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Movie tie-in books usually come out day and date with the films they promote, but the THE ART
OF DISTRICT 9 (Collins Design; Hardcover; $34.99) has emerged more than 18 months after
the Peter Jackson-produced movie’s debut. See below the jump for the reason this lavish coffee
table book just debuted now, check out a few exclusive pics and read about what’s going on at
Jackson’s Weta Workshop, the Oscar nominees behind the 2009 alien assimilation hit.

      

As Weta designer and ART OF DISTRICT 9 author Daniel Falconer reveals, the New Zealand
shop created the makeup FX, physical characteristics, alien weaponry, props, armor, custom
vehicles and spaceships for the Neill Blomkamp-directed film. The book illuminates the creative
design process, detailing two years of interaction between Weta’s artists and Blomkamp in the
form of hundreds of concept art images from both the designers and filmmaker, amazing
photographs of the props and sculptures and insightful comments from the artists themselves.
Many of the shots included in ART OF DISTRICT 9 have never been seen before, including
work edited out of or barely glimpsed in the final film. The book includes a foreword by
Blomkamp and introduction by Jackson FX chief Richard Taylor. Falconer previously penned
Weta’s first two books: THE WORLD OF KONG and THE CRAFTING OF NARNIA.

  

FANGORIA: What is it about DISTRICT 9 that lead to this overflowing, deluxe coffee table
book?

  

DANIEL FALCONER: Firstly, thank you for the compliment. That’s what we at Weta set out to
create with this book, so it’s very rewarding to hear it has fulfilled that hope. To answer your
question, we really felt it had to be made. DISTRICT 9 was an amazing achievement as a film,
and all of us at Weta Workshop were so proud to have been involved, however small a part we
each played, so there was a sense of wanting to continue enjoying the project even after we
were done on the film itself. Also, the journey to the finished film had taken our design team into
so many interesting places. There were so many stories that deserved to be told, so much
material that otherwise would never be seen, that it demanded we at least try and find a format
to share all that art and all those ideas.
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  FANG: Usually these sorts of books are published to tie-in with the movie’s theatrical release.Why did your book emerge so long after the film?  FALCONER: When we were working on DISTRICT 9, there was an appreciation that we wereworking on something pretty cool and that it was going to be a really great film, but everyonewas surprised by just how well it did. We expected it to be very well received within the genre,but the fact that it was so embraced by a much wider audience perhaps surprised everyone inthe best way. There was no merchandising at all surrounding the film when it released becauseit and director Neill Blomkamp were such an unknown entity. In retrospect, we should haveseen it coming and been ready to fill the void ourselves, but we weren’t, so by the time we hadappreciated that there was indeed an appetite out there for tie-in materials like an art book andthe high end collectibles that Weta produced as well, the film had come and gone from cinemas.Factor in the pursuit of the license and then the substantial amount of time it requires to create abook of the quality we aspired to produce and you arrive at the timeframe we ended up with, ayear and a half later, but hopefully still fresh enough in the memories of fans to be attractive.There was a silver lining to that too, because movie tie-in materials timed to release alongsideor just before a film’s theatrical debut are often also somewhat hampered in terms of what theycan include. Because they often have to omit certain material that is embargoed for the sake ofpreserving surprises, or are created without access to the full range of materials due to thelead-time required for getting to print. In our case, we had the benefit of being able to look backat the completed film and have full access to the complete suite of resources used to produce it,so we could tell the full story with some perspective and unfettered by the conflicts betweenprint and theater deadlines. That afforded us the chance to make a better book than we mighthave had if it had been released earlier.  FANG: Will that delay cut into sales?  FALCONER: I can only guess at the figures, but it is certainly possible. There’s nothing likehaving your product on the shelves when the film is showing and audiences are buzzing, butwith a film like DISTRICT 9, an indelible impression is made and I would hope that its cult hitstatus and the lack of any other tie-in publishing would mean that when folks stumble upon it intheir favorite bookstore, they say something like, “Oh my goodness, I loved that film!” and pickup the book. We have a number of other books that we’re getting onto now too, with the planbeing to produce something like this for every movie we make, assuming we can securelicenses in each case. We might even get them out when the movies are in theaters!  

  FANG: What was it about D9 that clicked with audiences?  FALCONER: I can only answer that by saying what clicked with me, and there were manythings. The film had a fresh setting for a start, so even though the story was a familiar one,having the aliens berth in South Africa was something totally new and it set the tone and visualsfor a very different kind of movie experience. The characters were also so cleverly handled.Beginning the film, they aren’t terribly sympathetic. Wikus [Sharlto Copley] is a jerk and a fool,and because he has so little empathy it is difficult to empathize with him, but the film is craftedso cleverly that by the end you are totally rooting for him and have come on side with himcompletely, without being entirely sure where it was along the way that you began to love him.The Prawns were also a triumph. They don’t speak English, they look like cockroaches and eatcat food, yet they are the most sympathetic characters in the film. That’s impressive and atestament to the bravery of the filmmakers. What a risk to take, allowing your film to live or dieon an audience’s ability to relate to a roach.  FANG: How much design change did the creatures, their culture and craft go through?  FALCONER: The design process was thorough and often surprising, taking twists and turns asthe director refined his vision and reacted to what he was shown. As such, there were a fewU-turns in the road where designs that we all believed were close to completion were drasticallyaltered and a new direction undertaken, literally sending the designers back to the drawingboards, but ultimately that was for the best, because what we got to in the end worked so welland was the result of a truly considered design process.  

  FANG: Was it tough accomplishing the film’s workload on a budget considerably smaller thanother Weta gigs like LORD OF THE RINGS and KING KONG?  FALCONER: Part of the success of the project is due to the clever choices that were made tomaximize every dollar spent. For example, digital creatures are tricky and can be veryexpensive to sell as real under unforgiving daylight. What do computers do well? They are verygood at shiny, hard surfaces, so Neill’s choice to make the aliens insectile was a clever one as itmade efficient use of the tools and budget he had. Neill comes from a short film background, sohe is used to this approach. That shows. From our perspective at Weta, we always strive toproduce as much as the budget will stretch to accommodate, so it’s much the same. The LORDOF THE RINGS might have had a bigger budget, but it was spread over so many moredeliverable requirements, so item for item, it might well be that there was little difference.  FANG: How did the look of the aliens evolve? They seemed more Lovecraftian in the earlystages, then almost Tolkien-esque, before going more insectoid?  FALCONER: The aliens went through quite an evolution, dictated by the constraints oftechnology and the role they had to play in the story. When design began on the project, therewas no script, so the only reference the designers at Weta had was Neill’s short film ALIVE INJOBURG that served as the jump-off point for DISTRICT 9. Neill’s creatures in that film weresquid-faced anthropoids achieved on film using masked human performers, and so that’s wherewe started. As the designs and story evolved, they changed, becoming bulky, shamblingcreatures, though still constrained to be realized as men-in-suits, before eventually morphinginto slim, insectlike entirely digital beings. Story function and special effects techniques drovetheir changes.  

  FANG: Are you swamped on THE HOBBIT right now?  FALCONER: THE HOBBIT is certainly primary but not the sole focus of Weta Workshop atpresent. We have a number of projects on the go at any one time and it’s great to be busy!  FANG: Will the dragon be the highlight of the return to Middle-Earth?  FALCONER: Reading THE HOBBIT, the story builds anticipation as the reader and thedwarves approach their climactic meeting with the dragon, so from that point of view, he’ll haveto be something spectacular to deliver on all that build-up, but it’s safe to say there is a lot offantastic material in the story for us to enjoy designing.  

  FANG: What else does Weta have on tap?  FALCONER: Weta Digital is of course up to their necks in TINTIN right now, among otherprojects, while at Weta Productions the second series of our children’s television series THEWOTWOTS is underway. We have some short promotional film work in Weta Workshop atpresent, and our design department is working on several new films in addition to THE HOBBIT,plus we have more publishing and high-end collectible items in the works that we hope to unveilat San Diego Comic-Con this year. We have some impressive public art sculptures beingproduced in our studio as well. There’s seldom a dull moment at Weta.  Folks interested can sign up for the Weta newsletter here  and receive regular updates on theirprojects, including the licensed and proprietary collectible sculptures they produce. You canalso purchase an autographed copy of THE ART OF DISTICT 9 directly from Weta.  {jcomments on}     
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