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An Interview with

PRODUCTION DESIGNER RON COBDB

by BLAKE MITCHELL and JIM FERGUSON

Ron Cobb first came to prominance as a satirical cartoonist for the LA Free
FPress in the Sixties. Branching out into films he was asked by friends to de-
sign the space ship of the same name for the SF cult classic Dark Star. Word
of his talents reached the creators of Star Wars and soon he was skeiching
designs for the aliens in the now famous Mos Eisely Cantina sequence. Cobb
coniinued in films by conceptualizing the spaceship Nostromo for Ridley
Scoti’'s Alien and designing interiors for the Mothership in Spielberqg’s
CE3K: The Special Edition. After working on Raiders of the Lost Ark, he was
assigned to the post of production designer for director John Milius’ new

i sword and sorcery epic Conan, the Barbarian. .




You had just
@ finished
® working on

Ridley Scott’s, Alien when
you became involved with
Conan. How did that come
abouf?
COBB: Essentially, it
happened through John
Milius, who was an
acgquaintance of mine, and
who eventually became the
director of Conan. He had
always been interested in
my painting and had said
that someday he wanted to
work with me on a film.
Since Alien was wrapping.
he expressed an interest in
having me design a film for
him. | gqave him a call and
found that he was in the
midst of writing a new
screenplay for a film
tenatively titled One Hall
the Sky. sort of a "“mountain
man’ " mouvie, an old-time
western that had a Conan or
Wagnerian feel to QL. It was
the story of Jediah Smith.
the first white trapper to
cross the Rocky s nto
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Conan running from the aftermath.

California. Lewis and Clark
had done it a few years
before, but much futher
north. I was ready to plunge
into production design, but
John wasn’t quite ready fto
start as he was going to be
off on a trip to Europe and
wotldn’t be back for a
month. During this time |
was also approached by
Bob Greenburg for Ed
Pressman. The Conan
project was finally
underway and they had
signed Amold
Schwartzenegger. They
asked me to do some
concept drawings until
John came back, and | said
fine.

Mow, I wasn’t all that
familiar with Conan. I'm
familiar with the property,
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Conan defeats an opponent in the pit.
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but I'd never really delved into the
Howard mythos or read the Conan
stores before. But when | did, car-
tainaspects really intriguaed mea. So
| did @ series of paintings from the
original Qliver Stone script. They're
still around somewhere and were
incorporated into-the project later,
I'd'spent about a month on painting
and discuzssions than Jobn came
back and | switched back cver to
the mountain man movie: | worked
an it larguite some time; John was
doing it for Ding DelLaurentils. Bul
John was alzo hearing distant stir-
rings about the Conan project and
it was something he had always
wanted todo. He had been offered
ifonce when he was in the middle
of Big Wednesday, and when Ed
Fresaman heard that John was in-
terested; mosthy through me, (| had
Kird of passed the information on),
they shot the Gliver Stone script
over to John's office and lait i1 on
His desk. ‘Heread it through, then
dramalically emerged from his of-
fice and announced: “Mobody can
make this picture but me! Get Ed
Prassman on the phone!” So |

found myself back-on Sonan, but
this fime with John. Since he was
working for Ding on One Half the
ok he approachad Ding with the
idea of switching 1o Conan, some-
thing 1 felt Dino might have consid-
gred more cemmercial, as he
WASM T Quite sure aboutl the moun-
tain man movie, He certainky was
pleased, and they temporarily
shelved the mountain man movie
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The whole package came with
Arnaid Dut of course John wanted
o rewrite it. s wery much John's
policy that he directs whal he
wiriles, so he colabarated with
Dilver Stone on a new scnpt, and
we were off and runming.

FF: Does the final script that vou
shot contain any ol Cfiver Stone's
wiork?

COBB: There are remnants of the
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basic framewark thal Cliver Stone
established, but it was a foregone
conclusion that, stepby-step, John
would make It almosi totally his
Everytiting was modified, o some
degres, from the first script,
FF:While all these rewrites were
ooocuring, whatl were you up to?
COBB: John was always keen on
the overall vision of how | saw
things. He wanted me to start very
garly, before the seript was even
clear, generaling images, archiles-
ture, ancient world costumes, hel-
Imets, weapons, elc. So there were
many months of creating this kind
of imagery. Sometimes we'd find a
piot element emerging out of some
ol the designs. While it wasn't al-
ways practical to have someaane
like me on a Tiim that early, long be-
fore there's a script, John wanted
me ta be wholly involvad inchis con-
ceptualization of the film, and |
think il helpedin the writing.

FF: Did he sat parameters for vou

Fhotos: an early preproduction sketch of Thulsa Doom'’s
mountaintop castle surrounded by countryside. Insert, upper right,
Ron Cobb’s idea for portable Cimmerian Kudzahs or hut-like dwellings.
The upper miniature sketches show in detail how the Kudzah is con-
verted into a stationary domicile. Lower right, Conan raises the sword

made by his father (and designed by Ron Cobb).




&
in yvour design wiork? Was your cre—
ativity ever inhibited? \
COBE: John never set parameliers. B
We'd discuss things and he'd EI'
come up with images, but lhen i
he'dleave the realization com-
plately up to me.

FF: There's an inscription 'on
Conan's sword, the one his father
made for him as a boy. What is it?

COBB: That sword and the inscrip-
tom on it was one of the first proj-
ects wa knew we could design
without the need of the script. | felt
that the sword that Conan's father
made for him, needed to b Sov-
ered in runa-like inscriptions and
naturalistic symbalism. So we sat
down and thought through what
Conans pegple, the Cimmerians
wera like, 1 felt that we should use
animal-like forms and | ‘came up
wilh the alk™s skull with the cunved-
dowrr-antlers as the guard of the
sward, and the pummel being sort
of a hoof. As we got 1o the point of
engraving the blade, | felt it was im-
portant that it say something
meaningful and John wrote: “Suf-
far Mo Guilt e Who Whislds This




Photos: Top, Conan stands ai the edge of the pil in full pit fighterarmour, Lell bottom,
dancers and wresilers chare the zarme floor in Hyberian tevern. Opposite page. top
down, soldiers of Set raise their standards on herseback: one of Thulsa Dogm's
henchman carries a giant mallet; Conan’s mather shields her san.
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Photes, tap, clockwise lram far left, Arnold Schwarzenneger as Conan in pil lighier
body paint; Cassandra Gaviola, the Woll Witch stands in the deorway ol her hul: Gerry
Lopez in full Hykrenian battle aimaor is Conans fighting compandan Subaiai; Valarie
Quennessen as the princess of Shadizar lounges in Thulsa Doom's orgy chamben
Sandahl Bergman is Valaria, Conan's lover and lighling companion; James Earl Jones
rules the Cull of Sat as Thulsa Doom {ariginally a charter from Robert E. Howard's
King Krill stories,] Pholos opposiie page, top: Conan baitles Thorgrim (Sven Ole Thor-
senjin the orgy room of the Temple of Set. Bottom, Conan claims the Atlantean sword
trom the Skeleton King inthe Crypi.



the: major roles, 1 just didn't have
the time. | did some of the key cos-
turmes for the principles and some AR A
of Iheinitial designs, bul the bulk of T e
the costumes are John Bloom- %
lield's. They wanted to give me
saome sort of costume credit but |
turned it down. John as the sole i i
credit and he really deserves it 1-F 0 E
can'l believe the amaunt of work &
he did, We had thousands amnd
thousands of costumes. Whather ji 50
was just mixing and matching frofm & &
coslume houses ta give things a“ & ¥
different lock or designing from the = '1[
ground up, they were excelient e g
FF: ou were orirginally supposed &3
to shoat Canan in Yugoslavia bul 888
ther you moved 1o Spain. Why wag Sk
this, and did it cause any probs $!'
lems? ; 4
COBB: There were numerous of S |
negoiations between Dino and the
Yugoslavian government, but wha
concerned us most was 1n,ei,i1m_'.’l
Canan was such an elaborate film e s
to iry to shoot there. Large quanii~ i
ties of new materials would el SR
needed. Fiberglass and new plas- 25
tics and foams would all have tobe =
brought in, as they couldn’t e SIS
found there. There were also ditfi="
cullies in imporling large quantjties

of exolic chemicals, Most film
companies thal have filmed in Y-
goslavia in the pas!, have done so |
using natural settings and haven't
done a greal deal of special effects
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or elaborate zet designs. They just
dressed up an old town and shot a
Warld War Il miovie or same similar
thing. Like Fiddier on ihe Roof
where the few zets 1o be bullt were
constructed out of traditional ma-
foriale, Bul we neaded simulaled
marble, light weight weaponeary
and armor that had to be made out
ol plastics and fiberglass. Also, we
waran | complately in conirol of
ihe labor siluation, and we didn't
have the llexability to determing
that certain things be done by a
certain time. So, because so many
production problems were begin-
ning toadd up, we decided to move
to Spain. John had worked there
before on The Wind and the Lion,
and knew that they had more expe-
rance working on elaborate films.
FF: So it wrned out better for yvou
alter all’?

COBB: We thought it was a betlter
move averall. While some of the o
cations in Tugoslavia werg won-
derful and were in some ways su-
pariar 1o the one’s we found in
spain, othar locations weare supe-
riorin Spain, =0 it was a tradeof!
FF:Weren't there some 50 sels
youwere responsible for?

COBB: Yes, | certainly was! That
wias ine scanest bul most stimulat-
ing part of being involvad in Conan
John insistedihat | emerse mysell
inevery dasign ol absolutely every
square foot of every sel. Every
swirl of marble, every angie on
avery bannister, 50 | really ran my-
sell ragged. The linal design con-
cepts were left entirely up to me
We bwilt some very unusual inte-
nors and axleriors. And a lof of i
was a gamble ag to whether it
wiould lock as good three dimen-
zionally as it did in the plans and
drawings. The craltsmen and lIa-
borers in Spain ware excellent
They have incredible abilities, We
modified many already existing
seis. lwanted tobuild the Hybarian
world tofally from scratch, but Iry
as wa rmight, we couldn't stretch
ihe budget that far

FF: Didn't you also direct part of
the film7

COBB: Yes, unofficially. John gave
mig the opportunity to do some of
the second unit directing. Picking
up add shots, or where he wanied
a particular ook, | did some of tha
horses crossing the sand, some-
one walking across the strange
landscapes, some of the title se-
quences, alsa the making of the
sword.

FE: lzrn't thare a “humorous" be-

Photos opposile page: clockwise from
fop loft, & frontal view of the mountain
top enirancs to ihe temple of the Gult a1
Zet; The Wheal af Pain being turned by
young Conan and ather Cimmaerlan slave
childran taken during the raid on their i
fiage; o Vanir rakderin full battle armaour;
8 mounted warrlor irom the Cubt of Sat
allacks Subotal; iwe of Conan's more
leareama opponants, armed and ready;
Valeria (Sandahi Bergman) is backed up
against a wall; canter phate, Conan
(Arnald Schwarzensgger) stands ready
with a giantbinded axe. Photos above:
tog lett, Conan In pit tighter makeup; top
fight, Valaria tends to the wounded
Conan; center, vullures descend upon
Conan where ha Is crucilied fo a tres,
bottom, Conan and Subotai (Gerry Log-
pazl walk through a crowded markst
place.
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nind-the-scenes story about two el
ephants?
COBB:Well, yes. In one of the ity
squares. we wantad all kinds of
craalures, Goats, pigs, camels,
and someons szid that there ware
elephants in Spain 5o | put in an
order for two. (Chuckle) So. on the
day of shooling we had these two
elephants. And they tumed out 1o
be members of the opposite zex.
And ihey became amorous in2ach
other in the middie of the shot, It's
really something torbe sitting there
having all these paople ready and
D stopped by these great humping
mountaing. Unleckily vou won'l be
able 1o see thal in the film, but i
was 8 showstopper to say the
lzast. To get the shot we eventually
had topeg them a respectable dis-
lance apart.
FF: How did vou feel about Arnold
schwarzenegger as Conan?
COBB: | knew thal the role would
be extremely challenging, and |
wazn't actually sure belore meet
ing Amold that he woauld have the
right look. Bodybuilding phvsigues
are vary aften “overfunctional”
They don't always convey a func
tiognal workability, Bul | was de-
Hghted 1o lind that Arnobd was to-
tally aware 01 this and had gone
into special training for the film.
When we met he had trimmed
down to a very functional build. He
00ks terrine and John was con
vinced that he had the ook, When
wa gol 1 Spain, he looked good on
the sa1, good in the costume, and
aven bettar on the s5gresn
FF: Is there any truth o the rurmor
thatl Arnold™s voice has been over-
dubbed i the lilm?
COBB: Universal and Ding were
waorried about him being com-
plataly undersiood, because ha
2till has a rathar thick Austrian ac
cent. John didr't think i1 was nec-
a55ary or appropriate, but as of
this moment | reaily couldn’t say
What nas happened is that Arnold
wWas gaing to narrate the 1ilm and
rather than go with that, John com-
promized and agread on & different
concept. Instead, we hawve Mako,
the actor wha plays the wizard in
the film, narrate, bacause there
Was Sme Concerm as o whather
the audience could fully under-
stand Arncld’s accant. But Ameld,
speaking for himsealf on screen, s
slill Armald, | balieve. John was
vary keen 1o have his accent. He
fielt it fit the picture
FF:Wasn't the ariginal budgeat o
Conan sal atl $20 million?
COBE: There was a general agree-
ment to hold it 1o 217 millian. 1 was
gaing up and down for awhile but
the desire was to hold itto 217 I'm
not sure, but | think t's crept up a
bit, lowards 520 million
FF:wWho will be doing the score?
COBB: Basil Paledouris, it's fin-
ished and it's magnificent
FF: You made a statement once
that the filrm will B2 batler because
the “fan” didn't do it. How do you
mean hal?
COBE:| szid that in the hea! of pas
sion, in the middie of an all nighi
jat, We weare worrlad aboul fan re
actions ta i, the Conan lans, The
purists are certainly going 1o be
{Continued on page S8)

on hits a new high
classic artwork of
allejo! This brilliant
Uvian illustrator's mas-
rworks are available now
on high gquality wool blan-
kets (made in U.S.A.). For
a special gift, home or i ;
~ x o LU 1 LU iroken Swor
"f’{'z[l.npl.ng' Ei_ ':' ”'EJ‘ in the 335 A Dreamsnake
ollowing colors: navy, grey, 36 Loch Ness Monster
maroon and green. TFhese: The Dragon
high quality full colof trans- 8 The Secret of Synchronicity
f;:i;:"f |Ect;lrlf Eﬂgﬁfpriﬂ?ﬁu Blankat T-shirt
as applied to the Blankets,
are also available on T- $59-95 $1 0-95
7 ; Al 53650 shipping Add 51,50 shipping
Sh"‘tE" - SIFIELEl frnm H:IE 1:2 and handling. llll'\ and handling.
fantastic “Boris" creations:

Eternal Champion
Gates of Creation
Conan of Aguilonia
Momads of Gor
Golden Wings
Makers of Universes
33 E Pluribus Unicorn

Color of blanket: Bnavy Eagrey B green
B maroon

Color of T-shirt: BLight blue B yellow

Size of T-shirt: BESHEM EL B XL

Allcrw 4-6 weeoks for .:jir_!Ii'.'E:r!,r_ Cheack ar .\.-1.:.r|.=_-!,- Oircler

*iransfors supplied by TET Inernational, Hamfard, Conn, (6114

: i [ ! a THS PRODUCTIONS Company

(77997577 4

1=3 Union Street, Dover-Foxcrofl, Malne 04426

Fhoaoo crediz; Willeams Fola At
Model credin: Dianne Bussell'Wendy Frey
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Conan grimaces In shocked disbelief a5 he is attached by 8 gigantic snake.
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Conan lerans precariously over the adge of the stone altar which holds'the sacnad
jewal. Mote the very real guardian anake which liss eoilad a1 hia teat,
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Lonan stands poised to strike &s the skeleton of an
ancient Atlantian king seams o movae in the darkness.
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