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FOREWORD


by Chris Kelly, Producer


Invariably, media attention is focused on the stars, for obvious reasons. It’s their faces that appear on posters, their names that, it is assumed, sell films and television programmes. However, for anyone with a genuine love of the business, the real heroes and heroines are the unsung ones; the problem-solvers, the imaginative engine room behind the visual experience. Chief among these are the Production Designers and Art Directors.


For decades, Terry Ackland-Snow has been among the best of British. As a producer, I’ve had the good fortune to work with him on many occasions. Unflappable, resourceful, indefatigable, cheerful and loyal, he has been more than equal to every challenge we’ve thrown at him. Before the ubiquity of CGI, Terry’s inventive skill enabled him to turn the most fanciful or demanding script into plausible visual reality; on time and on budget. Five words that are music to a producer’s ears.


It is typical of his generosity of spirit and love of his craft that, instead of hanging up his drawing board, he is devoting his considerable energies to passing on his secrets to a younger generation, the Oscar-winners of tomorrow. Typical too that despite the industry’s increasing reliance on the computer, Terry continues to stress the fundamental importance of draughtsmanship. No one is better qualified to teach and inspire.




DEDICATION


In memory of my brother, Brian Ackland-Snow, 1940–2013


At the time of his death in 2013, my brother Brian hadn’t worked for fourteen years due to the cruel illness, Alzheimer’s Disease. However, his humour, compassion and generosity still shone through. He was a very unselfish man in the workplace and as a husband and father.


Brian loved drawing, art and modelmaking from an early age, but, at our father’s insistence, he had to complete his carpentry apprenticeship with the family business before he started in design. After this, he joined the Art Department at the Danziger Studio in Elstree as an Art Department Assistant, subsequently working on his first film, The Road to Hong Kong, at Shepperton Studios, under Production Designer Roger K. Furse.


He went on to work on many films and television programmes from 1962 until he retired, having won an Oscar in 1987 for Best Art Direction and a BAFTA for Best Production Design for A Room with a View, and a Primetime Emmy for Outstanding Individual Achievement in Art Direction for the mini-series Scarlett.


Brian’s film and television credits include: Without a Clue; A Room with a View; Superman III; The Dark Crystal; McVicar; Dracula; Death on the Nile; Cross of Iron; The Slipper and the Rose; There’s a Girl in My Soup; Battle of Britain; 2001: A Space Odyssey; The Quiller Memorandum; The Road to Hong Kong; The Magnificent Amersons; Animal Farm; Kidnapped; Scarlett; Cadfael; The Man in the Brown Suit; Hart to Hart.
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Preface


By Wendy Laybourn
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Wendy Laybourn.




What is illusion? The Collins English Dictionary defines it as a ‘deceptive impression of reality’. Nowhere is this definition so relevant as in film production. In order to transport the audience to wherever the script leads, the Art Department uses illusion to create whatever style is needed to produce the appropriate backdrop for the performers and the rest of the film crew to work with. If you read through the ‘Film Crew Breakdown’ below, you will fully appreciate the number of people involved in any production and will better understand what a critical contribution the Art Department has in the finished film or television programme.


The film crew uses light, colour, sound and movement to transform the script into a drama, a musical, a flight of fantasy, or a blood-curdling horror movie. So never forget, as you become deeply involved in the latest tricks or technologies, that you are an entertainer first and foremost, putting images up on a screen for the enjoyment of an audience and following in the traditions set by the earliest filmmakers.


The creation of film technology was not originally meant for artistic expression, but began simply as a commercial extension of live ‘theatrical’ events, recording them much like the modern documentary. The practitioners soon found that portraying a story on screen was quite different from that of a theatre production. There are major qualities available to filmmakers that are difficult, if not impossible, to achieve on stage. For example, the close-up of faces and objects in order to achieve emphasis was first used by D.W. Griffith in 1907. The ability to use the camera lens to zoom in and out of any particular aspect of a scene gives the Director, Designer and Cinematographer enormous scope to add depth and quality to the action.


The controlled use of sound over action and vice versa was first used in 1926 when it was found possible to link both sound and picture together on celluloid. In addition to giving the Director the ability to emphasize the dialogue, this technology gave rise to sound design and atmospherics, as well as a specifically written and arranged music track that augments the action and creates the style and feel of the film.


When film was in its infancy it was essentially just a series of animated photographs, but then the ‘showmen’ stepped in to work with the photographers and began the process of what is now taken for granted as ‘film production’. However, the essence of filmmaking has not really changed since those early days and it is important to remember that the early filmmakers were working with very basic and unsophisticated equipment and materials. Nonetheless, the creativity of the entire crew and their passion for telling the story is the same as ever, it is just the technology that has grown over the decades so that the tricks and scenic illusions have become more and more exotic, making the seemingly impossible now a practical reality.


The Production Designer and the Art Department are involved with all aspects of the actual sets, either in the studio or on location. Joining together with the Director, Cinematographer (Director of Photography), Construction Manager and all the other Heads of Department, they produce the ‘land of magic and illusion, which the audience sees on the screen.


Production Design is way beyond aesthetics and interior design, with the Production Designer and Art Director being two of the key creators involved in any production. Given the practical and economic framework that governs the whole production, the Art Department has to be able to make the designs work around the physical restrictions of the shooting schedule. This is where the ‘teamwork’ of production comes into play and where the Art Department is expected to produce the best of creative work. Film production is not only highly creative, it is also a business that handles many millions of pounds or dollars, so any production is constricted by time, budget and constant changes of concept and ideas, combined with the sheer physicality of the actual construction process. Only a crew that works together like a well-oiled machine will be able to reach their target and satisfy not only the viewing public but, very importantly, the producer and the investors.


Within this team, the Production Designer, who will almost always have risen through the ranks of the Art Department, is the creative force behind every aspect of the design and is the person who imagines and recreates, in drawings and sketches, exactly what mood, colour palette and style the Director has visualized for the production. In essence, the Production Designer is the link between the Director and the extended Art and Construction Departments.


From the Production Designer’s drawings and sketches, it is the Art Director’s job to turn them into perfect blueprints and technical drawings, which the Construction Crew will use to build and fabricate the actual sets. Not only does the Art Director have to use his or her considerable creative and technical talents as an architect and artist, but also needs a good working knowledge of building materials and methods, as well as a vice-like grip on the finances. The Art Department is responsible for the budget of the entire Construction Crew, which is why this budget is a separate sector of the main production budget and is the largest ‘below the line’ budget on any feature film.
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Set construction at the Shepherd’s Bush Studios in the 1920s. At the Debrie camera are Freddie Young (left) and St Aubyn Brown. Freddie Young BSC went on to win three Oscars for his cinematography on Ryan’s Daughter, Doctor Zhivago and Lawrence of Arabia.





Art Directors are artists who can adapt their style to any number of different types of production. They integrate themselves and their team into the mood and feeling of a particular project, whether it is a comedy, a musical, a costume drama or a science fiction extravaganza. The range of materials used and the scope of the design will test their imagination and skills to the utmost. During the pre-production and production periods, they will have constant discussions with the Construction Manager and together they will make decisions about the suitability of the materials and locations involved – as well as incorporating the restraints of time and economics.


In this book, which is aimed at anyone wanting to make a career in film, Terry Ackland-Snow will take you through the processes involved in creating a film set. All of the tips, tricks and techniques described in the book have been used and refined over many decades and, although the technology might have changed, the essence of filmmaking is still the same.


Film sets have developed through time from the canvas backcloths used in theatres through to their present and highly sophisticated form. Each year, the development of technology and visual processes makes film sets more exciting and the Art Director has to be abreast of every innovation. In film production the learning process never ends and the film crew is like a mobile and ever-changing life force, so even the most experienced Production Designer and Art Director will find each new project a challenge!






FILM CREW BREAKDOWN


Production Office including Director


The Producer has overall control of every aspect of the production process, working with the Director, the Scriptwriters, the Director of Photography (Cinematographer), Production Designer, Special Effects Supervisor and Visual Effects Supervisor in a careful planning process to bring the film to the cinema screen.


Art Department including Construction, Props and Set Dressing


The Production Designer, Art Director, Construction Manager, Props and Set Dresser work together to construct and create the style and atmosphere of the sets, both in the studio and on location.


Camera and Lighting including Grips


The Director of Photography, the Camera, Lighting and Grips crews work closely with the Director and Production Designer to maintain the consistent ‘look and feel’ of the film.


Hair and Make-Up including Prosthetics


The Hair and Make-up Designer and team work with the Director, the Production Designer and the Costume Designer to create the look that the Director wants to match to the period and content of the production using prosthetics, wigs and many other tricks and techniques.


Costume Department


The Costume Designer and team are responsible for all items of clothing worn by every performer appearing on screen. The Designer works closely with the Director, the Production Designer and Hair and Make-Up to set the style, character and overall tone of the production.


Production Sound Crew


The Sound Mixer, Boom Operators, Assistants and Technicians are responsible for recording all dialogue and sound effects on set.


Second Unit


The Second Unit (there can be more units on a large or stunt-driven film) is a fully operational and highly specialized shooting crew that looks after the filming of scenes, involving such things as special physical effects, stunts, action and aerial shots, motion capture, mattes and miniatures – in fact, anything out of the ordinary.


Special Physical Effects


The Special Physical Effects Supervisor and crew are highly skilled technicians and will work with the Director and Stunt Co-ordinator during pre-production and production to create the physical effects for the film – pyrotechnics, stunts and action, working models, mechanical and atmospherics.


Visual Effects


The Visual Effects Supervisor is a skilled VFX technician and will work closely with the Director and Art Department throughout pre-production, production and post-production to oversee all visual effects work carried out by the post-production facilities, with their highly skilled and creative teams.


Picture Post-Production including Visual Effects


The Post-Production Supervisor, with a team of Editors, works with the Director, Director of Photography, Sound and Visual Effects Supervisors to bring together all the elements of the film.


Sound Department including Post-Production, Sound Design and Music


The Sound Designer – or Supervising Sound Editor – works with the Post-Production Supervisor, the Director and the Composer to provide the film with its distinctive atmosphere for the complete audience experience.


Cinema Exhibition


This is the final stage for the finished feature film. There is a range of global cinema outlets from independent screens to major cinema chains.


Support Facilities


Throughout the film production world there is a whole range of companies that supply essential Equipment, Stock, Hardware and Software, Facilities and Service, Location Caterers, Location Transport, Freight Shipping and Travel, Specialist Materials and Chemicals. These support companies and their employees are highly skilled in their particular professions, although they are rarely mentioned in the credits.







INTRODUCTION


ABOUT THE AUTHOR


It was fifty years ago when I took my first steps into the film industry at Danziger Studios in Elstree. The first major studio I worked at was MGM, closely followed by Pinewood, which inevitably led to location projects – making the world my studio!


My family has a significant history within the film industry. My father, Frank Ackland-Snow, followed the steps of his older brother, Percy, and joined the film industry as a carpenter at Shepperton Studios. In the mid-1940s, the film industry went into depression due to World War II, so, in 1950, Frank and Percy started a construction company called Ackland-Snow Limited. They worked on many shows, including Doctor Who and Day of the Triffids. Later on, when Art Director Scott McGregor asked my father if one of his sons could join him on a production, he suggested my brother Brian. Fortunately for me, although Brian went on to be a well-respected Production Designer, he was unable to commit at this time, so I eagerly took the job and began a long and rewarding career in film design. My son Dominic has since followed me into this wonderful industry, working as a Construction Manager on films such as Kingsman 2 and Alice Through the Looking Glass, and my daughter is now a successful Graphics Artist.


The Rocky Horror Picture Show


Rocky Horror was my first stint as an Art Director and, as such, is a good example of the responsibilities of this role and the types of methods I will be discussing in the book. The film became a classic and the impact of the design we produced speaks for itself as it is continually replicated to this day.


In 1975, I was settling into my job as Art Department Assistant on The Rocky Horror Picture Show, when I was called to a meeting advising me that the Art Director had left the picture due to other commitments. The discussion around the table was centred around who was going to take his place. The answer, much to my surprise, was ‘Terry is!’ So I was dropped into a senior role at the tender age of twenty-nine, in what was to become an iconic film. What luck! Not only was I quite young to take on such responsibility, but I found myself having to employ people who had, on previous productions, been my employers.
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The view from the front of the stage and the proscenium arch.
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Sketch of the overhead aspect of the swimming pool and stage.
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Showing the elevation of the swimming pool scene.
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Sketch of Dr Frank-N-Furter’s laboratory, showing the location of the freezer, the ramp and the breakaway wall – note the

geodesic dome as part of the ceiling..




We filmed at Bray Studios, near Windsor, with a separate location in Oakley Court, which is an old manor house next to the studio. Bray was constructed by Hammer Film Productions around an eighteenth-century country house called Down Place in 1951. Hammer made its final film there in 1966, but the Studio and Oakley Court continued to be used by Special Effects teams for such productions as the St Trinian’s films, Half a Sixpence, Murder By Death, the 1970s Dr Who television series, Gerry Anderson’s Space 1999, as well as The Rocky Horror Picture Show.


One of the film’s more memorable sequences features a character called Eddie crashing on a motorcycle through a block of ice in a giant freezer into the Doctor’s laboratory. This needed a stuntman and clever work by the camera and grips to make it appear that the actor, Meatloaf, was actually on the bike. The original idea was that the motorbike and rider would be speeding around inside a Wall of Death – a fairground attraction built to resemble the inside of a huge drum or barrel where the bikes ride around at speed manoeuvring up and down the ‘wall’.
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The make-up of the geodesic dome, showing the pentagon and hexagon construction.




This was deemed too dangerous, so I designed the idea of a ramp in the laboratory, which would be much safer. This set-up was agreed, along with the colours of red and pink for the walls. I had the pink tiles made out of hardboard squares and painted in different shades of pink, applying the shades at random on the walls, which was the look I wanted to achieve. The freezer indicated on the plan and the elevation is where the performer rode the motorbike out of the freezer. We frosted both bike and actor with wax, which proved very effective.
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Sketch of Dr Frank-N-Furter’s laboratory, showing the location of the freezer, the ramp and the breakaway wall – note the geodesic dome as part of the ceiling.
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The plan of Frank’s laboratory, showing the freezer ramp down which the motorcycle enters the set and the Narrator’s wheelchair.
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Sketch of the interior of Frank’s laboratory.
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Isometric drawing from the plan and elevation. This can help to work out action on the set.
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Sketch showing the construction of the breakaway wall and the progress of the wheelchair.




A laboratory was constructed for Dr Frank-N-Furter, the main character. He also had a bed on a small stage as shown on the plan, which had a breakaway wall. The tiles for this were made of thin plaster so that they would shatter easily and were painted in shades of pink to match the hardboard tiles. To build this, we first had to cut the breakaway area out of the flat, fill the hole with dummy bricks and then apply the pink tiles to match the existing ones. This breakaway is where the Narrator comes crashing through the wall on a wheelchair.
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Explanation of the David ‘handed’ pose.




As part of the set there was a modified model of the Statue of David. There were two statues, one with the correct stance and another that was the opposite way round. The term for this mirror image is ‘handed’.


Supergirl


Following Rocky Horror, I worked as Art Director on many films, including Papillon, Death on the Nile, Aliens, Superman II and III, Supergirl, Labyrinth, Batman and my favourite, as Underwater Art Director, The Deep, which we filmed on location in the Caribbean. Part of the job was learning how to dive – absolute heaven!
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The street scene under construction at Pinewood.
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The street under construction starting to be partially dressed.
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The street fully dressed with shop fronts and American vehicles.
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A draft sketch of the Supergirl crash scene with the camera angles. Note that the street was ended in perspective to give the illusion of length.




In every production, the Art Department has to be absolutely flexible and open to all influences from the outside world, which can be refined and redesigned to create the illusion the Director wants the viewing audience to experience. For Supergirl, we had to create Smallville, a mid-American town, with the appropriate built-in perspective. I went to the USA to recce in the mid-West and so realistic was our set when it was finished on the Pinewood Backlot that an American, who had come from a Texas fast-food franchise as a Set Dresser, got so engrossed in his job that he tried to walk off the edge of the set! Luckily there wasn’t far to fall.


Later on, a prominent fuel company did not want its name used when a gas station was blown up for a stunt, so my initials are now immortalized on the screen as ‘TAS Gas’. Every part of a film crew is utilized to their utmost during the production of a film and you have to be ready with answers, solutions and skills.
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Zaltar’s palace under construction.
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The card model of the Smallville set with left to right: Art Director Terry Ackland-Snow, ‘Supergirl’ Helen Slater and Production Designer Richard MacDonald.
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One of the vehicles used in the crash scene, with left to right: Storyboard Artist Mike Ploog, Art Director Terry Ackland-Snow and Concept Artist Simon Murton.
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A celebratory drink on the set, with left to right: Director Jeannot Szwarc, Art Director Terry Ackland-Snow, Production Designer Richard MacDonald and Storyboard Artist Mike Ploog.
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Ever immortalized as ‘TAS Gas’. Note the crane in the middle of the street, which was used for the ‘Supergirl’ flying rig and Selena’s Rolls-Royce.




TEACHING FILM DESIGN


In 2001, I started Film Design International in Pinewood Studios to offer draughtsmanship courses for the film and television industry. The courses are aimed at a wide range of Art Department professionals and university graduates who seek specific training in order to further their careers. Students are encouraged to ‘go back to basics’ and learn the traditional art of draughting and making scale models and miniatures, as well as CAD instruction (Computer-Aided Design) and an understanding of how a film crew works – especially in respect of construction and cinematography.


I really believe that, in order to maintain the art of draughtsmanship, existing practitioners should bridge the generational gaps between the traditional and the newer ways of doing things. The best way to achieve this is to have young people taught by the practitioners themselves, passing on their knowledge and experience gained over many years of working in the business. Those starting out in the industry must fully understand the role of the Art Director and the Art Department through basic knowledge in design, camera operation, direction and editing techniques – plus the all-important scheduling and budgeting requirements. The Art Department is unique within the film crew in that it runs its own budget during a production. So, to be a successful Art Director, not only do you have to be able to create and visualize, as well as control and inspire a team of people, but also have a full understanding of the financial and planning aspects involved.


This is a practical guide to Production Design – a term which has been credited to Producer David O. Selznick to describe the larger than life designs of William Cameron Menzies for the 1939 film Gone with the Wind. It literally means the creation of the physical world surrounding a film story.


Production Design uses the expertise and experience gained over many years to work out how the story of the script can be told in the space and time available, working to the Director’s very specific instructions – and all this has to be achieved within the financial and scheduling restrictions put in place by the Producer. Although a background in art or design with an ability to sketch is a great advantage, this is only part of the job. Everyone in the Art Department must, to some degree and according to level of experience, have a working knowledge of the effect of lighting on the shade and saturation of the colours used on set on the costumes, make-up and construction materials. They also need to know how the camera will see the scene and how the various lenses will affect the picture and how much of it will be in focus. For example, with a telephoto lens, the foreground, middle or background pieces may be out of focus, so you might need to change the design choices. Accordingly, this book covers not only the skills and responsibilities of the Art Department, but also those of all the crews with which it comes into contact.


It has always been my aim to make sure that the new generation of filmmakers is fully apprised of the art of creating illusion on film. Having been in this industry long enough to witness all the changes myself, I believe it is so important to continue the outstanding work of the Art Department that has been developing over the last century. I also truly believe that, in order to make best use of the incredible technology available in today’s market, the basic skills that created so many classics have to be absorbed and understood.




THE AUTHOR’S FILM AND TELEVISION CREDITS FROM 1962–2002


Film: Masters of Venus; Richard the Lionheart; The Pink Panther; The Haunting; In the Cool of the Day; The Yellow Rolls-Royce; Carry On Cleo; A Shot in the Dark; Operation Crossbow; The Liquidator; On Her Majesty’s Secret Service; Lady ‘L’; Fahrenheit 451; Eye of the Devil; Blue Max; Half a Sixpence; 2001: A Space Odyssey; The Anniversary; Battle of Britain; Hoffman; Mr Forbush and the Penguins; Up Pompeii; The Man Who Had Power Over Women; Papillon; Tommy; The Rocky Horror Picture Show; The Return of the Pink Panther; Barry Lyndon; Sky Riders; The Deep; Death on the Nile; Medusa Touch; Arabian Adventure; Nijinsky; Superman II; The Great Muppet Caper; The Dark Crystal; Krull; Superman III; Pirates of Penzance; Supergirl; Spies Like Us; King David; Aliens; Living Daylights; Consuming Passions; Batman; Rainbow Thief; Doomsday Gun; Get Real; Bourne Identity; Dad’s Army (original film); It’s all Happening; The Quest; Rocket to the Moon; Take Me High; Rebel Zone; Papa.


Television: The Avengers; Danger Man; Harry’s Girls; Black Beauty; Shirley’s World; Dick and Julie in Covent Garden; Dopple Clanger; Alternative 3; Inspector Morse Series 2, 3 and 5; Soldier, Soldier Series 1–6; Closing Numbers; Kavanagh Q.C.; SOS; Monsignor Rénard; Without Motive; Nell Gwynn (theatre).







CHAPTER 1


THE ART DEPARTMENT


Feature film production is an industry full of multitalented artists and artisans, but it is also a heavily financed and controlled business in every sense. It is not a career to enter into light-heartedly, so it is important to understand the pressures that will come with being part of a film production crew.


A professional film crew is a well-practised and creative machine where everyone shows up to work knowing exactly what to do and when to do it. In film production, every artist to some extent is a technician, using technology to turn ideas into reality. An educational environment is ‘safe’ by design, free from the unpredictable situations that working life throws at you and free from the need to make a living. There are very few people who can leave education fully capable of working in the professional film world as an accomplished creative or technician. That takes life experience, which can only be gained once you start working.


There are so many facets to the process of producing a film or a television drama that jobs, skills and technologies are very often intertwined. This book is all about working in the Art Department, which houses the people who create a film’s look. They build sets and dress them. They have the skills of an architect, an artist, an interior designer and a world-class shopper. However, everyone in the Art Department must have a working knowledge of the skills and responsibilities of all the crews they come into contact with, because they will have a direct influence on the design process.


Essentially, the Art Department is the ‘hub’ around which the film crew works. It provides the creative template on which the other departments depend, providing a base for the exchange of creative ideas, where opinions and options are discussed and formalized. The work and planning undertaken in the Art Department enables the crew to build and create the illusion that the audience will see on the screen.


THE ART DEPARTMENT STRUCTURE
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Art Department Structure.




The head of the Art Department is the Production Designer, who is fully supported by the Art Director. These two roles are often confused, so what is the difference? The Production Designer is in charge of everything artistic. He or she will have been chosen by the Director in the early days of pre-production as the most suitable for and the most compatible with the Director’s vision for the film. They will work with the Director and the other Heads of Departments from pre-production right through until the final scene is captured.


The Art Director works directly for the Production Designer and looks after the Art Department on a day to day basis, including the Construction Crew, which can number 200–300 craftsmen and women on a major feature film.


Both the Production Designer and the Art Director will have worked their way through the various levels of the Art Department and, essentially, both will have a firm understanding of architecture and materials. However, the Production Designer does not necessarily need to have the same technical qualifications as the Art Director. The Production Designer creates the detailed sketches and drawings, both of interiors and exteriors, which then fall to the Art Director and his team to extend into blueprints for the Construction Manager to work from.


Within the Art Department, the Art Director is the leader, the translator of sketches and drawings into working blueprints, the intermediary between the Production Designer, Director and Construction Crew, as well as the protector of everyone working in his department. He will, in return, demand absolute loyalty and discretion from those around him.
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Art Department Structure showing how the Art Department ‘hub’ interacts with Special Physical Effects and Construction.




The Director is the absolute ‘boss’ of the creative film crew, but how an individual Director interacts with the Art Department will depend on their personality. Some will only be concerned with the performances and the action on set and will leave much of the overall design and construction to the Production Designer and the Art Department, whilst others will be more ‘visual’ and want to have a hands-on approach. Whichever version of Director is in control of the film, the Art Director will have to be the ultimate diplomat, whatever the challenges.
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Breakdown of crew for a large-budget feature film.
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Breakdown of crew for a medium-budget film.
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Breakdown of crew for a low-budget short film.




The Production Designer and the Art Director are co-dependent. In any argument between the Designer and the Director regarding, for example, last-minute location or set changes that are already designated and well under way and which may be costly or tricky to reorganize, the Art Director should, very diplomatically, support the Designer with quick sketches, original material and, very importantly, budget and scheduling information, to back up the Designer’s argument.


The final responsibilities of the Art Department are to the studios and locations where the sets will be constructed. Within the studio complexes, there will be specific rules and regulations that have to be taken into consideration. The same applies to locations, so the Art Director, with the Location Manager, has to have a basic knowledge of that country’s laws, as well as the specific needs of the local regulations.
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