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    “My grandmother used to tell me how, whenever [Charlie] Chaplin was in trouble, he would come to the house to have a drink with my grandfather. I can still see pictures of them standing around in the snow, surrounded by old Model As and Model’s Ts.”


    Michael Antunez, third generation transportation Coordinator, Pleasantville


    


    “I was renovating a hacienda in Mexico, so I had goats, chickens and horses running through the set when I heard I’d been nominated.”


    Beth Rubino, Academy Award nominee, The Cider House Rules


    


    “I’ll never forgot the day I missed an important doctor’s appointment because we were trying to capture a twenty-eight foot boa constrictor that had gotten loose and wrapped itself around my leg. When I told the doctor why I’d missed the appointment, he said, ‘that has to be true. No one could make it up.’ ”


    Larry Needham, Special Effects technician


    


    “We would get together and visualize everything, asking ourselves, if we were Pilgrims…How would we build furniture? that wasn’t easy since the Pilgrims didn’t have a lumber yard!”


    Loren Nickloff, Propmaker, Erin Brockovich


    


    “Since Gepetto takes place in the 1800’s, pre-industrial revolution, there were no high grade alloys or aluminum. they had only forged metals — brass, tin and steel. Everything had to have that nice Old World flavor but still have the incredible craftsmanship of the best toy maker in the land, which was Gepetto’s legacy.”


    David Scott, Property Master


    


    “We rented a doughboy pool, put it on a stage and built a boathouse around it. We put algae and plastic on the bottom of the pool so it wouldn’t look like a pool, and when we shot it, nobody could tell that the boat wasn’t on an actual lake.”


    John Kersey, Construction Coordinator


    


    “When they first decided they were going to start letting women in, and I was working as a ‘lead man’ for various decorators…they put a tool belt on me, had me take off my makeup, and dressed me in clothes from the army/navy surplus store.”


    Rochelle Moser, Set decorator


    


    “the tricky thing about decorating and designing is that you have to be careful with your inclination to make everything beautiful. in a world where nothing is perfect, it can sometimes detract from the story.”


    Denise Pizzini, Production designer

  


  
     


    


    This book is dedicated to my first hero, Special Effects Technician Lawrence “Larry” Needham, (or Dad, as I call him).

  


  
     


    


    “To me, this life is like being a circus roustabout. You go to a town, put up the tent, invite everybody in, and then tear it all down and move on.”


    


    John Villarino, former President, IATSE Local 44

  


  
    Foreword


    


    During acceptance speeches at the Oscars and Emmys, among the many people who are thanked with very genuine sincerity by actors is a group of co-workers the audience at home knows little about and very rarely sees — the crew.


    I am an actress, just a player in the fast world of make-believe. However, before I can do my job, the canvas needs to be in place. I need the painting, the picture, the color, and the background.


    Without the crew — also known as “below-the-line personnel” — my job is impossible to do. they help me create what my imagination envisions. their work is fascinating.


    The craftspeople in my 41 movies and nearly 700 television shows became part of my makeup. they set the scene, from a Western street, to the native village going up in flames; from the snow falling at a stagecoach stop, to the alligator in the swamp I must squirm through; and the New York City street and park that I run through at midnight.


    Actors rely on the set builders, set decorators, prop masters, special effects technicians and propmakers, painters, groomsmen, costumers, lighting directors, hair and makeup stylists, stunt people, stage managers, motion picture drivers and everyone who works behind the scenes. Without them, actors would really be nothing.


    They teach actors everything: I learned the correct way to shoot a gun, how to execute a karate kick, how to survive the clutches of a boa constrictor that was wrapped around me, and how to escape from a burning building without getting burned. And when the director surprises an actress saying, “today you must look exactly the same as when we started this scene twelve days ago,” it is the craftspeople working with makeup, hair and costumes who perform the magic.


    Good actors understand that we are just one of many parts of a vast production team that creates the whole picture. And we understand that the main reason actors get all the publicity, and sometimes become stars, is because the audience sees just them.


    Audiences do not see the people actors depend upon to make them stars. But their work is very visible on the screen. the next time you watch a movie or a television show, look beyond the actor. there is so much more than normally meets the eye.


    


    Beverly Garland


    Star of 41 Feature Films and 700 TV Programs

  


  
    Introduction


    


    Have you ever turned on the television set, and wondered who made the living room on your favorite show look just like your Aunt Claire’s house? Or marveled at how you totally believed you were living in a bygone age, as you enjoyed a treasured movie that takes place in another period in time? Watching a car go over a bridge, head first into a lake, haven’t you ever wondered how they did that without killing the actors behind the wheel of the car?


    Whenever you see an actor rolling around on fire after a building has exploded and blown sky high, there’s a special effects crew you never see. Every time a gangster whips out a cigar and then lights it with the only kind of lighter you could possibly imagine him picking up, there’s a property master and his crew at work. Can you imagine Cinderella without her glass slippers and her carriage? You can thank the property department.


    And that bridge the car went over? did you assume it was just a bridge that already existed in some city somewhere? Set construction crews do build bridges — literally and symbolically — and they may build everything from the houses for your favorite sitcom to a massive amusement park. then set decoration and set dressing crews come in, and fill in all the little touches that turn that house into the home that really does feel like the one in which you grew up.


    These are what are known in the industry as “below the line” studio workers.


    Who are these workers? How did they get their jobs? What is it like to work outside of corporate America, right in the middle of the movie studios?


    The best way to explain what it means to work below the line is this — in the world of film production, there is a line drawn between actors, writers, producers, and directors on one hand, and all other craftspeople on the other. Why is that distinction made? Not surprisingly, it all comes down to money — specifically, budgets.


    It is rumored that it all started when someone needed to figure out a way to separate the people on a film who have negotiable salaries and possible profit participation — “above the line” personnel — from those who don’t — “below-the-line” personnel. You see, only by first calculating what everyone else is going to earn on a movie, can you figure out what you have left over to allocate for salaries, and profit participation of the actors, writers, director, and producers.


    As you may have read in movie magazines and tabloids, the salaries of directors, producers, writers, and actors are always changing, and always unpredictable. Who knows what “A-list” actors are going to make on their next film? Or sought-after directors? It’s hard to say, and a lot depends on how well their last film or TV show did. then when you throw in the fact that they may have a piece of the show’s profits on top of the fee they earn, it really gets sticky.


    But what can be predicted with some certainty is what will have to be paid below the line, because, for the most part, those workers have fixed salaries. Then it becomes clear how much there is to play with, in negotiating with everyone else.


    In other words, imagine you’re going to a farmer’s market with five dollars in your pocket and you need to come home with an assortment of apples and oranges. And you know that every week, the apples cost the same amount, but you have to negotiate with the vendors on the price of the oranges — because the prices are always changing. You would first figure out, okay, I need ten apples and that’s two dollars. that means I have three dollars left to spend on however many oranges that will buy


    


    Plenty is known about the actors we love. Even other above-the-line personalities have become celebrities in their own right, and there are plenty of magazines and books that you can pick up any day of the week to read about their work and their lives. Most of us know very little about the vast groups of workers that are responsible for the set construction, set decoration, property, or special effects. And most of us know even less about what it is like to work in the highly insular world that lies beyond the front gate of a movie or television studio.


    Making Hollywood Magic — Secrets of Studio Work is a compilation of profiles of the unsung heroes that make television shows and films. It is also a stroll around the world of the movie and TV set, giving you a guided, personal, first-hand look at what it is like to work below the line.


    The workers profiled here may not get to see their name in lights, enjoy media attention, or out-of-the-ballpark financial rewards — but without them, there would be no television shows or movies.


    Without them, there would be no sets to determine the mood and tone of a movie or television show — no floors, walls, or structures built to order — and movie companies would be forced to use whatever building, structure, or forest they could find.


    If the script called for it to be raining or snowing outside, actors would have to stop in the middle of their lines to point out those facts to their audience — because there would be no seamless method of conveying those things without special effects. Actors would have no furniture upon which to sit, jump, stand, lie down, or make love during a scene; and when they picked up a talking shoe, or their hat or gun, the audience would have to imagine what they were holding because there would be no props. In short, the workers profiled in this book are not only indispensable, but without their extensive expertise and highly honed crafts, television and film today would be nothing more than open-air theater, where all but the actors and their lines was left to the imagination.


    


    Imagine you were given carte blanche to walk around the sets, meet the workers, eavesdrop as they talked to each other, and ask them questions about their work and their lives. this dream came true for me. For a period of a year and a half, I did nothing but talk to and write about this particular group of workers.


    As you read, you may wish so-and-so had talked more about this, or so-and-so had talked more about that, but what one person doesn’t mention, someone else will. Even though I don’t give you a blow-by-blow detailing of every single thing these workers do and don’t do in the course of a day, you will get a look at studio work in the workers’ own words, talking about what is meaningful and interesting to them. in this book, you get to hear the workers talk about their crafts and their lives in the context of whatever show they happened to be on when I wrote the story.


    So, if you stay ‘til the end, stick it out for the whole story, hopefully, by the time you close the book, all your questions will have been answered. More than that, you’ll have a pretty good feeling for what studio work is all about.


    In order to talk about every single thing a set decorator or construction coordinator might or might not do, for example, I’d have to be talking to you theoretically because no one is doing everything their job might require all at the same time. On some shows, they might be flexing this muscle, while a different show might call for them to use a whole different set of tools.


    Also, all of the workers in this particular book just happen to belong to a union, so talking about what each craftsperson does and doesn’t do would turn this book into a very complicated, very technical manual. You may think I’m exaggerating, but any time labor unions are involved, there are very specific rules and laws that must be followed to the letter, as to what workers do, and don’t do. For example, worker A might be allowed to pick up a hammer, a saw, and a wrench, but under no circumstances can he ever touch a paint brush. Or, worker B can make smoke and fire but he can’t touch a couch — or a broom. If by the time you’ve finished reading, you still have unanswered questions about what is involved in pursuing a career in any of the fields discussed in this book, you might want to check out the website for the international Alliance of theatrical and Stage Employees (I.A.T.S.E.) or the website for teamsters Local 399.


    


    Written with cooperation from the workers, most of these profiles were stories that first appeared in print in film industry union newsletters from the spring of 1999 through the summer of 2000. these stories appear revised from the original format. Please keep in mind as you’re reading that what may have been true in 1999 or the year 2000 may not be true today. Shows they thought were going to be a smash may never have taken off, other shows may have run their course or been cancelled, or the show may still be running but the crews they talk about may have changed.


    In this book, I focus on four groups of below-the-line workers, and the motion picture drivers. these workers have in common the fact that their work focuses on the sets, environments, atmosphere and props that actors rely upon, as opposed, for example, to costume designers and makeup artists whose work focuses on the appearance of the actors themselves.


    Now, at this point you may be asking yourself who I am and why I should be the one writing this book. Well, like many of the workers you’re about to meet, I just happened to be in the right place at the right time. it started when I was a little girl and my mother became re-married, to a man named Larry Needham, who went on to become a special effects technician for the movie studios.


    For me, growing up with a dad who worked in the movie studios meant having him leave at the crack of dawn, and waiting for him to come home, exhausted. Sometimes he would leave for weeks at a time “on location.” I can’t remember the number of times dad came home with something on his body broken, burned, or bent. I’ll never forget the day he lost half his thumb.


    Or the day the ringing in his ears started — and never stopped. On the lighter and brighter side, it also meant that when he was laid off, there was still food on the table (thanks to the union). And it meant I got to follow my dad around the set of “the iron Horse,” and that he was able to arrange for me to spend a whole day on the set with Rod Serling (“The Twilight Zone” is my all-time favorite show). It meant he could fix anything, and I mean anything, that broke — often with nothing more than duct tape (much to my mother’s horror — duct tape isn’t pretty!). I remember dad bringing home shark’s tooth necklaces when he was working on the Jaws movies, and always bringing home a good story about life on the set.


    I asked my brother, Ray [Campbell], what he remembered growing up with dad.


    “When I was a kid,” Ray recalls, “it was always neat to tell my friends that my dad did the ‘effects’ for shows like “Bewitched,” “I Dream of Jeannie,” and “My Favorite Martian.” Later, as a Universal Studios tour Guide, my groups used to ‘ooh’ and ‘aah’ when I told them that he built the sharks for Jaws.”


    With a total of five kids in the house, that movie studio paycheck made all the difference in the world. And it brought into our home a world very few people knew much about. it was the world we saw on the TV set. And it was the world we saw when we walked into the local movie theater, got cozy in our seats, and looked up at that huge screen with feelings I still have today — pure excitement, anticipation and awe.


    More than that, the movies have always given me hope. When I sit down and watch a film, I become part of a larger fabric. Watching what others go through on this incredible journey we call life touches me in many ways — there are times it inspires me and times it disturbs me. Sometimes TV and movies tickle me, sometimes they make me cry. They always make me reflect and think. And like I said, they always give me hope.


    This book will give you insight, information and details about TV and filmmaking that you couldn’t discover on your own. it is my hope that the more you know about movies and television shows, the more you will enjoy them.


    Have fun. God knows, I did.

  


  
    Chapter 1


    The Turning Point: The Road to Studio Work


    


    So, how do you get into studio work, anyway? For some, the road to the studios was a straight line from Point A to Point B, and every door swung open as if by magic. For others, their career path had more twists and turns than a Hollywood car chase.

  


  
    Garrett Lewis, Set Decorator


    Panic Room, I Am Sam, Fun with Dick and Jane, among others


    


    Academy Award Nominations:


    1989, Nominated (shared), Best Art Direction — Set Decoration, Beaches


    1990, Nominated (shared), Best Art Direction — Set Decoration, Glory


    1992, Nominated (shared), Best Art Direction — Set Decoration, Hook


    1993, Nominated (shared), Best Art Direction — Set Decoration, Dracula


    

    Emmy Award Nominations:


    2000, Nominated (shared), Outstanding Art Direction for a Miniseries, Movie or a Special, Gepetto


    


    Academy and Emmy Award-nominated Set Decorator Garrett Lewis now works behind the scenes, creating the canvas upon which the actors express themselves, but he began his life in show biz as a singer, dancer, and actor. Prior to that, the St. Louis native majored in art.


    He was expecting to follow the commercial design path but happened to be dating a girl in a modern dance group that needed male dancers. He joined, found he had an unexpected aptitude for dance, and was discovered by a famous choreographer. Lewis was asked to go to Kansas City and ended up dancing for the summer. Figuring he’d go home at the end of the summer, he was told, “If you go to New York, you’ll get work in a minute.” He did, and within two weeks was on Broadway, dancing in My Fair Lady. He later co-starred with Carol Channing in Hello Dolly.


    Lewis credits Herbert Ross, who was married to Lewis’s agent, with getting him into this side of the industry. The Rosses had just bought a house in Los Angeles, after relocating from New York. They asked Lewis to decorate their house, which led to interior design work on homes for Barry Diller, Barbra Streisand and other Hollywood notables.


    While Garrett Lewis was decorating homes, Herbert Ross was directing The Turning Point and asked the artist to consult on the right look for the theater in which the character, Nora, played by Anne Bancroft, performs. After that, Ross went on to do California Suite, on which Lewis again served as a visual consultant. Ray Stark, the producer of that film, arranged for him to get another Warner Bros. project, a Star Wars Holiday Special. Lewis remembers, “He gave me my time and made it possible for me to join the union.”


    Virtually everything he has touched since then has turned to gold.


    “Dracula was an interesting research project,” he recalls, “bringing the audience from fifteenth century Romania up to the turn of the century. And Glory taught me so much more about the Civil War than I’d ever known before.”


    The decorator says Misery was a challenge because of “the constraints of having almost the entire movie take place in the bedroom, knowing it would be seen over and over. The choices were very specific.”


    “Whether, like in Wendy’s bedroom in Hook, I fill a room with memories and pictures or eliminate everything but a small picture; or whether I walk into an existing building and completely change the environment like I did on Pretty Woman, choices are what myjob is all about,” said the celebrated set decorator whose award-nominated work behind the scenes almost wasn’t.


    


    Laurie C. Dalton, Property Master


    Greener Mountains, “That ‘80s Show,” “My So-Called Life,” among others


    


    Before she moved to Los Angeles, Laurie Dalton decided that maybe she wasn’t cut out to be a high school teacher after all, so she got out her cookie cutter and opened the Santa Barbara Cookie Company.


    She had been teaching school in Oxnard for a year on a government-funded project for “upward bound, low income kids” and the funding got cancelled, so Dalton shelved her teaching credentials and picked up an apron.


    “I was spoiled by having a small class and I just couldn’t face thirty kids every single day,” she explains.


    While baking for a living, Dalton played guitar in a local band.


    “Our band opened for the Kinks and The Blasters and I thought my career would be in music,” she remembers. “Then my band broke up. And then I got tired of the bakery business.” “About that time, a friend of mine told me she was going to do a movie in Arizona, and suggested I go along with her and try to get into the Art Department,” Dalton reports.


    She ended up getting a job on that film as a Producer’s Assistant, but spent her down time with her friend, Katie Carmichael, an Assistant Property Master.


    “I thought what she was doing was so cool, and it didn’t take long for me to figure out that


    

    

    


    Pedro Zapata, Motion Picture Driver


    

    


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    


    Ryan Effner


    

    

    

    


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    


    Stanford Davis, Motion Picture Driver


    

    


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    


    John Hartigan


    

    

    


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    


    Michael Antunez
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