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LEXX was a Canadian space opera, running four series, from 1996 to 2002, produced by Salter Street Films.

Salter Street was the creation of two brothers, Paul and Michael Donovan, from Halifax, Nova Scotia, on the east coast of Canada. Halifax, a sleepy little town of a quarter million people, with history dating back to the 17th century, was an unlikely location for a film industry. The Donovan brothers began making B-movies, initially for tax shelters, and then for the video and international marketplace. They diversified into television, producing regional comedy series and specials.

In the 1990's, began to get interested in CGI, and eventually switched to the science fiction project which became LEXX. Writers Lex Gigeroff and Jeff Hirschfield joined Donovan, and a small crew of artists and producers. They found a German partner, Wolfram Tichy of TiMe Gmbh, and eventually the American network, Showtime bought in. Brian Downey, a local actor for Newfoundland, Canada, became the star, Security Guard Stanley Tweedle; Michael McManus, another Canadian actor, became Kai, an undead assassin; Jeff Hirschfield took the role of a Robot head; and German actress Eva Habermann became Xev.

The first season was a series of four movies, I Worship His Shadow, Supernova, Eating Pattern and Gigashadow, with guest stars Barry Bostwick, Rutger Hauer, Tim Curry, Malcolm McDowell and Doreen Jacobi. The series distinguished itself with surrealistic imagery, Monty Python humor, and a star spanning sensibility which presided over the destruction of humanity.

Showtime pulled out, but Salter Street and TiMe persisted, eventually putting together the funding for a second series of twenty episodes. During the eighteen month gap between first and second series, the actor’s contracts expired. Eva Habermann moved onto another series and could only return for two episodes. Xenia Seeberg took her place. Doreen Jacobi was intended to return but was unavailable, she was replaced by Louise Wischermann, and a new character created. Dieter Laser was brought on to play the continuing villain, Mantrid. Highlights featured zombies, sex crazed cyborgs, a musical episode and the end of the universe.

This lead to a third series and a radical change in storytelling and production design. The result was a thirteen episode serial where the LEXX was stranded in orbit around two planets, Fire and Water, connected by a tether of atmosphere, where the inhabitants waged war by balloon. Nigel Bennett joined the cast as the recurring character, Prince. The German partner, TiMe pulled out at the end of the third series, and it seemed that LEXX was finished. Until a last minute purchase by the US Sci Fi Channel provided funding for a fourth series, with a new co-production partner, David Marlow, and Silverlight Productions.

LEXX distinguished itself as one of the most surreal and subversive space operas ever made. Its inspirations were as much Bunuel and Jodorowsky as Star Wars and Star Trek. The series distinguished themselves with haunting visuals, anarchic humor and big ideas.

Each series has been chronicled in a different volume. Presumably, if you’re reading about the fourth series, you’ve read the previous volumes. If not, check them out. 

As for the show itself... If you haven’t already watched it, check it out.

RETURN TO THE TABLE OF CONTENTS
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SERIES FOUR

BEGINNINGS TO ENDS

You want to know what I think of, when I think of LEXX’s fourth series?

I think of a race. Not a sprint, not a marathon, but a long race. There it is that dizzying sprint out of the starting gate, energy to burn, bursting in all directions. 

Then the slowing into the pace and before too long exhaustion sets in. The footfalls heavier, a trace of stumbling which builds relentlessly into this flailing shamble, full of painful gasping, each step agony driven on only by sheer will. 

Then there’s the second wind, a new burst of energy and confidence, the erratic driving will focuses, the pace picks up steadily... 

Finally the end is in sight, and there’s that final desperate burst of will and fury, that mad dash towards the finish line, burning away the final reserves. Until you break through the tape and lay limp on the grass, totally finished, exhausted, soaked with sweat, panting like a bellows, mind just full of the knowledge that you did it, you actually did it. 

And now you never want to run a race like that again.

When I think of the fourth season, that’s what I think of. A final, endless, desperate, brutal race. A race to finish the series. A race for that magic number 65, to try and make the series a viable syndication package and confer its little bit of television immortality. An immortality that was, perhaps, elusive and even obsolete.

A race.

“What went wrong?” she asked... 

When I discuss the fourth season with people, that’s always the question that comes up. It shows up in different forms, but it always boils down to that. What went wrong with the fourth season? Season one, or season two, or season three, or combinations were so good. How did they lose it all here?

It presupposes that the entire season is nothing but a failure. There were good episodes there, even great ones. The Game, Trip, Yo Way Oh, could probably find their way onto any top ten list of best ever LEXX. Episodes like Apocalexx Now, Xevivor, Stan Down, Lyekka vs Japan, Mort and so on may have their detractors, but they’re pretty good by anyone’s standards.

It’s true that the season had more than its share of stinkers, and arguably produced the worst single episode in LEXX’s history, Midsummer’s Nightmare. And it’s true that the season sagged badly in the middle, that its stories wandered, its direction failed. Too many episodes seemed to just be killing time. Too many episodes seemed oddly sloppy and unfinished, more ideas for episodes than actual episodes. Too many times, things seemed not quite on.

In some ways, it’s an unfair question. Each series of LEXX has had its fans, and the fourth series is no different. Even if it leaves a lot of people cold, there are still those who love it passionately and see it as the best season. But it’s also true that it’s such a massive change from what’s gone before, many fans are jarred.

Sigh.

So what went wrong?

Time. Time and money. The usual.

One thing that hurt was the lead time. Look at it this way: Paul Donovan, the series creator, first had the idea for the original series as far back as 1992. He shot his demo in March, 1994, started putting his team together after that. By July, 1995 it had the green light. Shooting took place in December, through to February/March, 1996. That’s a long luxurious time for development. Lex Gigeroff noted that the writing process, that idyllic period with Donovan and Hirschfield, Busby and Cullen and himself all hanging out at the beach or the bar or in each other’s houses, that took at least a year.

Second series, almost the same thing. The core group stayed together, and spent the 18 month interregnum hanging out, batting ideas around, keeping busy, but also slowly developing the ideas and concepts. They went into the series with story arcs plotted out, a backlog of seven or eight episodes, a third of the season, already written or in development, plans for episodes for the entire season. There was time to generate radical ideas like a separate creative producer/designer for each episode. A lot took place in that gap. And it built creatively on the previous season, even if many of the elements of that season were jettisoned or modified.

The third series followed swiftly after the second, but its ideas and concepts, radical a shift as they were, grew organically out of the second. It too had the advantage of a long period of active fermentation and development, which included the previous season. It may have broken with the story line and elements, but in critical ways, its production concepts, from the extended story arc, to location shooting, to a building a few good sets rather than a lot of poorer ones, its theological pretensions, even its topping of the end of a universe, came organically from the experiences of the second.

The fourth series? Not so much. It literally hit the ground running from a standing start. 

Approval for the fourth season came in September/October, from the U.S. Sci Fi Channel. That was the critical linchpin. But now, from that point onwards, the entire financing structure had to be built from scratch. The first three seasons had Wolfram Tichy for the international co-production partner. A new partner, ultimately David Marlow of Silverlight Productions had to be found. The rest of the money had to be put together from international sales. Which meant that the first few months were taken up with the business side of it, and the creative thinking for the season was down to a month or so before production began.

“November and December,” Andrea Raffaghello, the initial line producer for the season, told me. “I went aboard, did the preliminary budgets, based on money we had, financing structure, set up structure of shooting.”

“There were no scripts at the time. Which is always a challenge. When I left for Christmas, Paul promised five. I came back in January; there were two, third in progress. I wanted to fulfill Paul's goal of starting in January, we took those three and scheduled a block shooting schedule. The start date of January 15 or 20th made for an interesting beginning. Initial scripts, Little Blue Planet, P4X and Texx LEXX. We had literally no scripts,”

During the interregnum between the third and fourth seasons, there was no brain trust, plotting out the new season. There was no spinning around ideas, no visits to H.R. Giger’s workshop in Europe, no brainstorming sessions at the beach, no concept development, no major effort to keep the team together. There were no episodes being written between the seasons. And there was nothing left to pick up on beyond the basic elements of the LEXX and the characters. The design work, the plot elements, the backstory, all these things were gone by the wayside. That made a real difference.

Of course, just to be fair, Raffaghello also said, “It was sort of like the other years, scripts late in coming. But that's par for the course for other television series too.”

I’m not so sure. In the second series they started with a handful of scripts in the can, and literally dozens of episode outlines and synopsis setting out what they wanted to do and where they wanted to go. Admittedly, that changed a lot as they went along. But there was a plan and a vision. Series three was also ruled by a fairly well defined structure and vision. Series four in contrast amounted to constantly throwing things at the wall and hoping stuff would stick.

Despite Raffaghello’s statement, in very fundamental ways, LEXX was starting from scratch. LEXX had always reinvented itself, from one year to the next. But this time, it started with so much less, and with so little time. Maybe you could get a sitcom set in a living room off the ground with that kind of lead, but this was a major undertaking, 24 separate hour long episodes with location shoots and plates from all over the world, and hundreds of effects per episode? That’s biting off a lot.

Beyond that there were critical shortages of both time and money. Let me set it out as a table:


Series # of episodes  Budget per ep, Can, (US) Shooting days per ep

Series 1  8(4)  $2,000,000 Can ($1.3 m US)   10 to 12 days

Series 2  20(19)  $1,200,000 Can ($800 k US)    8 to 9 days

Series 3   13(14)  $1,000,000 Can ($670 k US)      7 to 8 days

Series 4  24   $ 900,000 Can ($600 k US)    6 days.

[1st Series, 4 two hour movies counted here as 8 one hour episodes]

[2nd Series, 19 or 20 depends on whether you count Web & Net as one or two]

[3rd Series, 13 or 14 depends on whether you include Rated: LEXX]



Get the picture? Less money per episode than ever before, barely $600,000 U.S. per episode. For comparison purposes, this was easily less than a half, more like a third to a quarter of the episode budgets of series like Farscape or Stargate, let alone major productions like Star Trek.

“There wasn’t enough money for extra duct tape,” Brian Downey told me, and I’m not sure he’s joking. “The gaffers had to do without. That’s how tight it was. The gaffers couldn’t get gaffer tape. They couldn’t afford it. They couldn’t buy it. They were told by production, we couldn’t afford a twenty dollar roll of gaffer tape!” 

“The first few episodes that we shot, we didn’t have the read through,” Downey said. 

‘Read throughs’ are when the actors go through the script together, sounding out the words, discussing their characters and the parts, getting a sense of the flow and tempo of the episode, how the whole thing will fit together and how each scene relates to it. 

“I finally lost my cool; the word came down from on high, ‘no more changes on set, no more ad libs.’ I went to Raff and said ‘We’re not trying to wreck the show; we’re trying to solve problems we should have solved in a read through. Please give us a read through’. He said, ‘We can’t have read throughs because we can’t afford it, it’s going to cost money for time out of the day.’ I went to Xenia, Michael, Nigel, Rolf, Patricia and said ‘What if we give up our lunch hour to do read throughs, ACTRA need not know about it.’ We did give up lunch hours just to have read throughs. It was the only time in the day production could afford it, we did it gratis.”

“Most of the season went smoothly,” Downey reflects. “We realized the pressure that everyone was under. There was hardly a department that had enough money to do what they wanted the way they wanted to do it.” 

Shortage of money went hand in hand with shortage of time. The limited budget lead to limited shooting days. It would have still been a brutal shooting schedule under the best of circumstances. The series was starting late and the production was running less than six months ahead of airing. A margin that by the end of the season would be cut down to weeks. There’s only so many shooting days in a calendar. But even that was circumscribed by the budgets limits.

“We had a hard time in season two,” Downey remembers. “In season 3, we were struggling. Going into second year, I was telling people if we try and do this in 8 or 9, given the elements that we have to deal with, a variety of sets, lighting problems on some set, elements that have to move, it’s not like a sitcom we have elements physically move, tracking shots, greenscreen shots, effects, they all take time to set up; if we told people we were going to try and do this with 8 or 9 days, they’ll say we’re nuts. This year, we were down to six days.”

Six days, usually four main unit and two second, was not a lot of time, particularly on a show like this.

“The big weakness of LEXX is that so often there’s too little time to do things properly,” Rolf Kanies, who played President Priest, said. “It hurt everything. You can be good one day or not, but it goes so fast. On a usual film, you do an hour or so of lights for every take. That would be impossible for LEXX. But good light makes for a good picture. If you have only five minutes for light, you have only five minutes for light. If you have five days to learn a script, normally you might have weeks.”

“Normally, you do one and a half to four pages of script a day; we did nine to thirteen pages of script a day a day. I have no idea how we managed that. Working, working, working. It was exhausting, but it was fun. You’re doing good stuff, you get energy from that. It’s incredible how good it does get in the end despite this lack of time. It could be completely different with more money, which means more days.”

The result was often like a highway traffic disaster with cars accidents piling up one after another. The frantic time didn’t allow for catching mistakes or retracing steps. Paul Donovan couldn’t reschedule a trip to Arizona; the production couldn’t schedule another trip to the Caribbean for a cheaper island later on. 

“There was a lot of expense with location shooting this year.” Downey noted. “On Xevivor my rough calculation was that trip cost us about 3/4 of a million. That wasn’t the entire episode. We went over, it was supposed to be a four or five day shoot and we were there for seven days, working straight through. The whole episode was supposed to be $900,000. What was left? That meant that other episodes had to be cut cut cut! Not enough time to do anything. Midsummers Nightmare’s location cost us more for very little result, things like that.”

Instead, the schedule didn’t allow for mistakes to be made. But mistakes inevitably happen, and the runaway pace didn’t allow them to compensate, there was never time to go back and do it right, or do it again. Instead, it was always on to the next shoot, the next day, the next episode.

“We had a second unit that was virtually running full time. Sometimes they put in more hours than main unit. If the second unit is shooting eight pages, that’s not a second unit, that’s another main unit,” Downey said.

Mistakes and errors accumulated, costs built up, reshoots and overruns tore the budget apart. There were critical episodes that you couldn’t take money from. That meant that there were certain others that were cut ravenously. Midsummer Nightmare’s arc was gutted, holes opened up in the schedule, last minute episodes like Bad Carrot and Trip had to be rushed into them.

“There was a lot of money wasted this year,” Alex Busby, one of the post-production staff, admitted. “It was wasted in an honest way. But it was because decisions had to be made in a hurry, those decisions cost money. Instead of taking a bit of extra time to work it out and find a way to fulfill the intention of the script, but there was no time, so a decision had to be made, and occasionally that was to the detriment of the budget.”

Too often the pace and the budget handicapped the production process. There wasn’t enough time for the Directors to prepare. There wasn’t enough time for the actors to get the episode. Everything was a rush. Part of this was that they were just shooting scenes in order to get them down, to be able to go onto the next scene. There were multiple takes, of course, but the emphasis was on just getting the shot, not necessarily getting the shot right. 

Worse, the brutal emphasis on getting the shot and going on to the next lead to a lack of emphasis. There was no wasting time on key scenes or doing important shots, it was all just a matter of getting it in the can. Critical scenes received little more attention than perfunctory ones. This resulted in episodes which have a strange unfocused quality, as if the camera or the director isn’t sure what he’s looking at or what the point of the scene is. Timing is critical to comedy, and often, there wasn’t time to get the timing right.

“Again,” Downey said, “the expedient thing to do was ‘let’s tell the story, let’s not concentrate too much on fine points.’ My viewpoint always is, the story will take care of itself if you pay attention to the fine points.”

On screen, the foreshortened production schedules and bare bones shooting schedule sometimes resulted in episodes that verged on incoherence, like a punch drunk fighter stumbling into the ring swinging wildly in hopes of getting through the round.

I had the impression, talking to people on set, that there was a sense, or at least a hope that problems would be fixed later. Either in reshoots or editing, or most importantly in post-production. 

“Post will save us!” was something I heard a little too frequently.

Sometimes that worked. Sometimes it cost extra time and money that no one could afford, that had to be made up somewhere else. Sometimes that didn’t work at all. 

But even here, there were problems. There seems to have been a consistent breakdown in communication between post and production. 

In hindsight, the second season’s experiment with ‘Creative Directors’ may not have been such a failure at all, it provided a kind of creative continuity for an episode from start to finish. 

Now, there was no single creative continuity person, except perhaps for Donovan himself. An episode would be shot in six days; the director would move onto the next episode or simply move on. By the time the episode was in post-production, months later, the director was long gone.

Everyone was so busy with their own breakneck schedule that there really wasn’t time or opportunity for communication. David Hackl was constantly busy in the art department, Les Krizsan on the studio floor, Alex Busby in post. Everyone had their own things, and no one really had time to follow anything once it left their own domain. Information got lost, fine points of drama or comedy were obscured because there was no one there to explain or emphasize them. People talked of course, they hung out, exchanged ideas, inquired about this or that, but not nearly to the volume necessary to make things cohere.

The information breakdown wasn’t just one way, it wasn’t just that ideas and subtleties sometimes weren’t making it to post. The production couldn’t afford a CGI or video effects supervisor on set, and they thought they could get away without one. Bad idea. Without guidance, inexperienced directors shot greenscreen too dark, too light, shot off the screen, shot in ways that caused post endless headaches. Some scenes had to be reshot or re-edited, post-production costs and time went up, and there wasn’t a lot of time or money in the first place.

The season began shorthanded and stayed that way. Wolfram Tichy was gone and with end of the German co-production, many of the German crew members returned to their country. The new co-producer was David Marlow, of Silverlight productions, and this brought a host of British actors and crew members. But Marlow’s Silverlight was only contributing 20% of the co-production, compared to Germany’s 30% under prior seasons. The gap in manpower was made up locally, or through Toronto.

Key creative and production people were gone. Bill Fleming and Willie Stevenson had left the show through the third season, and with them vital creative input. Ingolf Hetscher, Mark Laing, all of the original designers were long gone, having departed in the first and second season. On the production side, Norman Denver, due to scheduling conflicts wasn’t returning. Andrea Raffaghello, Denver’s working partner, returned as line producer to start the series, but eventually departed himself.

“They were all missed,” Hirschfield remembers. “It’s a really great crew. I was heartbroken to lose Willie, Norman, the 2nd assistant director, the German crew. No German money this season. The folks who came in were equally good. I know they didn't always run smooth. I made it a point to stay out of that stuff.”

Jeff Hirschfield was back as a writer. But mainly he was in Toronto, not in Halifax as part of an ongoing brain trust. “I was never in the eye of the hurricane,” he admits. “I don't mind that, but this time it was good. I had a really nice time, I went ...did 790, did my drafts, hung out. When things went into production hell I was far away. Fine with me. This year's LEXX, I wrote eight scripts, a third of the season. Eight first drafts. Most of the time, my work ended with the first draft.”

The on-site writing brain trust was really only Donovan and Gigeroff. Hirschfield was in Toronto and no longer involved day to day. The rest of the new writers were off in England and not active participants in the series, they delivered their scripts and that was that.

There were critical production people who did come back. Chris Bould and Christoph Schrewe, two of the most popular directors, were back. David Hackl returned with most of his art department intact. Kevin Sollows was back on storyboards. Les Krizsan remained main unit director of photography. Stewart Dowds was still editor. But there were holes, the talent pool had thinned appreciably, and several key figures from the show’s history were simply gone.

Behind the scenes, the effort took its toll on the production crew. During my visit in June, a lot of people were complaining of exhaustion and tension. This was quite definitely the final season, and many people were beginning to plan the next steps of their career. It was now time for people to look beyond LEXX. David Hackl, Andrea Raffaghello and Allison Outhit all left well before production was completed.

As always, Paul Donovan himself was the key figure overseeing every aspect of the production. He wasn’t just an Executive Producer, he was a principle writer, and in fact, everyone else's script went through him as well. He directed several episodes himself, and did additional uncredited directing on reshoots and second unit for episodes like Fluff Daddy, Dutch Treat, Walpurgis Night, etc. When I was there, I saw him in the art department, I saw him in post-production. He was everywhere, overseeing practically every decision, taking blowtorches to costumes at 7:00 am.

The problem with that, of course, is that when you’ve got a central decision maker, a dictator in a sense, who every decision has to pass through.... That’s a lot of decisions. Some singled Donovan out for this, but I don’t necessarily think that the issue was his judgement. He was simply overloaded. Even at the best of times, it can be overwhelming. Now at the accelerated pace and the razor thin budgets of the fourth season, the flood of decisions became a logjam, and many of the key figures who’d managed that traffic in the past were gone.

The crunch came in the writing department. Scripts were already late at the start of the year, and got later as time went on. The writing process was only days ahead of the production process. Donovan’s insistence on reviewing every word written, and on writing himself, slowed things down. The effect rippled through. Late scripts meant less time to build sets, less time to design costumes, less time for the actors and directors to figure it out, less time to refine the scripts themselves. The result was mistakes, problems, things that wound up costing money, or costing time, things that demanded rewrites or adjustments on set, things that had to be fixed somewhere else along the process. And of course, more mistakes, more missteps would reverberate back, necessitating writing changes, slowing things down further, in a production schedule that allowed for nothing less than breakneck speed.

People ask me ‘What went wrong?’ 

Time and money, that’s what went wrong.

What went wrong? Nothing went wrong. Under the circumstances the amazing thing isn’t that some of the episodes failed, it’s that any of them succeeded. The amazing thing is that LEXX didn’t implode along the way. Despite everything, it soldiered on and managed to end well, if not brilliantly.

Making it Work

“The fourth season was different, less money,” Andrea Raffaghello admits. “But the ambition level went up. The scripts were a hell of a lot better. They were fun to read, more ambitious. We streamlined our scheduling in terms of using studios to full capacity, we didn't work the weekends much, we structured better. We travelled a lot more, Iceland, England, Tortola, Japan, Thailand, Texas, Arizona... We did a lot more visual effects, we had people from Germany. We were doing probably double the amount of visual effects from third year. They did a good job. It took a human toll, 15 or 20 hour days, but it looked good. We bolstered the visual effects department, brought over people from Germany to work with.”

Is this inconsistent with what I’ve written? Well, it clashes, and I like that. But no, it’s not inconsistent, because he’s right. The level of ambition did go up in almost every way. More episodes, more actors, a faster pace, more visual effects, more location shooting. Everything was more and bigger, bigger and more. I’m not sure I buy it when he says the scripts were better. But there’s an argument there, and a point of view.

This season was far and away the most ambitious they’d ever undertaken, and they consistently managed to do more with much less in almost every respect. Whatever the faults of the series, it managed to be consistently surprising and the production value on screen often matched or exceeded series with far more resources.

The pre-production on the fourth season began early in November, 2000. By January, 2001 principal photography had begun and would continue on through the end of June. From June to September, principal photography went on hiatus to give the production crew a break although post-production and writing continued straight on through. The final block of principal photography ran through September to October. Final location shooting took place in Thailand and Japan in October and November, 2001. Post-production came to an end in April, 2002.

I’ve made the point that the talent pool had thinned dramatically, and I stand by it. But the fact that the series or episodes works at all is a testament to the dedication and skill of the people that came forward. The losses were irreplaceable, but that isn’t a condemnation of their replacements. It just means that at a time when the need was greatest, the core crew was at its smallest.

New people or familiar faces came forward in new roles. David Coole, who had distinguished himself directing second unit on Kai’s ship crash in I Worship His Shadow, moved into Andrea Raffaghello’s vacated position as line producer. Dave Albiston, who’d been with LEXX in one form or another through much of its history, became second unit cameraman. Alex Busby came into his own as post production supervisor.

Paul Donovan, all but overwhelmed by the endless demands delegated heavily to two ‘secondary brains.’ Lex Gigeroff moved forward to story editor, he was the writer on set, putting out fires, fixing problems, keeping things moving. 

The other was Allison Outhit, who had become well known to fans as Mamabear. She moved from accounting and business into the production to become Deputy Assistant Showrunner, a mock title that belied her actual authority. Allison, notably, was the first woman to be in a position of creative authority in the show.

“Allison was sort of involved in creative end,” Jeff Hirschfield said, “She was deputy showrunner, coordinating a lot of stuff, she was at a lot of brainstorming sessions, taking notes, involved in production stuff. She'd jump in when she had an idea, she had a lot of good ones. I took several ideas from Allison. She wasn't officially a writer/creative person, but she just naturally is.”

When I met Allison in June, 2000, I asked her what she felt her big triumph had been. She replied that it was finding writers Jon Spira and Andy Selzer. It had been touch and go, they’d turned in a script, and Paul had liked it. Where had she found them? On the internet. 

I am sorry to say that I did not find their work successful. Spira and Selzer, along with Tom de Ville and Frank McGuinness were the first time LEXX had seriously been involved with outside writers.

Allen Resnick had turned in an unused draft of Supernova in the first year, Wolfram Tichy had contributed some stories and Andre Haines had added lyrics, but this was the first time outside writers got enough of a script up on screen to earn a credit. 

Except for Frank McGuinness, born in Ireland, all of the new faces were British writers brought in to meet co-production requirements.

Here’s how it worked: Co-production rules required a certain number of principle positions, lead actors, guest stars, directors, writers, directors of photography, etc. Their options were very limited. Most of the principal and recurring cast roles were filled, as were the critical crew positions. 

Of the existing cast, only Nigel Bennett might qualify as a British citizen, and he was a long-time Canadian resident. Only Minna Aaltonen, of the new British actors found a recurring role, and she was Finnish. Chris Bould was a British director, and they found a second one with Colin Bucksey. A series of British actors passed through the show, including Patrick Gordon, Alun Lewis, Frank Kelly, Alex Lewis and Sir John Standing, among others, as well as lower ranking British cast and crew members. But essentially, it was ‘allow in writers’ because the principle cast and other major areas were filled. This isn’t to denigrate the British writers, or the British actors for that matter, this is just the way the system works.

Pushing the Limits

The series probably broke records in terms of sheer volume of location shooting, and in location shooting on the cheap, some of the shoots were literally epics of guerilla film making in their own right.

Guerilla film making sometimes described the production process at Electropolis itself. The crew were working flat out, nothing stood still. Every nook and cranny of Electropolis studios was used at one time or another as a set, including hallways, stairwells, and a little electrical utility room that got renamed studio six and turned out to be a versatile little space, despite half the crew having to line up out in the hallway. Shooting even took place on the streets down from Electropolis, or just outside their post-production studios. According to one rumor, the Boardroom scenes for Xevivor were shot at Salter Street’s own boardrooms. Nothing stood still, even 790's laptop, the computer that stored and processed the robot head’s screen animation got pulled onscreen to be used as a prop. People delivering coffee were dragooned as extras.

Setting the series on Earth posed different challenges for the production design team. If you’re doing a space opera and you need an alien refrigerator, you can pretty much get away with anything and call it a refrigerator. For an Earthbound series though, everyone knew what a refrigerator was supposed to look like, you couldn’t take short cuts or pull the wool over the audience’s eyes. 

In another way, it made their job easier. In production, practically every prop has to be designed, thus, in the third series, for the Gondola prop, even the tiniest supplementary instruments, like a range finder bolted to the side had to be meticulously drawn and sketched, worked out and produced. There was a continual requirement for ground up invention - you couldn’t just get your control pad from Target, it had to look unearthly. Setting the series on Earth meant that you weren’t continually overwhelmed with design problems; you could just go to Target and get away with it.

On the other hand, it raised the bar immensely. You couldn’t cheat. Everything had to pass muster for an audience that had day to day familiarity with the machines and buildings depicted. The Oval Office had to be a detailed replica, a police car had to look like a police car, the refrigerator had to look like a refrigerator. It cost, for example, over $40,000.00 to build an authentic replica of a Newfoundland tavern for The Rock. 

New permanent sets were built, including the interior of a stealth fighter, interior of a space shuttle, and the President’s Oval office, done at less than 80% scale. Of these, the President’s office received the most scrutiny.

“The President’s office,” Les Krizsan told me. “The furniture was leased, so it had to be kept in good condition. We had people, that was what they did, move furniture. The first thing you do when you moved into the set was to take half the furniture out. You need room for the dolly, the camera, the lights, the monitors. We were constantly taking furniture out and putting it back. The only thing that didn’t move was the president’s desk, but even that had to be jacked up and lowered because of the height difference between Nigel and Rolf. When Rolf sat down, he was too short and Nigel was too high, so we’d have to cheat by raising Rolf’s chair and desk, and ask Nigel to lean over a bit so we could get a half decent composition.”

Individual sets were often amazing. Everyone I spoke to raved about the John Welbank’s art design on Walpurgis Night and Vlad. Judy Lynn Obersi designed a Newfoundland bar indistinguishable from the real thing for The Rock. Clark Biesele built truly creepy embalming equipment for Mort. At the end of the day, the design team found that their work hadn’t necessarily gotten easier; rather, they were simply playing with a different set of rules.

The consolidation of the post-production department in a single building paid dividends. Previously, the CGI animators had been based out of Toronto and Berlin, in the second season there’d been extensive contracting out, so that CGI was scattered around a handful of centers. This time, it was all in Halifax, all brought together into a single studio.

In visual terms, the CGI composition of the series was the best it had ever been, the composite visuals were often amazingly complex, incorporating up to half a dozen elements in a single image, and indistinguishable from actual locations. The fantasy scapes were often startlingly real. Three dimensional computer animation regularly rubbed shoulders with live actors. The sheer, extraordinary volume of computer effects meant inevitably, that some would be visibly rubbishy. But the overwhelming majority of them came off neatly.

Another Change of Pace

In terms of its story, the series took another radical turn. The first two seasons of basically stand-alone stories had pretty much been the original vision. But in each of these two seasons, they’d also experimented with extended story arcs. The third season had seen a radical and not altogether successful shift in storytelling, which had trapped the crew in a static and sometimes boring yo yo between only two worlds.

Things were even worse. The third season had ended with LEXX coming to Earth as its big finish. However, the ultimate culmination of the fourth season also focused on Earth. By definition, this boxed them in. It made no sense for the LEXX to visit Earth briefly, go into space, and then come back for the end. Instead, the season was going to be trapped on Earth for the duration.

This was an incredibly risky choice. For three seasons LEXX had excelled as a space opera. Now it was going to be a nastier version of Third Rock From the Sun? There was a genuine risk that the audience simply wouldn’t accept the change.

The other big risk, necessarily imposed on the season at the outset, was that they knew where it was going to end and how. The characters and situations set up at the beginning had to be in place for the endgame. 

Unfortunately, this played into a historical weakness of the series: Beginnings and ends were fine, but they often had no idea what to do with their middle sections, often simply filling in time until they were ready to wrap it up. 

“I remember in the fourth season, we were talking about it,” Nigel Bennett offered. “We’d got up to episode ten or twelve, I think we were coming up on the hiatus, and I was chatting and asked him how we were doing. He said, ‘I know what’s happening in the last four. I’ll just fill in the middle.’ My god, that’s ten episodes!”

This had been a huge flaw in the third season, perhaps a fatal flaw which had left many episodes with a sense of aimless floundering. This season, they’d pretty much committed themselves to that situation. LEXX’s middle sections had always been weak, and now they’d structurally tied themselves to a huge expansive middle section, in a sense, they had decided to play to their biggest weakness. It’s never a good idea to lead with your chin.

Still, there was at least some sense that they’d learned some lessons from the mistakes of the third season. This time, instead of the single, almost simplistic mystery of Fire and Water, they introduced a variety of characters and plot threads to wind in and out of each other. The principal adversaries of Prince, Priest and Bunny (the anti-LEXX crew) bounced off each other, and in the meanwhile, the Bad Carrots, Vlad, Pope Genevieve, Lyekka, 790 and Doctor Longbore would weave in and out of the central story line, appearing as sidebars here and there before stepping out onto central stage for their own turns. There’d be no such thing as stand-alone episodes, in this season, but rather a wandering soap opera full of foreshadowings and set ups.

This season had much more humor than the third season, but within the context of Earth, that humor had changed. Some would describe it as sophomoric, and some of the humor certainly was. But some of it had a hard political edge, in such things as the re-enactment of the Kennedy assassination, or in satires of almost every aspect of American life. Surrealism gave way to deliberate absurdity, and LEXX often seemed to take after the madcap clownings of the Marx Brothers.

Another shift was a willingness to be much more experimental in this season, the series consistently played with concepts of storytelling, often wandering off in completely unexpected directions. The Rock abandoned all pretensions of plot and found its center in an extended musical interlude in a Newfoundland bar. Xevivor was a genre crossing jungle parody. Fluff Daddy quivered with manic energy and enough story going on for three episodes. Vlad and Walpurgis Night became gothic excursions. 

I think it can be argued that overall, the storytelling and writing became entirely unconventional. If you look at the structure of episodes, the three act episodic structure which is the norm for movies and television went almost entirely out the window. 

Instead, episodes sometimes fractured into two or three or more stories as the LEXX crew separated, Stan, Xev or Kai went off in different directions, or the focus shifted to Priest and Bunny or to Prince, interacting with different characters, rejoining at the end. Plot threads proceeded anarchically. Characters like Doctor Longbore, Pope Genevieve, Tina, Vlad, would show up erratically. Some characters proceeded through backgrounds. A lot of characters didn’t survive an entire episode, others might appear only to be killed off in the next, or simply vanish. At the same time, each episode typically lead to the next, even while plot threads would be introduced or alluded, then buried to mature later. In a sense, series four operated like a serial, a continuing story much like the third series. But it was an uneven, erratic serial that seemed to wander all over the place. While each episode lead to the next, you could never quite predict where it was going to go or what it was going to do. A character alluded to in one episode might not show up until several episodes later, or would be introduced and then dropped. An imminent plot would be derailed by a side trip. Arcs seemingly came and went.

The fourth series defied categorization. It often wasn’t quite self-contained three act episodes; it operated like a serial sometimes, but one without focus. 

It’s tempting to call it out as bad writing. Certainly, I think that the writing was undermined by the pressures of production and the breakneck pace. But then again, if we look at the first three series, the writing is actually quite polished. There are weak episodes, but there’s definitely competence, mastery of storytelling structure and form. These people knew how to write and produce episodes - series two gives us a standard television episode format down solid. So they know how to do it.

So if they’re not doing conventional storytelling here, then the anarchic, neither fish nor fowl nature of the fourth series scripts is a deliberate choice. Maybe driven by production demands and desperation, it’s driven by the need to fill pages and fill minutes, but it’s still intentional.

And perhaps deliberately subversive? Perhaps LEXX series four, in its continually fracturing, interweaving stories and story efforts, in its struggle between serial narrative and episodic format, in continually taking its characters in different directions, represents a bold experiment in storytelling? 

Perhaps. 

I don’t know that it was successful, or entirely successful. I think it was genuinely off putting to some audiences that were deeply rooted in conventional episodic structure or tighter serials, but that’s human nature - people are comfortable with the form and style they know. People like different, but only a little bit different. Show them something a lot different, and they struggle. 

There’s not a lot of effort or ability to explain that you’re subverting the narrative form and pushing the boundaries. I think at least some of the audience struggled with series four. But perhaps series four’s writing and its narrative choices deserve a reappraisal, and its unconventional approaches may well be valid, effective, and perhaps even brilliant.

In any event it becomes almost impossible to judge the season as a whole because the episodes are often radically different in style, tone, pacing and structure. One week’s episode of Star Trek or Babylon 5 was more or less identical to the next week’s episode, this season of LEXX, on the other hand, could go anywhere. This wasn’t necessarily a strength; an audience was just as likely to be lost as snared by a series that constantly changed its identity.

The third season took almost no chances in story terms. The fourth season consisted of almost nothing but taking chances. Some of them succeeded wildly. Some of them failed, and in at least one case, failed spectacularly. Many, I think, were undercut by the limitations of the production process, the time and money equation. Most are at least interesting. To be honest, I’m not quite sure what to think of some of the stories: Deliberate? Desperate? Completely accidental? Is it brilliant writing? Is it too unique to assess? Or is it simply junk? Bits and pieces of each, I think.

In the most limited sense, getting those last 24 episodes in the can, and getting their syndication package, they succeeded. Although as television evolved, that may have become a meaningless victory.

On any broader artistic or entertainment level, it’s tougher. No matter what else is said, it has to be acknowledged that the season is badly flawed, scarred even, by the limits of time and money. It stumbles, it staggers, it limps and once in a while it falls down. 

I can sympathize with the fact that everyone gave a hundred per cent, and put in every drop of sweat and imagination they had, but those scars remain. For the ordinary viewer, he doesn’t care about why it's flawed, he just sees the flaws. In the end, the ordinary viewer is what counts, what’s on the screen is what counts.

As a writer, when I’ve had stories critiqued, my instinct is to sit there and explain why the story is actually good. That’s a mistake. The work has to stand or fall on its own. Paul Donovan can’t be there, sitting like a little man on the viewer’s shoulder, explaining how or why an episode is the way it is, and why it's pretty cool. An episode has to stand or fall on its own terms.

The best I can do is to look at series four as three seasons, rather than one. 

The first eight are strong but plagued by unevenness. A great Vampire story is handicapped by a terrible opening in Vlad. Kai’s wonderful piano scenes are undercut by the waste of the Stan/Brud subplot in The Rock. They keep alternately getting it right and dropping the ball. It’s irritating.

The middle six are a mess, incoherent, wandering, erratic. There may be something brilliant at work, but by god, it’s so obscure or so odd that I can’t enjoy it. The best I’ll say is that some of it is interesting, and some of it fails.

The last ten are of a series that’s found itself, finally. Increasingly, the episodes grow tighter and more focused, the missteps fewer. It ends well, the final handful of episodes hang together and work, by any standard.

And that’s not a bad thing to say. It ends well.
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FROM THE SURREAL 

TO THE ABSURD

––––––––
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The fourth series of LEXX came as a jarring shock. Not only was it now set on Earth and no longer a space opera, but the very aesthetic and sensibility of the show seemed to have changed radically, a swerve that seemed almost like a car crash. It’s hard to accept, it’s hard to even wrap your head around.

But let me throw out some ideas. This isn’t formal theory as articulated by academics studying film and theatre. Rather it’s just some personal views and insights I’ve picked up over the years. People in film or theatre programs, studying the academic part may disagree, or they may have described some of what I talk about, but in different terms. What I’m putting on offer is my own thinking for better or worse. But it may help you to think about and appreciate the fourth series differently, and maybe change your mind, or add enjoyment. 

First, to start with, in general terms, I think Art has historically tried to reproduce reality. Physical reality, spiritual reality, supernatural or metaphysical reality. But always reality. Go back to the cave paintings; those aren’t abstract Bison and Mammoths. They were doing their best to depict what they saw. 

It’s never a perfect representation. The medium, the method, always poses challenges that shape the work, whether it’s paint on a cave wall or an animal hide or canvas, whether it’s clay or hard stone, or what kind of hard stone. It’s dependent on the tools you’ve got, what paints and brushes are available, what sort of tools you have to work the stone. It’s dependent on the skill and interest of the artists, and on the culture. But generally, I think that Art has always had this strong representational drive, no matter how stylized or distorted.

But things evolve, and there’s different ways of depicting reality, or representation of reality. Take ‘paint on canvas’ Art as an example. The stuff we recognise as Art, from medieval painters, through the Renaissance, the Dutch masters and so forth. Painting worked to represent reality, and if we look at the history of painting, we see struggles with perspective, with colours, with light, with figures and faces, backgrounds and clothing, trying to come closer to the scenes outside our window, to the people we saw around us. We go from flat medieval paintings, to Renaissance paintings which are almost three dimensional.

Then starting in the late 19th century, through the 20th, Painting as an art form started to change. You started to see new approaches to painting, new approaches to imagery. Pointillism for instance. Cubism. Dada. You had all these revolutionary artistic movements. You had manifestos. You had guys like Salvador Dali and Pablo Picasso and Jackson Pollock. Painting became increasingly abstract, almost incomprehensible. It was like it went off some sort of cliff, unrelated to what it had done before, the directions it had evolved for centuries

What was happening, I think, was Photography. Painting was challenged by photography. All the things that Painters were doing, increasingly detailed and meticulous landscapes, accurate portraits, working with perspective - suddenly, photography was doing it, and doing it better. Photography was simply a more accurate, faster, easier means of representing the reality of our eyes, than Painting was. Photography was taking up the space where Painting lived. In order to compete, to remain relevant, Painters had to do or show things that Photography couldn’t. 

Photography kept getting better from 1860 onwards, with more detail, shorter exposure, eventually colour. In response, Painting had to keep finding new ground to occupy, as photography continually encroached. As photography got better, Painting had to go further. 

You had to expand, to evolve, to do things with colours, with shape, with motion that went beyond photography. Artists tried to paint to show the different sides of a face simultaneously, or to show emotion, or inner states of being. It tried to show objects in impossible ways, like melting watches, or to show relationships between objects. 

Painting began to seek to depict emotion, gestalt, to depict inner life, to reimagine or reinvent shape and perspective. Painting, the cutting edge of the art form, was no longer about accurate representation. It was struggling towards a super representation, to show reality beyond reality, to different ways of seeing, to show motion without form, or form in new ways.

So let’s take this and look at film and television, and how it evolves. The earliest films were simply representation - trains coming at you, horses galloping, people doing stuff. But the medium offered an opportunity to do more, and so some film makers went there - you had George Méliès and his fantastical films full of camera tricks, costumes, sets. Even Thomas Edison got into that, you can find Edison’s Frankenstein on Youtube. There weren’t any rules back then; people were just messing about, trying to see what worked.

There were some limitations to movies, to the camera. You needed a certain amount of light, the image on the film strip wasn’t pristine, so you had your actors wear pancake make up with lipstick and mascara to highlight eyes and mouth. There was no sound, so gestures and expressions had to be exaggerated. 

Shooting outdoors was often a nightmare, a simple thing like a cloud passing over the sun, a change of wind, or a rainstorm could ruin your shot, and you only had a limited time. So better to shoot indoors, where you could control the lights and have the same lighting pattern all day, where you could control all the variables. But if you tried to make your inside look like outdoors, then ... well mileage varied. It often looked unreal and weird, and the efforts to make a limited sound stage seem like the great outdoors could get strange. But that was cool, because there were no standards.

I think film starting in the 1920's and 1930's, began evolving in two directions, though I’m not sure how much attention was paid to these developing trends at the time. The American direction was to move towards realism, or documentary realism, to try and make the film look as real as possible, even when it was being shot indoors on sound stages.

The European direction was to become surreal, although I’m probably misusing the term. Surrealism was not quite as concerned with documentary realism, or maybe documentary realism simply wasn’t as feasible to the situations that European film makers worked under. Instead of attempting to be ‘realistic’, European film makers opted for their own versions of reality, not necessarily documentary or photo-realistic, but images and situations that were powerful or disturbing that drew the eye. 
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