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Nathan Meister, Danielle Mason, Peter Feeney, Tammy Davis, Oliver Driver, Glenis Levestam, Tandi Wright.

The Shoot:
Shot in and around Wellington, New Zealand, in March and April 2006

Technical:
Colour, 35mm, 2.35:1, 87 mins, 5 reels, Dolby Digital

Tagline: 
There are 40 million sheep in New Zealand … and they’re pissed off! 
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ONE LINE SYNOPSIS
On a vast New Zealand sheep farm, a reckless genetic engineering experiment goes horribly wrong, turning sheep into bloodthirsty killers.

SYNOPSIS
Terrified of sheep and dosed up on therapy, Henry Oldfield (Nathan Meister) returns to his family’s farm to sell out to his older brother Angus (Peter Feeney), unaware that something baaaad is going on: Angus’ reckless genetic engineering program. 

When a pair of inept environmental activists release a mutant lamb from Angus’ laboratory onto the farm, thousands of sheep are turned into bloodthirsty predators. Along with farmhand Tucker (Tammy Davis) and greenie girl Experience (Danielle Mason), Henry finds himself stranded deep on the farm as his worst nightmare comes to life.

Battling their way to safety the intrepid trio discover there’s worse to come: one bite from an infected sheep seems to have alarming effect on those bitten ... 

With Angus acting suspiciously sheepish, a delegation of international investors gathering at the homestead and a ravenous flock descending from the hills, Henry must find the farmer within to wrest control of the farm from his monstrous brother, defeat an ovine invasion and save New Zealand’s pastures green.   

ABOUT THE PRODUCTION

BLACK SHEEP was filmed in and around Wellington, New Zealand, during March and April 2006. Locations on six farms stretching from Wellington’s spectacular south coast to the Wairarapa, were used to create the world of the film.

An irreverent thrill ride into the dark heart of rural New Zealand that charts a battle between the forces of science and the guardians of nature, Jonathan King’s debut feature is a high-spirited take on the question that has puzzled New Zealand for over one hundred years. Are we forever to be known as a small isolated nation dominated by sheep? It is, as King says, “the New Zealand story that had to be told.”

BLACK SHEEP explores a myriad of twists on New Zealand’s defining woolly icon. There are methane emissions, car seat covers, gourmet cuisine, drenching and, of course, sheep shagging. 

A flock of over one thousand animals, a small number of trained sheep and animatronic puppet creatures, created by world renowned Weta Workshop, were captured in camera to bring the rampant underbelly of ovine rage to life on the big screen. 

Inspired by Peter Jackson’s grand tradition of Kiwi splatter using physical effects, King’s collaboration with Richard Taylor and his Academy Award-winning team at Weta Workshop, lies at the heart of the film.  Devising everything from conceptual art to buckets of gore, sculpted body parts and sophisticated prosthetic makeup, a highly experienced crew came together to build King’s distinctive vision of Kiwi bucolic bliss turned monstrously on its head.  

The making of BLACK SHEEP draws on the enormous skills and infrastructure in the New Zealand industry developed, most recently, through the LORD OF THE RINGS trilogy and KING KONG to tell this uniquely New Zealand story.

DIRECTOR’S NOTES
INSPIRATION
It’s a midnight screening of THE EVIL DEAD. A packed house screams, cheers, stomps their feet through 85 mins of mayhem – it’s an extraordinary collective experience and a huge source of inspiration to me. Finding out it was made by a bunch of college dropouts on 16mm over two torturous years was even more inspiration, as was Peter Jackson’s BAD TASTE, with its own amazing DIY story – made in my home town! 

As it turned out, BLACK SHEEP wasn’t made like this, but the kind of film that it is, owes much to those formative experiences. I’d been writing for some time when two things came together in my head: horror film … and sheep. It all flowed from there!

BEHIND THE IDEAS
BLACK SHEEP plays with the defining image the world has of New Zealand – and, in turn, the image we’re anxious about – the sheep and the scenery! Taking those images and exploding them – finding ways and places to stage violent, gross, funny scenes within these familiar ideas was tremendous fun.

It was exciting to discover how readily sheep could be transformed into monsters by exploiting their natural features. They’re actually powerful beasts with sharp hooves, splayed teeth and black, lizard-like eyes. It’s only a small imaginative shift to see a sheep as a scary and dangerous animal – and when you have tens, hundreds or thousands, acting as a flock, the effect is terrifying. I worked closely with Weta Workshop on some incredible concept art that took the sheep into terrifying new dimensions. The next part of the journey was discovering what happens when sheep meet humans in the lab – creating our spectacular ‘weresheep’!

Much of the humour in the film comes from the unlikely nature of sheep themselves and New Zealanders’ attitude toward them. They have a reputation for silliness and we’ve co-opted their woolly character into countless tourist souvenirs. Of course there’s also the sheep-shagging jokes New Zealanders can never quite escape when you travel abroad. Yeah, we went there in the film – how could we not?

BLACK SHEEP also plays on the anxieties of the organic age and the carnivore guilt – where does the Sunday roast come from? The horrors of the meat industry are New Zealand’s dirty little secret … (but, hey – I like a lamb chop as much as, if not more than, the next person!).

Our antagonist Angus is representing the less-fashionable point of view of the GE debate – is it wrong to use science to improve on what nature doesn’t have right? It’s a position that, I believe, cannot be rejected outright – though, of course, in the story Angus’s position is exploded to its extreme and there’s little to recommend his position.

WORKING WITH WETA WORKSHOP
We were privileged to have the support of Richard Taylor and Weta Workshop from early in the film’s development. They were key to making our sheep into monsters – and to making sheep do in the film what they won’t do in real life. Being a lifelong movie geek, to find myself in the workshop that’s produced all their amazing work as we built animatronic sheep, creepy-crawly lamb creatures, weresheep suits, incredible prosthetic make-ups and piles of rubber gore for BLACK SHEEP was beyond cool!

I also felt strongly that this film should be grounded in the world of practical, physical effects rather than CGI. I think that there’s a suspension of disbelief and a drawing into the experience that you get from physical effects that you just can’t get from CGI and, from the start, physical effects were the way we had to go.

This flowed through into the full spectrum of effects – from suit work that incorporated state-of-the-art animatronics, rod puppetry and lifelike prosthetics, to our take on some classic gore effects and old fashioned gags.

NEVER WORK WITH …

So how do you get sheep to act? Very slowly! Our amazing animal trainers had trained the sheep for BABE and, as soon as I told them about the project, they assured me that they had just the sheep for the job. The sheep were impressively trained – they’ll come when called, stop on a mark, follow limited direction – all for little snacks (not so different from humans, then…). But there are limits to what they will do…or how efficiently they’ll do it, so that’s when special effects took over. 
Of course, no sheep were harmed in the making of BLACK SHEEP (though, I must say, there were days I wanted to…).
The human actors, on the other hand, were a real joy to work with – and they interacted with the sheep with good grace and patience. There were times when we’d be up to take 10, as the sheep wandered off in the other direction again…but, then there were times when the sheep were dynamite from take one – our actors had to be ready…and were!

It was so exciting to see characters I’d been working with on the page for several years come to life – and all of the cast brought so much to making these characters three-dimensional. There were challenges for all of them – be it weather, long make-up sessions or bizarre situations (our lead, on his hands and knees at 1:00am in the morning as an animatronic sheep humps him from behind) but they all did it with a sense of fun and good spirits that is evident in the film.

SHOOTING IN WELLINGTON
I’m proud that we got to shoot BLACK SHEEP in and around Wellington where I live. The coast has rippling, rugged hillscapes and vertiginous cliff tops that have inspired me since childhood. 

Having soaked up inspiration for the locations and sets over several years, including my step-father’s family’s sprawling South Island sheep station, it was such an exciting part of the process to discover the real-life versions of these places around the region and bring them together into the world of the story. Our principal farm is on the wild coast, less than half an hour from the city – but feels like hundreds of miles from anywhere. The moment I saw the 19th century farming homestead – 90 minutes north of Wellington in the Wairarapa district – I knew we had our homestead. Our shearing shed is a registered historic place and is the biggest woolshed in the lower North Island. The sinister Lab in the film was once the receiving station for all the radio broadcasts coming into New Zealand.

Wellington is also home to an incredible skill base that I felt lucky to tap in to. Most of crew have been busy the last few years on Peter Jackson’s LORD OF THE RINGS and KING KONG – but they all responded brilliantly to the challenge of making modest local film with an unmistakably kiwi feel.

Making BLACK SHEEP was the most incredible experience of my life. It was challenging, exhausting, thrilling, hilarious and moving … all in the coldest and wettest March in 50 years! For audiences at home and around the world to now be seeing the film is a dream come true.

--Jonathan King, September 2005

ABOUT THE CAST

NATHAN MEISTER (Henry) makes his feature film debut in a lead role playing a hero in the making, Henry. Nathan, a recent graduate and currently on the staff of Toi Whakaari New Zealand Drama School combines acting with dance and was Most Promising Newcomer at the 2005 Chapman Tripp Theatre Awards. He has appeared on television and has a small role in the feature film NO.2. 

Nathan comments about his role, “In the beginning, Henry doesn’t know how to be a hero … the film brings him back to his past, makes him face a few facts, face his fears. Shooting the film there’s been plenty of opportunity to be revolted!”

DANIELLE MASON (Experience) has worked consistently in the theatre, principally at Wellington’s Circa Theatre, since graduating from Toi Whakaari New Zealand Drama School.  She won both Best Newcomer and Most Outstanding Performance in the 2004 Chapman Tripp Theatre Awards. Danielle has also appeared in television and short films and makes her feature film debut in BLACK SHEEP.

Danielle describes her character as, “idealistic, passionate and well-versed in activist terminology.”

“All the characters embark on this huge journey through a slightly larger than life New Zealand landscape. And at every turn we encounter monsters!  Seeing people with a set way of doing things totally out of their depth – as horrible as it sounds, there’s something very funny about it.”

TAMMY DAVIS (Tucker) Tammy has appeared in several New Zealand films including WHALE RIDER, WHAT BECOMES OF THE BROKEN HEARTED, and FRACTURE.  He studied drama at Northland Polytechnic, went on to perform in theatre and currently has a lead role in a major New Zealand television drama series.

Tammy comments, “The transformations that happen to Tucker are physically demanding, quite scary. Convulsing takes its toll!”

PETER FEENEY (Angus) studied drama at the University of Auckland.  His feature film work includes TOY LOVE and the forthcoming 30 DAYS OF NIGHT.  Peter has appeared in a number of New Zealand television drama series including XENA WARRIOR PRINCESS and HERCULES and has performed in theatre on both sides of the Tasman. 

Peter comments on his character, “Angus thinks things are pretty bad when he gets his hoof; but it’s going to get a whole lot worse.”

OLIVER DRIVER (Grant) is a very well known face in New Zealand film and television as well as an award winning actor and director of theatre. He currently presents a national television arts show. 

Oliver has played leading roles in several feature films including SNAKESKIN, MAGIK & ROSE and TOPLESS WOMEN TALK ABOUT THEIR LIVES.  

GLENIS LEVESTAM (Mrs Mac) is a veteran of New Zealand theatre.  In 1958 she toured with the New Zealand Players and most recently touring internationally with an award winning production of HEDDA GABLER.  In the 1970s Glenis became a household name playing Dot Paget in 650 episodes of the long running New Zealand television series, CLOSE TO HOME. She has made several appearances in New Zealand film, including Peter Jackson’s BRAINDEAD.
ABOUT THE CREW
JONATHAN KING (Director/Writer) grew up on Auckland’s North Shore, where he shot his first Super 8 film, featuring a papier mache alien lurking in the school corridors.

An early career as an editor and art director in magazines, in particular the New Zealand music bible “Rip It Up”, lead to him making more than one hundred music videos, which he tributes as his own version of film school. He has twice won Best Director at the New Zealand Music Video Awards. 

King then began directing television commercials, while he wrote and directed two Creative New Zealand-funded short films. In 2002 he made STILL, which was selected to screen in the NZ International Film Festival. The following year was CHOGAR, a comedy-horror, which plays with a similar tone to the feature film he had already begun writing, and which has become BLACK SHEEP. 

King commenting on the script says, “A good part of the idea arrived fully formed. Sheep have a reputation for silliness and we’ve co-opted their woolly character into countless tourist souvenirs. Of course there are also the sheep-shagging jokes you can never quite escape when you travel abroad. Adding the twist of sheep as blood-thirsty predators made it feel like a story just waiting to be told. BLACK SHEEP exploded from there.”

As well as writing and directing his own debut feature, Jonathan has co-written the feature THE TATTOOIST, which is currently in post-production.
PHILIPPA CAMPBELL (Producer) graduated from Victoria University and went on to train as an actor at Toi Whakaari New Zealand Drama School. She began her career in theatre as an actor and director, including establishing the first professional theatre dedicated to New Zealand material, Taki Rua The Depot in 1981.  
She headed up Television New Zealand’s in-house Drama Department Script Unit for four years and was responsible for script editing over 100 hours of television drama including the award winning docu-drama series EREBUS: THE AFTERMATH.  From 1988 Philippa went on to establish an extensive freelance career in film and television as a writer, script consultant and development executive.

Philippa’s first project as a producer was SWIMMING LESSONS in 1995, which was nominated for Best Single Drama at the Banff Television Festival.  Since then she has produced Anthony McCarten’s feature VIA SATELLITE and Christine Jeff’s internationally acclaimed RAIN which premiered in Director’s Fortnight in Cannes in 2002.  With Tim White and Lydia Livingstone she produced Toa Fraser’s NO. 2 winner of the Audience Award in the 2006 Sundance Film Festival’s World Cinema Dramatic section, voted most popular film at the 2006 Brisbane Film Festival, and which has received 12 nominations, including Best Film, in the 2006 NZ Film Awards.

“Making BLACK SHEEP has been very challenging but we’ve also had an enormous amount of fun along the way, pulling together all the elements needed to bring our very distinctive monsters to life and playing with the richness of our Kiwi farming heritage,” comments Campbell.   

RICHARD BLUCK (Director of Photography) has had 25 years experience in the film industry as cinematographer, camera and steadicam operator and focus puller.  Richard was 2nd Unit DOP and 2nd Unit Miniatures DOP on Peter Jackson’s KING KONG.  BLACK SHEEP marks his cinematography debut of a feature film.

From 1999 he worked on the LORD OF THE RINGS trilogy (Academy Award for Cinematography 2002) as a 2nd Unit Director of Photography, Main Unit A camera  and steadicam operator.  He was also a VFX Director for the LORD OF THE RINGS : THE RETURN OF THE KING.

He shot the boat miniatures for MASTER AND COMMANDER : THE FAR SIDE OF THE WORLD (Academy Award for Cinematography 2004) and the train miniature sequence for THE LEGEND OF ZORRO.

CHRIS PLUMMER (Editor) has edited many New Zealand feature films including Brad McGann’s IN MY FATHER’S DEN which won him Best Editor at the NZ Screen Awards, Toa Fraser’s NO. 2., as well as CROOKED EARTH, CHANNELLING BABY, and I’LL MAKE YOU HAPPY.  Chris was the Associate Editor of THE QUIET AMERICAN directed by Phillip Noyce.

He has also edited many New Zealand short films including Brad McGann’s POSSUM and Niki Caro’s SURE TO RISE which was selected for competition at Cannes.
TIM PREBBLE (Sound Design) first began experimenting with sound as a six year old playing in the grain silos on his parent's farm in the South Island of New Zealand. Since then he has developed his instinctual love for the music of sound into a life long career as a film sound designer and supervising sound editor.  Tim has designed sound for 24 feature films.  His personal highlights include Roger Donaldson’s THE WORLD’S FASTEST INDIAN, Toa Fraser’s NO.2, Gaylene Preston’s PERFECT STRANGERS and Harry Sinclair’s THE PRICE OF MILK.

VICTORIA KELLY (Composer) is one of New Zealand’s top composers for film and television. Her feature film credits include OUT OF THE BLUE, TOY LOVE, THE LOCALS and THE TRUTH ABOUT DEMONS. In 2005 she won a New Zealand Screen Award for FRACTURE. She has also recently worked on the BBC/South Pacific Pictures television series MADDIGANS QUEST.
KIM SINCLAIR (Production Designer) has art directed many international features including THE LEGEND OF ZORRO, BEYOND BORDERS, CAST AWAY, THE LAST SAMURAI, VERTICAL LIMIT and WILLOW.

He has production designed a number of New Zealand feature films including GRAMPIRE, ALEX, THE CLIMB, THE NIGHTMARE MAN and, in 2000, HER MAJESTY which won Best Design at the New Zealand Film Awards.

RICHARD TAYLOR (Effects Designer and Supervisor) is a five-time Oscar winner who in 1986, with his partner Tania Rodger, founded WETA workshop which produces special effects for film and television.

Taylor grew up in Te Hihi, a small town in New Zealand. After graduating from the Wellington School of Design, he designed board games before joining a local television studio, where he became a model maker for TV spots.  His work attracted budding filmmaker Peter Jackson’s attention, and they first joined forces on his 1989 feature MEET THE FEEBLES.

WETA went on to produce creature and makeup effects for all Peter Jackson’s subsequent films, including his Oscar-winning the LORD OF THE RINGS trilogy, KING KONG, HEAVENLY CREATURES, THE FRIGHTENERS and BRAINDEAD.

Taylor won four Oscars for his contribution to the LORD OF THE RINGS trilogy – Best Visual Effects and Best Makeup for THE FELLOWSHIP OF THE RING and Best Costume Design and Best Makeup for THE RETURN OF THE KING – and was awarded Best Achievement in Visual Effects for KING KONG in 2006. He won British Academy (BAFTA) Awards for Best Costume Design on THE TWO TOWERS and Best Visual Effects and Best Makeup on THE FELLOWSHIP OF THE RING. 

He was also Miniature Effects Supervisor on Peter Weir’s MASTER AND COMMANDER, produced 1700 weapons for Ed Zwick’s THE LAST SAMURAI, and also created the miniature trains for Martin Campbell’s THE LEGEND OF ZORRO.
DAVE ELSEY (Creature Supervisor) created the fantastical creatures in the cult television series FARSCAPE and was a plant-wrangler in THE LITTLE SHOP OF HORRORS. He has an extraordinary ability to transform foam, latex and a hodgepodge of materials into beloved characters within the cinematic universe of science fiction and fantasy.
Dave created creature effects in ALIEN 3 and worked as a special effects artist on HELLRAISER, MISSION IMPOSSIBLE 2 and INDIANA JONESAND THE LAST CRUSADE.
Elsey was the Creature Shop Supervisor for STAR WARS: EPISODE III REVENGE OF THE SITH. His team was responsible for bringing to life all of the animatronics and prosthetic creatures, and Dave was nominated for an Oscar for Achievement in Makeup.

Currently Dave is creating the additional creatures and heading up the on-set teams for Spike Jonze’s WHERE THE WILD THINGS ARE.
JAMES DELANEY and CAROLINE GIRDLESTONE (Animal Trainers) are among New Zealand’s leading animal trainers working across feature films, television and commercials. Their company Hero Animals also has a strong international reputation, having trained the sheep for BABE and they went on to train all the animals for BABE II as well as most recently working in South Africa on RACING STRIPES.

ABOUT IFC FIRST TAKE AND IFC ENTERTAINMENT
IFC First Take is the day and date distribution arm of IFC Entertainment.  First Take releases twenty-four films a year, theatrically across the country and simultaneously on VOD through IFC IN THEATRES. Reaching over 40 million homes, IFC In Theaters is available on demand nationally with Comcast, Cablevision, Time Warner, Cox, insight and on PPV through Directv. 

IFC Entertainment also consists of IFC Films, a traditional distribution company, and the new IFC Center in Greenwich Village.  IFCE is a Rainbow Media company.  Recent and upcoming IFC in Theatres films include:  Ken Loach’s The Wind that Shakes the Barley, Alain Resnais’ Private Fears in Public Places, Lars Von Trier's The Boss of it All and Christophe Honoré's Dans Paris.
