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​INTRODUCTION: THE FACES OF THE DOCTOR
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Can you believe it? Here we are at the third and final volume. I never expected or intended to write so much. If you’re starting here, welcome aboard. If you’ve stuck it out through the previous volumes, well, kudos and thanks.

I started this Odyssey because a long time ago, I met something that wasn’t supposed to exist: Barbara Benedetti, a Woman Doctor who starred in real adventures, a series of them, all the way back in 1985. And I fell in love with the Benedetti Doctor, just the same way I’d fallen in love with the Tom Baker Doctor. She was the Doctor, no question. It didn’t matter that she wasn’t official, she was simply the Doctor.

And on this quest, I’ve found more women Doctors, Sharon Horton, Lily Daniels and Krystal Moore. 

I found black doctors like Spencer Kennedy, Dominic G. Marten and Jevocas Green. 

I found Romanian Doctors, Italian Doctors, New Zealand Doctors, Stage Doctors, Audio Doctors, Cartoon Doctors. So many variations on the Doctor, and all of them wonderful. So many stories.

I’ve ended up watching a vast number of Doctor Who films, many terrible, a surprising amount watchable, and a few that were genuinely brilliant. And I’ve ended up watching a lot of people play the Doctor, a great many failing, but in there, many successes, and a few that were extraordinary.

This is my discovery. 

The Doctor can be anyone, white or black, Asian or Hispanic, man or woman, you or me. 

What makes the Doctor has nothing to do with skin colour or gender. The surface doesn’t count, what counts is the spirit, the style, the eccentricity.

There’s an online meme attributed to Moffatt that I’ll refer to. I’m probably getting it wrong: “When they made the Doctor, they didn’t give him a weapon, they gave him a screwdriver to fix things; they didn’t give him a vehicle, they gave him a call box because communicating is more important than fighting; they didn’t give him a purpose, they gave him two hearts because that matters more.” That’s it in a nutshell.

The Doctor is about humanity, it’s about always being kind and never cruel, it’s about compassion and respecting everyone you meet. It’s about being intelligent rather than brutal, being clever rather than violent. It’s about trying to make things better, helping others even if they’re strangers, and standing up against the bad things even when they’re winning.

There’s eccentricity and charm, there’s passion and anger, curmudgeonly grumpiness, youthful exuberance. That’s just framework. I’ve seen a hundred different versions that somehow were all the Doctor. It comes down to humanity.

You want my advice? Based on what I’ve learned from all these films. The Doctor can be anyone. The Doctor can be you.

Be the Doctor.

How’s that.

––––––––
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​CHAPTER 13: THE ANIMATED DOCTOR WHO



Lost and Found in the Second Dimension
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“Hawkspur (as he will be called), an alien menace in the far future manages to kill the McCoy Doctor, but is ultimately defeated. 

However, the creature travels backwards along the Doctor’s timeline into the past. There, it interferes to prevent the fourth Doctor from regenerating. Instead, it saves him from death and packs him off to a mental institution to keep him out of the way. 

With the fourth Doctor a drugged out has-been in a mental institution, Hawkspur then proceeds with its plan for the destruction of the human race. 

In the future, the succeeding Doctors are in trouble as their timelines wink out. Sophie Aldred’s character, identified as Dorothy but really an Ace who has never met her Doctor, has to figure out what’s going on. The Brigadier gets involved, and the two of them try to help the Fourth Doctor find himself.”

Welcome to The Dark Dimension aka, Lost in the Dark Dimension. The legendary lost and abandoned 1993 thirtieth anniversary special. Consigned to the abyss of the unwanted, unloved and unmade.

Reanimated twice. What the hell? 

Yes, it seems that Ian Levine decided to re-create this one, and then in 2014, a handful of fans decided to re-create it again as an animated serial. On further reflection: What the hell?

Actually, it’s not half bad.

Okay, pause for a second.

What the hell is the Dark Dimension? And why should we have any interest in watching an animated fan video of the Dark Dimension? For that, we need to look into the muddy waters of history.

Once again, we go back to 1989: Doctor Who is cancelled. It’s officially on hiatus. But really, that’s just to keep the fanboys quiet. It’s cancelled, and cancelled with a stake through the heart, mouth stuffed with garlic, body dismembered, burned to ashes, buried at a crossroads and pissed on for good measure kind of cancelled. There are reasons for that. For those of you who skipped ahead to this chapter, let’s just say that grudges were involved. 

Anyway, the point is: Cancelled, not coming back, and the BBC is pretty happy about that. Not all of the BBC though. 

The BBC has spun off a commercial arm for overseas sales, product licensing etc., which it has, in a burst of imagination called ‘BBC Enterprises.’ A few years later, they had another burst of imagination and renamed it ‘BBC Worldwide.’ I imagine it took months to come up with that.

BBC Enterprises has the thankless task of selling the BBC’s productions worldwide, selling BBC videos and DVDs, licensing out tosh merchandise, whatever. Doctor Who is one of their cash cows. It sells terrific. But it’s also cancelled. You can figure, that they’re a bit concerned about that. For the time being, there’s a huge catalogue, lots of product. Unfortunately, the world moves on, though, and sooner or later, without new product, that catalogue is going to start looking stale and old fashioned.

The clock winds on. 1989 turns to 1990, which turns into 1991. Still nothing on the Doctor Who front, that hiatus just keeps on going. 1992 comes along, and now we are coming up on the thirtieth anniversary. So if for no other reason, excitement starts to mount. There’s a sense of anticipation.

BBC Enterprises saw an opportunity to make some real money. They’re marketing people. Their job is to sell things. When you are selling things, you look for occasions, opportunities to cash in, and ways to move the product. Anniversaries are big time cash cows.

First up is John Nathan-Turner, who sends in a memo in July, 1992, suggesting a 30th Anniversary story. Nathan-Turner’s career stalled out after the show was cancelled. In 1990, he’d quit the BBC and started his own production company, but it didn’t really take off. The last few years of the show had left his reputation in tatters. He pitched a number of productions, but his name was mud at the BBC, and he didn’t have much in the way of connections elsewhere. Nothing much seems to have taken off. 

A lot of his subsequent work, tended to drift back to Doctor Who. He did conventions, he did documentaries, he provided commentary for DVD releases. Through the 90s he often seemed to be living on his connection to the show. 

So suggesting a 30th Anniversary Story wasn’t exactly rocket science on his part. But he’s not well liked back at the BBC, so no one cared. His suggestion probably went in the circular file.

It’s also around this time that Tom Baker starts to feel a little nostalgic. The thing was; he played the Doctor for seven years. But seven years playing a single character... that gets exhausting. There’s a sense of boredom and frustration, there’s a sense of life passing you by, opportunities coming and going untapped. He’d gotten pretty sick of it. So when he left, he basically wanted out. No coming back for the Five Doctors, no public appearances in the scarves. He wasn’t going to be Adam West, patching up the seams in his old Bat-suit. No, Baker wanted a clean break from it. He wanted leave it behind.

But now? 

Its twelve years later. He’s kind of missing the old long scarf. He lets it be known to someone, perhaps several someones, that he wouldn’t mind playing the Doctor one more time. That’s what sets the ball rolling – particularly for BBC Enterprises, because if they get Tom Baker back... well, everything in his old catalogue is new again!

At this point, it’s not exactly clear what happens next or how it comes about. However, the key character in this whole drama seems to be the improbably named Adrian Rigelsford, who is in various eyes, the hero, the villain, the fool or a minor supporting player in the piece. As to what his exact role was, opinions vary. But I think he was more central than the official histories, what there are of them, suggest.

Rigelsford’s claim to fame is that he wrote the script for Dark Dimensions. He has a smattering of other writing credits on the internet movie database, nothing terribly memorable. Mostly, he seems to have been a media writer – he ghostwrote for Peter Sellers and Brian Blessed, published magazine articles, wrote specialty books on Doctor Who, Blake’s 7, etc. This is a respectable career as a writer. It paid the bills and got his name out. But there are no script credits. There was nothing to indicate that this was the guy to write the thirtieth anniversary story. 

Did I say respectable career? 

Maybe not so much.

There were little inconsistencies, unsourced and unverified and rather suspicious seeming quotes from William Hartnell or Roger Delgado. There was the wee boner of leaving the entirety of season 18, Tom Baker’s final season, out of ‘The Doctors: Thirty Years of Time Travel.’ And how exactly does something like that happen?

In fact, it turns out that a certain amount of his media work appeared to be sloppy and unsourced, in terms of errors and quotes from dead people. Rigelsford’s work was peppered with a lot of unverifiable quotes from ‘final interviews’ with persons since passed on. So he kind of garnered a poor reputation among the hard core fans. 

Here’s a typical gag floating around from the day: Some fan says he was at a séance. Another fan asks, “Was Adrian Rigelsford there conducting interviews for his next book?”

Apparently, he published the last interview with Stanley Kubrick before his death... Except that no record or recording of that interview was found to exist, and it’s now considered to be fraudulent, particularly by Kubrick’s close associates. There appears to have been a certain amount of this kind of thing with Rigelsford.

There was also the matter of theft – apparently, he stole a few photographs from the Daily Mail/Associated Newspapers Archive library and sold them. Fifty-six thousand pictures over eight years, to be exact, sold for seventy five thousand pounds in all. He spent eighteen months in jail over that in 2004. I’m astonished – 56,000 photographs? Even over eight years, how the hell does one manage that? That’s 7000 photographs a year. 600 a month. Assuming the Archive Library was closed on weekends and holidays, that amounts to stealing 40 pictures a day. How does that happen? Did he show up every day with a suitcase? Or did he just drive a forklift over once in a while? How was it that no one noticed?

Rigelsford, deservedly, earned the reputation as a fraud artist, a thief, a dubious person all the way around. Which is a shame because it seems so unnecessary.

Riglesford already had a career, he was a wunderkind. He was knocking out books in his early 20s. The Dark Dimensions saga takes place when he’s about 23. He was getting professional magazine sales, which is impressive.

All of this suggests that there must have been some talent there, some hard work and genuine drive, underneath that youthful sloppiness and moral sketchiness. 

Or maybe not? 

Maybe sleazing and lying is how you get to be a Wunderkind. Or maybe he’s just a young man that got the wrong kind of lucky breaks, came too far too fast, cut a few corners which worked out well enough to turn into long running bad habits which eventually caught up with him.

I think that in literary terms, Adrian would be what we call an unreliable narrator. But he also seems essential to the story. Anthony Frewin, an associate of Stanley Kubrick, the fellow who wrote the article about Rigelsford and blew the lid on his fabricated interview (and my source for the Séance joke), had this to say about him:

“Anyone who has worked in the film industry will instantly recognize the type. They hover around on the margins. The Sammy Glick figure forever on the verge of the Big Break, no more morality than is strictly necessary, constantly hustling, chasing chimeras, talking up deals that evaporate at the 11th hour through no fault of their own. So, in this respect, Rigelsford is part of a great tradition.”

I think that’s probably spot on. I’ve met a few of those myself. The truth is that at its most basic level, that describes a lot of the film and television industry. It’s almost random. Just atoms in a box, ceaselessly bouncing off each other, ideas, personalities, proposals, notions, every now and then, by sheer fluke, things coalesce and a project gels. Usually it breaks apart or disintegrates back to its constituent atoms. But once in a while, when the moon is right, everything lines up all the way to the end and something gets done, and the participants have maybe a better shot at another project. 

There’s the factory level of course – the money, the television stations and movie companies, the BBC, the established power players... the ones who make productions happen on a regular basis. But the people in those factories all have to come from somewhere, and at the earliest points, they might not be that different from Rigelsford. Mostly, in the entertainment business, it’s just atoms randomly colliding, searching for the right combinations to amount to something.

I read somewhere that at any given time, there are a million scripts bouncing around Hollywood. Can you believe that? The late Spalding Grey, best known for Swimming to Cambodia and Monster in a Box had a cable show where he’d go up to completely random people in L.A. and say ‘Tell me about your script!’ 

And every time, they’d have one! 

Jeff Hirschfield of LEXX and Zixx once told me ‘this whole business is built on failure, every now and then, something happens and we’re all astonished.’

So Rigelsford is now branded as a fraud, a thief, and a sketchy, skeevy person. That’s a hard reputation to overcome. He may well have been all of these things way back in 1992, but few people appreciated that back then. He was so new the taint of history had not yet begun to cling. What he really was, basically, was a hustler looking to make a connection, which in a sense, describes almost everyone in the entertainment business. 

I have nothing against Rigelsford, from what I can tell, his sins are long in the past, and he seems to have paid for them. He’s just a part of the story. Apparently, he wrote a novelization of the script, and a book about the almost-making of the Dark Dimensions, but neither was ever published. That’s kind of a shame.

Anyway, back to the story. Tom Baker apparently says ‘I’d like to be Doctor Who again’ to someone, just in time for the 30th Anniversary. Somehow, this suggestion makes its way to BBC Enterprises where a couple of Senior Producers, Penny Mills and David Jackson take it up, and push it all the way to BBC Enterprises Senior Manager, Tony Greenwood, who says ‘let’s do it.’

All of this seems to bear the fingerprints of behind the scenes politicking. So if I had to take a completely unsupported guess, I think it was Rigelsford who seems to have been doing Doctor Who books and magazine articles at the time, who would have been talking to Baker, and then conveyed this sentiment to both the BBC and BBC Enterprises, until he found someone to pick up the torch. Rigelsford’s best connections would probably have been at BBC Enterprises. They were in charge of licensing, they’d be who he dealt with on the books and they’d pretty much inherited the defunct show.

Why do I think this? No direct evidence. But Rigelsford, a fan and a media-book writer, gets tapped to write the script, with no film or television experience at all? That’s a WTF moment. Even Andrew Cartmel had taken a few workshops. In industry terms, Rigelsford has no apparent qualifications – it’s like giving the job to a chimpanzee. The only way that makes sense to me, if he’s involved up to his elbows behind the scenes. To my thinking, he has to be a prime mover, or connected to a prime mover, to land the job, otherwise, they’d have gone with someone with actual television writing experience, Terrance Dicks, for instance.

At this point the project is a ‘direct to video’ release – not intended for broadcast. BBC after all does the broadcasting. BBC Enterprises does the video release. It’s a peculiar thing that BBC Enterprises is actually getting into production. But maybe they’ve caught the Hollywood bug. Everyone wants to make their mark, find a place in the sun. The entertainment industry is funny that way, deep down no one goes to Hollywood to become an accountant. 

According to the story, Rigelsford brings Graeme Harper on as Director. Harper had done Caves of Androzani and Revelation of the Daleks, so no complaints there. But again, this is something that makes me very suspicious that Rigelsford was more than just a hired hand scriptwriter, but was more along the lines of an uncredited producer. Script writers don’t recruit directors. 

By the way, in 1996, Harper and Rigelsford co-wrote a book together about the making of Harper’s Doctor Who serials. At another point, they seem to have collaborated on a ‘wilderness era’ pitch to license the right to produce Doctor Who from the BBC. There’s some history between the two.

Then the turf war starts up. November 1992, BBC Controller Jonathan Powell, no fan of the show, gets wind of the project and objects to it, since it’s a production and that belongs to BBC proper. Powell, as we recall, despises Nathan-Turner, so he’s well out of it. The high command of the BBC are still pretty vindictive about the whole Who thing. But since BBC proper has no intention of doing it, BBC Enterprises presses on.

Then the BBC decides it will sign on. This may have something to do with Allan Yentob replacing Jonathan Powell as BBC Controller. 

So far as I can tell, Yentob didn’t have the same messy history with the show that Grade and Powell had. 

Or perhaps the BBC itself signing on is a decision that if they can’t stop it, then they can at least protect their turf as the production arm and maybe grab some of the credit. 

Dates come and go. 

New dates are set. 

They’re talking a release for 1994.

Then suddenly it’s advanced to 1993. 

It’s no longer direct to video, now its broadcast. 

Except wait, the video edition will be a special edition with extra scenes and stuff!

Generally, when you see that level of confusion, you start to wonder if there’s a train wreck in the offing. There’s very much a sense of a game of hot potato going on, not a clear sense of the direction, not a lot of sense of organization or progress or the duckies lining up in sensible ways. 

Five weeks into production, as artists and designers start doing their thing, it dies a sudden death. Kaput! Just like that.

Done.

There’s some nifty production work done – a ‘deaths head’ Cyberman, a new sort of heavy weapons Dalek. But apart from some artwork, not much else was accomplished. It died on the operating table.

What killed it? There’s a lot of talk and a lot of reasons, some of them good, some of them just wind. 

There’s certainly politics involved. The key meeting that killed the production takes place when all the proponents are out of town and unable to defend it. 

But fundamentally, it all came down to this: Someone who actually knew how to read a budget got a look at the project. Game over.

The financial structure of the project made no sense at all. In particular, they were listing the same items in both the revenue and expense category. Film financing, and particularly film revenue generally involves some spectacularly creative accounting. But this was in a class by itself. This wasn’t just fiddling with numbers; this was speaking French to wolverines.

There were a lot of other problems that showed up on the post-mortem. A big one was the fact that they hadn’t gotten around to signing any of the other Doctors, and were likely to have trouble getting them to sign on – Tom Baker got half the script to himself. Pertwee, Davison, Baker and McCoy got about 12 minutes apiece and not a whole lot to do with the plot. Even Sophie Aldred and Nicholas Courtney had bigger and more integral parts than the other Doctors. 

For the four other surviving Doctors, it was a slap in their collective faces, shitty parts delivered to them in demeaning ways – it would have taken some fancy footwork to get any of them to buy in. They weren’t doing fancy footwork though; their approach seems ham handed and half assed. Added to that, it doesn’t look to me like they’d secured the rights to the Daleks, Ice Warriors or the Cybermen. So that was going to be a problem. Terry Nation’s agents, in particular, were known to be pretty hard to deal with.

Then there’s the innumerable production issues – this script looked expensive to put on, you had time vortexes left and right which sounds like a costly kind of thing, all sorts of sets and locations, a big sprawling cast of supporting characters, post-apocalyptic landscapes, royal banquets, it was going to be a production managers budget busting nightmare. There’s not a lot of evidence that BBC Enterprises had the resources or the talent on tap to make it happen.

There’s also talk of the rival projects in the wind around this time, the Daltenreys Doctor Who movie project, and a proposed American series. So there were some other turf wars in the background. But I don’t take that too seriously. It was there, in the back of people’s minds. But I don’t think it was make or break. Bottom line, it died.

John Nathan-Turner, who had been left shivering in the dark, alone and unwanted, came roaring back with Dimensions in Time. This handily crystallized everything that was wrong with his approach to Doctor Who in less than fifteen minutes. We will say no more about. Ever.

So what do we have here?

Well, this is the internet age, so if you want to read an actual rehearsal script, banged out on an actual typewriter (even in 1993 an anachronism) with authentic typos, you can do it. You just need to poke around a bit.

Before we get too deeply into the review, let me address a couple of points. 

First, it was always going to be Tom Baker’s show. Sorry, that’s just how it is. Tom Baker had been the most successful and long running Doctor ever. He had the most stories. He was the most widely known internationally. On a good day, Tom Baker had pulled in 13 million viewers and better; he had 7 years, 41 stories, 172 episodes. On a bad day, McCoy struggled for 3 million viewers; he had three years, 12 stories, 42 episodes. If it came down to dollars and sense, Tom Baker’s Doctor made sense. 

Plus, it was going to have to explain why and how Tom looked fifteen years older, fatter and a lot rougher around the edges. So they took that issue, met it head on, and made it central to the plot and character. This is a good decision.

It’s one of the reasons why Star Trek the Motion Picture, which tried to ignore the fact that its cast had gotten older, is disliked, and Wrath of Khan, which actually accepted that they were long in the tooth is considered a classic. 

I suppose it’s one of the reasons that the visible aging of Jon Pertwee and Patrick Troughton in the Five Doctors and Two Doctors encourages the Season 6B theory.

It’s actually got real potential – Tom Baker playing a ‘Lion in Winter’ version of his Doctor. Sort of the ‘King Lear’ Doctor. It would be something very new to do with the character, quite possibly a man who liked going over the top, as Baker did, could really sink his teeth in and run with that. Equal chance he’d turn it into a spectacular, incandescent mess. But there’s real potential for greatness here.

That decision, once it gets made, means that the status and existence of the subsequent Doctors is in trouble. That’s a very logical follow through. Pretty reasonable decision there, although the specifics might be challenged. 

The Third Doctor gets shoehorned in as a kind of Jiminy Cricket memory construct. Again, a pretty reasonable decision, creatively, though not actually necessary. These guys are all time travelers, so the Third Doctor could just as easily have popped out of his Police Box. But it at least allowed for scenes with Baker and Pertwee together.

But then, you kind of come up against a problem – Doctors 5, 6 and 7 are basically on ice in story terms, Doctor 3 is a memory, and Doctor 4 has been put in a trap – he’s stuck being the passive victim. Which is always a risk: A protagonist who doesn’t do much, isn’t much of a protagonist, it undercuts your drama. So who is carrying the action?

This means you need other characters to bust things out – enter the Brigadier and Ace/Dorothy – and run around connecting things to other things. So really, the actual driving characters, the ones who are pushing the story, and holding the narrative together, are the two companions, with literally all the Doctors kind of boxed out. They don’t really connect up with the narrative, but rather, are connected to the companions.

Well... the show is Doctor Who, not ‘The Adventures of the Brig and Dorothy Bouncing Amongst Doctors.’ That’s kind of a problem, narratively speaking. 

The solution, such as it is, is to turn it into a bunch of chase sequences, as our supporting heroes are chased up and down halls and corridors all Scooby Doo style by Daleks, Cybermen and Ice Warriors.

Okay, well that amounts to some good decisions, some bad decisions, but overall, Rigelsford’s story is workable and hangs together structurally. It gets really complicated, I don’t know why some writers have to treat Time Travel like a Chinese puzzle box, sometimes it works, but mostly it just annoys. But we can live with this.

You’re going to get continuity porn. Of course you are. This is a thirtieth anniversary special, driven by the sole objective of BBC Enterprises merchandising its ass off. You’re not going to avoid that, and it’s insulting to think you might. I’ll leave it to the purists to complain. But you were always going to get some classic monsters.

As it turns out, the thirtieth anniversary came and went. Dark Dimensions was much talked about, but ultimately abandoned.....

Until much, much later, perhaps decades later, somewhere down the line, Ian Levine became involved in the Mission to the Unknown animation project, and got the bug to do his own Doctor Who. The results were twelve fan films, new editions of Shada and Downtime, lost episodes like Mission to the Unknown recreated, productions of unmade serials like Gallifrey or Yellow Fever or the fabled Dark Dimension.

And what casts he recruited! Sylvester McCoy appeared a couple of times, Lalla Ward, Carole Ann Ford, Frazier Hines, William Russel have all shown up in person or on voice on his behalf. 

It speaks, I think, to Levine’s deep pockets and decades of contacts that he was able to do it, able to hire or recruit the cast members that he did, hire the animators, retain or engage in the production. Bits of it show up, for a while his version of Shada could be found online. Maybe it still can. There’s a YouTube compilation of his trailers. His work is mostly hidden away, which may fit with Levine’s personality. Maybe he gets a kick out of having this body of work to be talked about, but held just out of sight - contributes to the ‘Legend of Levine.’ Or maybe Levine did all this stuff for his own and perhaps for his friends enjoyment, and it’s not more complicated than that. Perhaps he just did it for the fun of doing it.

There’s talk that he’s offered some of this to the BBC, I think that he would deeply love to be a creator of some officially recognized or acknowledged canon. That seems to be the recurring thing, particularly with his version of Shada. But if he has, that speaks to a profound and abyssal ignorance of how the video and television business works. The BBC doesn’t accept unsolicited fan videos, particularly of products that it owns the copyrights to anyway.

Levine created his own version of the Dark Dimension, as a Reconstruction. Why do it this way? Simplicity and cost. As I’ve pointed out over and over, actually making a video is hideously difficult, even for a fan production, and one way or the other, it’s an expensive proposition. Audio and still pictures are much more manageable.

Paul Jones, an impressionist, assays the voice role of Tom Baker as the Fourth Doctor. The big wrinkle is that Sylvester McCoy and Sophie Aldred actually voice/play their characters in the story. 

McCoy has participated in some of Levine’s other fan creations, which is fairly mysterious to me – either Levine is writing big cheques, McCoy is incredibly fond of the gentleman or there is the matter of a certain amount of blackmail. 

Also notably, Peter Miles stars as Hawkspur. The role was originally written for cult comedian, Rick Mayall, who had unfortunately passed away. Peter Miles was originally to be cast as Mayall’s assistant, so here he steps into the role. Miles had originally played Davros sidekick, Nyder, in Genesis of the Daleks.

Ian Levine’s Dark Dimension was completed in 2012, premiered before a small group of friends, and has been largely unseen. There’s a five minute clip available on YouTube, but it’s possible that the entirety of the work will never be generally available. But then again, you never know. It’s surprising what will show up online.

But there was an unforeseen consequence: Word of Ian Levine’s Dark Dimension inspired James Walker to produce his own animated Dark Dimension...

––––––––
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​Review: The Animated Dark Dimension



A Fan Animated Serial Epic
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Okay, the animation is computer based flash. Flash animation is a peculiar thing.

I had a friend who was an animator, did short films, did bits for Sesame Street. Real animation, the pen and ink drawings on paper, that’s incredibly time consuming. Basically, that’s creating a film painstakingly one frame at a time. Thirty six frames a second, sixty seconds to a minute. Even a five minute short was thousands of drawings, first penciled, then inked, then painted, then sound tracked, rough cut, answer print, negative cut, etc. He spent years working on a single ten minute cartoon, months doing Sesame Street shorts. 

For a major project, a full length movie or TV series, you need an animation studio. An animation studio, Disney or Nelvana or the Japanese or Korean places, is like an army battalion. There is just so much painstaking work, by so many people, acting in coordination.

It’s changed a bit over time. Hanna-Barbera perfected the art of limited animation, still pictures and static backgrounds, with only limited motion cycles for body parts. Fred Flintstone could run a marathon, but the only thing that moved were his feet. It worked: a 24 minute Flintstone cartoon could take as little as 4000 drawings. But it was barely animation. Critics of the old Hanna-Barbera shows used to call them ‘radio with pictures.’ And a lot of their old projects have vanished away, the clunky, marginal animation no longer able to pass muster in the modern marketplace.

The Japanese developed the technique of stretching their animation with long artistic shots of motionless characters gazing at things. When you become aware of it, you really start to see the shortcuts taken in a lot of animation. But even the most limited conventional animation is still incredibly time consuming. In real life, for a dedicated fan, or even a group of dedicated fans to try and animate Dark Dimension in a conventional way, they’d need lifetimes, or an army of artists locked in some cavernous warehouse basement.

Which takes us to Flash animation. Among the many things that computers have done is given us an opportunity to create animation that simply wouldn’t be within the human capacity. The trouble is that it’s one of those satanic bargains. Yes, you can do animation, cheaply, efficiently and at home. But it’s often going to look and feel pretty stilted and awful, particularly compared to what we are now used to from companies that actually do keep armies of Korean animators locked in a warehouse drawing away.

So, fair warning. Flash animation. If you know it, and you’re okay with that style and format of animation, then good. If your only concept of animation is the Simpsons or Japanese Anime, then not so good. Sometimes it works very well, sometimes not so much. The handicaps or roughness or the ‘crappyness’, however, feels a lot like the limitation of the animation format though.

You’re basically moving characters on a computer screen and doing some pretty limited motion cycles, there are some pans and scans, some zooms. It’s crude, but at least it does the job. Animation is tough; it’s a heartbreaking consumer of time and energy. So it’s the sort of thing you have to lay in some forgiveness for.  

The animation of the Dark Dimensions is, within that framework, not bad at all. It is more than adequate in depicting the actions and interactions of the characters. You can watch it and be able to tell what’s going on. Even without dialogue, you could figure out who was who, who was up to what and who was doing what to whom by the animation, and that’s actually pretty reasonable. I’ve seen professional live action films that had trouble accomplishing that.

As to the Dark Dimension’s artwork? The foreground animation, the characters are all over the map. The fourth Doctor, an aged Tom Baker, is rendered lovingly and with strong detail, as we’d expect for a central character. There is a continuum that extends from Tom and the Daleks at one end, through the Doctors and principal cast, to quite crudely drawn supporting characters who are barely tolerable.

One nice touch is that all of the Doctors are rendered as they were in 1993. So Pertwee is definitely old and Colin has a much more butch haircut. The Doctors poorest rendition is Davison, but I could have predicted that. Peter Davison is blandly handsome, there’s no distinctive feature to anchor a drawing on. 

The Daleks are clean, detailed and animation friendly, the Ice Warriors almost so, the Cybermen, not quite. The Brigadier is well done, Dorothy/Ace not so much. Again, I think that Sophie Aldred’s features just didn’t provide a distinctive element to anchor the drawing. Tom Baker or Jon Pertwee? Well, you just start with those noses, or those bushy heads of hair. Davison or Aldred. What do you do?

The renditions of the supporting background character? Well, mostly that doesn’t start off reaching very high, and it declines fast. There’s a group of time soldiers jumping back from McCoy’s time, and they’re just painful to watch.

Consistently, the artwork for the characters is almost crude – while individuals vary, there tends to be a lack of perspective, a lack of dimensionality, a lot of the supporting characters come across as flatly drawn figures, which are then frustrated by the limited animation. It’s a feature of this kind of animation, I suppose.

The backgrounds vary in detail. Some, the ones that need to be, are quite impressive. Many are pretty perfunctory, they’re there, they depict what they’re supposed to in terms of where things are taking place, but they’re not especially detailed or impressive. They make up for that by simple strong colour schemes.

Nevertheless, you’ll be surprised to hear me say this, but the artwork and animation are entirely serviceable. This isn’t television quality or high end professional animation. This isn’t Disney, or Fox or Warner brothers. There is no army of Koreans or Japanese.

According to producer James Walker, almost all of the animation is the single handed work of one man, Jay Hale. When you consider that I’m comparing Hale’s work to the output of entire commercial animation teams, that’s astonishing. It is literally amazing to see a single man accomplishing this much. I’d love to see what Hale could do with real resources and an animation team under him.

As I’ve said, you can watch it, and follow it. You know who is who, who is talking to who, who is doing what to whom. The flow of characters and consequence is clear and discernible. That’s not an accomplishment without merit; I’ve seen professional animation that couldn’t meet those standards.

If some of it is rough, I’ve seen much worse on some of Adult Swim’s offerings. It’s well within the boundaries of tolerance and some of it is quite good. That’s an astonishing feat considering the very small production team.

Ultimately, the biggest challenge may be time. Computer animation technology keeps moving ahead. In a few years, or a decade, the animation software available to the consumer may simply outstrip these Dark Dimensions. 

So be it. It’s still worthwhile.

This production is a group of dedicated fans doing it for free, for the love of it, who are putting a lot of time and work in and maybe learning as they go, pushing the limits of their talent, because they feel it is important. You need to respect that, and make allowances. 

Where the production stands out is in the voice acting and direction. We have Paul Jones playing the lead role of Tom Baker, playing the fourth Doctor. Nothing Meta there – we’re not talking some esoteric layer on layer performance. He’s doing a straight on Tom Baker imitation which is actually pretty good. Apparently, he’s made a bit of a living off of it. I believe he did Baker’s voice for Ian Levine’s versions of Shada and Dark Dimension (might have been Jon Culshaw). He’s also apparently done a fair amount of work for Big Finish. Anyway, he does the job – you hear that voice, and it’s got that familiar timbre to it. Maybe he doesn’t quite bring the nuance and personality of the actual Tom Baker. But it sells.

Playing a small role as the sixth Doctor is Steven Warren Hill, known from the Federation for his uncanny rendition of Colin Baker. The rest of the voice actors are mostly unknown to me. There is theatre performer Jennifer Knighton and video game actor Graydon Schlichter. James Walker singles out Tegan Harris (Ace) and Jonathon Carley (Third and Fifth Doctor). But there’s a full cast of them – the internet movie database lists twenty-five voice actors in the animated Dark Dimensions.

The sheer variety of unique voices give the production a professional edge. We’re so used to television animation making use of only a small voice cast, that a large voice cast actually gives the project an auditory cachet. It feels bigger, more real, more credible.

This is a crucial thing. Fundamentally, almost no animation, unless you’re Disney, can produce the complexity and nuance, the richness of detail of real life. Quite often, it doesn’t even try. It’s made as cheaply as possible, and there are all sorts of tricks to try and stretch that product, to try and escape having to make a few drawings here and there.

What makes animation work is the voice work. The foley effects, but mainly the voices, the sounds, the sense of conversation. Voices move, they rise and fall, lilt and lumber. Voices convey anger and panic, amusement, satisfaction, a rich range of emotions. And if you’re not watching for it, good voice work will carry you over bad animation. We’ll watch a cartoon, and it comes alive for us, not because of the limited animation, but because of the terrific voices and sound mix.

Aidan Clark, the sound designer notes, “Thankfully we’re living in an era where cheap or even free software can let us do in an hour what would have taken days and thousands of pounds of equipment to achieve 10 or 20 years ago. We’re also in the enviable position of having no real deadlines, which means that we can take as much time fine-tuning the sound as is necessary. We also have over 50 years of inspiration from the brilliant work of the BBC Radiophonic Workshop and their successors!”

In fact, try this right now. Go back and watch one of your favourite cartoons as a child. Watch it with the voice off. Or watch it, but focus on the actual movement. You’ll be shocked by how lively and dynamic it is in your memory, but how stilted and limited it is when you’re actually watching it. The difference then, the difference now, is the voices that made it come alive, that made stilted and static sequences of images shimmer and dance.

We humans are visual creatures. I’ve read synopsis for the Dark Dimension. I’ve even read the script. But I didn’t get much out of it. Seeing it played out visually just added dimensions to it, no pun intended. I could watch the animation, and I could see through it to Tom Baker and Sylvester McCoy, I could take that step to visualize the performances of Sophie Aldred and Nicholas Courtney. It wasn’t perfect. But it took me close to the actual experience of what the Dark Dimension might have been, way back in 1993.

I found it easy to just stop being a critic and become engrossed in the story, which is a good sign. Which, I suppose, brings us back to the story itself, and the big question of whether the story is any good? Because, hey, not all stories are good.

I’m going to say yes. Credit to Rigelsford. This is an interesting story well told, both in terms of the script, and particularly in terms of the animation and voice action. This gives us a different and interesting take on the Fourth Doctor, it’s a decent role for the supporting characters, the villain/monster is interesting and devious.

There’s a nice moment with the villain Hawkspur, where he reflects that when he first started out, he had real doubts about the morality of genocide, but now that he’s spent a few decades getting to know humanity, he can’t wait to put us down.

I think that if I’d watched it without any background or historical context, I just watched this as the work of some fan pulling some random out of thin air and just deciding to animate hid own little Doctor Who epic, I’d be pretty impressed. I think that the work, on its own terms, is strong enough to hold up.

But then, we can’t avoid that historical context, can we? What we are looking at is the expression of a strange chapter in Doctor Who history, a wild roller coaster ride of ambition and nostalgia, hustling and infighting, the rise and fall of Adrian Riglesford, Tom Baker’s last hurrah, Sylvester McCoy’s slap in the face. Knowing all that, how could you not want to watch this? How could you not want to see this, and through it, glimpse a reflection of what might have been and never was? I couldn’t.

So, go check it out.

CAST: Paul Jones - Fourth Doctor; Kurt Bergeron - Seventh Doctor; Jonathon Carley - Third Doctor; Sharon Holmes - Summerfield; Matt Dale - Hawkspur; Tegan Harris - Ace; Wink Taylor -Brigadier Lethbridge Stewart; Dan Armitage - Swift; Stony Hill - Snyder; Bob Brinkman - Mason; Catherine Curtis - Flemyng; Mike Bell - Sanders; Nick Hilton - Everitt; Jennifer Knighton - A J Manson; Philip Austin - Tony McCabe; Graydon Schlichter - Alex Stewart; GaryDavison -Deavish; Neil Ray - Hammond; Steve Pearson- Spaulding; Andrew Foster - Keller; Scott Burditt -Frelane; Danny Lavery - Sampson; Hazy Holden - Librarian; Louise Armitage - Secretary; Steven Warren Hill - Sixth Doctor; Trish Walker - Librarian

CREW: James Walker - Executive Producer, Director, Editor; Adrian Rigelsford - Writer; Jay Hale - Cinematography and Animation; Aidan Clark - Music.
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​Reviews – The Fan Animations



A Strange and Wonderful Assortment
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It turns out, that Doctor Who has had a very long, lively and successful career in fan created cartoons. This is probably because animation, while time and labour intensive, may still be easier than actually getting an entire film production team together. 

You can do more, your expectations are lower and you can get away with being very short.

One of the earliest Doctor Who fan films is actually a three minute Super 8 cartoon from 1977, called Doctor Hoo. It’s the only widely accessible fan film from that era. Look it up, it’s on YouTube.

A few year later, 1984 and 1985, we had a couple of other Super 8 animations Dial D For Dalek and the Hues of Doom. Also on YouTube.

After that, things seemed fairly quiet through the 1990s.

Things didn’t really take off until the 2000s, and the advent of YouTube. Again, it’s a case where technology and opportunity drives creativity. The earlier cartoons had been drawn and shot frame by frame on film, Super 8 film, but still film. By definition, it’s time consuming to create your film one frame at a time. Super8 cartridges only ran for about two to three minutes. So you were pretty much stuck with short subjects. No one had the inclination to do a lengthy epic, and the technology didn’t really support length. Three minute shorts were fine.

In the 1990s, the medium for fans was videotape, which wasn’t really friendly to frame by frame animation. There was no such thing as frame by frame camcorders. On the other hand, you could shoot a lot of video. You could easily record an hour or two at a shot. It just became easier and more desirable to make a lengthy, twenty minutes or hour long, fan video, than to do a short animation. 

Video was the medium that allowed fan films to be traded back and forth, from hand to hand. It tended to be a waste to only have a three or four minute film on an entire tape - people wanted more substantial stories. So the medium worked against animation and drove longer stories.

Suddenly, the medium of transmission changed again with YouTube in 2005. Anyone could put up a short five or ten minute video. Suddenly, the short subject was back on. Five or minutes was all you needed. In fact, YouTube preferred short subjects. Long features are a comparatively recent development on YouTube.

The YouTube era is also the time that people started finding they could do different kinds of animation on computer, from scanning in traditional line drawing, to flash animation, to different kinds of motion with puppets and dolls. There’s so much out there, that cataloguing it all would be impossible, instead, we’ll just highlight some of the more interesting works in no particular order.
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