  a  narrative  cue  that  underscores  the  moral
ambiguity of the story.

The  making  of  Fantastic  Mr  Fox  also  involved  a  unique
collaboration with folk  singer  Jarvis  Cocker,  who wrote the song
"Petey's Song" and appears as the character Petey. The music video
and the soundtrack were treated with the same physicality as the
film—recorded  using  analog  equipment  to  maintain  the  "warm"
sound that matches the visual warmth of the burnt-orange palette.

Challenges and Breakthroughs

No production is without its hurdles. The making of Fantastic Mr
Fox  faced  a  significant  crisis  regarding  the  character  of
Kristofferson.  The  tension  between  Ash  (Jason  Schwartzman)  and
Kristofferson is central to the plot. However, during test screenings,
audiences  found  the  conflict  too  adult.  The  team  had  to  re-shoot
entire sequences using the puppets,  a process that required re-
building sections of the set and re-animating months of work.

Another breakthrough was the "white noise" technique used for the
human characters. In the world of the film, humans are seen only in

fragments—hands,  boots,  and silhouettes.  The animators  used a
specific type of grain and blur to distinguish the human world from
the animal world, reinforcing the theme that these two societies are
separate but  intertwined.  This  visual  grammar was refined through
constant trial and error.

The Legacy of a Handmade Epic

When Fantastic Mr Fox was released in 2009, it was a critical darling
and  a  moderate  box  office  success.  However,  its  true  impact  has
grown over time. The film is now considered a high-water mark for
stop-motion  animation,  influencing  a  generation  of  filmmakers  to
return to physical crafts. Studios like Laika and Aardman have long
praised the film for its commitment to texture.

The  making of  Fantastic  Mr Fox  serves  as  a  masterclass  in
creative constraint.  Wes Anderson did not  see stop-motion as a
limitation; he saw it as a liberation. The slow pace forced the script
to be tighter. The physicality forced the actors to be more vocal. The
dirt on the sets added a layer of realism that digital animation often
sanitizes away.

Conclusion: The Magic is in the
Material

In  an era  of  hyper-realistic  CGI  and endless  digital  options,  the
making  of  Fantastic  Mr  Fox  stands  as  a  defiantly  analogue
achievement.  It  is  a  film  that  celebrates  the  imperfections  of  the
human hand—the accidental finger print, the slightly crooked seam,
the stutter in a walking cycle. These "flaws" are not errors; they are
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the  very  essence  of  the  film’s  charm.  Wes  Anderson  and  his  team
created a world that feels lived-in, worn, and real. The dedication of
the animators, the ingenuity of the set builders, and the raw talent
of  the  voice  cast  combined  to  create  a  film  that  is  both  a  perfect
adaptation of Roald Dahl and a unique work of art in its own right.

Ultimately, the story behind the making of Fantastic Mr Fox is a
reminder  that  the  best  films  are  not  just  made—they  are  built,
thread  by  thread,  frame  by  frame,  with  a  level  of  care  that
transcends the final product. It is a celebration of craft, a love letter
to the physical world, and a timeless story that continues to inspire
audiences to get their hands dirty in the pursuit of art.


