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Introduction


Film design is so incredibly influential, yet at its very best, we don’t even see it. Production designers create worlds for us to believe in and when it all works, we accept the finished product as “real.” Absolutely nothing in feature filmmaking is real. What you see on screen is a blend of reality, film reality, and some good old-fashioned smoke and mirrors, physically pulled together by production designers and their talented teams.


So who are these people whose best work is designed not to be noticed? Of all the crafts involved in bringing a film to the screen, the production designer’s role is probably the haziest in terms of public perception, yet it is the absolute key to the success or failure of a shoot. They’re the mood magicians, the wizards of illusion, who command the art department to realize the director’s vision for the screen on a certain date, in a certain set of circumstances, and more importantly these days, for a certain price. The production designer will always be the first person hired onto a “show”—he or she may even be consulted before the director.


Production design is hugely collaborative—apart from the director, it’s the most collaborative position in a film unit, which cuts across every single department. From locations to costumes, cameras, construction crews and visual effects, the designer must have the ability to communicate his or her vision with sufficient impact to get the thousands of decisions shooting a film entails made, and made quickly, before the clapperboard finally snaps.


For the purposes of clarity, let’s give it an official job description: the production designer heads the art department, and working with the director, conceives how the film will be brought to the screen. He or she also provides producers with calculations and schedules to make the film within a time/budget. Reporting to him, or her, are supervising art directors and art directors, who take their designs—whether it be concepts designed by illustrators and/or plans—and turn them into architectural drawings (via a team of assistant art directors and draftsmen). They then instruct the location team, the construction crew, and the entire props department to pull a film in front of the camera on the right day and in the right place.


Like the other key disciplines—directing, cinematography, editing, costume design—certain designers have areas of strength that they are known for. It’s not entirely correct to say that production designers don’t find locations or props themselves anymore, or that they don’t make costumes—several of them actually specialize in these areas. Others have an astonishing expertise in set builds. Yet more are fiendishly clever at building sets into existing locations. Others specialize in creating entire worlds digitally. And then there are musicals. But they must be able to do all of these things, if called upon, and know how to blend every element into a believable whole. Yet they’re entirely different in how they go about their business. Some prefer to work exclusively with one or two directors, building up a creative shorthand to tackle growing challenges together; others prefer the demands of working with new directors every time. Hired by the producer or the director, production designers often “audition” for the job, a complicated process that can involve the creation of a whole-world vision prior to even signing on the shoot. Like directors, they frequently work for long periods of time on films that are never made.


The 16 designers who talk so eloquently about their experiences in this book cover nearly every aspect of designing for film—from huge studio productions to American independent cinema, through to the craft of the United Kingdom, Spain, Hong Kong and Japan, and down to New Zealand. The legacy pages help recall those who paved the way and are no longer with us, from the very first production designer William Cameron Menzies to Cedric Gibbons (supervising art director of a mere 1500 films), who both started out on silent films, to the extravagant “natural” vistas of John Box and Ferdinando Scarfiotti, and the legendary Richard Sylbert, the only designer to become head of production at a studio.


One of the designers featured here, Sir Ken Adam, celebrated his 91st birthday the day before he spoke with me. A refugee from Nazi Berlin, he sat around the dinner table at his mother’s boarding house in London as a teenager, swapping ideas about film design with Vincent Korda.


While it’s clear that the very nature of production design is rapidly changing thanks to technological advances, it’s still easy to draw a clear line in this book from the legacy pioneers to Adam, and Sylbert, and onto Dean Tavoularis, who reminisces here about his early days in the studio art department, starting out as an in-betweener for Uncle Walt on Disney animations. Eventually, Tavoularis was to become a key creative force in the radical band of 1970s’ filmmakers who took films out of the soundstage and onto the road as the highly structured system of studio filmmaking fell apart.


As a young design student, Stuart Craig recalls Ken Adam pulling up in a white convertible Rolls Royce at London’s Royal Academy to give a lecture, chewing on a giant cigar—designing at Adams’ level seemed unattainable back then. Yet Craig’s Harry Potter standing sets at Leavesden and Shepperton have rivaled the scope of Adam’s imagination, and long before Harry Potter was created, Craig was out on the road like Tavoularis, shooting Gandhi (1982) in India, The Mission (1986) at the Iguazu Falls in Brazil/Argentina, and then The English Patient (1996) in Tunisia and Italy. In New Zealand, meanwhile, Grant Major recalls the complicated and quite extraordinary locations for the intricate beast that became The Lord of the Rings trilogy (2001, 2002, 2003).


The burst of “on the road” location-based moviemaking has been replaced in a certain sector by a follow-the-tax-dollar ethos, which sees Los Angeles-based designers working extensively in Canada, but also in whichever US state or European country is currently offering the best deal for producers. With an extraordinary craft industry in Los Angeles sometimes going neglected, designers such as Jim Bissell often feel a twinge of sadness—to be replaced with delight when they get the chance to work at home, as happened with John Myhre when the decision was made to construct Kyoto in Thousand Oaks for Memoirs of a Geisha (2005). The king of ambitiously exotic set builds, however, must surely be Dante Ferretti, with his reconstruction of New York on Cinecittà soundstages for Gangs of New York (2002), or his Oscar-winning rendition of a Paris train station in Shepperton studios for Hugo (2011).


Recently, digital cinema technologies have ushered in whole new worlds for designers such as Rick Carter, who co-designed Avatar (2009). The challenge is to marry the “real” and the digital worlds, while never losing sight of the story. Carter moved with ease from Avatar back into the World War I set builds of War Horse (2011) for his longtime collaborator Steven Spielberg. Richard Sylbert was Carter’s mentor, and the indelible lesson he learned—as he describes on these pages—was to make everything work to the service of the story, be it technological in-camera moments or “natural” sky shots. The story is always king.


Two British designers at the forefront of modern filmmaking, Alex McDowell and Nathan Crowley, talk about how they left the United Kingdom to learn filmcraft in Los Angeles, where McDowell, a passionate advocate of immersive design, has created such unforgettable visions of society as Minority Report (2002) and Man of Steel (2013). Crowley detoured through Ireland to gain experience as a designer, before becoming responsible for the distinctive look of the Batman reboot through an enduring collaboration with Christopher Nolan.


Of all the disciplines, production design is changing at the fastest speed. Digital advances have altered the nature of what we traditionally perceive as set design, with the finished product becoming a complex blend of processes, all creatively overseen by the production designer. Or at least, that’s how it should be. If all the 16 designers in this book are agreed on one thing, it’s that there are gray areas here that need to be cleared up. They are responsible for the overall look of a film, they say, yet their job traditionally ends on the last day of a shoot. Now, post-production can take up to a year, with creative decisions made during that timeframe, and they want to see their designs through to the end. This united front makes developments within the art department more and more compelling, with designers like McDowell offering producers a “whole film” package in his art department budgets, while others note that effects departments at the studios are becoming more powerful.


Computerised visualization techniques such as pre-viz have also changed the world dramatically for film designers. The cinematographer is the key collaborator for a production designer, yet DoPs traditionally come late onto a film—in a worst-case scenario, when the sets have already been built. It’s always a huge concern for designers to work out the correct light decisions in advance, and the digital world simplifies this process immeasurably. Still, all the designers continue to make models, from foam core to white cardboard. As the experienced designers John Myhre and Jim Bissell point out, the more people you can include in model viewing before the camera starts rolling, the better it will be for everyone.


Legendary designer Jack Fisk still likes to work with his hands for his close collaborators Terrence Malick and more recently, the younger director Paul Thomas Anderson. Fisk has directed films himself, but grew disheartened with filmmaking over a period when rules were so tight he could barely touch his own sets. But he came back, and when this talented designer recreated the Jamestown fort log-by-log in Malick’s The New World (2005), he uncovered historical truths with his bare hands that have been noted by researchers. In Spain, Antxón Gómez continues to decorate his sets himself from a vast trove of objects that he personally buys—an addiction to collecting, he admits, that he’s never been able to shake—and cinema is the richer for it. In Hong Kong William Chang Suk-ping, who has worked so closely with Wong Kar-wai over the years, prefers to design and make a film’s costumes himself, not fully understanding how you can separate production design from costumes. After all, he explains, he was never taught production design—he started out doing everything on small independent films and continued that way. As the rigid art departments of Hong Kong studios began to crumble—just like their American counterparts—his independent films got bigger and he just carried on. Many designers in this book have had a similar experience.


Staying in Asia, the youngest designer to be included in FilmCraft: Production Design, is Japan’s Yohei Taneda. Known in the West for his designs on Kill Bill: Vol. 1 (2003), Taneda has also been at the forefront of his country’s move out of the strict studio-based art department into something more free-wheeling and project-based, working across Asian countries with directors, including China’s Zhang Yimou.


The job of a production designer appears, from the outside, to be loosely interpreted yet highly rigorous. Some designers don’t draw plans, for example. Others produce artistic impressions and concentrate on mood. A few more produce only basic sketches. So how do you become one? What does it take to be a great production designer? These are questions I put to all the designers interviewed here, and the answers are fascinating. There’s a consensus on three things: you must be adept at storytelling, you have to know how to draw, and you need to have a grasp of 3D visualization. Many of the most successful designers came into film from a fine arts background, while others studied architecture. Very few finished their degrees before they succumbed to the siren call of the soundstage. Two British designers trained in theater—Sarah Greenwood and Eve Stewart—and have stayed in the UK to produce some spectacular visions. Greenwood has collaborated with Joe Wright on titles such as Atonement (2007), but the stage-set Anna Karenina (2012) will be her biggest reach, she says. And Stewart learned a unique method with Mike Leigh before starting a collaboration with Tom Hooper on The King’s Speech (2010), which continues on Les Misérables (2012).


No designer interviewed here was aware that there was such a job description as they were growing up; some were in their 20s before they even heard the term production designer. They describe a light bulb going off in their heads when they realized what it entailed, and how it played to their strengths. They all also describe lengthy battles to get into the union in their early days. But you don’t get to be a successful film designer by giving up, and the stories of how they wedged their toe back in the door make fascinating reading.


Even within the film industry—admittedly, away from the set—there is still some confusion about the job they do. The haziness of the general perception has to do with the term “production designer” itself, a job description created—after the fact—by producer David O. Selznick for William Cameron Menzies’ work on Gone with the Wind in 1939. Selznick felt it best described Menzies’ huge contribution to the look and framing of the film in a time where studio art departments were vast factories.


Slowly, as the studio art department with its carefully collated stock sets faded away, the job title production designer began to be adopted by other designers, so that by the 1970s it was coming into general usage. Ultimately, what was the “art director” has become the “production designer,” with the old job of “assistant art director” now being described as “art director.” It’s a little confusing, and not cleared up by the Academy of Motion Pictures Arts and Sciences awarding an Oscar every year for art direction.


What do you need to know to become a production designer? The short answer is everything. The traditional way into becoming a production designer is up through the art department, although a good art director or supervising art director doesn’t always make a good production designer. It’s about vision and storytelling, people skills, allocating resources and confidence. Politics abound and you’re the one who needs to get everyone on-side. Some designers have performed almost every single job in the art department; others dropped in straight from art school. Film schools didn’t really exist for many of the designers interviewed here; now they offer tailor-made courses in production design. All the designers caution that the one thing that can’t be taught is experience, and the wisdom to know when to push and when to give in. All describe watching their films with regret and realizing decisions that they should have fought harder for had gone the wrong way.


The 16 production designers interviewed in this book span an astonishing range of cinema, going back to the 1940s (Sir Ken Adam) all the way through to the present day and films/worlds we haven’t even experienced yet. They have all been incredibly generous with their time and patient with my questions and demands, kindly providing illustrations of their work where they could. If there’s anything that unites them past the job description, it’s an unflagging enthusiasm and excitement for cinema, and the worlds they create. They make you want to hop on board; it’s a small wonder they have inspired so many. So I must thank first of all the designers and some of their assistants who have helped out, in particular Carie Wallis, Elena Dubova, Kristy Mitchell-Parnham, and Sarah Griggs. I would also like to thank the Art Directors Guild for helping me get started, in particular its president Tom Walsh.


Many people have been extremely helpful on the way to finishing this book, and I would like to thank Janit Baldwin for the kind permission to use her photograph of Jack Fisk and Terrence Malick on the set of Badlands (1973). Over in Asia, Terence Chang gave me some pointers, while I’d never have got off the ground there without the help of Esther Yeung at Fortissimo Films in Hong Kong, who knows how to sort things out—and fast. It was thanks to her that I got in contact with Yohei Taneda and William Chang, and I am also grateful to Yoko Shimada for her tireless translation work.


In Europe, similar gratitude goes to Sheri Jennings in Italy for her enthusiastic help with Dante Ferretti, and Blanca Aysa too for translating my meeting with Antxón Gómez. Also thanks to Charles McDonald.


The professionalism and—most importantly—the patience of series editor Mike Goodridge and managing editor at Ilex Photo Natalia Price-Cabrera have seen this book through to its completion and I thank them for that, as well as tireless picture manager Katie Greenwood.


The role of a production designer has never been a static one. Not even 100 years ago, in 1918, it was a big deal to have three-dimensional sets instead of painted backdrops—nobody even dreamed of going on location. Yet today, we’ve traveled the world, from the top of the Iguazu Falls to the interiors of the Forbidden City. As we make fresh advances on Mars, equipped with the latest technology, and the biggest budgets ever conceived, there are accompanying huge advances in the field of production design. This book provides something of a snapshot of where the profession is right now and where it came from. Like the designers themselves, I’m eager to know where it is all going, and I look forward to checking back in with these truly inspirational people to find out.


Fionnuala Halligan





Ken Adam
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“As a production designer, you have to be able to fight for what you want, but you also have to know how to compromise without hurting the film—you can’t do everything. The main thing is that you have respect and a good relationship with the director and/or the producer, so you’ve got some muscle there and maybe you can get a little more money!”


[image: images]


Ken Adam has designed some of the most revolutionary and forward-thinking sets in cinema, from the war room in Stanley Kubrick’s Dr. Strangelove (1964) to the gigantic volcano of You Only Live Twice (1967), which at $1m was the largest and most expensive set ever created at that time. But Adam’s imagination is the product of a remarkable array of influences. Born Klaus Hugo Adam in Berlin in 1921, he had a privileged upbringing until the Nazi boycott saw his father’s luxury department store crumble and the family flee to London in 1934.


In Berlin, he had already fallen under the spell of German expressionism and the Bauhaus, and in London met with a network of émigrés at his mother’s boarding house. Schooled at the prestigious St Paul’s School, Adam was articled to the architectural firm CW Glover & Partners and was studying by night at the Bartlett when his repeated applications eventually resulted in a summons to fly for the RAF during World War II, the only German national to do so.


Entering the art department in 1948, Adam’s first film as production designer was Soho Incident (1956), and his next film, Around The World In 80 Days (1956), saw him Oscar-nominated for his work on the British sets. His first Bond film, Dr. No, was in 1962, and he worked on seven Bond films in total. With their rapidly escalating budgets and ambition, they were a perfect stage for Adam to work his slightly tongue-in-cheek magic on a grand scale. Adam worked with Stanley Kubrick twice, on Dr. Strangelove and Barry Lyndon (1975), which won the designer the first of his two Oscars (the second came almost two decades later, on The Madness of King George in 1994).


Adam has designed over 70 films, and was also Oscar-nominated for Addams Family Values (1993), and The Spy Who Loved Me (1977). He received a lifetime achievement award from the Art Directors Guild in 2002, and was nominated for a BAFTA seven times (winning twice, for Dr. Strangelove and The Ipcress File). He designed concept art for the video game GoldenEye: Rogue Agent in 2004 before retiring.




Ken Adam was made a knight of the British Empire in 2003 for services to production design and British-German relations.








INTERVIEW
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Ken Adam


“It really started with Dr. Strangelove; years later, when Ronald Reagan became president of the USA, he asked his Chief of Staff if he could see the Pentagon War Room, but it didn’t exist, only in the film. I combined a certain amount of theatrical design with real design and I had no reference, it was purely fantasy.”


“When a designer has a lot of imagination, well, he is an artist in a way and he is an artist who has to be respected. And I find when I worked on films where I had a great rapport with the director, the cameraman, and if it was a period picture maybe the costume designer too, then the film turned out to be great.”


“My way of working was to always start with a sketch, even if there wasn’t a script—talking on the phone to somebody, I would be doodling.”


“I knew I had a passion when I started out, but I wasn’t sure whether my passion was more for cinema or theater. But I found a sort of compromise as a designer, not with the first film I did, but as I went along I discovered that instead of reproducing reality I found it more interesting to invent my own type of reality. That was provided I could talk the director into it, which sometimes was quite difficult because, as you know, in film everyone has an ego problem and I came in like a steamroller. Eventually it paid off.


You see, once I knew the mechanics of designing a decent film, then it became a little boring for me. So I decided to get away from reality—to create an effect that accentuated what the setting had to say. It really started with Dr. Strangelove (1964); years later, when Ronald Reagan became president of the USA, he asked his Chief of Staff if he could see the Pentagon War Room, but it didn’t exist, only in the film. I combined a certain amount of theatrical design with real design and I had no reference, it was purely fantasy.


I remember on the first day I met with Stanley Kubrick, he was talking and I was doodling, scribbling, which is what I liked to do. And I came up with a two-stage or two-level design for the War Room, a little bit like an amphitheater. And he loved it. So I thought, “this is the easiest director I’ve ever worked with! First meeting and he loves my designs.” So I gave them to the art department. One day three weeks later, he came up to me and said, “Ken, gee, what am I going to do with those hundred extras sitting on the second level? I don’t know what they are going to do! I think you’ve got to start again.” It was quite a shock for me.


[The final version] took some time because he was standing behind me. And when I came up with that triangular shape he asked me, “isn’t the triangle the strongest geometric form?” I said yes, even though I wasn’t sure, and that sold him. He liked the light frame in the sketch and he decided to light the table with photofloods. So we experimented every evening, standing on chairs, until we got it right. We were very close. But even though we got on well, I said to myself after Dr. Strangelove that I would never work with him again, such a complicated person. And so I got out of doing 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968). But he got me on Barry Lyndon (1975). I didn’t want to do it. He was a very difficult man to work with—extremely talented, but on Barry Lyndon I had a sort of nervous breakdown and I said to myself, no film is worth going around the bend for. It’s because we were so close, you know. He was impossible at times and I used to take his guilt onto me, apologizing to actors for something we had done, when I was really apologizing for Stanley. I lost my perspective and so did he. But we remained friends, always.


He called because he’d seen the sets for Dr. No and he loved them, so you could say it all started for me with Dr. No and [director] Terence Young. It was the first Bond and it was low-budget stuff, and I had nobody who was standing behind me looking over my shoulder—they were all in Jamaica filming. I was sitting in Pinewood and I had to fill three stages with sets, so I just went ahead. And they arrived on the Thursday and they had to start filming on the Monday and if they hadn’t liked it, it would have been a disaster. But Terence said he loved it, because nobody had quite done film sets like that before and once I won Terence over, the two producers Cubby [Broccoli] and Harry [Saltzman] were on side and then everyone loved it. And that helped me enormously, with my confidence.


I knew very early that I wanted to be involved in design. When I left Berlin in 1934 I went to St Paul’s school in Hammersmith, where I was quite good at drawing and I had a very progressive teacher. My mother kept a boarding house in Hampstead, she had taken the things we had in Berlin—the big tables, the silver—and every night we would have 26 people sitting around one big, enormous table for dinner, all Émigrés, refugees, and I learned more listening to their experiences than I did in any university. One was a Hungarian, Gabor Pogany, whose father had designed the original League of Nations building, and he introduced me to Vincent Korda, and through him I decided I would go to the Bartlett [the Bartlett School of Architecture, University College London] in the evenings as an exterior student and I became articled to a firm of architects, CW Glover. I was young, I was 17, but I already fought for my ideas! The junior partner at Glover, a man called Quine-Lay, pushed me, he was a member of the MARS [Modern Architectural Research] group—he said, “don’t let them shoot you down, keep your ideas.”


Then war broke out, and we were put on air raid shelters. Our district was St Pancras. Well, you can imagine knocking on the door of every house in St Pancras—I saw things I will never forget my whole life, the way people lived! I got half a crown for every house that I surveyed, although they didn’t like my German accent. And I decided at the time of Dunkirk to do something more active in the war against Germany, because I really hated the Nazis. I first joined a unit for exiles and refugees called The Auxilary Military Pioneer Corps, all the while firing off applications to the Air Force and suddenly my application came through, which was a miracle because nobody else’s did.


First I went to Scotland, and then to Canada, and then I wangled my way onto an American training scheme, called Arnold’s Scheme, and started my pilot training in 1942 in Florida. I really started getting interested in films there, because I met John Garfield [the actor] who was filming Air Force (1943) in Tampa, Florida, and he taught me a lot of things. In the end though, in October 1943, I was posted to the top-scoring fighter squadron in the RAF’s 11 Group, the 609 (West Riding) Squadron, flying Hawker Typhoons. I basically stayed with them until the end of the war.


Of course, during the war when I came back on leave, my friends in the theater and films promised me everything—“you are the people who are saving us,” and so on. But then when I got out and tried to get work, all I heard was, “you’ve got to be a member of the union.” How do I become a member? By working. And I couldn’t work, because I wasn’t a member. Just by luck, my sister was working at the American Embassy. And a man came in and said “I’m the prop buyer for a film called No Orchids for Miss Blandish (1948) and we need American weaponry, can you help me?” And she said, yes, I can help you, and I’ve got a younger brother who just came out of the RAF and he would like to get into films. He introduced me to the art director. And that’s how I got into a film studio.


I did about five or six films before I started working completely on my own and one of the first films where I did a big part on my own [associate art director] was Captain Horatio Hornblower R.N. (1951) with Gregory Peck and Virginia Mayo. I found a ship in the South of France and redesigned it as an 18th-century frigate, and after that I was known as a ship expert. Jack Warner called me to the island of Ischia near Naples for a film called The Crimson Pirate with Burt Lancaster in 1952 and I sailed the big galleon to Ischia and met my wife there. Then I worked in Rome as assistant art director on a film called Helen of Troy (1956). There were no draftsmen there, so I had to hire architects, and we had a lot of fun, about 14 architects and a brilliant designer called Eddie Carrere. I thought I wouldn’t be very long on that film, little did I know we’d be shooting sometimes two units of 3,000 extras and they had to be put in costume, weapons and all that—so that was good training for me. Then I started working on my own in England.


My way of working was to always start with a sketch, even if there wasn’t a script—talking on the phone to somebody, I would be doodling. At that time in architecture the teaching was pretty rigid, so even though I could make big camera projections, my film designs in the beginning were to some extent lifeless. Eventually I gave up and used a pen called a Flowmaster, a black-and-white pen with a T-shaped felt nib, and I had a way of controlling it so I could do a very fine line, but very strong lines too. In this way I could illustrate how the set should be lit, in black and white, and I was known for these rather strong sketches.


The volcano set for You Only Live Twice (1967) was huge. It was the most ambitious interior-exterior set ever built. The dimensions of the volcano were well over 450 feet to the long-shot area, which we had tented in. The artificial inclined lake was 120 feet wide, and we had a moving heliport flying in actual helicopters, and a monorail. Once I started designing it, I went on and I went on and I went on. I never talked to a cameraman, I just thought, well, somebody can light it. I learned that from Stanley Kubrick, who was also a great photographer, he would never accept from anybody that something couldn’t be done. The only option was to get the best cameraman in the world—and that was Freddie Young [Lawrence of Arabia]—because nobody else wanted to do it. They told me nobody in the world could light it, but Freddie looked at the model and said no problem. He got every what we called brute arc, a gigantic arc, in the country, and from across Europe too. And it took every lamp in Pinewood. But he lit it and he lit it well.


Today you’d do it with computer-generated imagery (CGI) and it’s a very effective way of doing a scene, but it changes filmmaking completely. The danger is that directors go crazy. In the past they couldn’t get more than 1,000 extras, now they get 100,000 extras with their CGI, but it doesn’t look real and the audience knows it’s phoney. So it’s a fantastic new weapon I would say, but it has got to be treated with caution.


I had so many influences when I was coming up. There were the Russians. Andrej Andrejew, who worked for the Korda brothers [on Anna Karenina (1948), amongst others], who was quite brilliant. Then I was very lucky to work on a film with Georges Wakhévitch, he was more of an opera designer [for Bartok], but unfortunately the film was never made. Also the great French art director Alexandre Trauner, who did Les Enfants du Paradis, and Vincent Korda too, I was lucky to have him as my friend. They were much older than me, but there was never any jealousy, they were proud to be with me.


You had to have a great team with you too, which I developed on each film; I got better and better people behind me, like [visual effects supervisor] Johnny Stears, who always worried about the Bond gadgets, and Ronnie Udell, who was the main construction coordinator, very English and never panicked, always a straight face. But it’s not just what you can do or what you can’t do, you have to have the confidence of the people you work with and work for, the director and the producer, and on the Bond films that became more and more important. Mind you, the bigger they became, the less critical they were of my work, except for Cubby who used to say, “every time Ken puts pencil to paper, I have a heart attack.”


As a production designer, you have to be able to fight for what you want, but you also have to know how to compromise without hurting the film—you can’t do everything. The main thing is that you have the respect and a good relationship with the director and/or the producer, so you’ve got some muscle there, maybe you can get a little more money! When a designer has a lot of imagination, well, he is an artist in a way and he is an artist who has to be respected. And I find when I worked on films where I had a great rapport with the director, the cameraman, and if it was a period picture maybe the costume designer too, then the film turned out to be great. If you are all on the same beam, the film will turn out to be a good film, you know—I’ve never been disappointed in that. If you have continuous battles, that reflects eventually.”
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Barry Lyndon, one of two films Adam designed for the director Stanley Kubrick
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Adam’s concept sketch for the nuclear reactor room in Dr. No and how it translated to the big screen





DR. STRANGELOVE


Drawings by Adam showing how the War Room evolved from the original two-tier idea (see here) through to the final set (see here). The circular table and light ring are now famous and have been referenced in many films since Kubrick’s Dr. Strangelove.
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A passion for cars


“I had to design that car [for Chitty Chitty Bang Bang (1968)] from scratch and I drove everybody crazy with it,” recalls Adam. “I had to build a mock-up, you see, and I used to come into the workshop and say no, no, no, I don’t like it, can’t you do this, can’t you do that, and they went crazy with me. But eventually the car was just as I wanted it. And people started building it! Even last year somebody called me and said ‘I’ve built one of your cars, would you like to see it?’ But I was always crazy about cars. Cars and flying.”


His enthusiasm for—mostly fast—cars dates from early childhood. “When I was a boy in Berlin, I hated walking. So my nanny would take me to a show window near the Ku’damm where they had the Mercedes racing cars. We are talking about 1924 or so, and they were beautiful with chrome pipes. She could always get me to walk there if I could look at the cars. So I fell in love with those cars, and I’ve always really been in love with cars. During the Suez crisis—when there was petrol rationing in the UK—I bought a super-charged Mercedes SSK two-seater, eight-cylinder engine. I could do 110mph in that down to Pinewood, but not very safely. And today I have my Rolls. I used to ship it out to Los Angeles when I had jobs there. So I always loved the cars in Bond, they really appealed to me.”


[image: images]





THE MADNESS OF KING GEORGE


“We did The Madness of King George for $10m and we shot it in ten weeks,” recalls Adam of the film that won him a second Academy Award. “Nicholas Hytner had never directed a film before—he is such a talented man, brilliant, and he listened to us. He would come up with very good ideas, and we worked out how to make those ideas work for the screen. I used to say to him, if you hear from the producers and they want another close-up of the King or the Queen or something, give them that, it doesn’t hurt. But if they say that a scene isn’t staged properly, then don’t take any notice of that, tell them to go to Hell. If you feel it works, you do it. You go ahead and do what you think is right.”
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Designs by Adam for Kew Palace.
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Final design concept by Adam for the House of Lords.
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YOU ONLY LIVE TWICE


Blofeld’s command center inside a Japanese volcano, the interior of which was actually created at Pinewood Studios. This was an ambitious set with vast proportions.
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Built into the volcano mouth is the mechanism for the retractable artificial lake.
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Adam’s concept sketch shows the mobile heliport and the space rocket.





GOLDFINGER


Adam on the Goldfinger set: “We looked at the real exterior of Fort Knox and replicated it. It was very uninteresting, Art Deco, 1920s, but quite frightening because it had machine gun guards on the roof and helicopters flying over, and you were warned every two minutes not to step over the line,” recalls Adam of his work on 1964’s Goldfinger with director Guy Hamilton and producers Albert “Cubby” Broccoli and Harry Saltzman. “But the interior, I made it like a casino of gold, so it was all wrong. I’d been to the bank vaults in the Bank of England, well, they don’t have bricks of gold, it’s too heavy, but I built a 50-foot pile of gold bars, and used an interesting processing technique, which included several sprays of lacquer over these plastic bricks and they ended up looking like real gold. I had a little bit of a problem with Cubby and Harry—they said: ‘Come on, Ken, it looks like a prison.’ That was what I was looking for! A prison of gold bars. But Guy Hamilton, who was fantastic, agreed with me. It was funny, because after the film came out, United Artists got over 200 letters from irate American film-goers demanding to know why a British film would even be allowed to shoot in Fort Knox when their president couldn’t get in,” laughs Adam. “So they believed it, but it was completely unbelievable!”
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