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with the soon-to-be-released SF
thriller, Bladerunner

FF: Star Trek, The Maotion Picture
was your first feature film, How did
you become involved?

MEAD: When | first moved out
here, Bob Shepard gave me a call
and said that he and John Dyksira
would like to get logether with me
for lunch, Sowe met at the Century
City Hotel, but that must have been
a Tull two years before | really got
Invalved with Star Trek. Later, when
Paramount decided not to use the
special effects already done by the
Able Company, because Robert
Wise, the director, wasn't satistied
wilh their concept of V'ger, | was of-
ficially hired as a production de-
Signer,

Wise wanted a "visual pinnacla”
fer the film. The concept was that
the Enterprise was out in space try-
ing 1o track down some unknown
menace, but no one, not even the
scnptwriters knew what it was sup-
posed 10 look like. A scriptwriter
could describe V'ger as "some-
thing man had never seen before™
and that's all well and good, but it's
the: easy way out. The really tough
gueslion was, what does it look like
and how do you build it? Wise
wanted a model, something physi-
cal, semething that was “crysta-
lized,” but sculpled in hardware
S0, that's how | approached il, as a
classical industrial design project
with a crystalized maotif

They had already produced the
six-coned cam system that consti-
tuted V'ger’s “mouth.” That was all
done, What they needed now was
an extrusion thal moved out from
that opening and made a sort of
fube. The other reason for keeping
the six-sided configuration was at
that tirre they were still planning on
bullding a fully rounded model that
could be incorporated into a full
360° camera shot, That meant
making one master section and
casting it five times
FF: How close was the V'ger that
appearad on the screen to the one
you had emvisioned?

MEAD: It was exact, very exact. Of
course, John Dykstra's model crew
made perspective adjustmeants lor
filming which, to be honest, | didn't
know about. With his expertise in
opticals, he created an artificial en-
largement of the scope of view as
the camera moves past. So, ex-
cept for very minor adjustments,
the model was exactly as | had de-
signed it

FF: Had you also envisionad the
pands of light and other light ori-
ented effects?

MEAD: Yes, | encorporated them
mainly Tfrom my illustration experi-
ence and for the drama of the de-
sign, 10 achieve the elfect thaey
ware aftar

FF: The inside of V'ger was
smoked. Was thal 10 hide flaws, in-
completions or inconsistencias?
MEAD: They had built only “fc of
the circumference of the modal
one big lrough about 47 feet long to
attainthe right scale, They rented a
warehouse and sel up a zero vigi-
bility facility 1o film in, The smoke
was really to fog out the edges of
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the model as it went into the dark.
FF: our book Sentinel came out
about 1979, and covered your ca-
rear up 1o the time you gol involved
with Star Trek, How did the book
come inlo being?

MEAD: Roger Dean, the famous
British fantasy artist who has be-
come very popular in the last five
yeaars, called from London, He had
already produced his book Views
and had done alot of work lor the
rock groups Yes and The Rolling
Slones, and a variety of other the-
atrical productions. He said that
now he would like to do a book
showcasing my work, So | said
sure. Roger and his brother Martin
flew over and we weni through
whal artwork | had left in the
house, | usually have very little be-

causea | sell it. I'm fortunate that
people buy it. So. he looked at what
| had, then he stopped on his way
back through Detroit and photo-
graphed some additional art work
from U.S, Steel that Jim Rhinehart
had kept. So along with some
sketches and line drawings that |
have kept forever, we produced the
book. It's a fairly healthy page
count for something where we re-
ally just grabbed everything we
had in the closets and arranged il
ntoa overview of my career

FF: Do you plan a second volume?
MEAD: We're definitely doing an-
other one, as soon as we gel re-
leases from the two latest leatures,
Tron and BladeRunner. But the
midvie work will be just another ex-
ample of professional activity,

rather than having a book dedi-
cated anly to movie wark

FF:You went from the sleek, clean
look of Sentinel to the dirty, de-
cayed and degenerate ook of
BladeRunner. Was this a difficult
slep for you?

MEAD: Alter reading the script
and working with Ridley and Larry
Paul, we sel up the psychological
basis for the film. We decided upon
the ideal location for the film as it
best fit into Ridleys interprelation
of the story from his point of view
as director, Then we started as-
sembling a “look,” the basic ele
menis of the overall design. First, |
slarted by designing the wehicles,
very sleek vehicles and then, fol-
lowing the formula that we had sel
up, | overlayed them with addi-
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tional equipment, a process that
we industrial designers call “retro-
1itting,” which consists of adding Iit-
the bits and pleces 1o the main body
form, The cars sort of designed
themsalves from there on.

FF: Initilly you were hired 1o de-
sign just the vehicles for BladeRun-
ner. How did you go from there 10
halping design the rest of the film?
MEAD; Whenever | do a vehicle
design, | do tempra sketches and
put the vehicles inlo the sefting to
which they balong. That enfances
the idea. So, | started doing back-
grounds behind the vehiclas. Rid-
ley liked what ha saw, and told me
1o pursue some more ideas far
straal sels, which | did. We weare
using the New York strest set at the
Burbank studios and | had photo-
graphs from Larry Paul, We started
fo run wiring and cablas for lighting
concepts and also devised a way
to bridge the matte line wilth the
real sels, 10 come up with the tolal
look, Than wa began to design the
intarior s&ts, and once again, It was
an industrial design problem. Tha
intemal sets had to look mechani-
caily believable, so | also started
doing some of the interiors. Deck-
ard’s kitchen and bathroom, a littie
bit on the badroom, some key
“siot-enirance” mechanisms and
thia parking maters,

FF: Was there any one underlying
conceptual statement in regards to
the look of the film?

MEAD: | Invented the phrase, “re-
trodeco,.” which became the look
ol what we were doing. We were
taking existing machinery, regard-
less of whal it was, inleriors, cars,
anything, and adding anta it to
make it work, 1o make it look belter,
work better, or adapt it fo legisiative
demands. And once we set up that
continuity gate, that idea gate, we
could hand ditferent items to any of
the sel fabricalors in ditferent sai
ghops and get the same ook 1o &v-

arything.

FF: The Carporation pyramid tig-
ures heavily into the story, Is it
something you designed?

MEAD: No. The pyramid was dong
at Dobg Trumbull's studic,

FF: Did the look of Trumbull’s pyra-
mid 1l1 into your vision of the
world?

MEAD: The sociclogical iheory be-
hind BladeRunner was that there
existed mass quantities of poverty,
a sorl ol poverty by defaull. Con-
sumer based capitalizn had be-
come so lopsidad 80 thal everyone
fortunate enough to have acar had
to keep it running by buying things
at the local accessories storo, as
opposad 10 being able o buy & new
car, The luxurious ond of the scale.
i you had lots and lots of money, or
you were a large corporate entity,
you could atford to do whalaver
you pleased bacause you owned
the means of supplying your own
demand, S0, the pyramid is vary
high tech compared 1o the rest of
the movie, very sleek, a carefully
arranged textural megalith. The
pyramid is st in the middle of what
wag called “Hades ™ An endless
plain, like the chemical plant area
of New Jersey. Block alter endiess
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block of stacks and vent tubes, a
really unpleasant place 10 be,
Then, suddenty there s this beaut-
ful pyramid rising out of the rubbie.
It ks the ultimale visual statemnent
of where our society is headed in
the future,

FF: How high was the pyramid
supposed 1o ba?

MEAD: | think that the scale, just
by judging visually, was probably a
good thousand feet high, Actually, |
raally never thought about il that
muich, When we designed the cily-
scapes, which were usad fater on
in the post-production matts work,
we figured on a bullding height of
up to thres thousand feat. Just to
get the right accumutation of
scale. And that really isn’t that fan-
tastic. There is a company plan-
ning a two thousand plus high

fakes in large volumes of air and
feeds it through other turbine en-
gines or a similar power source,
and creales thrust. The pilot redi-
récts the thrust to control the direc-
tion of the alrcar

FF: Like a hovarcraft?

MEAD: Mo, more like the Harrier
plane that the British have coma
up with. They satectively direct the
thrust down, then when the plana
takas off and supports It's own
weight, they redirect the thrust 1o
push the plane forward | insisted
on an enclosed lift system Decause
the Spinner vehicle had to be be-
lievable, and | thought that fokding
wings and propellers wouldn't
work in a congested urban traffic
situation. This vehicle liNs off in it's
own space. and then unlokds with
flaps that drop down for Increased

tate out and down and provide an
armared covar over the tires in
their retracted position

FF: Did you come up with any
gpacs as to how fast or how high it
would fhy?

MEAD: Sort of. It was designed as
an urban vehicle for use by author-
ized agencies. Police or security o
possibly corporate paramilltary
agencias

FF: Was the Spinner supposed to
fly as fast as a small j&1 or a turbo-
prop?

MEAD: Actually, | thought of it in
tarms of a standard Bell Jel
Ranger, which travels al three or
four hundred miles an hour. It
wouldn't have 1o go any faster than
that as it Is strictly a megaurban ve-
hicla

FF: How long did you work on

building right now, o be con
structed in the Chicago ares

FF: All the dilferant design ele-
ments In Bladerunner seem 1o
work a0 well together From your
designs, to Ridiay's conceplions, 10
how the final sets appeared 1o all
the futuristic cars thal you concep-
tualized. They mesh excaplionally
well. And that seems 1o happen 50
rarely in science fiction hilms. To
what do you attribute this kind of
continuity?

MEAD: Everybody had agreed on
the design format lar ahead o!
time, during preproduction. | think
that’s one of the most necessary
elemants 1o the success of any
heavity designed movie

FF: How is tha Spinner supposed
to work, and is it feasible as a realk
istic means of transportation within

the next lorty years, when Blade-

runner takas place?

MEAD: The asrodyne principle is
based on internal [ It's power
source, a turbine or whatever,

airflow or thrust modulation, But i
basicalty lifts off in it's own space,
which | thought was really critical
108 believable urban wlility vehicle.
FF: Whare are the Iifl units posi
tioned on the vehicle?

MEAD: The makn lill unit ls posl
ticned toward the rear of the body,
undernaath the vehicle's center of
gravity maybe a littke aff, The pro-
pulsion theory also incorporated
additional Iifl vanls in the front of
the body which were led by vanlun
tubes from the main turbine

FF: Whal are the two semicircular
protrusions up front?

MEAD: Those are wheel housings.
When notl airborne, the Spinner
had 1o roll along the streel, but at
the same time we wanled all the
tires conceaalad when it was fiying,
g0 those units are wheel covers
When the vehicle is on the streetl
the wheeal covers rolale lorward
and inward and serve as sort of
discs on top of the wheels. Whan
the Spinner Hys, Those covers 1o

The city is seen from hundreds of feel in the air in this preproduction skeich,

Bladerunner?

MEAD: Bladerunnar was in pre-
production for aboul & year belore
the Filmways debaticle. Then Mi-
chael Deeley and Ridley stopped
the film and Tandem and Ladd
pleked it up, All togather, | worked
off and on for aboul a year and four
months

FF: Aftar Bladerunner, you went on
towork on Dignay's Tron, Whal was
your contribution 1o that film?
MEAD: | was originally hired by
Steve Lisburger 1o design some ve-
hiclas, that sart of thing: a lank, a
ight cycle_an alrcrall carrier and a
golar saller Mosbieus, the famous
French artist known 1o his workl in
Heavy Mealal, evenlually rede-
signed the axterior of tha solar
galler, but | believe thay retained
my interiars. The tank, however,
was very successiyl, and was fod
imo a program using compuler anl-
mation. It turmed out really termific
Four thousand line resolution on
the luba is 50 good that it looked




Just like a plastar modal.
FF:Then the finlshad computar an-
imation s pretty close to what you

MEAD: 1
It's exact. | eventually also

gol into terrain design, sat inte-
riors, and some costume ideas.
The terrain | produced was a four
square master drawing which they
could feed Into the computar All
the four squares matched each
other al four poinis at each side,
shttean working contact points
They could Instruct the computar
to change pattern texture for the
landscape, and since you have a
negativeipositive image capability,
you can make the pattern rise or
depress to simulate a variety of
fandscaped texiuras,

FF: Were you Involved with the
computer end of the project?
MEAD: Mo, that was all larmed
oul. All | did was 16 supply the
graphics and the designs.

FF: Had you ever done any of this
work befora?

MEAD: No, never had

FF:1! seems that lalely there have
bean alotl of firsta in the liekd of
EPFX design.

MEAD: Yes, Tron will be the first
feature film with anywhere near
that amoun! of computer anima-
tion running time.

FF: | undergtand that Gegrge Lu-
cas wants to do the fourth of the
Star Wars saries completely with
Bpm::iali ai;:clt “thal incarporate
computer animation,

MEAD: Yes, he's got his own facil
ity up thera in San Ralael

FF: Do you think that computer-
ized animation is going o be the
SPFX trend for the future?

MEAD: Yes, | do. | know that Tron ks
soaking up all the available com-
puter time up untll March. Tha
computer industry in relation to
computer animation is still that
much of an infant, whera ong
movie can monopalize the industry,
I'm sure that's why Lucas is setting
up his own facility, so he has in-
house availability

FF: Il you had to chose between
full time film work or full tima Indus-
trial work, which would you
choose?

MEAD:; I'd still da the mix, becauss
I work undar the classic businass
éxercisa never 1o have more than
ane third of my income coming
from any one source. More than
that is just dangarous. | will defj-
nately keep the mix of corporate
and commercial clients. It also
pives me a better avarview lrom
working oulgide the tilm industry,
That way I'm not hindered by any
technological blind spots
g::a':lanﬂ you warking on an in-

trial gesign project in and
tight now? NEgsN
MEAD: I've bean approached and
they're waiting for further funding,
a bond issue or somathing like that,
IV's an mega-antertainment com-
plex similar 1o convantion center
FF: Any future film projects In the
works?

MEAD: | do but that's all | can say
for right now. We're just ahead of
contracts 5o . .

FF: Conceiming your own parsonal
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FF: This is a little before Bladerun-
nar, but in The Empire Strikes
Back, the foot of the walker, the AT
AT Is a direct steal from some of
your garlier aasigns, and Lucasfiim
have even admitied this. How do
you feal about that?

MEAD: | designad the mechanical
walking device in "66 or '67. Al that
time the Army had also bullt an ax
parimental walking vehiclke, an ana-
log walking machine, | was doing a
seres for U.S, Steel and | thought
that would make an excellent multi-
terrain vehicle idea. But what | did
was o put four traction motlors on
thi feal, 5o That the feal could swi-
vie. Than when you got to smoolh
terrain, you could squat the vehicle
down, band the knees and lock
them with disc brake calipher
mechanism, inflate the feset, turn
tham sideways and roll away on
big tires. That's really much more
flexible than just having big feet
that clomp along at walking speed
FF: Do you feel that the Star Wars
crew did pratly well using this basic
Idea of yours?

MEAD: What Irritated me a litlle
bit, and it may have been delibertly
done for the audience, was that the
walking vehicles were designed 1o
Dd vary ammaornhic, 1o ook like mie-
chanical animals. The “jaw” wenl
back and farth when the laser can
non fired in a recoil ypa ol acton,
which Is sort of cute, butl oo much

w W

view of the tuture, do you think the
world s headed towards the sty-
lized, antiseplic look ol Star Trakor
the decadant, urban ghetio look of

Bladerunner?

MEAD: As a philosophy, the tach-
notoglcal plant, the state-of-the-an
plant, affords the possibility of go-
ing in either diraction. Social Imper-
alives avantually decide what you
use that technological capability
for To me, tachnology ts amoral. It
has no good or bad conotations, it
Just exists. It's a quest for knowl-
edge and the solutions that you
comea up with in that search. Your
soclal machinery than regulates
what's allowed 1o happen,

1 think we'll eventually have go-
netic enginearing, flirst for indus-
trial plant developmant, then lor
food growth facilities, both grains
and animals, human genetic engi-
nearing for disease prevention or
for cleaning out the gena pood, 10
eradicale ganatic aberations such
as sickle cell anemia or othar dis-

"

eases that are hereditary.

FF: In Bladerunner, the lcants
have been gensatically englneerad
for exploration and dangerous as-
signmeanis. Do you think the possi-
bility of that kind of ganatic angi-
nearing lies ahead of ug?

MEAD: | think it will evaniually hap-
pen, Nature has provided us with
an axcellant model (o axpand
upon, Pound for pound, the human
brain is still the most remarkable
thinking "machine” in axistence.
But eventually, we will axceed the
prasent capabilities of the human
brain by guite a bit. Scientists are
already working on a protein mole-
cula computer which will expand
intormation density by ten or
twenty magniludes. Il we could du-
plicate a human being, It would ba
the cheapast way to manufacture
artificial intelligance. You could
also genetically regulate |ust how
much thinking such & human "Ra-
plicant” would be aliowed 10 do,
FF; 50 far you've worked on three

ol a cartoon gesture for my taste. |
didn’t like that too much. But the
walking action was very conving-
ng, espacially tha way the weight
shifted

FF: They were trying for an ale-
phant typa ol look

MEAD: Yes, like Hannible crossing
the Hothian alps

Photos: Top right, early skeich ol Walker oot and snowtroopers lor scale from The Empire Strikes Back Skefchbook, Abovs,
the original military walking machine designed by Syd Mead as seen In Sentinel

majar science fliction films: Star
Treek, Mﬂmrwm -and ‘J;mn 'Iul.l'tht
ana your about the
MEAD:; Science ficfion lumaﬂ
me. Primarily because of the for-
mal it presents. | like lsaac Agimov
because ha's a scientist who
writes science fiction. Arthur G
Clark |s really a sociological visian-
ary who writes what is called sgi-
ence fiction. They inveni & sce-
nario, then take a real life situation
and present It in that scenario. The
difficulty with science fiction is that
science is catching up fastar and
faster with whal was fiction. Some
of tha simpler technologlcal fanta-
sias of 1en years ago are already
tor sale on the shalves of our local
audio and video storas, and some
of our more advanced fantasies al-
raady axist on the shetves of expar-
imenial laboratories. Because of
this constant game of catch-up be-
tweean real sciance and science
fantasy, science fiction films, the

(Continued on page 46)
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Abova lafl, Decker (Harrison Ford) pears into tha obaarvation Blister ol & cryogenically
sealed sleop chambar. Above cenler lell, Decker bargains wilh & wiley old shopkesper

Decker takes & rids In one of Bisderunners amazing vahicles. Searching the streats for
the Replicant he is chasing, Decker leaps from cartop to carop.
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Boltom center lell, and right, dozens of unusual vehicles designed by Syd Maad crowd the ghetlo streats ol

Center page, one of Syd Maad's stmospheric pre-production paintings served as an indicator fod the texiure of d
Bladerunners Chinatown district. Lefl, one of Decker's batter dressed lemale acquaintances fires st an adversary,

Bladerunner's sels and matie paintings. Bottom loft, Decker siands bafore his car as he searchas for Replicants.
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