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FANTASTICAL WORLDS AND FUTURES AT THE WORLD'S EDGE: 
A HISTORY OF NEW ZEALAND SCIENCE FICTION AND FANTASY 

by 
Simon Litten and Sean McMullen 

 
CHAPTER 4: LORD OF THE SCREENS  
 
It is fair to say that television became the flagship platform for New Zealand's science 
fiction and fantasy for the screen in the decade following the withdrawal of government tax 
breaks for the movie industry. Back then nobody expected that fantasy series for television 
would help make New Zealand a world leader in the production of fantasy for the screen, so 
initially the producers concentrated on science fiction. 

 
Space Knights (1989): This children's series combined fantasy with 
science fiction. Camelot was a space station (Castle Spacelot), 
complete with knights, dastardly villains and even jousting with laser 
lances. Also borrowing from Greek mythology, one episode featured a 
robotic Trojan Horse, with which the evil Mordread tried to break into 
Castle Spacelot. The cartoonist Chris Slane achieved the effect of an 
animate picture book, complete with actors dressed as puppets and the 
extensive use of green screen and CGI. Space Knights ran for 22 half 
hour episodes. 

 
Night of the Red Hunter (1989): Another children's series, it 
appears to have been made as eight eleven minute episodes, which 
when combined work out at an 88 minute telefeature. Runaway kids 
Peter and Maggie meet when Maggie botches an attempt to steal 
some chocolate bars. They then meet the very strange Piper family 
after falling into a grave at a farm cemetery. It turns out that 
doomsday is not far off, in the form of an asteroid on a collision 
course with Earth, and that Peter and Maggie are the only people 

who can save the world. 
 
Lenny Minute 1: Lenny Meets the Giant Blue Sheila Doll (1993): New Zealanders have 
a history of getting a long way in the world with limited resources and sheer initiative. This 
was demonstrated this when art student Glenn Standring actually managed to get his 
reductionist coursework film into the Cannes Film Festival. A private detective narrates as 
he faces down a giant blue “sheila doll” which is running amok. Computer aided film 
making was a pioneering skill in the early 1990s, and James Cameron had used it to 
spectacular effect in Terminator 2 (1992). Standring's CGI cityscape is a collage of cultural 
ikons, and while not in the same class as those in Terminator 2, it cost less than a 

thousandth as much and rated a respectable 6.6 on IMDB. 
 
Typhon's People (1994): This feature length (90 minute) show was 
made as both a movie for television and as a mini-series and - unlike 
most New Zealand science fiction shows of the time - it was intended 
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for an adult audience. Typhon's People featured several actors who were to appear in 
fantasy shows made in New Zealand, such as Lucy Lawless (Xena: Warrior Princess), 
Michael Hurst (Hercules: The Legendary Journeys) and John Bach (The Fellowship of the 
Ring, The Two Towers). Typhon's People won two New Zealand Film and TV awards, and 
received another five nominations, along with an impressive IMDB rating of 7.5. 
 
The scientist David Typhon has been doing genetic enhancement experiments on humans, 
and is about to reveal the powers of the perfect children he has created when he is 
assassinated. Various people, from activists to secret agents, converge on his secret 
laboratory in New Zealand to find out just what he has been up to. They discover and 
destroy a baby factory created by the scientist. 

 
Mirror, Mirror (1995 - 1998): Fourteen year old Jo Tiegan is given an 
antique oval mirror, and is astonished to see another girl's face when 
she looks into it. This is Louisa Iredale, who is living in 1919. They 
discover that the mirror can not only show scenes from both the 1990s 
and 1919, it also allows people to travel back and forth in time. A very 
complex story line is woven over the 46 episodes of two seasons, in 
which the young pretender to the Russian throne is alive and well in 
New Zealand, and a chemical weapon left over from World War One 
threatens to inflict even more deaths from that conflict.. 

 
This was another Australian and New Zealand collaboration, and the series won two 
Australian Film Institute Awards and a New Zealand Film and Television Award. With 46 
half hour episodes, Mirror, Mirror represented a massive 23 hours of television, and was 
the largest science fiction production from New Zealand. Australian author Hilary Bell 
wrote the novelisation, which was the joint winner of Australia's Aurealis Award in 1996.  
 
RENAISSANCE PICTURES 
 
The pilot telemovie movie for the television series Hercules: The Legendary Journeys was 
released in 1994, and it was the beginning of nine years in which New Zealand became the 
world capital of fantasy settings. The landscape itself was as much a character in these 
series as the actors, having a European look-and-feel with an exotic underlay. Renaissance 
Pictures (founded by director Sam Raimi, producer Rob Tapert and actor Bruce Campbell) 
was looking for locations that were not obviously southern California or Canada, and which 
had English speaking crews available and the necessary infrastructure to enable filming of a 
planned Hercules telemovie. New Zealand was considerably cheaper than Australia, with 
the NZ dollar sitting around the $US0.50 mark, while the Australian dollar was around 
$US0.67 at the time. 

 
Hercules and the Amazon Women (1994): Hercules and the 
Amazon Women ran for 90 minutes or so, and starred Kevin Sorbo as 
Hercules and Michael Hurst as Iolatus. Lucy Lawless (in a non-Xena 
role) was Lysia, a young Rose McIvor (of iZombie fame) was a girl 
named Hydra, and screen legend Anthony Quinn played Zeus. The 
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US television viewers liked Hercules and the Amazon Women, and what followed next was 
Renaissance Pictures effectively moving to New Zealand. 

 
Hercules: The Legendary Journeys (1994 - 1999): Hercules (Kevin 
Sorbo) is half-human and half-god (the son of Zeus), and thus has 
superhuman strength. With his friend Iolatus (Michael Hurst) he 
wanders the ancient world battling monsters, gods and evil fellow 
humans. The goddess Hera has a particularly malicious attitude toward 
him, and continually throws challenges in his path. The characters 
Hercules and Iolatus also appear in Xena: Warrior Princess. 
 
New Zealander Michael Hurst won two New Zealand Film and TV 

Awards for the show: Best Dramatic Performance in a Supporting Role in 1997, and Best 
Director in 1995. He was joint Guest of Honour at the 1998 New Zealand National Science 
Fiction Convention, and in 2005 was voted Best New Zealand Actor by Metro magazine's 
readers.  
 
The creator of the series was the US writer Christian Williams, and it was produced by 
MCA Television. Everything about Hercules: The Legendary Journeys was on an epic 
scale. There were 112 episodes over six seasons, including the 1994 pilot telemovie. All this 
weighed in at over 92 hours of television, and it screened for six years. In addition to 
Hercules and Iolatus, the series featured 657 other characters. Critically it was not a 
runaway success, but it did win seven awards and receive 21 more nominations - including 
a nomination for a Saturn award.  
 

Xena: Warrior Princess (1996 - 2001): Xena followed a little behind 
the Hercules series, but ran for longer and received more acclaim, 
winning a Primetime Emmy and eight other awards. The creators and 
developers were the US writers Sam Rankin, R. J. Stewart, John 
Schulian and Rob Tapert - Tapert and Schulian were credited with the 
actual character Xena. The series was also a production of MCA 
Television. New Zealander Lucy Lawless starred as Xena, and American 
Renee O'Connor as Gabrielle.  
 

Xena is a highly accomplished warrior in addition to her royal blood, but she has a dark past 
and is on a never-ending quest to redeem herself by fighting evil and righting wrongs. Like 
Hercules she has a companion, Gabrielle, a bard rather than a fellow warrior. Evil takes the 
form of warlords, gods, and other warriors, and as in Hercules, a very large collection of 
spirits and mythical creatures feature in the 134 episodes. A total of 736 characters appeared 
during the six years that Xena screened.  
 
Ironically, Xena battles characters that resemble her past self. She once led an outlaw gang 
that spread terror across the ancient world, and from time to time she is confronted by her 
past. For example, Callisto is another warrior woman who wants revenge against Xena for 
killing her family and burning her village years earlier. The character Xena appears in the 
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first season of Hercules as one of his enemies, but is on the path to redemption by the 
season finale. 
 

Young Hercules (1998 - 1999): Young Hercules was a prequel series 
to Hercules and was first aired on the Fox Kids Network (US) in 
1998.  The show lasted one season of 50 episodes. 
 
The storyline follows Hercules (Ryan Gosling) as he attends 
Cheiron’s Academy to train in the arts of the warrior under the wise 
headmaster Cheiron the Centaur (Nathaniel Lees). He makes friends 
with the future king of Corinth, Prince Jason (Chris Conrad), and a 
thieving former member of a bandit gang named Iolaus (Dean 

O’Gorman), who was sentenced to train at the academy as an alternative to prison for his 
crimes. Hercules also meets the academy's first female cadet, Lilith (Jodie Rimmer). Other 
characters of interest include Kora the innkeeper, who unknown to Hercules and his friends 
is a devotee of Artemis, Goddess of the Hunt. As the series develops, Kora is revealed to 
have special powers which allow her to do Artemis' bidding. There are hints of romance 
between Hercules and Kora, although their friendship is kept innocent.  
 
The show features the efforts of Ares, the god of war, played by Kevin Tod Smith, who 
attempts often to destroy his younger half-brother to win over Zeus’s good graces. Within 
his group is his nephew Strife (Joel Tobeck), who is a rather weaker member of the team. 
Strife's mother is Discord, goddess of retribution (Meighan Desmond), who is more level-
headed and power hungry than her counterpart. The series has two other villains: Hera, 
queen of the gods and Hercules’ stepmother; and Apollo, god of the sun and Hercules’ half-
brother. 
 
Cleopatra 2525 (2000 - 2001): Cleopatra 2525 ran for two seasons with a total of 28 
episodes. Many TV stations aired it as part of the Back2Back Action Hour with Jack of All 
Trades (also made by Renaissance Pictures but not a genre show). 

 
When complications arise during her breast augmentation surgery, 20th-
century exotic dancer Cleo (Jennifer Sky) is put into suspended animation. 
Waking 525 years in the future, Cleo joins two women in their fight 
against the Baileys, who now control Earth's surface. Humanity has moved 
underground into a complex of elaborate shafts and tunnels created by the 
"shaft builders" to survive the Bailey menace 
 
Cleo's team leader, Hel (Gina Torres), is commanded by a mysterious 

female entity called “Voice”, who relays orders via a communications implant under Hel's 
right ear. Voice controls many other teams and gives them their orders in a similar fashion. 
Thus a resistance fights the Baileys, with the ultimate goal of retaking the Earth's surface. 
The other team member is Sarge (Victoria Pratt), whose sister belongs to a cult that regards 
the Baileys with reverence and whose members willingly sacrifice themselves. Cleo wows 
the 26th century denizens with her philosophical sayings, many of which come from the 
20th century popular culture.   
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CLOUD 9 PRODUCTIONS  
 
Cloud 9 Productions was founded in 1994 by Raymond Thompson, a successful British 
creator/producer at the BBC, who had begun his career as a writer. Raymond recognized 
there was gap in the international television market for quality family programming. 
Inspired by Walt Disney, he founded Cloud 9 as his own independent production company, 
trading through offices in London and Wellington. The company bought the disbanded 
National Film Unit's building in New Zealand's Lower Hutt and started producing shows for 
television. Four non-genre series were produced before The Legend of William Tell was 
filmed. 

 
The Legend of William Tell (1998): The Legend of William Tell is a 16 
part fantasy/drama series. The basic premise of the series – a crossbow 
wielding rebel defying a corrupt governor – and the name of the title 
character were taken from the traditional William Tell story, but the series 
featured supernatural themes. It was described by executive producer 
Raymond Thompson as “Star Wars on the planet Earth”. 
 
William Tell is the youthful leader of a band of young, ‘brat-pack’ outlaws, 

forever hunted by the forces of darkness. These forces are commanded by Xax and Kreel, 
who have usurped power in their homeland. The series of self-contained episodes follows 
the hero's quest to restore Princess Vara to her rightful place on the throne and defeat the 
forces of  Xax and Kreel.  

 
William Shatner’s A Twist in the Tale (1999): William Shatner flew to 
Cloud 9’s studios for this self-narrated series. The show was inspired by 
The Twilight Zone yet was not themed as horror or supernatural. Instead, 
each story (set in the past, present or future) had an unexpected twist in the 
tale and “things are never as they seem”. Apart from Shatner the cast was 
all New Zealanders. 
 
 
The Tribe (1999 - 2003): The Tribe was commissioned by the British 
network Channel 5 and first aired there on 24 April 1999, making its New 
Zealand debut the following year. The series was created by Raymond 
Thompson and Harry Duffin and was primarily aimed at teenagers. Cloud 
Nine made 260 episodes of the series over five seasons. The Tribe also 
achieved a New Zealand first by having a series of tie-in novels released. 
Initially these were published by Random House but later books were 
published by Cumulus Publishing, a company within the Cloud 9 
Productions group. 
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The series is set in a post-apocalyptic city with all the adults having died due to an unknown 
virus. The children and teenagers of the city must survive without guidance from adults in 
the resulting state of anarchy. Several social groups or tribes have formed, including the 
Locos an unruly tribe controlling the city and led by the fearsome Zoot. On the streets, 
Amber and Dal lead a group of children to safety and take refuge in an abandoned shopping 
mall, forming a new tribe called the Mall Rats. The tribe learns to solve issues such as food 
and water shortages, and a second wave of the virus. After much inter-tribal conflict, the 
Mall Rats flee the city by boat. 
 
Cloud 9 Productions and Renaissance Pictures created a demand for the production of 
weapons, leathers, costumes, armour and other props in New Zealand, as well as techniques 
in the choreography of fighting scenes. All of this provided a solid foundation of skills for 
The Lord of the Rings trilogy. They also made New Zealand actors Lucy Lawless and 
Michael Hurst international celebrities, which raised the country's profile in the 
entertainment industry yet further. 
 
FORGING THE RING TRILOGY 
 
The effects of ending the tax breaks for New Zealand film productions in 1986 were felt in 
science fiction and fantasy for the following decade. Most of what was produced was for 
television, and increasingly the producers were sourcing funds from overseas. The science 
fiction series Mirror, Mirror was a co-production with Australia, while the fantasy series 
Hercules: The Legendary Journeys and Xena: Warrior Princess were financed and co-
produced with America, and The Tribe was financed from Britain. 
 
When filming of The Fellowship of the Ring began in 1999, the Xena and Hercules series 
were still being produced, and six years of servicing the needs of these epic series had given 
New Zealanders all the skills and resources needed to create fantasy worlds with a Medieval 
or Classical look and feel. Combined with Peter Jackson's vision of Tolkein's epic, New 
Zealand landscapes, Hollywood money, and American, British and Australian actors in 
most of the principal roles, the three movies of The Lord of the Rings trilogy would literally 
make billions of dollars and win hundreds of awards - some of them Academy Awards. 
Fantasy for the screen worldwide would never be the same again, and neither would the 
New Zealand movie industry. 
 
By 1995 Peter Jackson was confident that he could assemble the resources to make The 
Lord of the Rings trilogy, and he secured the rights in 1997. Preliminary funding was 
arranged in the same year. By now 160 episodes of the high profile Hercules and Xena 
series had been shot in New Zealand, demonstrating that the country's film industry was 
easily capable of supplying the costuming, model building and CGI resources for the 
project, as well as thousands of experienced supporting actors.   
 
Weta Workshop had been founded in 1987 as RT Special Effects, and Weta Digital was a 
1993 CGI offshoot of the company to produce special effects for Jackson's Heavenly 
Creatures. They have since contributed to dozens of big budget films, and have become as 
respected in the industry as Lucas's Industrial Light and Magic company. In short, by 1997 
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New Zealand could offer very advanced fantasy production facilities to the film industry, as 
well as perfect landscapes for fantasy settings. 
 
Thousands of people contributed to the task of putting the Ring trilogy on screen, but there 
is only space to mention some of those who were among the more prominent. The 
screenplays of the three films were the engines that drove the Ring trilogy so very well, and 
the team that wrote the screenplays was composed of three New Zealanders: Peter Jackson, 
Fran Walsh and Philippa Boyens.  
 

Sir Peter Jackson was born in New Zealand in 
1961, and at the age of eight was given a super 8 
movie camera. Aided by his friends, he proceeded 
to make a series of short, low cost but innovative 
shows. In 1983 he began work on Bad Taste, a 
science fiction horror film, using friends as actors, 
while handling almost everything else himself: 
directing, producing, filming and acting in several 
roles. Bad Taste took four years to complete, but it 
was shown at the Cannes Film Festival, won 
several prizes and became a cult classic.  
 
After quitting his day job as a photo-engraver at 
Wellington’s Evening Post newspaper, Jackson 
directed the successful horror movie Braindead 
(1992), then Jack Brown Genius (1994), Heavenly 
Creatures (1994) and The Frighteners (1997) 
before he began storyboarding The Fellowship of 
the Ring in 1997. Like Alfred Hitchcock, Jackson 
liked to make cameo appearances, and in one of 
the Hobbit films his face even featured as a 

portrait of Bilbo's father. He married Fran Walsh in 1987, and they have two children. He 
always writes his scripts in collaboration with Walsh. He has had six Oscar nominations, 
shared the award twice, and won it outright in 2004. In 2002 he was appointed a Companion 
of the New Zealand Order of Merit, promoted to Knight Companion of the New Zealand 
Order of Merit in 2010, then made a Member of the Order of New Zealand in 2012.  
 
Dame Fran Walsh was born in Wellington in 1959, and graduated from Victoria 
University, majoring in English Literature. She developed an early interest in music as well, 
and performed in the punk band The Wallsockets. In 1983 she branched into screenwriting, 
contributing to the television film A Woman of Good Character, and later scripts for Worzel 
Gummidge Down Under. She met Peter Jackson during the filming of Bad Taste, and they 
married in 1987. She collaborated with Jackson on the screenplays of all his subsequent 
films, beginning with the musical-animated black comedy Meet the Feebles (1989). She has 
won numerous awards, sharing three Oscars for The Return of the King, for Best Picture, 
Best Original Song and Best Adapted Screenplay. In 2002 she was appointed a Member of 
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the New Zealand Order of Merit, and in 2019 promoted to Dame Companion of the New 
Zealand Order of Merit.  
 
Philippa Boyens, MNZM, was born in New Zealand in 1962 and graduated from the 
University of Auckland in 1994, majoring in English and History. She had read The Lord of 
the Rings seven times when she began work on the screenplay for the film with Peter 
Jackson and Fran Walsh. She has since been screenwriter for nine films and producer for 
seven. In 2004 she shared Oscar and BAFTA Award for the screenplay of The Return of the 
King. She has three children, all of whom have acted in the Tolkien films. In 2004 she was 
appointed Member of the New Zealand Order of Merit for services to film. Her daughter 
Phoebe played a hobbit in The Fellowship of the King, a victim of Harvey in The Lovely 
Bones, and a servingmaid in The Desolation of Smaug. Her son Calum played Haleth in The 
Two Towers, and her other son Isaac played a young hobbit in The Hobbit: An Unexpected 
Journey. 
 
Sir Richard Taylor is the founder, head and creative director of Weta Workshop, New 
Zealand's famous props and special effects company. After graduating from Wellington 
Polytechnic, he founded Weta Workshop in 1987 and Weta Digital followed in 1993, to 
produce the special effects for Heavenly Creatures. He was Guest of Honour at the 1995 
National SF Convention, two years before work began on The Fellowship of the Ring. 
Taylor shared four Oscars for Weta's work on the three The Lord of the Rings films, and 
won a fifth Oscar for Visual Effects in King Kong. He was appointed Officer of the New 
Zealand Order of Merit for services to design and the film industry in 2004, then promoted 
to Knight Companion of the New Zealand Order of Merit in 2010. In 2012 he was named 
New Zealander of the Year.  
 
Dan Hennah began work in film industry production design in mainstream films in the 
1980s and 90s, but concentrated on fantasy after The Fellowship of the Ring. He has won 
one Oscar out of five nominations for Best Art Direction. He is married to Chris Hennah, 
who was an art department manager in The Lord of the Rings and The Hobbit films. He was 
Guest of Honour at the New Zealand National SF Convention in 2002. 
 
Among the many thousands who contributed to the production of the Ring trilogy was a 
group of people that had not existed until two decades earlier. They tended to be computer 
savvy, technically knowledgeable, experienced with costume design and production, 
familiar with medieval weapons, and were very enthusiastic about fantasy in general and 
Tolkien in particular. They were, of course, New Zealand's science fiction and fantasy fans.  
 
Norman Cates acted as a hobbit in Bilbo's birthday party, and worked behind the scenes as a 
digital artist and compositor, makeup artist and prosthetics technician. This was the 
beginning of a career in film that spanned two dozen shown shot in New Zealand. His work 
on other films earned him shared Hollywood Post Alliance and Visual Effects Society 
nominations. Dan Rabarts worked as a lighting assistant and technician in all three films. He 
has since gone on to a successful career as a an author, winning the Sir Julius Vogel Award 
and Australia's Shadows Award. Mary MacLachlan gained her first credits as a property 
maker in the Hercules series, then contributed to the Ring trilogy as a miniatures builder. 
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Wayne (Taz) Stables worked as a lead 3D sequence technical director, and went on to a 
career in visual effects. His work on visual effects in Game of Thrones earned him a shared 
Primetime Emmy Award. The late Mike Hansen was uncredited, but did work for Weta 
Workshop.  
 
The Fellowship of the Ring (2001): Filming of the greatly anticipated epic began in 
October 1999, under the direction of Peter Jackson. Everything about the production was on 
a vast scale, including the 19,000 costumes. Cost of production was $93 million, more than 
all earlier New Zealand SF and fantasy movies put together, but it earned eight times as 
much at the box office. New Zealand had showed the world what it could do with The Quiet 
Earth and The Navigator, but with The Fellowship of the Ring it showed how to do it 
spectacularly better. Tolkien's classic trilogy had been published in 1954/55, and had a huge 
following with very high expectations for the cinematic adaptation. These expectations were 
met. Some viewers who had been skeptical about the production walked straight out of the 
cinema to the box office and bought tickets to watch a second, third and fourth session on 
the same day. 
 

The film departed from the book with the opening 
scene. Instead of Tolkien's prologue with its 
introduction to hobbits and the Shire, the audience was 
plunged straight into the epic battle in which the Ring of 
Power is cut from the hand of Sauron, destroying his 
power but not killing him. The loss of the Ring follows, 
then Gollum is introduced as the custodian of the Ring 
for the next five hundred years. Finally we see how the 
young Bilbo finds it. Australian actress Cate Blanchett 
narrated Jackson's seven minute introduction, and 
although some purists objected, it provided a solid 
background context that allowed the general audience to 
understand the major issues and themes. 
 
The Fellowship of the Ring introduces the Ring and the 
majority of the major characters, as well as establishing 

Middle Earth for the audience. The hobbit Frodo is tasked by the wizard Gandalf with 
taking the rediscovered Ring of Power to the elves, so that a council of dwarves, elves and 
men can decide what to do with it. None of these races trust each other with the Ring, so 
Frodo volunteers to carry it to the volcano Mount Doom, the only place where it can be 
destroyed. A fellowship of nine is formed to assist him, but by the end the film this 
fellowship has fallen apart. Frodo and his friend Sam are forced to go on alone. 
 
The figures for the film defied belief at the time. It made half of the $93 million cost of 
production in the first week of its release, won four Oscars and 114 other awards, and went 
on to gross $873 million worldwide.  The screenplay won Peter Jackson, Fran Walsh and 
Philippa Boyens an Oscar, and the film gained a rating of 8.8 on IMDB. Local fans paid 
tribute to Peter Jackson, Fran Walsh, and Philippa Boyens in the inaugural professional Sir 
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Julius Vogel Awards in 2002 by giving them the award for Services to Science Fiction and 
Fantasy. 
 
The Two Towers (2002): In the middle film of the trilogy Gollum is brought on as a major 
character, and the rejuvenated Sauron's henchman, Saruman, is defeated in the battle of 
Helm's Deep, before his place of power is destroyed by the tree-herder Ents. Although 
Gollum responds to Frodo's attempts to reach out to him and fight against his dark side, he 
lapses and gives in to his desire to possess the Ring again.  

 
The Two Towers contains the first full length epic 
battle of the Ring trilogy, when the wizard Sauraman's 
forces attack Rohan's fortress, Helm's Deep. We are 
also introduced to the tree-herder Ents, and Gandalf 
returns from his near-death experience in the first film.  
 
By any measure the film was another success. It won 
two Oscars, won a Hugo for Jackson, Walsh and 
Boyens, and won another 122 awards. Its box office 
takings exceeded those of The Fellowship of the Ring 
at $927 million, and it rated 8.7 on IMDB. All of this 
meant that audience expectations were very high for 
The Return of the King. The Services to Science 
Fiction and Fantasy award in the 2003 Sir Julius 
Vogels went to Weta Workshop and Weta Digital. 
  

The Return of the King (2003): After seeing The Two Towers many fans wondered how 
they could endure waiting a year for the final film in the trilogy to be released. People were 
also nervous about the standards set in the first two movies being maintained. As it 
happened, those standards were exceeded. 

 
While Frodo and Sam continue their journey to Mount 
Doom, with Gollum as their guide, the wizard Gandalf 
and pretender king of Gondor, Aragorn, distract 
Sauron with a battle that is truly epic in scale. When it 
comes to casting the Ring into the volcano, however, 
Frodo is overcome by the Ring's power, but Gollum 
bites it from his hand. In the struggle that follows, 
Gollum and the Ring fall into the volcanic fires, and 
Sauron is vanquished forever. 
 
The general mantra of the film industry is that you 
need strong villains to allow heroes to be truly heroic, 
the Ring trilogy followed Tolkien's approach to 
villains very closely. Except for Gollum, Wormtongue 
and Saruman, one saw the servants of the forces of 
darkness as anonymous, confronting and almost 
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articulate Nazgul riders and Orc footsoldiers. Some good people, like Boromir, his father, 
Isildur, and even Frodo are led astray by the ring's power, but most of the characters are 
fundamentally good and brave. In a sense the Ring itself is the principal villain, for which 
we must thank Tolkien and his original vision of this epic tale. 
 
Although the cost of production was roughly the same as its two predecessors, The Return 
of the King set the bar even higher. Its box office takings exceeded a billion dollars, more 
than eleven times the cost of production. It won eleven academy awards and 198 other 
awards, and rated 8.9 on IMDB. In the production of fantasy for the screen, New Zealand 
was definitely stage centre and Lord of the Screens, but people were asking whether the bar 
had been set so high that whatever followed would be an anti-climax. As it happened, there 
were still great works to come, but they were striking off in different directions. 
 
Peter Jackson has appeared in cameo roles as men, a dwarf, and Bilbo's father the the Ring 
and Hobbit trilogies, but many fans think of him as more of a wizard who brought Middle 
Earth to life in New Zealand. He also raised the expectations of viewers worldwide about 
fantasy for the screen, and showed investors that serious money could be made from the 
new generations of viewers who had grown up with a taste for magical worlds and fantastic 
futures.  
 


