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For the third series, LEXX went to hell. Literally. And to heaven. Literally. 

Almost everything that had gone before was left behind, the series timeline was advanced two thousand years. The rise and fall of the Divine Order, His Shadow, even Mantrid and the destruction of the Light Universe was now left in the distant past. The original plan had been that every episode, LEXX would just go to a new planet and wacky things would happen, that was out the door. The dark and subversive comedy, the rudeness, fell by the wayside. 

Almost everything about this next season was different. The single episode stories format was largely replaced more ambitious, a tighter, more focused thirteen episode story running across thirteen episodes.

Xev’s hair and costume were different, 790's love obsession switched to Kai, there was a new adversary, Prince, played by Nigel Bennett. The LEXX would no longer be crossing the universe, but trapped in a figure eight orbit between two planets. The action would center on those two planets, moving back and forth, between deliberately uniform locations across these worlds. Instead of anarchy, there was a more contemplative, more metaphysical story.

The show had literally reinvented itself, turned everything inside out, and gone in a radically new direction. Only the cast and the LEXX itself remained. And yet, in many ways, this new season with its radical changes was in many ways a continuation and an extension of what had gone before.

The first series had seen a seasonal arc, establishing and eventually destroying an ultimate Evil Empire. The second had also featured an arc, happily destroying one world after another, and eventually an entire universe.

Well, you destroy planets, you destroy the Evil Empire, and then a Universe. How do you top that? Where do you go once you’ve destroyed an entire Universe? It would have been something of a climb down, to just have the LEXX bumble around the Dark Zone, blowing up the occasional planet, confronting a conventional ‘big bad’ who would pale in comparison to His Divine Shadow or Mantrid.

It was go bigger or go home. What stakes are bigger than a Universe? Heaven and Hell. What villain could be bigger than His Divine Shadow or Mantrid? The Devil, himself. In a sense, LEXX had to go there, because it had left itself nowhere else to go. The choice was to go up to the next level, or fall back into repetition and redundancy.

Yet, in many ways, the third series of LEXX was a continuation or evolution of what we’d seen before. Visits to Heaven and Hell had actually been planned as eventual series episodes, all the way back in June of 1996, when the first season was still in production. The roots of the design and concepts of Fire and Water can be seen in the episodes Nook and Twilight. The world and the folk of Nook, the philosophy and existence of its people, transpose directly onto Planet Water, while Rouma and its Zombies feel like a dress rehearsal for Planet Fire.

And interestingly, each of these episodes, in production, provided key elements for the inspiration of design and production decisions for the third series. The surrealism that suffused LEXX’s imagery and storytelling would continue into the third season, with Garden being a worthy successor to Lyekka. Meanwhile, Battle would become the low tech version of the formal conflict in Norb.

LEXX was completely different, and yet everything about it was deeply rooted in what had gone before, onscreen and back stage.

RETURN TO TABLE OF CONTENTS
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CHAPTER ONE

IN THE BEGINNING....

First up, let me do a quick recap of the history leading up to the third season. If you’ve already read either volume one or two, feel free to skip this.

In the beginning... there was Paul Donovan. Donovan was a quiet geeky kid, growing up in the vicinity of Halifax, Nova Scotia, a small, sleepy province on the eastern shores of Canada, far away from the main streams of Canadian and American life.

The maritime provinces, New Brunswick, Nova Scotia and Prince Edward Island, were the Canadian equivalents of New England. Patchworks of old, small communities, twixt forest and the sea, once thriving centers in the 19th century, by and large the 20th century had passed them all by, leaving people poor but reasonably comfortable, nestled away in close knit towns and villages. Halifax, with a quarter million people, was what passed for a metropolis around these parts.

It was the last place in the world you’d expect to host a thriving film and television industry. Much less a fiendishly surreal and subversive space opera. And it didn’t, there wasn’t. Not when Paul Donovan was growing up. Movies were things from America that you watched at the local Bijou for a dollar, television was broadcast from Toronto and Montreal, and the closest you’d come to anything local was the occasional National Film Board short.

But somewhere along the line, Paul Donovan decided he wanted to make movies. So after getting a degree in physics at the local university, he traveled all the way to London England to study film. During summers, he’d come back, and promise everyone he was going to make movies.

And he did it. In the early 1980's, when the Canadian government created a tax shelter that encouraged people to invest in movies, he managed to hoover up enough of that tax shelter money, to make South Pacific 1942. It flopped.

Undaunted, he and his brother, Michael, scraped the rest of their money together and made another movie, Siege. Then they went to Hollywood, sold their car, and schlepped their movie around on the bus, until a distributor wrote them a check for it. Suddenly, the Donovan Brothers were in business.

The tax shelter era died, but the direct video market was starting up, and Paul and Michael made more films. They discovered local talent, a comedy group in Newfoundland, and started a sketch comedy television show, which resulted in more and more television shows. Pretty soon, Salter Street Films was a thing, and singlehandedly, Halifax had become a thriving production center.

Thriving, but not huge. It was all local programming, local culture, Canadian content, CBC product, direct to video or international market low end stuff. Salter Street, had done amazingly well, making something out of absolutely nothing. But in the end, they were tiny fish in a big ocean, scrappy little underdogs on the margins. 

Nobody, but nobody in Hollywood, or New York, or even Toronto or Vancouver, was sitting around thinking “I wonder what Salter Street’s up to?”

* * * *
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Let There Be Light...

We don’t know exactly how far back went Paul’s idea for a space opera about a giant dragonfly that blows up planets, and the cowardly security guard that is its captain. I’m guessing maybe all the way to his teenage years, steeped on pulp sci fi paperbacks from the local drugstore, or gee whiz adventures at the movies.

All of Donovan’s films, all of Salter Street’s film and television put together and rolled into one wouldn’t match the total budget of LEXX. That was an insane undertaking, far grander and far more ambitious than anything they ever imagined doing. So what happened?

A bizarre series of coincidences. Down at Dalhousie University in Halifax, a few blocks away from Salter Street films, there were a couple of professors, Murray and Trachtenberg, who thought it would be great to get a Supercomputer for their campus. Those things weren’t cheap. The government was willing to fund it, on one condition.

They had to make it available to local businesses. Basically, they had to make it useful. There had to be a return on the investment. The government wasn’t going to spend all that money just so eggheads could have a new toy, it actually had to do some good for the community. So they put on their thinking caps and started looking around for people and businesses that might make use of their supercomputer. In a place like Halifax, that’s kind of an uphill battle. You don’t need a supercomputer to harvest potatoes or count lobsters. But they’d heard that there was a film company in town, so they figured why not? So they approached Salter Street films, and Paul Donovan.

Now, at first Paul Donovan was intrigued. This was back in the early, early days of CGI, people were beginning to see the potential in it, but so far it wasn’t great shakes.

Donovan wanted to do a war movie. World War One, which is a big thing for Canadians, not so big for Americans. The problem was, it would cost about sixty million to do, and that just wasn’t in the cards. But Donovan thought maybe it could be done with CGI? Nope. Not a chance. Dreaming in technicolor. They all figured out pretty quickly that CGI back then wasn’t nearly advanced enough to do it. You couldn’t do that with it... 

But you could do something. Like a space opera? About a giant bug and a cowardly security guard? That might work. In 1994, Donovan commissioned storyboards. Then a bit later, he recruited some local actors to help him shoot a demo down by the shipyards. Then he went looking for money.

And he got lucky. Salter Street found a German partner, in Wolfram Tichy and his production company, TiMe Gmbh. Next, Donovan recruited a couple of local writers, Lex Gigeroff from Halifax, and Jeff Hirschfield from Toronto. They began to flesh out the project.

Around this time there was a giant American entertainment corporation called Viacom. It had just eaten Famous Players, one of Canada’s two big theater chains. The Canadian government was a bit antsy about American companies eating Canadian companies, particularly in the arts and culture field. 

So the word came out “If you’re taking money out, then you have to put some money back.” Which meant that the big American corporation, or its subsidiaries, had to throw some money at Canadian productions. So they went looking for projects to fund.

And there was Paul Donovan, with his planet destroying bug, his cowardly security guard of a captain, his master assassin and his love slave.

* * * *
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Into The Dark Zone

Originally, the plan was to do a pilot movie, and then go straight to series, and kick out sixty-five or as however fewer or as many more episodes as they could get away with. The formula would be “LEXX comes to a planet, and wacky stuff happens.”

But even with the pieces coming together, the process was chaotic. The central creative triumvirate of Donovan, Hirschfield and Gigeroff formed early. Around them, the Halifax/Canadian crew of artists, designers and creatives formed, people like Marty Simon for musical score, Kevin Sollows storyboards, Mark Laing and Emmanuel Jannasch as designers, producers....

Local Newfoundland actor and musician Brian Downey, always seems to have been the choice for Stanley Tweedle. Downey had first come to light in The Adventures of Faustus Bidgood, a local independent film, that had inspired Salter Street’s television production, and he’d played Stanley in Donovan’s original demo reel. Michael McManus, an Ontario actor who had worked with Donovan before, was Donovan’s early choice for Kai. Jeff Hirschfield became 790 by default.

Other casting issues were wide open. German partners meant at least one of the leads had to be a German actor or actress. There needed to be a certain number of German supporting actors, designers, directors... A number of actors and actresses auditioned for Kai and Zev. Parts were found for other actresses, notably Doreen Jacobi and Ellen Dubin, who auditioned for Zev.

Showtime wanted star power for its participation. Originally, only a trilogy of movies were planned. Then Salter Street decided to do a fourth one on its own, and Showtime threw in on it. Guest stars Barry Bostwick, Rutger Hauer, Tim Curry and Malcolm McDowell came on board.

The show evolved considerably. Kai for instance, wasn’t originally an undead assassin. In the original drafts, he’s a living warrior monk. His Divine Shadow was just a regular guy. A version of Love Grows involving monsters was originally going to be one of the three movies. A final movie, Back to The Cluster, was abandoned, and replaced by Robert Sigl’s vision of a gigantic insect bursting out of the planet, which became Gigashadow.

Even while the production struggled with the first season, the series of four movies, they were already intent on selling the follow up. While the first season of movies were still in post-production, Gigeroff, Donovan and Hirschfield, were already beginning to write episodes for the new series. By June 28, 1996, Salter Street had a Development Guide, containing synopsis of twenty proposed episodes for the second season. This was followed by a mid-1997 brochure touting thirteen episodes, and from the December, 1997, season two outline for twenty episodes.

The movies were released. The American money, Showtime, dropped out. Undaunted, Paul Donovan and Wolfram Tichy continued to work together as a Canadian/German co-production, selling the show in market after market across the world. An entire new film studio called Electropolis was built out of an abandoned power station in Halifax, with the world’s largest green screen. In Canada, the Space Channel launched.

From the movies, it took another eighteen months. The wait for the second series had been so long that actor’s contracts had expired. Downey, McManus and Hirschfield signed up. Eva Habermann, the German lead who had played Zev, had already committed to another series, Der Strandclique, for German television. She was replaced by Xenia Seeberg, and the character was renamed Xev. Habermann came back for the first two episodes, for the character to transition.

Originally, the plan was to bring back the first season nemesis, His Divine Shadow, but this fell by the wayside and a new nemesis, Mantrid, was created for actor Dieter Laser. Another character from the movies, Wist, played by Doreen Jacobi, was also scheduled to return. But like Habermann, Jacobi wasn’t available, so Louise Wischermann, was brought in to play Lyekka.

For twenty episodes, the production moved back and forth between Canada and Germany, and the LEXX careened across the universe, lurching from Light Universe to Dark Zone. In that time, Donovan and Tichy were putting together the money for a third series. 

But there were fewer sales, and without a major sale to the United States, there was a lot less money to go around. The next series was reduced to thirteen episodes. Even worse, less than half way into the second series, the show was cancelled in Germany. Wolfram Tichy was engaged in helping make a third season that would never make it onto German television. Under these desperate circumstances, the third season was born.

RETURN TO TABLE OF CONTENTS

***
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CHAPTER TWO

THE LEXX YOU NEVER SAW

THE ORIGINAL HEAVEN AND HELL

Long before the third season, way back between and 1996, at the very beginning, the plan for LEXX was to do a pilot movie, and then go to series.

When he recruited Lex Gigeroff and Jeff Hirschfield, that was the plan. As they hung out in bars, or went to the beach, or talked in their living rooms, they kicked around ideas, not just for the basic concepts of the show, but for stories and episodes. So when the movies finally got funding and went into production, they were already thinking about the next season, about future episodes.

In June 27, 1996, while the first series was still in production or post-production, before the movies aired in 1997, Salter Street released a development guide for a second series. This guild contained outlines for twenty episodes, including titles like The Return of His Shadow, Luvliner, Lafftrack, Love Grows, Hi Wist and Brigadoom.

The amount of detail in these prospective episodes varied. Some were based on scripts either completed or in process. Some of them were very elaborate with snippets of dialogue. Others were just a few paragraphs, or even a few lines.

Two of them, episodes 12 and 13, from 1996, are particularly interesting, because in them, the LEXX goes to Heaven and Hell, literally years before the third season. The ideas go all the way back.

* * * *
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HEAVEN – Planned for Episode 12

The LEXX passes into a cloud like nebulae. The crew are lost and confused, but here and there in the clouds they can see people. And they also recognize some of the people, remembering them from when they were alive. Many of them are people Kai killed, and they are a pretty consistent do-gooder lot. The LEXX has stumbled across Heaven....

Eventually the crew make their way to the Gate, garishly festooned with harps, cherubs, etc. They encounter a St. Peter type of figure, dripping in Pentecostal piousness. He asks each of them a series of questions, dragging in every St. Peter-At-The-Gates joke that we can muster. 

Maybe Pete and Kai can begin a theological debate, Kai is open to lots of religions while Pete is adamant that there is only one true faith, and he’s prepared to bust you in the nose to make his point. The crew are dispatched to Hell, but our heroes manage to escape. It’s a rough, tough, shoot out, and in doing so... They accidentally blow up Heaven...

Which sends them.... straight to Hell.

* * * *
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HELL – Planned for Episode 13

Immediately after blowing up Heaven, the crew of the LEXX find themselves in hell.

We have not fully developed the concept of Hell, but it will be custom tailored to each of our characters.

This episode will be more of a nail biter, a darker, more serious story with a lower quotient of humor than usual.

After each of them has been suitably cowed, the real forces of hell are unleashed and things get thoroughly nasty....

* * * *
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Certainly they hadn’t gotten very far with it at this point. Heaven is barely a premise and a few sketches for a storyline, Hell amounts to little more than an ‘idea’ for an episode, with almost nothing worked out. They literally say ‘we’re still working on these ideas.’ But at least the basics of the ideas are there. 

And in fact, it seems that the creators kept kicking the ideas around. There is a series of handwritten notes scrawled around the margins of the June 27, 2006, development guide by one of the writers, perhaps Paul Donovan himself, offering a different approach, or perhaps simply more detail to the proposed episode for Heaven. These handwritten notes are slightly more developed, with dialogue and imagery, and even a story thread.

* * * *
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HEAVEN – Handwritten Notes

Heaven is discovered when they enter another fractal core by accident. They enter a tranquil, open, green, happy, massive plain. The LEXX is stuck and cannot break free. A tiny figure approaches who identifies himself as Peter (‘call me Pete’). 

He tells our crew they can’t stay because they haven’t been invited. He checks his list and says, ‘Yeah, for sure you’re not on today’s list, so you gotta go.’ They explain they are stuck, they can’t find anything wrong with the interior of the ship, and could they check the outside for damage. 

They get the OK. They meet lots of folks who should be dead. Stan gets spooked. They are given a final warning to leave. They say they’re still stuck. ‘Okay, the Big Guy is coming and I wouldn’t want to be you when he gets here....’ They see a huge luminous cloud gathering and heading toward them. 

Stan, in a fit of desperation feeds the LEXX a few flying moths, gets the power up to excess and fires the weapon to blast them backwards - And it works! 

Except that they see heaven crumble before their eyes - God takes a direct hit and keels over which causes a huge volcanic reaction, driving the LEXX across the Universe and into a dark place. Where they merge with each other, melding into one, appearing to become a single entity. 

We hear an off screen voice ‘Welcome to the Nothing. All shadows are here.’ Or ‘Welcome, Dead Ones, to all evil... long may you die!’

* * * *
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There’s no particular emphasis given to these sketchy proto-stories. This shows in the placement, approximately two thirds of the way through the outline as the 12th and 13th potential episodes. It’s not the dramatic season ender, it’s barely a cliff hanger. The LEXX presumably escapes hell, because they go on having adventures for another eight episodes, including Brigadoom. It’s just another demented adventure for the crew of the LEXX.

These bare outlines seem to have little in common with the Heaven and Hell storyline that constituted the third season. There is no Prince, for instance. There is no perpetual reincarnation. There is no particular vision of either heaven and hell as a place divided into discrete cities or realms for different types of saints and sinners.

Having said that, however, there are at least a few glimmers. Heaven and Hell would be a two part or multi-episode story here, whereas it would eventually grow to encompass a thirteen episodes season.

One of the most significant carry over elements was that they would encounter people they’d known in the past. That’s part of the original idea, and also a key part of the handwritten notes. Well, it’s the afterlife, so it’s a pretty obvious gimme. But at the same time, it anticipates the ‘reincarnation’ that would be such a strong feature of the third and fourth series.

LEXX appears to be trapped in part because he’s run out of food. That’s why Stanley has to feed some moths to the LEXX to power it up. And of course, the great sin of Stanley Tweedle, the sin that damns him to hell, would be in blowing up Heaven. 

Ultimately, what the potential episodes Heaven and Hell show us is that this basic idea was present as far back as the June, 1996, even before the first season of movies had completed post-production, and quite possibly, even further. We can say that these little seeds of ideas would take root and grow into an entire season.

But why? 

Why veer from pretty straightforward sci fi, straight into supernatural/theological concepts. There’s nothing else in the June 2006 outlines, or the subsequent drafts that are like that. It’s a giant swerve. It’s jumping off the rails. It’s like Dracula pulling out a ray gun and jumping on a flying saucer. Or it’s like Luke Skywalker being inserted into a Jane Austen novel.

I think I’d blame Star Trek. ‘Finding God’ or ‘Godlike beings’ benign or malignant, in outer space was a recurring thing with the original Star Trek, the original motion picture, the fifth movie. There’s religious/mystical overtones in both versions of Battlestar Galactica. You find mysticism and religious or pseudo-religious sentiment in a lot of movie and television sci fi. Don’t get me started on Star Wars and the Force.

The truth is that literary science fiction grew up as a pretty hardcore genre, written sometimes by scientists and engineers, committed to logic, rationality, a technological future and a knowable universe.

But, when we get to television and film, you’re not getting engineers or scientists or that techno rational world view. You’re getting regular old script writers, people who might write a romantic comedy one year, or an action adventure the next year, or a mystery the year after. They weren’t wedded to the genre, they didn’t know it, they didn’t have that commitment to logic and rationalism.

For them, sci fi was just out of this world stuff, not terribly different from the idea of magic, or the supernatural, or the religious. So mystical Force powers, religious themes, even God... it’s all just part of the same pot for the writers and producers.

But still, I think that there’s an interesting divergence between the LEXX’s supernatural, and that of Star Trek and Star Wars. 

Star Trek’s focus is meeting god - Nomad, Apollo, Vejur, Q. These are the quests that come from being at the center of the world, from the mightiest superpower on Earth, from its mightiest cultural production center, it’s fundamentally institutional. Star Wars and the emphasis on the force is less institutional, it’s more personal, it’s about self-attainment, self-realization.

LEXX? Made by anarchists and iconoclasts, renegades on the edge of the Atlantic Ocean, from the most peripheral region of a peripheral country. It’s not about finding godhood or attaining personal perfection. 

It’s about finding your place in the world. Where do you belong? Heaven or Hell? What choices do you make, and what do these choices mean. It’s not about ruling the world, or changing it. The world is there, heaven and hell is there, and it’s indifferent. You won’t conquer it, confront it. You just ... deal with it. 

RETURN TO TABLE OF CONTENTS

***
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CHAPTER THREE

NOOK AND TWILIGHT,

THE INSPIRING FIRE AND WATER

The first and second series basically amounted to Jeff Hirschfield’s vision of LEXX. “They go to a planet, weird stuff happens.” That’s about it, despite larger story arcs, it’s basically episodic.

Third series was a massive departure, a single continuous interconnected story running the thirteen episodes.  Why such a massive change of format? Where did this vision come from? Where did Fire and Water come from?

Beyond the abandoned episodes of Heaven and Hell, the inspiration for the third series, in many ways, can be traced back to two key episodes in the second season, both in the onscreen worlds and societies they created, and in the backstage challenges and inspirations that confronted them, the episodes Nook and Twilight.

Nook, in particular, is practically the blueprint for every city and society on Planet Water that we encounter - Gametown, Boomtown and Garden.

Literally, Nook is just another city on water. It’s a utopia, a single small community occupying the only island on a world of endless ocean.  It’s occupied by men who are simply manufactured to be there to live a simplified idyllic life. The inhabitants of Nook are created from the templates or cells of ‘great men’ who had lived before, so they’re essentially perpetual reincarnations. Their existence is deliberately narrow, they have no history, no past, no knowledge of good or evil, no knowledge of murder or sex. They’re monks who preserve knowledge, but copying brothers don’t read, reading brothers don’t copy. Their paradise is untainted by awareness, it is an endless idyllic present.

The same on Planet Water. Each society is an endless idealized present, devoted to a single passion or purpose, be it gardening, games or sex. Everyone is just there, no one wonders about the rest of the world.

It’s worth noting that Nook seemed particularly dear to Paul Donovan’s heart. Not only did he write and direct it, but it seemed pivotal to his thematic concerns, so much so that his online identity was Brother Randor, a character from the episode. It’s not just another wacky planet to Donovan, there was something here that struck a chord.

On the other side of the coin, the denizens of Twilight fit onto Fire. Planet Rouma another ‘island’, sort of like Nook. It’s a single habitable outcrop or mountain peak poking up out of a world that is covered by an ‘ocean.’  Except that in this case, the ocean is a searing toxic radioactive cloud cover.  Rouma occupied by bad people, selfish, self-absorbed, insecure, conniving, fighting and climbing over each other.  And it’s occupied by insensate zombies, reborn or reanimated from previous lives they no longer remembered, simply going through the motions.

Set aside the zombie plotline in Twilight, the setting is a ringer for the dysfunctional cities of Fire. Even the production design is similar crude brutal stonework, a dank medieval sensibility that extends to costume.  Kai’s malfunction in Rouma seems to foreshadow his malfunctions on Planet Fire.

We can find other parallels and inspirations within the second series.  Consider Lafftrack with its progressive descent through the levels of television hell plays like a television parody version of Dante. You go there and descend up or down a series of levels, walking from one cliché situation of robots mindlessly repeating themselves over and over, trapped in futile cycles.  Or take Brigadoom with its players endlessly repeating, although they seem a little too aware for the likes of Fire and Water.

But the real inspiration for Fire and Water, isn’t just the worlds that these episodes depicted. It was really about the challenges that came out of making them, and the inspirations or ideas that emerged from them.

Take Nook. It was shot in Germany, at Babelsberg studios. It was a completely set based production, the entire village was built inside a studio. 

“I was going for a monastic community,” Mark Laing recalls, “the theme was, Scandinavian Staith church architecture extended into a whole monastic community. I have drawings we never did see of that monastery. It was partly Anglo-Saxon, Norwegian staith church, early monastic. Nook, I’m very proud of the design work for Nook. 

Bill Fleming, while directing Nook at Babelsberg studios found himself increasingly disenchanted with the studio bound sets he was working with, and captivated by the potential locations just outdoors. 

“Even initially,” Fleming recalls, “I’d been pretty excited by the locations we’d encounter in Berlin. Especially in and around the east side, where there was a lot of destruction and devastation. From the war, from the communists, East German rule, it was all massive and crumbling. 

“We didn’t think about it much in terms of LEXX, it was just interesting locations. These are pretty wild. It wasn’t until we got in there. It was around when I was starting to think a lot about what Nook was going to look like, this monastic, medieval community.” 

During his breaks, he’d leave the cramped faux-medieval monastic sets of Nook, to stroll around elaborate monastic cloisters on the palace grounds outside Babelsberg. Fleming was fascinated by European art and architecture and tried to incorporate a lot of the aesthetic he found into LEXX.

“We were staying in Potsdam, on the edge of the former palace area. Right across from the hotel, there were a series of cloistered archways and small castles. Much like a monastic community. I thought, wouldn’t it be great if we could shoot here.”

The expense of building sets was a real issue.  If you’re running a show that goes from planet to planet, that means each planet is potentially a new set of sets, a new build, with all the expense and inconvenience that entails.

“It was a factor of relative value,” Fleming recalls, “At Babelsberg, (the Berlin Studio) it was going to cost us three times what it cost in Canada. Wages were higher, taxes were higher. On top of that, studio costs were high and the studio was billing its construction costs in a corporate way. So they’d add 70% or something. 

“We had this incredible location we could have used! It was such a perfect Nookian kind of place. Old stone buildings, obviously monastic and churchlike. Small chapels, large churches, walkways into gardens. Ponds of water looking across at these cloistered roofed over walkways that wandered all over the place, they were so still that sometimes it was like a mirror. We could have gotten the camera in there shooting across the water, seen people reflected.... We could have done wonderful things.” 

“Here I am, on my afternoons off, walking through it and then going into the studio and realizing we’re not only cursed by logistics, we’re actually shooting in the smallest, most cramped studio, where everything costs so much and nothing looks half as good.”  

“I’d speak with our German production manager about going out there, and he’d go ‘We can’t.’ I started getting a dialogue. They were very conservative, very studio bound. It was kind of ironic Here we were next to all these incredible locations, and then we’d go into the studio and spend vast amounts of money and create sets which exist. I could have gone and done two days of exteriors outdoors and it would have looked immeasurably better.” 

Following Nook, Fleming began to agitate for location filming, and using locations to drive or supplement stories. After all, if independent film makers could do it economically, why not them?

So why not find Berlin’s ruins?  Why not shoot in Berlin’s stark and gothic architecture. Following on Fleming’s urging, Donovan and the crew began to really look at locations. Members of the production team went around shooting locations, including Ruedersdorf and Fort Hahnenberg, which then became the settings for and inspiration for the cities and societies of Planet Fire.

Literally, the second series episode that was closest to the third series vision of heaven, also inspired and drove the creation of the third series version of hell.

Later, Norman Denver the line producer encountered a huge scheduling headache for Twilight. Essentially, it was an elaborate set, but the episode line up was so tight, it had to literally be constructed and put in place overnight. This resulted in lots of overtime, expenses and a logistical logjam. 

“Twilight in the second year was what got us,” Denver said. “We were finishing an episode on that Friday, shooting on Monday, and we had to build a huge set literally overnight, there was a whole castle, truck in sand and gravel. It all had to be built over the weekend, non-stop work, and then brought over and assembled. it was really expensive. That was a watershed. Paul and I sat down and decided we had to look for a different way of doing things. Building new sets every episode was killing us, budget and production wise. It was all in one building, you couldn’t build when you were shooting across the hall.”

Twilight was bad, but it was only the tip of the iceberg. Every episode on a new planet required new sets. That helps to explain why so many episodes of LEXX, or of Star Trek, mostly take place on ship board. Those sets were existing and re-usable, and didn’t involve extra costs and extra time to build. But sometimes, no getting away from it, you had to go to Woz, or Rouma or Mantrid’s lair, or a Space Hospital...

One of Denver’s solutions was fewer sets. Rather than building new sets for every episode, why not plan it out better, construct only a few really good sets and do them well. You could extend your budget just by re-dressing them for related stories.

Denver supported Fleming’s argument for location shooting and even added to it. 

“Norman Denver suggested shooting in Africa, It was early, Norman had shot something in Africa. They realized it was inexpensive, and they saw it as an 'end of the shoot vacation.'” Willie Stevenson notes. 

Mostly, this was driven by simple economic reasons. Money and time. Shooting was expensive, building sets was expensive. Building sets took time. There was a pressure to do it better and cheaper.

And that pressure increased. There was less money for the third series. A lot less, as a result of various factors. The failure to get a German or American sale, the cutbacks at the Canadian Television Fund, diminished interest by the German co-producer, and a decline in the international television market.

Even with a truncated 13 episode season, the budget was going to be extremely tight. The episode cost for the third season would average around $800,000 to $1,000,000 US, as compared to an average for the second season of $1,200,000 to $1,500,000, and a roughly $2,000,000 per hour for the first season. 

Budget would drive the story. They had to find a cheaper way to do things, even as Donovan drove for a more ambitious production.

The idea to do the third season as a unified story apparently came from Willie Stevenson, although arguably, it was coming from several directions in bits and pieces. 

“I said to Paul at the beginning,” Stevenson explained, “ we should do something Dante-esque. We could use two planets, spend our time making two planets nice in the CGI and the set world. And we can connect them thematically, so that we can use the same sets and the same CGI, it was agreed. Plus, we had the Namibian desert that we could use for second desert.”

If the series was confined to two planets connected thematically, you could do it more effectively at less costs. If the cities of Heaven, or Hell for that matter, were all thematically related, then they’d look alike, which means that you could get away with building standard sets and simply dressing them up differently.

Stevenson’s solution was an elegant attempt to craft an solution to the insoluble problems of lack of money and time, and the need to do effective alien settings. At first Paul Donovan was resistant to the idea.

“It was initially rejected as something people wouldn’t be interested in. They said no one would get Dante’s Inferno, it was too obscure. Who knows Dante? Third season, initially rejected as something people wouldn’t be interested in, who knows Dante. I said its inherently exciting for two planets like this,” Stevenson recalls. 

Then again, that doesn’t seem like much of an objection. People won’t recognize the source you’re stealing from? What a tragedy. 

He may not have been the only one to come up with such an idea or make such suggestions.  Lafftrack, as I said, is reminiscent of Dante’s Inferno. 

So, the roots are there. But it was the limitations, the need to work with less, the need to improve on and build on the lessons from episodes of the second series, both on screen and back stage.

Everything flows from this idea that the series could work more effectively on a reduced budget by containing everything within a single story and a finite number of sets, so whether that’s from Willie Stevenson, Norman Denver, Bill Fleming or Paul Donovan himself, I tend to see it as a matter of everyone converging towards similar ideas from different directions.

Beyond economics, however, I think that there was a pressing need to come up with something. Each prior season had wound up building to a bigger and bigger conceptual bang. The first season had ended with the destruction of the Divine Order, a holocaust of 20,000 worlds (mostly off screen) and a giant bug which represented the culmination of the Insect Wars back story. The second season had extended that back story further, and destroyed an entire universe.

As we said in the introduction: How do you top destroying a Universe? What’s bigger than a Universe? What villain is bigger than His Shadow? The Gigashadow. What’s bigger than the Gigashadow? Mantrid. How do you top Mantrid?

And if you couldn’t top it, what were you going to do? Was it really satisfactory to just go back and have funky little adventures on what planet after another? That could be done, but overall, there had to be something bigger in mind for the whole season, a new climax to top the old climaxes. The rule of showmanship is that once you’ve stunned the audience by pulling a rabbit out of your hat, for your next trick, you need a bigger rabbit.

* * * *
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Reincarnation, Again and Again...

The reincarnation motif was also dictated by circumstances. Paul Donovan liked to work with actors he knew. He knew what to expect from them, what they were good at, what they could do. Sometimes, he just liked working with certain people. 

The problem was that the Light Universe was gone, and everyone the LEXX had encountered had died, usually as a result of that encounter. Characters were often single use only. But if you liked the actors, you could bring them back as someone or something else.

And frankly, Halifax was a small community - a quarter million people. Small acting community. Canada was a small country, with a small pool of actors. Same with Germany. So casting the net, the tendency was you were going to get the same people showing up.

Through the second year, a number of actors had actually returned, either from the first season or during the first season. 

These included John Dunsworth, who showed up in multiple small roles through the first and second season, from guards and refugees in I Worship His Shadow and Gigashadow to prisoners and players in 791 and Brigadoom

Holger Kunkel had moved from the cymbal wearing Klaagyan in Eating Pattern to Mantrid’s lover and stooge in the second season. 

Lex Gigeroff had appeared as the thug/divine Shadow in then as the singing Klaagyan in Eating Pattern, and inhabited multiple roles in Lafftrack. 

Jeff Hirschfield had appeared Eating Pattern and Lyekka, Patricia Zentilli had gone from Wake the Dead to Brigadoom, and Walter Borden from the voice of His Shadow to the Wozard.

Jeff Pustil had only appeared once in LEXX, but he was an actor that had appeared in several Paul Donovan movies. Paul liked working with him.

Even Michael McManus had effectively played a live ‘trailer park’ version of Kai as the tall Vermal with the hat who lassos Junior in White Trash. 

Familiar faces were becoming a regular thing on LEXX, something that both the creators and the audience were well aware of. Lex, Jeff and Michael were central figures for the show. They were going to be noticed. Hell, they’d point it out.

So why not just formally go with it, and call it reincarnation. That just opened up to bringing back actors that you liked. 

It wasn’t that big a leap. The idea of people returning was already implicit in the ‘Cycle of Time’ concept of the earlier seasons, of time beginning and ending again and again, a universe in continual cycles of birth, death and rebirth. In the first season, time is cyclical, with people born again and again with each turn of the universe.

This theme appeared again in the second series, with Zev literally reborn in the first few episodes, Lyekka dying and reborn in dreams, the universe dying to be reborn.

These themes of perpetually recurring cycles fit in neatly with the developing ‘heaven and hell’ storyline, reincarnation was a natural fit.

* * * *
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Beginning All Over Again

Another other major plot development was to simply abandon the series two previous years of continuity. Not only was this a whole different Universe, untouched by the Insect Wars and the Divine Order, but the gap would further be emphasized by setting it four thousand years later. I think Donovan just liked big numbers.

Kai and Stan wouldn’t change, of course. Not much anyway. Michael McManus argued for a reduction in his character’s man-bun, but that was about it. Xenia Seeberg abandoned the red wigs of the second season, which had proved so irritating for her and so hard on the costume department, for a more natural hairstyle and a slightly more provocative outfit. Her navel tattoo was supplied with a stencil. 

The biggest character change was 790. Director Chris Bould suggested that 790 should fall in love with Kai instead of Xev. Again, Donovan resisted the idea, but then he decided he liked it. 

The truth was that the 790 character was running out of room and getting stale. In the second season, he’d served as a kind of ‘exposition’ character, explaining things as needed. There was very little scope for that in the third season, and in fact, very little for the robot head to actually do in the third season. 

Watching episodes of the third season, some of 790's scenes are simply gratuitous. The shift in orientation gave the character a new lease on life, a new purpose.

RETURN TO TABLE OF CONTENTS

* * *
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CHAPTER FOUR

PRODUCTION - BUILDING FIRE AND WATER

The Numbers Went Crunch

While Bill Fleming, Norman Denver, and others were all struggling with the challenges of producing the second year, and casting about for ways to do things easier and cheaper, there was another challenge on the horizon which made these considerations even more urgent.

Simply put: Less money. 

The big market, the enormous market, was the United States, with its population of over three hundred million. Selling to the United States was make or break for most shows.  The United States Showtime Network had been a participant in the movies, but had bowed out after that.

The second series had been funded by Canada and Germany, and by international sales. They’d managed to scrape together enough for twenty episodes for the second series. But money was getting tight. There were fewer sales abroad, less money from Canadian funders for a third series.

Less money meant fewer episodes.  Simple as that.

“Originally, we had wanted to do twenty-two episodes as well,” German producer, Wolfram Tichy, recalls, “but had to cut back to just thirteen. There was just less money, fewer sales worldwide, due to the impending overall market crisis which became apparent to everybody only a year later. We couldn’t place season three in Germany for example.”

This financial blow wasn’t the only one. Funding in Canada had tightened up. Less Canadian money for the project, under the co-production agreement, meant proportionately less German money.

Over in Germany, LEXX was not doing particularly well in the ratings. The German co-producers were less willing to support the series. In fact, the second season was cancelled by the fourth episode in Germany, while the third season was still in production in Canada. 

“We had already committed to LEXX III of course,” Wolfram Tichy observes. “We were already in post-production when LEXX II was canceled in Germany, so that had nothing to do with our doing thirteen hours.”

Wolfram Tichy, the German co-producer, was producing a third season which would never be shown in Germany. This meant that the German co-producers would not be participating in the fourth season. 

“Season three ended our involvement with LEXX,” Tichy said. “We couldn’t place it in Germany of course, because of the failure of season two. We were a German public company and it was difficult to justify to the investors that we were investing in this project that wasn’t successful in Germany. Also, I was quite busy with other things. It had become too difficult to spare the time.”

The much pursued American breakthrough still failed to materialize for the third season. It would come, but not in time. The second season had done relatively well internationally, but it hadn’t done well enough. LEXX was a hit for Salter Street, but the simple fact was it was not nearly a big enough hit. 

A third season could still be sold, internationally, and was. In particular, the British television market put significant money in. But it had failed to really be a huge break out series in the markets that it had reached, and it hadn’t reached the American market at all.

Eventually, by December of 1999, the US Sci Fi Channel would purchase the second season of LEXX. However, by that time, much of the principle photography for the third season had been completed, and it was far, far too late to affect the financing of the third season.

They could stitch together the resources to mount a third season. But it would have to be a radically diminished third season with far fewer episodes, 13 instead of 20 or 22, and made more cheaply. 

The average episode budget for the second season of 20 episodes had been 1.2 million, third season the average episode budget for 13 episodes had dropped to approximately one million.  Doing more with less, wasn’t just a goal, it was an imperative.

* * * *
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Sets and Locations

Over in Germany, they switched from building sets, which hadn’t been working well at all. Many of the Babelsberg studio sets in the second series had been uninspired, too literal, too empty, particularly for the cost. There were brilliant designers in Germany, just look at Mantrid and Ingolf Hetscher’s work. But overall, the results had been disappointing.

Instead, they went to location shooting at Ruedersdorf, Fort Hahnenberg in the Spandau district of Berlin and the Berlin Botanical Gardens. Namibia, Africa, was added because it was cheap, exotic and the locations were striking. The location shots in Germany and Namibia added immensely to the visual strength of the series, though more often than not, shooting was often a nightmare for the actors.

Bill Fleming lead a team out to Europe, taking pictures of ruins, gardens and anything that looked like a possibility.

“Spring of 1999, we were going through locations,” Sven Bergman said. “Bunkers, reservoirs, breweries, never completed subways. Ruedersdorf was one of those locations. So was Fort Hahnenberg, it was built in the 18th or 19th century by the Kaiser to protect Berlin from the French. They were worried about the French invading, I guess. Something like thirty per cent of Berlin has tunnels and bunkers, so when you go down there, you can just imagine, its like a labyrinth, you can see the subway through cracks in the wall.”

“We were there in April,” Fleming confirms, “we photographed them, the idea was that those locations would inform the writing. They’d give inspiration. They’d look at the Botanical Gardens in Berlin and write to take advantage of that, write to that.”

In fact, when the pictures came back to Halifax, Donovan went through them, selected among them, and attempted to write stories around the different locations. So the locations did tend to drive the writing and story process.  

The location shooting in Germany and Namibia provided imagery and backdrops which were sometimes under used, but often gritty, occasionally spectacular. In that sense, it worked well, the visual look of the series was cleaner, more striking, more unified.

Over in Halifax, Canada, many of the existing sets built for the LEXX interiors, notably the bridge, the cryochambers, sleeping areas and the hallways could be re-used.  These were good solid sets, already paid for in the second series.

Two additional principal sets were built: A Water chamber set, used for the burning city of May, the chambers of Gametown and Boomtown; and Prince’s chamber, used for both Prince and Duke. 

A third piece, partly set, partly prop, the Gondola was also constructed. Of the new set pieces, the most genuinely memorable and striking, (mythopoetic as Michael McManus put it) was the Gondola and it was used a lot. 

There were minor set pieces done, Stan’s room of breasts, the exercise bike from hell, a spiked exterior of the city, but by and large, the physical demands on sets were reduced substantially. 

The additional time and concentration produced very good looking, very polished sets, but still they were essentially just rooms for things to happen in. Apart from the Gondola, the most memorable set piece was the breast room. The least convincing was the exercise bike. 

On the other hand, the series maintained its extraordinary level of effects, averaging well over a hundred and fifty CGI effects per episode. This set a pace which often had the post production department tearing their hair out. Economizing on the production didn’t translate to economizing on post production. If anything, the level of visual effects increased, putting enormous strains on the post production department.

* * * *
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Switching to Video

There was a significant technical change in the third season. The first two seasons had been shot on film. The first season had been shot on 35mm film, cinema quality. The second, for reasons of cost, was reduced to 16mm with some effects done on 35mm.

This gave LEXX a cinematic quality, and added to the texture and lushness of the on screen image. But there were downsides. Film was an expensive medium and it was time consuming. 

Cameras had to be equipped with ‘mags’ film canisters and the camera could shoot only so long as it held film. So you always had to work with an eye on the clock, how many minutes of running time was in the camera, how many feet did you have left. Once you ran out, you had to replace the ‘mag’ cartridge.

Then, because there were no processing labs in Halifax, the film had to be shipped off to Toronto or Montreal, where it was developed and shipped back. This was a process that might take a couple of days, so there’d always be a significant delay between when you shot something and when you got the chance to look at what you shot. Now, when everything was going well, this wasn’t a problem. 

But if for some reason the footage didn’t turn out, then you had to go back and reshoot. This could cause headaches. What if the sets you needed had been torn down for the next episode? Or what if the guest actors and extras had been released and couldn’t return? How were you going to fit it into your production schedule? How was it going to affect the other upcoming productions? What would it do to the budget? Reshoots had been a recurring problem in the second season.
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