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FOR SARAH

Advance Praise for  STRIKE THE BABY and KILL THE BLONDE
“For every person who ever wondered just what, exactly, a grip really grips. . . . This comprehensive glossary of cinematic lingo is as much for the filmmaker as it is the filmgoer.”
—JANE ROSENTHAL, producer (Analyze That, Meet the Parents, About a Boy)
“Dave Knox’s book is much more than a definition of film terms. It offers a dead-on look at the film business and life on a movie set, with an insight that is both authentic and funny.”
—ROBIN SQUIBB, script supervisor (Hitch, Analyze This, Die Hard III)
“ ‘FO the double and gimme a lavender’ makes perfect sense to a grip but is impenetrable nonsense to the layman. Now with this lucid and amusing guide to the particular argot of the movie business, the outsider can begin to understand what it all means.”
—MICHAEL CHAPMAN, director of photography (Raging Bull, Taxi Driver, The Fugitive, Space Jam)
“I only wish that this book had been written thirty years ago, when as an immigrant cameraman I landed in New York and tried to work in a new language. I was perplexed, and Strike the Baby would have provided some answers not found in standard dictionaries. Even today at dinner parties someone invariably asks, ‘What’s a best boy?’ Read this book and find out!”
—ADAM HOLENDER, director of photography (Midnight Cowboy, Smoke, Fresh)
“This book really ‘hits the mark,’ and if you want to as well, you need to read it and find out how. It’s very funny, perceptive, and most informative; it manages to cross those lines quite deftly.”
—ANDREW DUNN, director of photography (Sweet Home Alabama, Gosford Park, L.A. Story)
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INTRODUCTION
Go get me the two diving boards and the toilet seat for the camera dolly.” This request came from the key grip (head rigging technician) on the set of the new Will Smith movie Hitch (aka The Last First Kiss), which we were filming in New York City, down in SoHo. Of course, I knew what George meant: He was going to affix extra platform space that would travel with the movie camera as I photographed the next shot. But to the layman? By using nicknames, he had identified specific equipment to the film crew and had disguised his meaning from passersby. Even a top-notch film student from New York University would have a hard time decoding his intentions. I began to think of all the confusing slang used every day on the movie set.
“Go fetch me a show card!” Fresh from college (where I received the aptly named B.S. in Speech from Northwestern University), on my first day on a real movie set, I didn’t understand what was being asked of me. Well, my first day on a television commercial set, that is. In the past, I had supported myself as a commercial still photographer, and I’d graduated from a premier film program, but this one was new to me. “What is it, your first day?” Actually, yes. How was I to know that a simple two-by-three-foot black-and-white piece of cheap cardboard was one of the primary tools of the professional filmmaker?
The director and cameraman of that Crisco commercial, Elbert Budin, strode past the line of cooked chicken pieces, over a thousand in all. “That one, that one there, not that one.” He was auditioning chicken pieces, all precooked and laid out on tabletops for the commercial spot. The assistant cameraperson rigged Elbert’s German-made movie camera for slow-motion filming, and the end of the day found me catching flying chicken pieces with my show card. We simply tossed the individual pieces of chicken into the air, and Elbert filmed them in slow motion on the way down, to demonstrate the idea that chicken cooked in Crisco was . . . lighter than air. I was hooked.
From there, it was a matter of gaining the technical skills with the camera equipment that would allow me to graduate from the ranks of chicken wrangler. I spent a year managing a film stage in Lower Manhattan, where I handled everything from painting sets to repairing lighting gear to walking the vicious guard dog. I was enamored of the large complicated movie cameras that came through the stage. Mitchell, Arriflex, Panavision . . . To me, these names meant HOLLYWOOD. Using my passkey on weekends, I was able to sneak back onto the stage and rifle through cases of expensive camera gear. With no one else around except for the trusty dog, El Capitán, I taught myself the technical intricacies of the different motion-picture camera systems. In the 1960s, the great German director Werner Herzog reportedly stole the camera he needed to make his first film, so my extracurricular activities put me in good company. The next year when the time came to take the test for admission to the union as assistant cameraperson, I passed with flying colors.
I worked as camera assistant on several films over the next two years, including manning an extra camera on the cult classic The  Toxic Avenger, but once again something new and wonderful caught my eye. A screening of Francis Coppola’s One from the Heart left me breathless. How did they photograph all those beautiful, intricate moving-camera shots? I had never seen anything like it. The Steadicam had been invented by Garrett Brown in 1973, and used on such high-profile films as Rocky and Saturday Night Fever, but was still seen by the industry as something rare and exotic. I contacted Brown and took one of the first weeklong training classes for camera operators dedicated to the Steadicam, a mobile camera system worn strapped to the operator’s body. Everything about the Steadicam appealed to me. It addressed all my interests—camerawork, choreography, precision, athletics. I borrowed some money and bought a beat-up Steadicam rig from the manufacturer, Cinema Products, practicing camera moves alone in my apartment with imaginary actors for months. A phone call: Garrett Brown had recommended me for a job on a feature film shooting in Pennsylvania. Was I ready?
We were lined up to begin filming on Maria’s Lovers, my first major Hollywood film as a camera operator. I was twenty-five years old and had grown a bushy red beard in an attempt to look a little older. Hopefully I could convince my coworkers that I was an experienced hand at this moviemaking stuff. The actors Nastassja Kinski and John Savage were in front of me, and I was standing next to the director with the Steadicam strapped to my back. The Russian director Andrei Konchalovsky wrapped a porcelain plate into a napkin. Suddenly he brought his foot down hard. Crash! The plate was smashed for good luck; filming could begin. I’m not sure how his film fared at the box office, but my career as a Steadicam and camera operator on Hollywood films was taking off.
The director may tell the actors what to do, but the cinematographer (or director of photography—DP) designs the shots that make up the film, and the camera operator is the DP’s right hand. It’s the camera operator who stands closest to the actors during a scene, standing, in fact, between the director and his actors. The operator holds the camera and crafts the shots that describe the director’s vision; the film is literally in my hands at that moment. My eye gazes through the eyepiece as the action unfolds. If you think about it, I see the movie first. It sometimes takes screenwriters, directors, and producers years to bring their films to the screen. Endless months of meetings, planning sessions, location scouting, and casting. The camera crew, however, is hired for only the brief (four- to twenty-week) exciting period of time called principal photography. This is the most rewarding part of moviemaking, where set design, photography, and acting all come together, and something new and wonderful is conjured out of thin air. Sometimes, when staring at a scene through the eyepiece, you just know something special is unfolding. Watching Al Pacino do something unpredictable, new, and astonishing on take number ten after a long day of shooting on City Hall, or setting up a stunt where the actors Joaquin Phoenix and Vince Vaughan ride a bike down a steep jungle hillside on location in Thailand for Return to Paradise—these are just two of the indelible memories I have from the set.
Now, twenty years and over one hundred films later, it’s hard not to be a bit nostalgic as I review some of the highlights. Early in my career, I was more of a specialist. Moving-camera techniques, with the audience as a participant in the scene, were becoming more and more popular with directors. Sometimes I landed on a film crew for a week, or even just for a day, to lend a hand with special sequences. I flew into North Carolina and joined the crew of Dirty Dancing just long enough to shoot two key sequences with my Steadicam and to attend the wrap party. I worked the first week on  The Silence of the Lambs, contributing the moving camera to the opening credits, chasing Jodie Foster as she ran through the training course at FBI head-quarters in Quantico, Virginia. On the set of Black Rain, I followed Michael Douglas chasing bad guys through a meat market in lower New York and received a swinging slab of beef to the head for my efforts. I’ve been the man behind the camera and had an opportunity to meet many of America’s favorite stars, such as Meryl Streep, Robin Williams, Sylvester Stallone, Robert De Niro, and Adam Sandler. Or perhaps you’re a fan of the younger actresses Winona Ryder, Julia Stiles, Kirsten Dunst, and Christina Ricci? Well, I met and photographed them all early in their careers, when they were finding their way as young performers, before they were famous stars.
Looking back on that first day shooting a Crisco commercial, I couldn’t have predicted where the movie business would take me: from Ireland on Devil’s Own to China and Thailand on Return to Paradise,literally from Hollywood to Hoboken. I’ve been fortunate to be given an opportunity to practice my craft in a job I love, in an industry populated by interesting and glamorous individuals.
Now, to return to the toilet seat and diving board story . . . wouldn’t you like to know what all those movie people are talking about? Everyone enjoys watching movies, but what exactly is a workday like on the set of a major motion picture? What really goes on behind the scenes? If you’ve ever sat through the closing credits and thought, “What the heck is a best boy?” this is the book for you. Perhaps you’re a student and are thinking about trying to become a Hollywood actor or director. Then again, maybe you just want to sound like a movie-industry professional and amaze your friends with insider information. Strike the Baby and Kill the Blonde is organized along the lines of a dictionary to help you find explanations for specific film terms (and to settle bets during friendly discussions). On the other hand, readers looking for an immersion experience in the world of Hollywood filmmaking can choose to read it from cover to cover. It will provide you with an entertaining read, as well as a glimpse at the workings of the movie cast and crew in action. The language of Hollywood moviemaking has always been top secret, until now. I hope you enjoy the book—now, pass me a showcard.

A
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A camera: When more than one movie camera is being used on set, the camera crew very cleverly designates them A, B, C, and so forth, so that praise or blame can be properly attributed to the crew after viewing the dailies.
Abby Singer: The next-to-last shot to be photographed by the crew on a particular day is universally referred to by movie  crews as the Abby, though no one knows exactly why. I have heard that Mr. Singer was employed at one time as an AD, but it’s curious that his name has become synonymous with the second-to-last shot. Maybe his crews filmed only two shots a day?
above the line: Refers to highly paid movie personnel, including producers, writers, directors, and actors. Their salaries are part of the above-the-line costs of filmmaking, and are accounted for separately by studio accountants from the rest of the daily filmmaking expenses. Did you know that crew people are paid weekly, but movie stars usually receive all their salary before the cameras roll?
AC: (1) Assistant cameraperson. See also focus puller , loader. This key crew position is the person responsible for the care and feeding of the highly technical (and expensive) motion-picture  cameraequipment. The job includes anything that might aid the DP (cinematographer) in capturing the images, from physically moving the camera to cleaning the lenses. Most films employ two to six people in this capacity.
(2) Alternating current—the kind of electricity you get from the plug on the wall (in the USA, 120 volts AC).
Academy: A couple of thousand actors, sound mixers , directors, camerapeople . . . a cross-section of film-industry workers make up the membership of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences and vote on the Oscars. Sometime just before the awards ceremony, their mailboxes become clogged with free videos, DVDs, soundtrack CDs, fruit baskets, bundles of cash . . . all sent by producers hoping to receive votes for their pet projects.
Academy Award: Oscar, baby! The ultimate statue for the mantel-piece. Well, there is the Nobel Peace Prize—but I hear the competition is pretty fierce, and it’s probably who you know, anyway.
academy leader: Remember the 16-millimeter (16mm) films you may have seen in school? The film showing started with a countdown (ten, nine, eight . . .) and a sweeping second hand. That’s the official academy leader (strip of film) that is edited onto the beginning of most films shot B.D. (before digital). The academy leader helps the projectionist line up the picture properly on the screen and prefocus the film.
acetate base: Also called safety base, the clear tough strip of film to which the emulsion of light-sensitive silver particles is attached. At some point during the 1940s, projectionists noticed a slight problem with movie film: It kept bursting into flames! No kidding. Around 1950, all nitrate base film stock was outlawed and quickly replaced by the new acetate base, though many old films from pre–World War II were never reprinted, and hundreds have been lost forever.
action: (1) The command that cues actors to start acting, always spoken only by the director. The words used to initiate the entire filming sequence are “roll sound,” said by the AD. And no one ever says, “Lights, camera, action!” That’s an archaic phrase from early Hollywood. The old arc lights then in use needed a little extra time to warm up.
(2) Action can also describe the physical aspects of the intended shot, as in “De Niro’s action . . . He runs through the alley and dives under that parked car.” During a stunt sequence, the director will cede control for safety reasons, and the stunt coordinator is the one who calls, “Action!”
actor: The man on screen doing the talking. Can be a  leading man, a baddie, a character actor, or, on a sitcom TV show, the “wacky neighbor.” Hey, did I miss something, or are actresses suddenly now all referring to themselves as actors instead of actresses in the media? No problem, happy to make the change, but it wasn’t on the call sheet.
actress: See actor—only . . . female. These can take the form of ingenue, leading lady, or grandma. Regrettably, there are few roles for lovely, experienced, middle-aged women in Hollywood films. Actresses can either try to stay young looking for as long as possible (see diffusion), or wait until they’ve reached grandma age and attempt a comeback.
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AD: Assistant director. You might think the assistant director is primarily a creative job, helping the director to bring his or her artistic vision to the screen. However, the job is not a “junior director,” as the name insinuates. On the set, an AD is like a communications officer or army general. ADs command a staff of PAs. They coordinate all the actors, work with the DP to schedule the day’s work, and answer a million questions. Where is the next location? Where can we get fifty monkeys by tomorrow for the Temple of Doom scene? When the hell are we going to break for lunch? The AD has the answer.
additional pages: Last-minute script rewrites are printed on colored paper, to make sense of the many changes, and the pages are numbered to track down anyone leaking the plot to their pals via the Internet. By the end of the shoot, an up-to-date script ends up resembling a rainbow-printed mess.
ad-lib: When actors take it upon themselves to nullify the best efforts of the writer, producer, and director and  make up their own 
dialogue ! Yes! I know some moviegoers out there think that Stallone and Schwarzenegger themselves think up all those witty sayings, but trust me, everything’s in the screenplay. Sorry, I hope you’re not disappointed, but there are simply very few actors who can say it better than the screenwriter . Having said that, comic geniuses like Mike Myers, Eddie Murphy, and Robin Williams are given pretty much a free hand to ad-lib.
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ADR: Automated dialog replacement. Also termed looping. The actors watch the completed scenes in an L.A. editing suite months after principal photography has ended, and then attempt to re-record their voices. This is to replace a flawed original recording of the dialogue. The finished visuals play in a continuous loop, so the actors can have many tries at matching the lip movements and vocal delivery of the original scene. There’s a great scene between Meryl Streep and Gene Hackman in the movie Postcards from the Edge that shows the mechanics of looping quite well.
advance schedule: Next week’s or next month’s work is listed on the advance schedule for that particular film. Each department on the film (sound, props, camera, and the like) can consult it as an aid in planning big-ticket rental items, such as cars, cranes, and extras.
aerials: Shots filmed from airplanes, helicopters, or hot air balloons, often by a specialized 2nd unit. You can’t steer a balloon, and airplanes generally whiz by too fast for controlled photography, so most aerials for movies are filmed from helicopters. These are expensive to rent (five hundred dollars per hour) and have an annoying tendency to crash at inopportune moments. The late Vic Morrow was one fine actor who met his untimely end via whirling helicopter blades while filming John Landis’s  Twilight Zone: The Movie.
agent: Movie stars have agents who work on landing jobs, negotiating more money, and securing better conditions, but the  producers, directors, DPs, writers, and art directors may be represented by agents, as well. This has created a veritable subculture in L.A. of well-dressed people wining and dining each other, all promoting their various interests and maneuvering around in an attempt to place their clients on the A-list projects. Have your people call my people!
Alan Smithee: This is the fake name adopted in the credits by directorswhen, for whatever reason, the finished film doesn’t meet their lofty standards. (Excuse me, but weren’t they in charge on the set?) After a lot of name-calling during postproduction , and fighting among director, producer, and writer, the director will get fed up and remove his or her name from the film, using the name Alan Smithee instead. Once you start looking around, you’ll see the name everywhere. . . . Alan Smithee made a lot of films.
ambience: See room tone.
anamorphic: Top-secret camera geek word meaning “wide screen.” Anamorphic lenses compress the horizontal picture element in a ratio of 2 to 1, allowing a standard movie camera, with a square-shaped imaging area, to photograph a wider, panoramic shot. Ever see real skinny cowboys over the credits at the beginning and end of a John Ford cowboy film? That’s because the original film was shot with anamorphic lenses and now they’re trying to fit all the wide-screen information (such as titles) into your little TV box at home. See also aspect ratio,  pan and scan.
animation: Cartoons. Technically speaking, anything from film scratches and sock puppets in an art film to clay figures (like Gumby) to Bugs Bunny are all animations. Computers are used today to generate images without the help of actors whatsoever. (We really need only their voices for the soundtrack.) A modern well-executed animated film like Toy Story or Finding Nemo can make you forget you’re watching a download off someone’s computer hard drive and can describe a wonderful imaginary world. In the wake of all this progress, the great films of Nick Park (Wallace & Gromit) have revived the old retro Claymation techniques.
animation cel: Once upon a time, individual pictures were laboriously hand-drawn by scores of artists and carefully photographed in an exact sequence to produce cel animation, such as Bugs Bunny. The individual pictures are called cels because they are drawn onto large sheets of clear celluloid.
animation stand: When cartoons are made from animation cels, they’re photographed by a huge camera mounted to the wall and suspended looking straight down from six feet overhead. The animator  places the cel to be photographed on a table at waist height and clicks a button, similar to a modern computer mouse, to take an individual picture, before repeating the whole process with the next cel. It is unbelievably time consuming, as it takes twenty-four pictures to make one second of film. One slip of the hand can set you back days. In the early 1980s, when I worked as an animator at Darino Films, I had a very productive morning, finishing a whole stack of cels. Ready for a break, I erased my entire morning’s work when I misfired the mouse/clicker while reaching for a coffee cup. Ouch!
animator: Person drawing cartoons. In today’s world, it’s probably more accurate to say “person sitting alone, playing with a computer.”
animatronic: This word is a synonym for robotic. You know, not human, like the acting in the recent films of George Lucas.
answer printing: See timing.
aperture: The blades of the aperture ring (iris) inside the camera lens control how much light reaches the film, and the aperture is the size of the hole, generally rated in f-stops or  t-stops. Further, these have cryptic numerical designations such as 2.8 or 5.6, and apart from providing the crew with some practice with elementary mathematics, these numbers affect everything from the lightness or darkness of the photographed scene to the potential sharpness of the focus. For this reason, the setting of the aperture is the sole domain of the most important crew member, the director of photography (DP).
apple: (1) When the camera changes angle slightly between shots, the next take is labeled take 1A, and verbally called out as “take one, apple,” in an attempt to avoid confusion. Every take filmed during the movie needs a unique number-and-letter combo to aid the editor in finding the good stuff in the midst of all the  false starts, no prints, and pickups.
(2) Apple (Macintosh) is also the brand of computer favored by creative film-industry types, hands down.
apple box: A small black plywood box (12 x 8 x 20 inches), literally and figuratively one of the building blocks of filmmaking. Apples, or the smaller half-apples, and pancakes are used every day to raise and lower furniture, props, dolly track, and even actors . When two actors are in a single shot, and they differ dramatically in height, sometimes the smaller one will be asked to do the shot standing on an apple box. Of course, one must be diplomatic when asking a movie  star to stand on what is commonly referred to as a man-maker.
arc: An arc is a very large DC (direct current, like in batteries) movie light. So named because the arc (spark) between two contacts makes the light, with no metal filament, as you might find in a regular lightbulb. Because one extra technician per lighting unit is required to continually adjust the internal contacts, the more economical HMI light has replaced the venerable arc. Another Hollywoodtradition completely down the drain.
Arri: The Arriflex Motion Picture Camera Company takes its name from Arnold and Richter, who developed the first reflex-viewing (what you see is what you get) cameras for Germany during World War II. Arri is still making high-quality cameras in Austria and Germany, and more movies have been shot with Arris than with any other camera. The quality of the Arri design is clearly demonstrated by the World War II footage filmed by the German forces with their Arris, which far surpasses the footage shot by the Americans with their unwieldy Mitchell or Bell & Howell cameras. You can view this footage twenty-four hours a day on cable TV on the History Channel: “All Nazis—All the Time!”
art department: Without the art department, moviemakers would have no background against which to photograph the stars. They provide all the scenery, furniture, props, and pretty much everything that doesn’t move in front of the camera. Even low-budget films need some help from the art department, to dress up a found location. You might be able to talk actors into working on your low-budget student film for free, but please set aside some money for the art department. And craft service.
art director: Works with, and just under, the overall  production designer to create the environment for filming—the  set. Often seen passing around hand-drawn sketches and swatches of fabric, the art director contributes greatly to the “look” of the film. Weeks before filming begins, the art director has drawn the sets and then overseen their construction on a soundstage. Last-minute flashes of inspiration and changes by the director hopefully can be limited to the actors and the dialogue, as art department changes usually entail rebuilding and refurnishing large spaces.
art film: This is a film that will never play at the cineplex. In fact, the only people who might be found screening art films are masochistic movie critics and film students who are forced to watch them by well-meaning professors. A good example is Andy Warhol’s film Empire, an eight-hour single-shot film of New York’s Empire State Building. Watch out for a stampede as you head for the exits!
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ASA: These letters stand for American Standards Association. The speed rating (sensitivity of the film’s emulsion to light) of film is measured in numbers such as 100 ASA, 400 ASA, and so on. Even today’s little digital point-and-shoot cameras use these numbers to quantify their response to light levels. This rating is one of the variables in determining  exposure and tells you the amount of light (either sunlight or the artificial kind) you need in order to successfully make a shot. Some time around 1990, the letters ISO staged a coup d’etat and took over from the letters ASA, and consequently film is now rated 100 ISO, 400 ISO, etc. No one seems to have noticed.
ASC: Ever wonder what those letters after the names in the  credits designate? Everybody knows what M.D. and D.D.S. stand for, but what the hell is ASC? It means the person in question is a member of an exclusive club, the American Society of Cinematographers. One needs to have photographed five feature films and be sponsored by a member to join. Canadian camera folks have the CSC, Brits have the BSC, Aussies have the ACS. (They do things backwards down there.) Editors have the ACE.
aside: More of a convention on the Broadway stage than in the movies, an aside is when actors turn away and talk to themselves. In everyday life, this is considered rude, or perhaps crazy. Another name for this in the movies is a throwaway line. An actor will speak the line under his or her breath, and often this has the effect of “drawing in” the audience and making the words seem more personal.
aspect ratio: Here’s another example of a fairly complicated math term that is understood by virtually everyone involved in the movie business, from the PA to the producer, and yet has remained a secret to the layman. Ready? Take a deep breath. The ratio of the movie or TV screen width to its height is called the aspect ratio. Forget about Sony’s marketing measurements like “thirty-four-inch diagonal screen”—chances are your TV set is shaped in the ratio of 4:3, width to height. Regular American feature films are photographed in 1.85:1 (16:9), giving an image slightly wider than the average TV. In order for these to be shown on a smaller home TV screen, they’re reformatted in a process called pan and scan and relabeled full screen version.
assistant cameraperson: The camera operator’s right hand. See AC, focus puller.
assistant director: See AD. He or she (along with the DP) translates the director’s flights of fancy into  shooting schedules and concrete shots.
assistant to the director: This is quite different from  assistant director(AD). The assistant director is the on-set general, amassing the material and troops to fight the enemy . . . I mean shoot the film. The assistant to the director is a low-level 
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