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Chapter 1

What I Really Want to Do

I want to make movies! What else is there to talk about?

Okay, let’s cut to the chase. If you’re reading this, you really want to know how to get a job in the entertainment industry, be it in movies, television, music videos, or commercials. You want to know where to go, what to do, and who to meet. Fair enough. You need answers to these questions if this is the field you believe you want to enter.

But there’s one question that most people who want to be in the business fail to ask themselves before jumping in: “Do I really want to do this?” Success can bring great prestige at your next class reunion and perhaps even lots of cash. But there’s more to a career in the entertainment business than just showing up and making movies. Breaking in takes enthusiasm and perseverance. Maintaining a viable career begins by being realistic about what you’re really getting yourself into.

Every year, millions of people watch the glamour of Hollywood from the comfort of their own homes and dream of sharing in a piece of that fantasy. And every year, thousands of those people pack their bags and head west, with little more than dreams and enthusiasm, intent on finding a job that will make them rich and famous. Some hit upon the success they are looking for, but many more do not. The expectations are almost always different than the harsh reality of life in the “biz.” However, with just a little guidance, you can increase the odds of building a successful career and finding that fame, fortune, and artistic outlet you crave.

What is this book really all about?

What I Really Want To Do on Set in Hollywood gives you a taste of the experience of working on a movie SET by explaining the nuts and bolts of the industry, the various departments, the jobs within the departments, and how they all interact with one another on a shot-by-shot basis. With this detailed information in your hands, you will then have a very good idea of how the industry really functions, how you can find a way in for yourself, and what your own life will be like while doing it.

Whether you are a college grad in the Midwest, a thirty-something parent of two along one of the coasts, or an already established member of IATSE, SAG, the DGA, or the TEAMSTERS in Los Angeles, knowing more about the minutia of how movies are really made will enable you to embark on a career path in a much wiser fashion.

So where do I start?

To get your career search going, you first have to figure out what it is you really want to do. It isn’t enough for you to say that you just “want to make movies.” That kind of general ambition is fine when you’re young and just having fun, but creating an actual career that pays your bills and affords you the lifestyle you’re looking for requires you to be more specific. All of the jobs done on a small student film are still involved in making a big-budget project—only when more money is available, more people can be brought in to help. Consider Hollywood as the major league of the entertainment business, where art and commerce are merged within the world of high finance. It’s the ultimate playground, where big kids get to play make-believe with the best toys at the highest level.

The exact process that occurs to get an idea from script to screen is fairly simple.

THE IDEA

An idea occurs to someone such as a Writer, Director, Producer, or Actor. In this competitive industry, ideas need to be fresh and marketable. Whether the idea moves forward from this point, and how quickly, depends on who comes up with it.

DEVELOPMENT

An idea has to be evaluated before any significant money is spent on developing it into a full-fledged screenplay. The idea has to be original yet have an air of familiarity to be marketable to a broad spectrum of people. The budget is taken into account at every point of the process. If the idea manages to jump successfully through all the requisite hoops, a writer is hired under the WGA contract and a TREATMENT of the story is completed.

The treatment may go through many committees and studio executives before the process is allowed to continue to the actual screenwriting stage. Typically the writer who pitched the idea and worked up the treatment is hired to do at least the first draft. The screenplay usually goes through the same obstacle course that the treatment did. Major rewrites may continue right up to the first day of shooting, and daily rewrites throughout production are a common occurrence.

PREPRODUCTION

Once all the ABOVE-THE-LINE people are reasonably happy, the project moves into official preproduction. It is during this stage that any additional above-the-line personnel are hired. As the production start date becomes imminent, BELOW-THE-LINE crew are called. More often than not, the Director and at least one A-LIST star are asked to commit during development. Most films, both studio and independent, have a difficult time being financed without the interest of a major corporate or financial entity. As momentum for the project builds, schedules are created and a “realistic” budget is calculated. If not enough time is spent or shoddy work is done during preproduction, all efforts later on, during production and beyond, will undoubtedly suffer.

PRODUCTION

Assuming that the story and screenplay are strong and that plenty of time and money have been spent on preproduction, then PRODUCTION should be the easiest and most enjoyable part of the process. It is during this twelve-week period that the words on the page are turned into pictures and sound by a cast and crew of over one hundred skilled, and typically union (IATSE, DGA, SAG, Teamsters), employees. Every shot featuring the principal cast is filmed by the FIRST UNIT crew. If additional photography is needed that doesn’t necessarily involve the main cast, such as stunts or elaborate special effects, a SECOND UNIT and/or SPECIAL EFFECTS UNIT is assembled to shoot simultaneously at a different location.

POSTPRODUCTION

Postproduction is usually considered the period when all of the film is edited. The truth is that during actual production, an Editor has been cutting the DAILIES continually. By the time the shooting schedule ends, the Director will have a nearly complete movie to look at. Some Second Unit and effects work may continue far into the postproduction schedule. The Director and Producers will alter the Editor’s work as they please until they are happy. Location sound is fixed with ADR, SOUND EFFECTS are added, and a music score is married to the completed picture.

MARKETING

A publicity campaign is designed for the project during preproduction. Behind-the-scenes footage is coordinated by the Unit Publicist during production, as are any interviews that newspapers, magazines, and television outlets request. Prior to release, a PRESS JUNKET is held at a hotel with the principal players and reporters from around the world.

RELEASE

The red-carpet premiere, a marketing tool in the guise of a party to help sell the movie to the public, is a staple for many films. Journalists from around the world are invited to take pictures and ask questions of the movie stars.

It all sounds pretty exciting! What kinds of jobs are available?

If you already have a job outside of the movie business, there very well may be a parallel existing position inside the industry or a trade in which you can apply your current skills. The real trick is finding your way in and learning the specific protocols that apply to film production.

The key to building a successful career is to put some careful thought into what part of the process really suits you best. Some people really enjoy building models (fabrication) while others like blowing them up (pyrotechnics). If camera work excites you most, you need to decide whether it is the directing portion (camera placement) that is best or if it is the lighting and operating (which falls under cinematography). Some people aren’t necessarily creatively inclined but like to be involved in other ways (executives and agents). What follows is an overview of the most common jobs involved in making a movie. It is important to note that while there are some differences in creating a feature motion picture as opposed to a television show, commercial, or music video, all of the jobs described here are done nearly exactly the same way, regardless of the project.

JOBS OFF SET

Jobs done primarily away from the set during actual production include the following:

• Writer — changes intangible ideas into words, providing a blueprint for every aspect of production

• Studio Executive — part of the financing and distribution arm of the industry; oversees production of a project as a whole from the development stage to exhibition

• Producer — oversees all aspects of production

• Agent — secures work for those with creative and technical talent … and takes 10 percent of the earnings

• Manager — much like an agent, but gives more personal attention to the client for 15 percent of the earnings

• Unit Production Manager — in charge of all logistics including, but not limited to, day-to-day planning, production scheduling, terms of employment for cast and crew, supplies, equipment, locations, permits, travel, transportation, and financial considerations for production

• Studio Accountant — handles the financial considerations of a studio

• Production Accountant — manages the day-to-day financial details of a specific production

• Production Coordinator — handles the logistics of scheduling and paperwork

• Production Designer — translates the ideas expressed in the script into the elements that will be seen

• Art Director — working under the Production Designer, coordinates the Art Department

• Construction Coordinator — plans and coordinates the construction schedule and crew requirements

• Construction Foreman — supervises construction work

• Visual Effects Supervisor — coordinates the various effects requirements

• Visual Effects (CGI) — uses computers to create any number of illusions that are impossible to achieve practically on set or are simply less expensive to create digitally

• Editor — syncs sound and image and then cuts shots into a logical order to tell the story

• Assistant Editor — maintains editing equipment and deals with related paperwork

• Postproduction Sound — “sweetens” (improves sound quality) and edits dialogue, sound effects, and music tracks

• Film Lab — processes the shot negative then checks it for damage or exposure problems

• Composer — creates a musical score to accompany images onscreen

• Musician — performs instrumentals to help create the musical score

JOBS ON SET

Jobs done primarily on set during actual production include the following:

• Director — generally in charge of the creative decisions made throughout production

• Script Supervisor — keeps a detailed log of each shot and tracks continuity

• Actor — performs a character as written in the screenplay; generally has lines of dialogue to speak

• Extra — an Actor without dialogue; fills in the background to support the principal action

• Stand-in — placeholder for a principal Actor while the crew lights the set

• Stunt Coordinator — coordinates and designs sequences or actions considered dangerous

• Stunt Performer — skilled and trained performer capable of executing dangerous actions

• First Assistant Director — coordinates each department on a shot-by-shot basis to keep the production on schedule

• Second Assistant Director — assists the First Assistant Director and completes necessary paperwork

• Second Second Assistant Director — lends assistance to the Second Assistant Director

• DGA Trainee — an on-set Assistant Director trainee

• Production Assistant — generally runs errands for any number of department personnel

• Director of Photography — responsible for technical and creative decisions regarding lighting and camera setup

• Digital Imaging Technician (DIT) — video engineer specializing in HIGH-DEFINITION cameras

• Camera Operator — points the camera and frames the shot using a variety of tools

• First Assistant Camera/Focus Puller — responsible for technical upkeep of camera and keeps subjects in focus during each take

• Second Assistant Camera/Clapper — assists the First Assistant Camera in camera setup and keeps track of all camera equipment

• Loader — loads and keeps track of all film used throughout production

• Camera PA — trainee who assists the rest of the camera department

• Aerial Pilot — flies a variety of aircraft with camera mounted onboard

• Stabilized Camera Operator/Technician — operates a gyroscopically stabilized camera system, usually attached to an aircraft

• Key Grip — coordinates all grip personnel in working with the Electric Department to set lighting and with the Camera Department to move and secure camera equipment.

• Best Boy Grip — keeps track of all paperwork and equipment used by the Grip Department

• Company Grip — provides safe rigging for lighting and camera equipment

• Dolly Grip — lays track or flat surface on which to push a dolly-mounted camera

• Gaffer — coordinates the actual nuts and bolts of lighting the set

• Best Boy Electric — prepares and tracks all lighting equipment

• Electricians — run electrical cable and set lights

• Generator Operator — maintains correct electrical output for set lighting and power

• Location Mixer — maintains proper sound levels during a take

• Boom Operator — holds a microphone over the action, out of sight from the camera

• Cable Puller — assists the Mixer and Boom Operator during setup and each shot

• Costumer — assists the Wardrobe Supervisor and dresses Actors

• Wardrobe Supervisor — organizes and maintains costumes and also tracks costume continuity

• Costume Designer — designs and/or buys clothing that the Actors should be wearing per the script

• Makeup Artist — applies cosmetic makeup in accordance with the requirements of the story

• Hair Stylist — designs and styles hair in accordance with the requirements of the story

• Property Master — acquires, maintains, and tracks all props

• Set Decorator — in charge of all furnishings seen on set

• Leadman — coordinates physical set decoration with the Set Decorator and the Set Dressers

• Set Dresser — works with the Set Decorator to place items on the set

• Standby Painter — creates signage and touches up damaged painted surfaces during production

• Greensman — creates and maintains any vegetation and/or landscaping on a film set

• Crafts Service — provides a table of snacks that is close to the set throughout the day

• Catering — provides at least one or two hot meals per shooting day at location

• Special Effects — constructs on-set rigging of props to perform a variety of real effects (not computer graphics) and is usually a specialist in creating explosions, fire, and bullet hits

• Transportation Coordinator — supervises the transportation of personnel, equipment, and vehicles

• Transportation Captain — assists the Transportation Coordinator

• Truck Drivers — trained and licensed to operate a variety of large vehicles

• Crew Cab Driver — primarily assigned to drive crew passenger vans

• Location Manager/Scout — finds suitable locations for filming and secures proper permissions and permits

• Set Medic — trained Registered Nurse (RN) or Emergency Medical Technician (EMT) who is on set just in case of illness or injury

• Set Teacher — on-set schoolteacher when child Actors are present

• Unit Publicist — coordinates all elements required for successful marketing of the film

• Unit Still Photographer — obtains photos to be used primarily in the marketing of the film

• Behind-the-Scenes Cameraman/Videographer — shoots behind-the-scenes footage and interviews for Electronic Press Kit (EPK) or DVD use

• Security — maintains a secure work environment for cast and crew and keeps watch over sets and equipment after wrap

What sorts of productions might I get to work on?

While distinctions are made between the various types of production work, the truth is that the specific functions of your particular job won’t really change much from one to another. For example, a Makeup Artist on a feature film will essentially do the same exact job on a sitcom or music video. You will get paid more on a TV commercial, less on an independent film, work more hours on a music video, and be employed longer term on a feature film, but the basics of your own job don’t change. A typical movie schedule is around twelve weeks, a series TV show is nine months, and commercials and music videos are a day to a week or two of work.

Here is an overview of the various and most common types of production.

Feature films (shot on film or high-definition video)

A feature film is generally narrative fiction, typically having a running time of between ninety minutes and two hours. A standard shooting schedule for a Hollywood feature is several weeks of preproduction, twelve weeks of production, and ten weeks of postproduction. A feature is usually distributed to movie theaters first, but cable television and home video have provided filmmakers with alternative methods of getting their work out into the marketplace.

Independently financed features (features not financed or distributed by a major Hollywood studio) vie for attention through various means, such as film festivals and, to some extent, the Internet.

Documentaries (shot on film and tape)

A documentary is a nonfiction film whose running time depends on its ultimate distribution outlet. They are usually independently financed or produced with the support of mainstream media, like PBS’s Frontline series. Production schedules are as varied as the topic matter and can fluctuate wildly as funding comes and goes. Film festivals tend to be primary outlets for documentaries as their creators try to catch the attention of distributors.

Movie of the Week (shot on film)

A Movie of the Week (MOW) is essentially a feature film produced on a smaller scale with less money and in less time. Although the production process is pretty much identical to a feature, as a crewmember you will work at a faster pace, with longer hours, and with a little less pay than you would make on a feature film.

Episodic Television (shot on film)

One-hour episodic television is most like a feature film in production protocol but is done with a smaller budget and in less time. It is narrative fiction typically shot in one-camera “film” style on film stock. Nearly without exception, the exposed film stock is immediately transferred to videotape or digital format for quick editing and broadcast. A typical shooting schedule is five to seven days.

Situation Comedies (shot on film and tape)

Situation comedies (sitcoms) have their roots in the earliest days of television. These thirty-minute comedies are shot typically with three or more film or video cameras on a stage in front of a studio audience. Like most other television, sitcoms are edited digitally or on tape for later broadcast. A crew is hired for one rehearsal day and one shooting day each week.

Soap Operas (shot on tape)

Soap operas were one of the earliest narrative programming TV ventures. They are thirty- or sixty-minute narrative fiction programs that appear five days a week with running storylines. The production style is a mix of episodic and sitcom with multiple video cameras shooting on a closed stage. It is important to note that in most cases, technicians working on soap operas must belong to NABET as opposed to IATSE, which represents most non-videotape productions.

Music Video (shot on film)

A music video, made primarily to showcase and market music to increase record sales, is typically shot on film with a coherent storyline or is merely a juxtaposition of images. Budgets are generally small and schedules are tight. A typical shooting day can run upward of eighteen hours or more.

Commercials (film and tape)

Commercials are very short stories designed to market a product or service. They run the gamut from really low budget (such as for local car dealerships) to very high budgets (which run nationally to sell a company or specific brand). Physical production can be as short as an afternoon or as long as a week or more.

Game Shows (shot on tape)

Game shows, another one of the earliest forms of television, are generally shot with multiple video cameras on a soundstage in front of a studio audience. These are usually shot LIVE-TO-TAPE, meaning that a Director cuts the show live as it’s happening so that a minimum of postproduction will be required. It is important to note that in most cases, technicians working on game shows must belong to NABET as opposed to IATSE, which represents most non-videotape productions.

Reality (shot on tape)

A reality TV program is a pseudo-documentary that tells a story or presents a day in the life of real-life participants. It is produced with event-coverage style (non-narrative) but with a touch of narrative drama created out of the footage that is shot.

Talk Show (shot on tape)

The talk show generally has a consistent celebrity host who discusses personal problems or other issues with invited guests. Relatively cheap to produce, it is typically shot with multiple video cameras, live-to-tape, in front of a studio audience.

News Shows (broadcast live and shot on tape)

News programming provides up-to-date reporting of important events that take place locally, nationally, or internationally. Produced mostly by TV networks at the local and national levels, news production takes place in the field as well as in the studio. Most employees are on staff, but freelancers are hired on occasion.

Sports (shot on tape)

Baseball, football, basketball, hockey, tennis, auto racing, etc. are produced by TV networks and independent production companies employing staff workers in the offices and freelancers for actual production work. A notable exception to traditional sports production is NFL Films, whose products are more documentary-like than traditional network sports coverage, which covers games as a live event.

Industrials and Miscellaneous (shot on film and tape)

There is an enormous amount of production work done mostly by freelance Producers, Cinematographers, Videographers, and Sound Mixers that is meant for broadcast TV or is produced for in-house or marketing use by various other industries around the world. An independent Producer, Cameraman, or Soundman may be working on a Hollywood premiere one day and shooting footage for major corporations the next.

Film? Tape? What’s the difference?

Film and tape are distinctly different ways of capturing an image for later viewing. Without being overly technical, film, which comes in a small canister, is the stuff you put into your (non-digital) still camera at home. It’s generally a long, black, plastic-like strip that you wind every time you want to take another picture. A movie camera uses very long strips of film, usually 1,000-foot rolls, that move through the camera to capture movement instead of still action. Film undergoes a photochemical process that turns light into actual images you can see when you look at the strip itself.

Videotape uses an electronic process to store image information magnetically. Instead of converting light into an actual picture you can see, a video camera converts light into electronic information that is stored on the videotape, also a long strip of black material. If you hold a piece of shot videotape up to a light, you’ll never see any pictures.

In both cases, an image is being saved, but there’s a pretty big difference between the two. Traditional standard-definition video has a definitive sharpness and looks “real,” like you’d see the action as if you were actually standing there. Film has a softer, almost more ethereal look. It does not capture reality per se but a more romantic and hyper-real version of what happened in front of the lens. Generally, fictional narrative and dramatic programs are shot using film stock with film cameras while nonfiction or live events are shot using video cameras.

The advent of high-definition video has allowed filmmakers to take advantage of the immediacy of electronic image acquisition while enjoying a near filmlike quality.

This is all very important to you because the working protocols can be very different when choosing a type of project that uses film versus one that is shot on tape. In other words, the way that feature films, one-hour episodics, commercials, and music videos are made is very similar. Someone who works regularly in one of those could transition very easily to another. On the other hand, news programs, talk shows, sitcoms, soap operas, reality shows, and documentaries have their own distinct ways of being made, so moving from one type of show to another isn’t as easy a transition.

When you’re just starting out in the business, it’s important to learn the fundamental difference between film and video because it will have an impact on the types of work you choose to take and whether your career goes in the direction you desire.

This is all a lot more complicated than I thought. Where do I even start?

Finding the right job isn’t as easy as just deciding what you want to do and applying for a staff position at a movie studio. The good news is that there are a lot of career paths, and every single one is open for you to pursue as long as you’re willing and able to put in the requisite energy and commitment.

So step one is to sit down and think long and hard about what it is you specifically want to do in the movie business and where you’d like to eventually end up. Then step two: Find out what it really takes to get there and what your life will really be like as you make that journey toward success.

So how can this book help me?

The primary purpose of this book is to help you know what your life might be like if you choose an on-set job as a career. While it takes a great deal of effort and a lot of people to prepare all the elements necessary for a film to be shot (preproduction), shoot it (production), then finish it (postproduction), this book concentrates on those people on set who are involved in PHYSICAL PRODUCTION—that is, the work of actually turning the words from a script into moving images on film. The jobs you’ll find described here are those that are most often found on the CALL SHEET every day. These are the people who typically wake up at five in the morning and work upward of fourteen hours a day. These are the people who call a movie set their “office.” If that’s the world you would like to live in, read on!


Chapter 2

What I Really Need to Know

Okay, I think I know what it is I want to do. Now what?

No matter which job you wish to have, first take some time to learn about the industry in general, its history, where it stands now, and where it’s going. When searching for potential employees, established crewmembers look for enthusiasm and a willingness to learn, but they have little desire and even less time to teach someone from the ground up.

So how do I get a job?

Well, first, you need a realistic concept of how this industry really works. As mentioned previously, you don’t just fill out an application at a movie studio and wait for an interview as you might in other professions. Unlike days past when studios had cast and crew under contract, today’s entertainment industry is populated mostly by FREELANCERS, meaning that you will be hired for a project and then it is up to you to find another one after that, and another, and another, until you are earning enough money to make a viable career out of it.

With this in mind, when you first start out, you will most likely be doing a lot of DAYPLAYING. Instead of being hired for the full length of a project, you may be called in to work for a day or two at a time on various shows that already have a full-time crew. If you know enough people, you can make a decent living working like this, bouncing from show to show. These situations arise when a production adds extra cameras or SECOND UNITS, has a cast of a thousand EXTRAS coming in for a big party scene, or when someone on the crew gets sick. Take these day calls whenever possible. This is the best way to meet new people and show them just how great you are.

It is of the utmost importance that you do your very best on day calls, because you’re the new face, and every mistake will be noticed and remembered. If you’re good and the rest of your department likes you, you probably will be asked back for additional days. Make sure to keep in touch with other members of a crew after you’ve moved on to other projects. The best situation is when they need to hire for the next big movie and you’ve made a good impression on a day call. Suddenly you’ve got three months or more of steady paychecks instead of wondering when the next job will come up.

In an industry that runs on personal relationships, family and friends are the easiest ticket to breaking in and building a successful career. If you’re reading this book, you probably won’t have the benefit of having a relative pave your way into the business, and that’s fine. True, NEPOTISM can become one of your obstacles. Anybody whose father or mother, for instance, is a Director of Photography, Director, or Producer will get access to opportunities before others. All this means is that you may have to work that much harder to get noticed. There are a lot of productions going on at any given time, and it is your job to figure out how to land one that will give you the chance to prove yourself.

If you’ve exhausted your personal contacts, volunteer to work on someone’s student or low-budget project. You’re not in this for the money, just the experience, so make sure you’re still able to pay your bills as you commit your time to someone else. Visit a local university film department and look for postings asking for help. If you live in the Los Angeles area, there are a variety of publications available at newsstands in which filmmakers post ads asking for help with their projects. See Appendix C for more information.

What sort of pay can I really expect?

Good question. Let’s ground your expectations in reality right away. If your motivation is to get filthy rich, you need to reevaluate your plan. The range and responsibilities of jobs in this industry are vast … and so are the pay scales. The media tend to focus on the extraordinarily high dollar amounts that movies GROSS and what a relatively few top Actors make. The reality is that the vast majority of people working in this business are lodged firmly in the middle-class tax bracket. Of course there are exceptions where certain established crewmembers will consistently earn $150,000 to $200,000 a year and up, but it wouldn’t be wise to jump into this business expecting those kind of numbers, and definitely not for a few years. It might happen for you, and it might not.

The following chapters detail specifics concerning the pay for each particular job, but in general someone working in an entry-level position can reasonably expect to make $25,000 to $40,000 on a standard three-month feature film. However, when you are just starting out, don’t expect to work on more than one full project a year. Similar productions pay at slightly different rates (such as sitcoms and movies of the week), but if you are fortunate enough to work on two feature films each year, you’ll be doing all right financially. You should be making enough to pay your bills, anyway, as long as you are fiscally responsible. Remember to plan ahead, and don’t count on consistent employment at first.

When it comes to low-budget, nonunion work, you need to figure out what you can and can’t live with in terms of money. If your overhead is high, you won’t have the freedom to take truly GREAT PROJECTS that pay very little. On the other hand, you don’t want to get stuck in the low-budget world either, so setting limits as to how little you’ll accept can be important.

You should love your job; otherwise, why do it? But as glamorous as Hollywood appears and no matter how much you appreciate the art of film, keep in mind that this is what you are doing for a living; you must make enough money to enable you to keep doing it and have a life outside the set.

Whether you’re on the whole project or just taking a day call, you will have to fill out a DEAL MEMO and other tax-related forms on your first day there if you wish to be paid. This is the START PAPERWORK you’ll complete every time you begin a new job. Be prepared by bringing along a copy of your passport or driver’s license and Social Security card to show to someone in the Production Department. If you find yourself doing a lot of dayplaying, make multiple copies of these things and carry them with you. Be sure to check with the Production Department regarding your pay (what you will be paid per hour), because it can vary from the standard union contract, if you happen to be working on a union show.

I want to work on big movies. Do I really need to join a union?

Typically, yes. Most major studios and production companies have agreements with the various unions. These agreements allow only union members to work on their projects. There is a fair amount of nonunion work at any given moment and you will most likely find yourself working on those shows at first.

You may hear that more money can be made working nonunion. Sometimes this is true. But union membership offers health and pension plans while nonunion workers must find affordable coverage on their own. Ultimately it’s up to you to decide what’s best, but if you want to work on the big movies and have the benefits and protections of union membership, contact the IATSE, SAG, DGA, Teamster’s union or the CONTRACT SERVICES office in Los Angeles to find out more.

What else do I really need to know?

It’s crucial to know that a large movie set is designed around job specialization so that the day can move along at top efficiency. This may seem counterintuitive at first. What is so productive about having to ask for someone else to get a ladder, move a prop, or wrap up a cable when you could clearly just go do it yourself? For starters, you may not know where something is or where it is supposed to go. For instance, if you decided to be “helpful” and wrap up an extension cord that “was in the way,” then you put it down somewhere, the next time the Electric Department goes looking for it and can’t find it, how will they know where it is or who to ask about it? The same goes for a prop, or a chair, or a piece of camera equipment. The people who are in charge of specific items know what that stuff is, how it works, why it’s on set in the first place, where it’s supposed to go, and where to get it when they need it. If you didn’t bring it to set, don’t touch it until you get permission.

It’s not only important for you to know what your job responsibilities are but also what everyone else is doing as well. Asking an Electrician for a sandbag is likely to result in a rude comment. Asking a Hair Stylist to take the shine off an Actress won’t get you very far. A Grip won’t help you plug in a light and a Camera Assistant isn’t going to lay dolly track. This isn’t to say that they don’t know how, but it isn’t their specialty, which is why it’s always best to leave it to those who have put in the hard work to train for their specific function.

[image: ]

You need to be aware of the hierarchy on a set as well. While it’s indeed true that every job is vitally important (and if you don’t think so, watch what happens when someone doesn’t do his job), the reality is that some positions are more equal than others. The following chart gives you a basic map of how all the jobs on set interrelate:

[image: ]

Finally, keep the following in mind with regard to freelancing in general: It’s important to realize just how expendable you are at all times. Just because someone says she likes you or that you might be doing an awesome job does not mean that you automatically will be asked to return to work the next day. There are some things you have control over, like doing your job correctly to the best of your ability, and there are others that you have no control over, such as set politics. Whatever is going on, you need to remember that you could be off a show at any time for any number of reasons.

Because of this, you want to keep your personal life and your finances in such a state so that a decision by one employer cannot completely destroy your life. This means that no matter how “in” you are with the person who always hires you or the group of people you like to work with, it is vitally important that you take some time to establish other contacts who could hire you in the case of an emergency. To keep any of this from happening, do your best to meet as many potential contacts as possible as you work your way through the industry. And above all, live well within your means. No one can have power over you unless you let him.


Chapter 3

Where I Really Need to Go

Do I really need to go to film school?

The real answer is no; you don’t have to go to film school to have a career in the movie industry. A USC graduate has the same chance of becoming a Director or anything else in the industry as the really weird but artistic kid down the street. In the end, it’s about who you know and what you can do once given the opportunity.

That said, immersing yourself into a community of like-minded individuals who are all striving for the same goals can definitely have value. As you’re studying the theory of filmmaking and gaining some practical experience while making short films of your own, you’ll be learning from others around you as much as they are learning from you. While the specifics of what you can learn from a film school will vary depending on the school you attend, the general benefits of further education are invaluable in every aspect of life as well as to your career. By its very nature, filmmaking is a collaborative enterprise, so developing the skills to communicate effectively is a necessity. Higher education in general can help you learn how to do that, and your experience in a film school environment will require you to put it into practice.

If I go to film school, will a master’s degree help?

Again, not really, unless you are looking for a career at the studio executive level, where your work experience and education mean more than your technical or creative skill at actually being on set and making a movie. However, for those actively working on set, a career in the motion picture industry can be lucrative, but quite often, it is not. There are some individuals who are able to work practically year round, but the vast majority of people may get only one feature film a year to work on full-time and must fill in the rest of the time with DAYPLAYING or with other non-industry-related temporary work. It’s in your best interest to have an education and/or a second career to fall back on if times get tough.

So, if you have the means and desire, definitely take advantage of the benefits of obtaining a higher education. That said, nothing takes the place of real-world experience. Go to school and also find a production company, TV station, or equipment rental house in your area and ask for a part time PA position or an internship. Then work as hard as possible and learn as much as you can while constantly searching for new contacts elsewhere. On every level, the entertainment business runs almost entirely on networking.

Do I really need to move to Los Angeles?

Once you’ve learned the basics, found a way “in,” and have collected the stuff required to do the job you want to do, you’re going to need to pack up your things and move to where the action is.

Is there film work available outside of Los Angeles? Of course. New York City, San Francisco, Chicago, Detroit, Pittsburgh, Salt Lake City, Hawaii, North Carolina, Texas, and Florida as well as many foreign cities all have various types of production happening occasionally or throughout the year. The markets are smaller, but there are also fewer people trying to make a go of it in those areas, so your chances of working are probably fairly good if you break into the active circle.

Most larger Hollywood features and other high-profile projects are crewed out of and shot, at least in part, in the Los Angeles area. These productions do often venture out of Southern California and local hires (usually KEYS, or department heads) from those areas get the opportunity to travel and work on them, but your best bet to work a lot while in the United States is to move to Los Angeles.

The United States?

Over time, to cut costs Hollywood-based production companies and studios have sent a very large portion of production work over the borders to Canada and Mexico and overseas to less expensive locations like the Czech Republic, Australia, New Zealand, Russia, Hungary, and the United Kingdom.

What this means is that even if a story is set in Chicago, for instance, all of the interiors will be shot in a foreign country where locations and crew are less expensive. When the filmmakers need exterior shots to establish the location, only a small portion of the production work will take place in the city where the story is actually set. The Key personnel (principal Actors, Director, Producers, Director of Photography, Art Director, Costume Designer, etc.) will travel to each location while new local crews are hired.

If you are a citizen of the United States and are willing to make the move to establish a new life and citizenship abroad, then you could potentially build a film career far from home. If you want to stay in the United States, Los Angeles currently is the best option, at least to get started.

If you live elsewhere in the world, be aware that film/television production tends to migrate based on the economy of the moment. What that means is that when movie studios in Hollywood draw up a budget for a production, they will consider many different locations across the globe and will settle on the one that provides the most advantageous economic incentives within the parameters of the rest of production. So while a location such as Vancouver or Prague may be the hot spot one year, studios may move on to less expensive locales the next year purely for economic reasons. Moving to a country or city because you think that Hollywood is there to stay may get you work for a few years, but know that the run may not last a lifetime.

How much money do I really need to get by?

Wherever you choose to go, save some money before you move. You may have to work for nothing at first. The better prepared you are for zero income, the freer you’ll be to pursue your goals. How much? It depends on how you like to live, but at the very bare-bones minimum, you should have $2,000 to $3,000 in cash and be prepared to get some kind of employment right away or else you’ll go broke pretty fast. Don’t count on making union scale money for at least a year or more.

I hear the freeways are clogged in Los Angeles. Would it be faster to walk?

Sometimes it feels like it. Because of the varying hours and remote locations, public transportation in Los Angeles and other cities is mostly useless to people working in the film business, so you’ll need a reliable car. If you plan on having a job that requires carrying a lot of personal equipment, some kind of pickup, van, or SUV will serve you better. Be prepared for varying insurance rates as well as fuel costs.

Where should I live?

Have someplace lined up to stay before you move. Friends of friends, relatives, or college alumni are all good ideas. Don’t overstay your welcome, though.

Assuming you’re renting, you’ll probably need a roommate in order to afford something decent and close to the action. You’ll want to live in a place that is comfortable, but you should know where the typical shooting locations are so you don’t move into a place that is too far away from any of them.

In Los Angeles, the studios and various soundstages are scattered throughout the area, and you’re bound to work at all of them at one point or another.

Geez, I just want to make movies. Now what?

Anybody can pick up a camera, shoot something, and call it a movie. Making a true career out of it is an entirely different enterprise. Having a successful professional career goes beyond merely having “fun.” It means taking on a tremendous amount of responsibility. What you’re really getting yourself into, what your life will be like in the industry on a daily basis, and how to make the best career for yourself is what the next chapter and ultimately what the entire book is all about.


Chapter 4

What I Really Need to Have

Do I need to buy anything of my own?

For the most part, the equipment necessary to make a movie is rented from various places. Depending on your particular job, there will be items that you will be expected to bring with you. For the most part, these things will cost you between $10 and $1,000 or more each. The chapters that follow will explain more specifically the items you should have for each job and where to get them.

I don’t know anybody. How do I meet the right people?

As you bravely step out into the world, you will be doing what is known as NETWORKING. Just as a spider’s web has a single starting point, your contact list will begin with a single person and expand outward into an ever-growing network of people who know you, like you, and want to hire you.

If you do not live in Los Angeles and plan to make the move, you should start your journey by asking absolutely everyone you know if they know anyone who might be involved in the entertainment and/or movie industry. You might be surprised to find that an English teacher you had a class with in high school just happens to have a second cousin who works in Hollywood doing “something.” Or maybe your best friend’s mom is friends with somebody who works at the local TV station. At this point, you’re just looking for anyone with real experience in media or entertainment. Even if that person isn’t actually in the film industry, chances are he’ll know somebody who is. You need to act much like a detective, tracking down leads until you end up talking with somebody who can actually help you get on a real movie set. Unless you have family in the business already, your biggest challenge is going to be breaking that bubble and getting inside the industry. You never know who will do that for you. Really.

And once you’ve made your move, you cannot be afraid to approach people or to talk to them. If you get a name and phone number, do not hesitate to call. You might be nervous because your leads don’t know you from a hole in the ground, but dial the number and explain who you are, how you got their name, and what it is you are looking to do. If they can help you (and they haven’t had a bad day), most people in the industry will be more than willing to lend a hand by inviting you to observe for a day, to work with them directly, or by referring you to someone else that they know. People working in the entertainment industry are normal folks, just like you. Don’t be afraid to talk to them. Chances are, you will not be the first person who has ever asked them for help.

Another option is to take a leap and call an established “name” directly. Watch the end credits of your favorite movies and make note of who is credited for doing the jobs that interest you. Then track them down via the Internet (www.imdb.com) or by calling their union (IATSE, SAG, DGA, Teamsters) local office. One way or another, you should be able to find a way to contact them. Sometimes they will help; sometimes not. It all depends on the individual, but all you really need is one “Yes!” to get going. Don’t let the “No’s” discourage you. Regardless of their responses, thank them for their time, because even if they don’t want to help you now, later on down the road, once you are established, the chances are very good that your paths will cross again and they may want to bring you onboard. Burn no bridges.

Anyone who is already in the business is a potential source of work for you. However, depending on the job you want, there are limits as to how much others will be able to help. For instance, Producers and Directors are generally not the ones who will get you work as a Camera Assistant, but you’ll need them later when you want to be a Director of Photography. You need to meet other people who work in your department of choice. Those contacts will be the key to sustaining a lasting career.

To complicate matters somewhat, crews move in different circles. Some crews only work on features, while others stick pretty much to commercials, music videos, or low-budget projects. This isn’t to say that once you’re hooked into one circle that you can’t get out of it. Most crewmembers find themselves working on different types of productions at one time or another.

Depending on your luck and timing, your networking will lead you to one of two things: an unpaid trainee spot on a big-budget studio film or an unpaid “actual” position on a low-budget student film. Your career will progress from there.

I just got a call from somebody who wants me to work on her film! She says It’s a “great project.” Should I do it?

When an aspiring Producer/Director scrapes together the resources to finish her latest ultra-low-budget epic, she also needs to find a qualified crew. Because of severely limited resources (read: not enough money), the shooting schedules on these types of projects can range from a few consecutive days to being spread out over several weekends. And typically there is little to no money available to pay you or anyone else on the crew. This is where you, the young enthusiastic aspiring filmmaker, come in. Naturally, the Producer/Director wants the film to be as good as possible, so the first calls usually go out to people who are very qualified and well established in the industry. Generally because of the money issue, those people will politely turn the “great project” down and leave the Producer with other recommendations. If you have worked with any of these people in the past, either on other low-budget projects or perhaps as a PA, then this is how your name and number get spread around town. Because you are just starting out, the hope is that you are qualified enough to do the job and are willing to do it for very little money or for free. Their promise to you is that they’ll “remember you on the next one.”

Okay. So they get a warm body who they hope can do the job well enough. What do you get out of it? You’re looking for two things on a project like this, and money isn’t one of them. If nothing else, you’ll walk away with more experience. Even the worst projects will teach you things that you will take with you throughout your career. Your other hope is for somebody else on the crew to notice and like you enough to call the next time he needs somebody. Of course you’re also hoping that the next job pays better than the last.

So before you say yes or no to the strangers on the phone, you need to ask some questions of yourself and of them first. Number one is whether you can afford to take the job. If your bank account is low, a job that pays nothing or next to nothing may be out of the question. If you can afford to take it, then you need to figure out if it will be worth your time. Is there anything unique about this project that you haven’t experienced before? Maybe there is new equipment to use or the locations are challenging. Or you may decide to take the job because of other people who are working on it. Maybe the person calling you is destined for great things (you hope), so by working for her, you’re banking that you’ll be invited along for the ride.

If you can’t take the job or decide not to, politely decline (“I’m sorry, I’m just not available right now …”) but don’t close the door on the relationship (“… but please keep me in mind in the future!”).

If you do decide to take the job, go in with a positive attitude and give the project 100 percent. Even if you are being paid nothing, you’ve made the choice to do the work under those conditions. This isn’t to say that you’re there to be abused, but complaining about the money or the hours won’t help you impress anyone. You’ve decided that there is something to be gained by agreeing to work on this project, so go in and accomplish that as best as possible and leave the set every day with a smile on your face.

When you wind up on a studio project, you’re in luck. While indeed your position may be less than flattering and your skills are underutilized, you’re now on the “inside.” That is to say, you’re working with established crewmembers who can teach you the right way to do things and who can recommend you to their friends. You still need to put in the time and fulfill the union requirements, but at least you’re now close to people who are truly making a living in the film industry.

The other (and more likely) project is a student film. The downside of this seems obvious: you’re primarily working with other amateurs or wannabes. But this isn’t always the case. Frequently, when students set out to make a small film, they manage to employ the help of skilled union members who are looking to advance their own careers. For example, a union Camera Operator wishing to move up to Director of Photography may practice on a student film.

However you get your start, keep showing up on as many sets as it takes until somebody actually puts you on the payroll of a real movie. You might get lucky and it will only take a month or two. For some people it takes significantly longer. As long as you have patience and maintain the means to survive, you will most likely reach your goals.

I’m not getting where I want to be in the business. What can I do?

If your entry into the paying world of movie production isn’t happening as fast as your bank account is dwindling, you may have to find some temp work. If it comes to that, try to find work in the industry as close to the job you want as you can get. For instance, if you want to be in the Camera Department, a job as a Prep Tech (a staff employee who prepares a camera package) at a rental house will put you in contact with working professionals and give you access to all the equipment you need to learn about anyway.

Remember … the key is to meet the right people and be prepared when you sense a genuine and appropriate opportunity to sell yourself.

What kinds of contact information should I get or give out?

Keep in mind that people have to know how to contact you. If you haven’t left your hometown yet, give them your home phone number and let them know when you’re moving to Los Angeles or wherever it is you have to go to meet up.

Better yet, get a cellular phone and keep the number when you move. You want to be fiscally responsible, but you don’t want to be changing services and numbers often. Have a consistent and reliable phone number to give out so that no matter where you are, people can call you and you’ll be able to answer right away.

The other advantage to having a cell phone as opposed to passing out a home number is that frequently, when a crew needs additional people for day calls, they aren’t going to call just one person. When you receive a call, the chances are that five to ten other people have also been called for the exact same job. Usually, the first one to pick up or respond to a message wins the day. Sometimes those simple one-day calls turn into full-time positions for the remainder of a project that can go for weeks or months. Missing that call can be costly. Bottom line: Get a cell phone and leave it on.

Having an e-mail account can also be a handy and relatively nonobtrusive way to keep in touch with those you’ve worked with or met. Get one e-mail address and keep it. You want to make the chore of contacting you as painless and streamlined as possible for others.

What do I do when somebody wants to meet me?

Okay, let’s say that somebody wants to meet you. Do you just show up? Do you bring a résumé or a copy of the film you made in school? No, not unless someone specifically asks for those things, which is highly unlikely. It’s nothing personal, but no one on the crew is terribly interested in your aspiration to become the next Spielberg. Perhaps you are a great Costume Designer, Cinematographer, or Director whose talents just haven’t been discovered yet. That’s really wonderful, and if you are genuinely talented, then you should strive to attain that goal.

But in the meantime, if you need to find other work on set to make connections or just to survive, show up with a smile on your face and concentrate on the job you’re asking for instead of trying to convince those around you of everything else you think you’re capable of.

Somebody wants to hire me! Now what do I do?

Well, go to work! If you have any questions about what you should bring with you, it’s better to ask ahead of time instead of apologizing later. You should receive a call sheet from the Production Department that explains what will be shot on the day you arrive. If you don’t, call the person who hired you and ask. Will you be shooting interiors or exteriors or both? Are you shooting all day, all night, or a SPLIT, which is half day and half night. Will it be rainy or cold or windy? Will the stage be super hot or super cold? The point is, you shouldn’t be surprised by anything when you show up to work.

Should I dress up? I was always taught to make a good first impression.

Do not dress up. The typical wardrobe is blue jeans or shorts with a T-shirt or a casual collared shirt. You’re not trying to impress anyone with your clothes, and practically speaking, working on a set often involves being in dirty and potentially dangerous conditions. You don’t want to come to work looking like a slob, but the set is no place for a coat and tie. Impress those around you by showing up slightly before you’re supposed to, doing your job with a positive attitude, and helping to make them look good.

You’ll also want to have a foul-weather bag packed and close by, either in your car or stashed on the production truck that you’ll be calling home. A typical bag has rain/cold weather boots, extra socks, thermals, rain suit/coat, gloves, hats, a pair of shorts, extra shirts, hand warmers, towels, water/beach shoes, etc. You get the idea. A movie can take you to the beach one day and to the mountains the next. Best be ready for everything.

Maybe this is a silly question, but should I bring snacks or a bagged lunch or something?

Fortunately for you, no. Due to some foresight by our ancestors in the business, there is a Crafts Service Department that, amongst other duties, provides a supply of goodies for the cast and crew to graze on. This isn’t just a perk but a very practical way of keeping the company energized throughout some very long days. As you’ll notice as you read about the various jobs, quite often someone’s call time is before the actual crew call time, so it may easily be seven or eight hours until that person sits down for a LUNCH break. The last thing a production needs is for its crew to become lethargic halfway through the morning or as it continues work late into the evening.

What sort of money do I need to get started?

You’ve probably heard the adage that it takes money to make money. Well, the same holds true for you, the aspiring moviemaker headed for Hollywood. For the majority of the jobs available on a movie set, you will find that you will have to purchase certain things on your own before you begin.

Depending on what it is you want to do, you might be able to get away with assembling your own “kit” piece by piece over time instead of buying everything at once.

And while you may need a hefty influx of cash to get started, remember that most or all of what you purchase is tax deductibleas a legitimate business expense. That consolation may not be very comforting if you just don’t have the money to spend right now, but down the line on April 15, it will be worth it.

And more than that, you can often get a KIT RENTAL or “box fee” for everything that you bring to the job. This is an amount of money paid to you in addition to your regular set wage for the things you bring to help you do your work. Essentially the production is renting your personal gear. When you sign your deal memo, you negotiate this fee with the Unit Production Manager. Depending on what job you have and what you are bringing, you’ll receive anywhere from $50 to $200 a week. Over the course of one full project, the cost of much of what you’ve purchased can often be recouped.

Is there anything else I should get that isn’t obvious?

Be prepared to travel extensively and at a moment’s notice. If you don’t already have one, apply for a passport and then keep it up-to-date. Whether you’re just a PA starting out or you’ve been doing this for a while, the call may come at anytime from almost anybody asking if you can hop on a plane “tonight!” to fly halfway across the globe. You’re getting asked because somebody likes and trusts you enough to send you to an exotic locale. It would be a shame to not be able
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