STARDUST ON LOCATION IN THE UK AND ICELAND

From some of the most picturesque villages in England to the remote and dramatic volcanic landscapes of Iceland, the Stardust production used real locations, wherever possible, to recreate the fictional world of The Wall and the fairytale landscape beyond.

And one of the main objectives for director Matthew Vaughn was to keep CGI to a minimum and try and find places that had not been seen on screen in other films. So, for instance, when they scouted Scotland for scenery which would double as the rugged, magical beauty of the fictional land of Stormhold, they were keen to avoid areas where other camera crews had set up their stall and filmed recently.

“We were looking for something other than the Harry Potter Scotland that everyone has seen,” explains production designer Gavin Bocquet. “And also, because we had filmed in Iceland, we wanted to tie in with the locations we have used there. Interestingly we found that the Isle of Skye in Scotland is very similar; black volcanic and lots of green moss.”

Bocquet, who was production designer on all of the three most recent Star Wars films, worked closely with the locations department and of course, the director, in creating the look of the film.

In essence, there were two main challenges – creating the classic, unspoilt English village, Wall, and the magical, fairytale world beyond it, Stormhold, which is far more rugged and dramatic.

In Stardust, our hero, the young love struck Tristran Thorn (played by Charlie Cox), promises to find a fallen star to win the hand of the village beauty, Victoria (Sienna Miller) in return for her hand in marriage. To do so, he must travel beyond the Wall which divides the village from the mysterious magical land beyond. 

To create Wall, the production used two classic, undeniably beautiful English villages; Castle Combe in Wiltshire and Bibury in Gloucestershire. At first, the production had to convince the villagers that their environment wouldn’t suffer by being taken over by a film crew.

“We had to have lots of town meetings with the villagers when they decided whether to have us there,” explains assistant locations manager Ali James. “And in Castle Combe they were like ‘well, when Dr Doolittle was here in 1964…’ and we were saying ‘actually, the way we work has changed a bit since then!’

“But both villages were perfect. Castle Combe is a village of about 100 people, maybe less, and after a couple of weeks we knew everybody’s name – and the names of their children, dogs, cats, the lot. They were fantastic.”

Bocquet and James both stress that these days, productions try their best to make sure that they respect their surroundings and keep the disruption of filming to a minimum. And, they point out, there is a positive side to being featured in a big budget film.

“I do think that people are happier to have us these days because it does bring a bit of publicity to the area,” says Bocquet. “I mean, look at New Zealand with Lord of the Rings, it does become a big tourist thing.”

This interview was conducted on set at Pinewood Studios where Bocquet and James showed us around the art department with models of the Stormhold castles and photographs of various locations, including Stowe School – director Matthew Vaughn’s old school, which was used to film some of the castle interiors.

Q: When do you start work on a film like this? Presumably a long time before filming actually starts?

Ali James (AJ):  We started off back in October (2005) up in Scotland trying to find some very dramatic landscapes.

Gavin Bocquet (GB):  We were looking for something other than the Harry Potter Scotland that everyone has seen and also we wanted it to tie in with Iceland, something more extreme, and we wanted things that would match both. Interestingly the Isle of Skye in Scotland is very similar, black volcanic and green moss area. We were pretty lucky, the weather was bad but there were little glimpses each day where we just managed to see little moments with the right sky. The mix between the two is very good. 

Q: Wouldn’t it have been easier simply to film more in Iceland”

GB: We would have done a little more there but they have huge restrictions on taking horses in and we’re quite horse orientated so it was proving impossible. They have their own smaller version of horses which have never met any other horses. If you take one of their horses out it can never go home again, so you think about building smaller carriages to go with their horses and getting smaller actors and you go through all those kind of things. And in the end we found some great locations in Scotland and the audience hopefully will think it’s the same place, Stormhold.

Q: Does climate come into the consideration too?

GB: Some of it was weather orientated and certainly in Scotland you don’t want to be there when the midges are there. And Iceland we went to at the end of March because we needed the ice and snow. The beach we were shooting on was meant to have lots of giant ice boulders on it - they get washed up on the beach – but they weren’t there in the week before we went to shoot so we had to go somewhere and get them. It looks very natural but it’s one of those ironic things that you go somewhere for something but you have to manufacture it anyway (laughs)

Q: Were you filming in very remote parts of Iceland?

GB: It’s ironic with locations. The Icelandic film people will send you all sorts of pictures of extraordinary places all over the island but when you actually go there you often end up on a similar sort of four hour run that is serviceable, that has hotels. So we were four hours out of Reykjavik and as you drove along that road the scenery changes dramatically. And you do find places where you think ‘oh that looks great..’ and it’s ‘yes, that’s where Tomb Raider shot, that’s where Bond shot..’’ But you also have to be logical. You have to move 200 people in and out so you can’t be too remote.

AJ: There are logistics to take into consideration because it takes a lot to move an entire unit around.

GB:  It’s what we do. I think at one point, in Scotland, we were in 48 different hotels, just a whole army of trucks; it’s amazing we got there on the day.  But I do think that the geography in Iceland and Scotland will look great.

Q: Where did you film the village of Wall?

AJ: We actually used two different villages – Castle Combe is in Wiltshire and Bibury is in Gloucestershire. But both villages were perfect. Castle Combe is a village of about 100 people, maybe less, and after a couple of weeks we knew everybody’s name – and the names of their children, dogs, cats, the lot. They were fantastic

GB:  Although there were hundreds of villages all over England Ali and her team gradually narrowed it down and we showed Matthew the director and then it was his decision. And, again, you are trying to find something that hasn’t been shot before which with the many period projects that are filmed in this country, is hard. But the last thing that had been filmed in Castle Combe we think was Dr. Doolittle. 

AJ: We had to have lots of town meetings with the villagers when they decided whether to have us there,” explains assistant locations manager Ali James. “And in Castle Combe they were like ‘well, when Dr Doolittle was here in 1964…’ and we were saying ‘actually, the way we work has changed a bit since then!’

GB: I do think that people are happier to have us these days because it does bring a bit of publicity to the area. I mean, look at New Zealand with Lord of the Rings, it does become a big tourist thing.

Q: So you needed the cooperation of the whole village?

AJ: Yes, we did. We started off by meeting the village elders, if you like, which is the Parish Council and then we had a meeting when our producer and first assistant director came down and we had a meeting when about 50 people came along. I think the most important thing working in Castle Combe, we found, was to be very honest and up front about what we were going to do and keep everybody informed. Because we did shut the village down essentially and shot through the night for two nights and there’s no denying that it’s an inconvenience for the people who live there. But we have a lovely crew and everybody is nice and friendly and we had really good feedback afterwards.

Q: Were there any other particular challenges?

GB: There’s one character, Ferdy, played by Ricky Gervais, is a sort of wheeler dealer in all sorts of bric-a-brac and we were looking for this junk room that could be a location, we could have built it and dressed it. And Peter Young, our set decorator, had an idea of going to the prop house, where he would normally go and get all of these things, and shoot it in there. So that’s what we did. It is an amazing place, it’s full of all this stuff from films from the last 50 years and as we finish we’ll probably end up selling some of our props to them. It was the first time they had ever had anyone actually filming there, it’s in north London on a very unassuming industrial estate so there was Robert De Niro and Michelle Pfeiffer coming in to shoot there and I don’t think anybody in the local area really realised (laughs).

Q: Are you shooting at Matthew’s old school?

GB: Yes, we’re filming at Stowe which is actually where Matthew went to school. It came up on a grand building roster that we looked at and we were doing the final coronation, the big celebration scene at the end of the movie, there. We’re filming there when the children are on holiday. And for the King’s Castle, in Stormhold, we used another building up in Norfolk and again, it’s got a rather eclectic architectural style that Mathew wanted to throw into the mix. 

Q: How does Stardust compare to some of the films you have worked on before, like the Star Wars movie?

GB: It’s in the same vein actually. I have to say that this is a  slightly more intimate, smaller group, but it’s a great group of people. We’re probably a little more ambitious than the budget allows, but that’s great because that means we really have to push things out and pull together to make that work. My job is to help Matthew tell the story and when you have such a good starting point, with Neil (Gaiman’s) book, and a great story, that’s the first thing you are looking for. And that’s what you ask yourself, ‘is it a good story?’ because if it is it will demand good design basically. It’s hard work but it’s very rewarding. 

ends 
