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UNDER PROMISE. OVER DELIVER.


THERE’S NO UPSIDE TO OPTIMISM.

















The Metaphorical Cat



Physicist Erwin Schrödinger devised a thought experiment to illustrate his problem with quantum physics. His idea was to place a metaphorical cat [the best kind] in a closed box with a weapon that can, but not necessarily will kill the kitty. [It’s a tad more complex than that, but let’s move on.]


At this moment, Erwin would argue, since the box is closed and we can’t see the cat, it is both alive and dead. Until observed, the cat’s fate is up in the air.


I won’t divulge my preference, but the point is, until something is witnessed it doesn’t exist.


There are at least two sides to every story, and in the case of making a film or television show, you can square that by hundreds of participants. The anecdotes I’m about to share are my observations. There are as many different points of view as there are participants—each one with the observer as hero. There is also a universal disconnect between who we believe we are and what others see us as. It is this disconnect that creates absurdity, comedy, and pain.


My suppositions and memories carry no more weight than others’.


I hope, however, mine are funnier.















Resume
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Blood Simple [1985]


Compromising Positions [1985]
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A Series of Unfortunate Events [2017–2019]
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On the set of an ABC After School Special.





















A Note to the Reader



Several movies that have been important in my career get short shrift in this book. Films like Blood Simple, Big, and Get Shorty for example, are written about extensively in my memoir, Barry Sonnenfeld, Call Your Mother. You should read that book. But since you’re already here, start with this one.















Especially Dazzling



Joel Coen, Ethan Coen, and I arrived in Austin, Texas, in 1982 to begin work on Blood Simple, the first feature film for all of us. We had not worked our way up any kind of ladder, and not just because I was afraid of heights. By self-declaration, I was a feature film cinematographer, Ethan a producer, and Joel a director. Ethan and Joel had written the script.


Ethan had briefly attended Princeton as a philosophy major but quit via a letter to the dean claiming he had lost his legs in a wood-chipper incident. Or at least, that’s what Ethan told me.


What Joel and I had separately learned at film school—I had attended NYU Graduate Film School while Joel was an undergraduate—was to pre-plan everything. Every shot, every edit, was designed before we started to shoot. The worst place to figure things out is on a set, surrounded by the crew biding their time.


By spending as little money as possible on wardrobe, crew, and set building, we bought ourselves as many shooting days as possible. We alternated 5 and 6-day work weeks, and our 42-day shooting schedule was much longer than most low budget films.


Joel and Ethan and I were attracted to stylized movies. Scorsese was a big influence, as was Kubrick, especially his Dr. Strangelove. We were also fond of Bertolucci’s The Conformist.


The Coens and I had lots of creative freedom on Blood Simple because we had never worked on a movie and therefore had nothing to lose; we could take big chances with the design and execution of our little film. If we failed, we had no reputation to ruin. We also had no studio thwarting our wacky creative impulses with “notes.” This freedom meant we had fun.


In hindsight, I’m amazed directors put up with me as their cinematographer. I was a big presence on the set—some might say a handful. I had a lot of personality. I often wore a stick-on-your-forehead baby thermometer that would glow my temperature. This allowed me to walk up to anyone—Joel, Ethan, Fran, grips, electricians—lean my pinhead forward and ask what my temperature was.


“I’ve got a temperature!” I would gleefully announce to everyone within earshot.


“What’s it at, Ba?” Ethan would yell back.


“Ninety-nine!” I’d scream, holding the back of my hand across my forehead, silent movie actress style.


The film’s investors [I think there were about 60] for the most part hated the finished film. They weren’t sure if it was a comedy or noir film and didn’t grok how it could be both. The boys lugged their finished film around to all the studios, who were happy to look at it since most low budget independent movies were, unlike ours, rarely shot on 35mm film. Blood Simple looked like a studio movie with an indie attitude. The studios’ production people tended to like it and the distribution teams felt they couldn’t market it. After nine months of carrying those heavy film cans around, Joel and Ethan were no closer to finding a distributor. Luckily the boys were able to get the movie accepted at the Toronto Film Festival.


Ben Barenholtz, working for a new distribution company located in Washington, DC, saw the film and liked it. Circle Films agreed to distribute.


The New York Film Festival doesn’t usually accept first time filmmakers, nor films that had already been shown at other festivals, but they surprisingly accepted Blood Simple.


Our careers changed at around 8 PM on the evening of October 11, 1984, when the next day’s edition of the New York Times published Janet Maslin’s review calling Blood Simple “A Black-Comic Romp.” Her review begins: “Black humor, abundant originality and a brilliant visual style make Joel Coen’s ‘Blood Simple’ a directorial debut of extraordinary promise.” Later she comments, “The camera work by Barry Sonnenfeld is especially dazzling.”


I was standing on the corner of Broadway and 72nd Street balancing a Gray’s Papaya hot dog [all beef—no bull—three dogs and a drink for $1.85] and the New York Times in one hand, a papaya drink in the other. The Times had just made me a lauded cameraman.


An interesting side note:


When Danny DeVito hired me to shoot Throw Momma from the Train, he shared that viewing Blood Simple at their neighborhood movie theater had sent Rhea, his wife, into labor.















Compost



After the New York Times review of Blood Simple, but before it was released theatrically, I received a call from Pat McCormick, producer of Compromising Positions. The film was being directed by Frank Perry, whose previous work included Rancho Deluxe and Mommie Dearest. The movie was a comedy involving the murder of a philandering dentist played by Joe Mantegna.


Pat had striking blue eyes.


Frank wore old man pants.


Could I send over a VHS tape of Blood Simple so they could check it out?


I told Pat the film was very dark, and looking at it on a TV from a VHS tape wouldn’t get me the job. I would be happy to rent the Broadway Video screening room in the Brill Building and show them a reel [20 minutes] of the 35mm film but would not send them a video tape.


McCormick said Perry wouldn’t schlep to a screening room and I was going to lose any chance of getting the job if I didn’t send a tape.


Obstinately, I told Pat thanks, maybe we’ll work together another time.


McCormick called back an hour later. If I could book the screening room for the next afternoon, Frank would come over to the Brill Building.


I did, he did, and I got the job.


There’s a lesson there.


Compromising Positions, which the crew called “Compost,” was a big deal for me. McCormick arranged for my membership into NABET, the more “indie” of the two East Coast motion picture unions. We shot half the film in New York City and the other 50 percent in East Hampton, where I owned a “starter home.” The job was fun although it was uncomfortable working with Frank since he had a crush on me and refused to call me Barry, preferring the unfortunate and not accurate nickname “Handsome.” He also kept telling me I had beautiful eyelashes, which I admit, is slightly true.
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On the set of Compromising Positions.








The lead was Susan Sarandon. Susan was pregnant but didn’t want Frank to know. This meant her character mainly wore gray sweats.


“Why would a beautiful woman like Susan Sarandon want to be filmed in sweatpants, Handsome? They make her look dumpy.”


“Ya got me, Frank,” I said, feigning stupidity.


Susan appeared on The Late Show with David Letterman a few days before we started filming. Letterman asked Susan about the film. Did she take roles based on the story or character or the writing? Perhaps the director?


“Ask if they’re paying me a lot. That’s why I took this one.”


A bad start.


I loved working with Raul Julia, cast as a suburban detective. I had the pleasure of directing him in two Addams Family movies a few years down the road. The costume designer had given Raul a pair of yellow and brown houndstooth slacks which Raul just loved. Every camera setup he would enthusiastically inquire:


“Barry. Can you see my ponnnts?”


“Yes. Raul. We see them.”


“You see my ponnnts? Excellent.”


Frank relied on me to design the shots.


One day we were in a cramped kitchen filming a close-up of Raul [no, we could not see his ponnnts].


“What lens do you have on, Handsome?” asked Frank.


“Twenty-seven millimeters, Frank.”


“What day of the week is it?”


“Friday?”


“Exactly. We haven’t had a really tight close-up all week. Put on the 50!”


“Sure Frank. But the thing is, I can’t get the camera any further back, so a 50mm lens is going to be like an extremely tight close-up. Like really, really tight.”


“Good! It’s Friday and I don’t want an entire week to go by without a nice tight close-up. We need a shot with some balls!” Frank declared, grabbing a wad of cloth located at the crotch of his old man pants.


“Roger that, Frank. Just one thought: You and I know it’s Friday. But when the audience sees the film, they’re not going to know what day of the week this shot was photographed. All they’ll know is you’re cutting to an extreme close-up of Raul Julia saying, ‘I’ll have an apple.’


“Shouldn’t we save our extreme close-ups for lines like ‘You killed my husband.’ Something slightly more dramatic than a fruit choice?”


“Just do it, Handsome. It’s Friday.”


“Copy that, Frank.”















A Live Action Cartoon



After reading the screenplay of Raising Arizona, Joel and Ethan’s second movie, I called the boys:


“The film should look like a pop-up book. I’ll over-light the foreground so it pops in a three-dimensional way from the background. Almost unrealistically so. Like a fable. Or a live action cartoon. And let’s make the camera a character in the film—even more than we did with Blood Simple.”


Along with Miller’s Crossing, our eventual third collaboration a few years later, Raising Arizona was one of the two films I was most proud of as a cinematographer. They were very different in style. Miller’s Crossing was my best lit movie. Raising Arizona had great self-conscious camera moves.


Joel and I recently joked that if we were shooting Raising Arizona in 2024 we would make the same movie at ten times its 1986 cost and it wouldn’t be half as good. Same with Blood Simple. Back then we used camera techniques we’d be embarrassed to employ now.


For instance, Nic Cage’s fever dream: The camera races over a car and fountain, up a ladder, through a window, and into the screaming mouth of Florence Arizona who has just discovered one of her quints has been kidnapped.


If filmed in 2024, we would lay 40 feet of track on which we’d put the longest, most expensive Supertechno50+—a crane mounted on a dolly that has an arm that silently telescopes 37 feet. If you’re wondering why a crane with a 37-foot telescoping arm would be called a Supertechno50+, it’s because there’s another 13 feet of arm behind the post’s pivot point that holds all the weights to stabilize this complex device.


The Supertechno50+ would get us over the car, fountain, and up the ladder to the second floor curtained window, at which point, we’d transfer the camera to a dolly and overlap the push through the curtains before heading towards Florence’s mouth, adding a lens zoom within the dolly move to get close to her mouth without running her over. By overlapping the push through the curtains on both the crane and dolly shots, we would use that moment to quickly dissolve between the two angles.


Or we might have tried doing the entire shot in one continuous take using a drone.


In 1986, however, the sequence was filmed in a very different, much less expensive way. The first part of the shot was achieved using a two man shakicam. The shakicam is something Joel and Eth picked up from their friend, director Sam Raimi, who used it to great effect in his movie Evil Dead.


A shakicam is a 2-inch-wide by 12-foot-long board with a peg on either end for a handle. An Arriflex 2C camera with a 9.8mm Century Optics lens is mounted in the middle of the board, perpendicular to the board’s length. The lens’ angle of view is so extremely wide you don’t need to look through the camera to aim the thing. In addition, because the lens is so wide-angled, it moves through space and changes perspective rapidly, creating a real sense of speed. The 12-foot length of the board, coupled with the wide angle nature of the lens, reduces bumps and foot falls to a minimum. The image seems to float.


Joel and I, holding the board at either end and very low to the ground, ran towards the car and in tandem, raised the shakicam, trying to keep the horizon parallel to the ground. Once we cleared the car, still running, we lowered the camera back down to the ground before lifting it over the fountain, then back down again, finally racing towards the base of the ladder. At this point we tilted the lens towards the sky, lifting the shakicam up as high as possible, skimming the ladder before we cut out of the shot.


During the first rehearsal Joel tripped, slid, and shoveled a dump truck of gravel underneath the skin of his right hand. He was taken to the hospital for painful pebble removal. After that, we always wore gloves. And knee pads.
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Barry and Joel wearing knee and hand protectors, post Joel’s slide.








The second part of the shot used an inexpensive, non-telescoping crane called a “Giraffe” to boom up the length of the ladder, eventually pushing into the open window’s curtain. The final segment was perhaps the most difficult. It overlapped pushing through the curtain, then rushed towards Florence, who turns from the crib towards the racing camera as she opens her mouth to scream. We end the shot inside her mouth. The challenge was you can’t rush a 420-pound dolly towards a human and stop a couple of inches from their tonsils.


Our solution was to film the shot in reverse—start close on Mrs. Arizona’s uvula and as the camera rapidly pulls back, Florence, acting in reverse, turns away from the camera towards the crib that corralled four, instead of five, babies.


The start of the shot, with the lens literally against her teeth, required Mrs. Arizona not to breathe until we started to track away from her, otherwise she would have fogged the lens.


To further complicate the shot, the Coens and I hated opticals—the postproduction manipulation of film footage. Normally a filmmaker would take the piece of film that started inside Florence’s mouth and with an optical printer, print it in reverse. But that “optical,” until the advent of digital photography, would degrade the image. Our opticals on Blood Simple were horrible. What the Coens and I figured out was that if we photographed the shot with the camera upside down, starting inside Florence’s mouth and pulling back, then flipped the film, so the end of the shot was now the beginning, the image would not only be right side up, but would run backward, or in this case forward, saving an optical. This will be on the final exam, so try to pay attention.


As complicated as this sounds, it was even more difficult since the image on a 35mm piece of film is not centered. There needs to be room on one side of the celluloid for the soundtrack. Whenever the boys and I did one of these upside down to reverse the image trick shots, and there were about half a dozen, you would see Ethan and me sitting on the ground with a piece of paper, drawing a version of a film strip with sprockets on one side only, trying to determine if the camera should be aligned slightly left or right of center. Amazingly, using this low-tech guess work, we offset the image perfectly each time.
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A frame from the dolly shot of Florence Arizona discovering one of her babies is missing, origianlly shot upside down and in reverse.








Raising Arizona relied on a very self-conscious, intrusive camera. The use of wide angle lenses and rapid camera moves gave us the wacky energy we were after. I used similar techniques on Blood Simple, Phil Joanou’s Three O’Clock High, and Danny DeVito’s Throw Momma from the Train.


“Look at me,” the camera would practically scream. Perhaps it’s because I’m an only child.


I was quite frustrated when the famous cinematographer Owen Roizman called—years later I would hire him to photograph The Addams Family. He had been charged with shooting a big, expensive McDonald’s commercial and the client wanted it to look exactly like Raising Arizona.


“How did you do all those shots?” inquired Owen.


“I’ll tell ya, Owen. But I gotta ask: Why didn’t they just hire me?”
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One man shakicam. POV of fist hitting Nic Cage.





















The Baby Pit



There were several reasons we filmed Raising Arizona in Arizona—besides that it was Arizona. It had lots of cactuses, always a comedy plus. The state had a “right to work” law, which meant we could hire a combined crew of union and non-union employees. And finally, Arizona seemed to have very lax, perhaps nonexistent child labor laws, which enabled us to build a baby pit.


The movie required five babies—the Arizona quintuplets. All five were often visible in the same frame. Sometimes they were in their crib, sometimes they were crawling. We realized that viewed as a group, the audience wasn’t going to fixate on any individual baby, with the exception of Nathan Arizona Jr. Babies kinda look the same. So on a small stage next to our bedroom set, we built a shallow carpeted pit in which we put about a dozen and a half blonde, blue-eyed babies. The parental units sat around in folding chairs reading, knitting, and commenting on how not all the babies were as good as theirs. One mother, desperate to get her little angel picked, reacted in horror when she saw her toddler take his first steps. She kept knocking him down, since we needed crawlers, not walkers. She went so far as to put his baby shoes on backward, hoping that would discourage her precocious, precious bundle of joy from bipedaling, but he was off the picture.


When we were ready for the quints, Joel and Ethan would take a trip over to the baby pit, find five who were awake, and bring them to set. Any baby who cried or made a fuss or just sat slug-like, they’d exchange. No one has ever noticed how many different babies it took to achieve our five “Arizona quints.”


Although an adorable baby named TJ played Nathan Arizona Jr., the crawler of our dreams was Cody. He was a combination of excellent actor and supreme stuntman. Cody did about 70 percent of our crawling footage. A real superstar.
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Follow that baby!





















Throw Momma



I was hired by Penny Marshall to shoot the movie Big. Since Barry Diller, the chairman of 20th Century Fox, wanted Tom Hanks instead of Robert De Niro [Penny’s choice], the start date was pushed back more than a half year to wait for Tom. This gave me enough time to photograph Danny DeVito’s Throw Momma from the Train before returning to Big.


Early in preproduction I told Danny we didn’t have enough days to film the show with the ambitious camera moves and angles we had planned. The schedule called for 50, and we needed 60.


“Are you a powerful enough director to get us an additional ten days?”


“As a director, I got no power, Ba,” said the first time director. “As a movie star, whatever we need, babe,” he Cheshire Cat grinned as he rubbed his hands together.


The next afternoon we had 60 days.


A “call sheet” is a piece of paper given to the cast and crew at the end of each day indicating what time and where we were to report for work the next morning. It includes the next day’s scenes, any special effects or props that might be needed, the location of the nearest hospital, etc. I had fallen in love with Susan Ringo, who I had taken to calling Sweetie. On Throw Momma from the Train, Sweetie was absent. We were dating, but she was in East Hampton with her daughters, Sasha and Amy, prohibited by court order from traveling with her kids more than a hundred miles from New York City, where her estranged husband lived. This not only meant Sweetie couldn’t visit me in LA unless there was a long weekend or holiday when her husband had the kids, it also meant I was usually in a bad mood. The cast, director, and mainly the crew, suffered. When Sweetie was a workweek away from a West Coast visit, a new section was added to the call sheet: a map of the United States with a picture of Sweetie in a cartoon car making her way across America. Each day’s call sheet would show her imaginary progress.


Danny is extraordinarily self-confident. After attending NYU Film School, retiring from his gig as Mr. Danny, his Asbury Park, New Jersey, hair salon’s nom de guerre, he made his way west to Los Angeles in anticipation of becoming a star. As you might suspect, he couldn’t get arrested. After a particularly brutal meeting with a casting director where he was told he’d never get an acting job and to find another line of work, Danny told her she was wrong, he was going to be a huge star and stormed out of her office. That evening Danny started his new job as a valet parker at a luxury apartment building in Los Angeles’ Wilshire Corridor. The first apartment owner to drop off a car for Danny to park that night was of course that very same casting director.


Somehow, perhaps due to his small role in One Flew over the Cuckoo’s Nest, DeVito managed to get an audition for the part of Louie, the acerbic dispatcher on Taxi, soon to be a hit TV show. He was brought into the audition room where the creators, James L. Brooks, Ed. Weinberger, the Charles brothers, and others sat across from him. Since he had no chance of getting the part, he didn’t have much to lose.


“Before we start,” Danny barked, “which one of you assholes wrote this piece of shit?”


He was Louie.


Danny became a star.


A slight challenge for Danny, his co-star Billy Crystal, and Anne Ramsey, who played Momma, was the climax of the film, taking place on a train. In retrospect, we should have built a couple of train cars and shot the scene on a blue screen stage, putting in fast moving backgrounds in postproduction. Instead, the crew shot for several days at Magic Mountain, a small, sad amusement park about a 90-minute drive from LA. In addition to a roller coaster and other swell rides, the fun fair also had a dreary train track that circumnavigated the grounds. Unfortunately, the train’s top speed was me after my total knee replacement. Since we had our actors chasing each other between cars, the audience would see just how slow we were traveling. I asked the actors to do all their action at half speed, and set the camera at 12, instead of the normal 24, frames per second. Running the camera and having the thespians act at half speed meant, when projected at the standard 24 frames per second, the action would seem normal but the speed of the train, the background, would be moving twice as fast.


Along with Raising Arizona and Three O’Clock High, Throw Momma was my third film in a row photographed with a very wide angle, self-conscious camera. Most of the shots in Throw Momma were with a 17.5mm or 21mm lens. There is a specific challenge for actors when filming with a wide lens. To shoot a close-up with these lenses, the camera needs to be very near the actor.


This means that when the on-camera actor looks at the off-camera actor, his or her eye-line is too wide, since the off-camera actor is pushed wide to the right or left of the camera. To keep the actor’s eye-line near the axis of the camera’s lens, the on-camera actor is asked to look at a piece of tape placed on the matte box, much closer to the lens than the off-camera actor can be. This means the actor is acting to a piece of tape, and not his or her fellow performer.


When Billy Crystal heard I was hired by Rob Reiner to shoot When Harry Met Sally, he called.


“Hey, Ba. I’m so excited you’re going to do this thing with me and Rob.”


“Me too, Billy.”


“Just one favor. This is a romantic comedy. I have to look at Meg. I can’t be acting to a piece of camera tape stuck to the side of the matte box.”


“No worries, Billy. Throw Momma was a wacky movie. When Harry Met Sally is a handsome romantic comedy. Totally different lenses. You’ll be able to look at Meg. I promise.”


Billy had gotten so used to my wide angle method of shooting that he called me a few years later from the set of City Slickers.


“Barry, the cameraman is using telephoto lenses!”


“Really,” I said. “Who is he?”


“Dean Semler.”


“He’s good,” I said.


“But he’s not using wide angle lenses. Will it be funny?”


“Sadly not, Billy. Only wide angle lenses are funny. But it will look good.”


It actually looked good and was funny, so what do I know? When Harry Met Sally also was shot with normal lenses and was funny so maybe I’m kinda pedantic about this wide angle lens thing.


Anne Ramsey was wonderful as Danny’s Momma. She was recovering from tongue cancer but was up for anything. The only acting she failed at was fake slapping Danny. She could never get the timing right and ended up slapping Danny hard across his face, over and over again.


Years later, Danny spoke at Anne’s memorial:


“And I know,” Danny proclaimed, “that if Anne is looking down upon us right now, she’s saying, ‘There goes your fucking sequel, Fat Boy!’”















It’s in the Delivery



Both DuArt in New York and CFI in Hollywood were independent film labs that cared about their work and delivered excellent dailies. There were also two larger, more corporate labs that had the high-speed machinery and contracts with the major studios to output most of the industry’s release prints. One lab was the excellent Technicolor. The other was the shockingly bad Deluxe—the Yugo of film labs, which had Fox, Orion, Universal, and several other studios as its clients.


“Barry. This is Bud.”


Bud Stone was the chairman of Deluxe Film Labs, the Los Angeles based company that was supposed to be printing, but was in fact ruining, the release prints of Throw Momma from the Train. It was Deluxe’s job to copy the color and exposure of the Throw Momma answer print I had supervised at CFI, the film lab that printed the original dailies. Deluxe, once they were able to match the answer print, would make thousands of release prints to be projected in all the US and Canadian movie theaters. The problem was the Deluxe release print, which I viewed in New York at DuArt, the lab I most trusted, was washed out. Bright and colorless.


I was on 54th and Broadway, having just left DuArt when my Panasonic cell phone rang. I placed the body of the phone on the sidewalk, letting the cord between the base and handset uncoil.


“Hiya, Bud.”


“Barry. We seem to be having a communication problem.”


“You know, Bud. I think what we’re having isn’t so much a communication problem as a ‘Your lab is horrible and I wish I didn’t have to use it problem.’”


“Barry. I want to make this right.”


“Does that mean you’ll let Orion print Throw Momma at any place that isn’t Deluxe?”


“You know I can’t do that.”


“Yes you can.”


“Well, short of that.”


“Bud. Your lab is horrible. I just watched your third try at color timing the movie and the print is so overexposed it looks Edgar Winter in Antarctica during a blizzard.”


“Edgar Winter?”


“Albino. Like his brother Johnny.”


“In any case,” Bud responded, “something must be wrong at your favorite lab because I looked at your movie in the same screening room our timer is using and it looks fine.”


“Bud. Believe me. This is not a DuArt problem. And it definitely does not ‘look fine.’”


“Barry. I want to make this right.”


“So I can go to another lab?”


“We already agreed I can’t let you do that.”


“No we didn’t. You agreed.”


“As I say,” sighed Bud. “I want to make this right. So you know what I’m going to do?”


“I give up, Bud.”


“I’m getting on the next plane to New York, and I am taking you to dinner. In fact, you choose the restaurant.”


“I don’t want to have anything to do with you or your lab and now you’re forcing me to eat with you? That’s how you’re going to make it right?”


“You don’t want me to come?”


“For the love of God, no.”


“I’m just trying to help,” Bud groveled.


“Dinner with you is not helping.”


“How about this. There’s a three-day weekend coming up. Can I fly you out to LA? We’ll keep the lab open, you’ll sit with the color timer, and you can see what’s wrong with DuArt’s screening room.”


“Sure Bud. I’ll fly out. But promise me something.”


“Anything Barry.”


“Don’t take me to dinner.”


The Deluxe campus, situated in Hollywood, was a huge factory that smelled like vinegar and looked like Chernobyl.


Chemical spills, rusting film cans, forklifts being repaired. A fetid pool of water in a tunnel. A chain link fence leaning over, praying it would make it through another couple of decades.


“What? And leave show biz?” the fence was thinking.


I was led to the small screening room where Dale, the color timer, had been viewing our movie.


“Water? Coffee?” Dale asked.


“I’m fine.”


“Sanka?”


“I’m good.”


Dale and I sat together at the console in the back of the room which allowed him to run the film forward and back and communicate with the disgruntled projectionist who had to work on a three-day weekend.


“Before we start,” I asked Dale, “how many footlamberts are you getting off the screen?”


“You’re asking about footlamberts?”


“Yeah. Did you check?”


“Checked it myself. This morning. Sixteen on each projector.”


“Great. Let’s get started.”


A footlambert is a measurement of the brightness of a projector that’s reflected off the movie screen. The SMPTE, Society of Motion Picture and Television Engineers, recommends 16 footlamberts. That is the standard for color timing a print as well as projecting it at your local cinema. The less footlamberts, the darker the image will look.


It is now important to explain the concept of the “silent schmuck.”


I was gifted this brilliant observation by Rob Reiner, who I believe got it from Herb Gardner.


A silent schmuck is calling someone a schmuck silently, in a passive aggressive manner. For instance, the word “really” can be used as a silent schmuck, as in me saying:


“Stop the projector please,” with a Dale response of…


“Really? [schmuck]”


Repeating a sentence is also a silent schmuck, as in me saying:


“Stop the projector please,” with Dale’s response of:


“Stop the projector? [schmuck]”


The movie started to roll. Indeed, it looked very different than what I was seeing at DuArt. Although it wasn’t insanely Winters-brothers-bright, it was dull and had no contrast or color saturation.


“Stop the projector please.”


“Stop the projector?”—the first of many silent schmucks to come.


“Yeah. Let’s stop. And take the film reels off the projector.”


“That’s a bit of a big deal. I mean, Johnny threaded the projectors… [schmuck].”


“Yeah. I know. Humor me, will ya?”


Pressing the intercom button, Dale, with just a tad bit of silent schmucky attitude, said:


“Hey, Johnny. Our DP here [schmuck] wants us to take the film off the projectors.”


“Why the fuck would he…”


Dale took his hand off the intercom button, silencing the rest of the projectionist’s query.


He went to help Johnny unthread the film.


Returning, Dale asked:


“Now what? [schmuck]”


“Now please give me your footlambert meter.”


“You want the footlambert meter? [schmuck]”


“Yes please.”


“Normally no one is allowed…”


“You know what? I’m sure that’s the rule, Dale. But I flew all the way from New York, so how about you make an exception and please just give me the meter.”


[Perhaps a silent schmuck from me to Dale.]


Dale went to the projection booth and came back with the Minolta 1˚ Spot meter.


“Here ya go,” Dale said, silent schmucking the meter into my hand.


“Turn on projector one, please.”


I took a reading.


“Now projector two.”


I took a reading.


“Just checking. One more time. You say you, yourself read both these projectors this morning and you were getting 16 footlamberts from each one.”


“Absolutely.”


“You’re sure about that?”


After a too long beat where Dale was doing some slow-motion internal calculations—what does Barry know that Dale doesn’t?—backtracking, he said:


“Actually, Johnny took the readings.”


“Not you?” I wondered.


“I thought your ‘you’ meant Deluxe. Not a specific person. [schmuck]”


“You want to check with Johnny one more time?” I asked, giving Dale an out.


“No need. Johnny checked. It’s his job. And he said 16.”


At this point, I’m flummoxed. Obviously, Dale knew I had some secret information that might contradict Johnny. Information that was going to make someone look really stupid. Yet Dale would not back down. I guess he was trained at the Bud Stone Deluxe-Don’t-Give-a-Shit School.


“Let’s get Bud Stone on the phone.”


“Oh come on. What’s the problem? [schmuck]”


“Here,” I said, handing him the meter. “Read the screens.”


“Give me a fuckin’ break,” he fake mumbled under his breath loud enough for me to hear.


We darkened the room, the screens were read, and the lights came back up.


“Yup,” Dale admitted. “I see the problem. And I am very sorry,” said the man who discovered he was color timing our print with projectors putting out 3, not 16, footlamberts. Timing our print with a very dim projector is why the film looked so bright at DuArt, an actual professional lab whose projectors are set to 16 footlamberts. Dale had to make the print incredibly bright, since there was so little light coming from his projectors.


Dale and I became friends. He was like a monkey in The Wizard of Oz that suddenly was freed from the tyranny of the Wicked Witch. I would discover Dale was actually a good guy, and good color timer, but was suffering with a serious bout of DSS—Deluxe Stockholm Syndrome.


Over the years, Bud Stone’s Deluxe Film Labs never got better. For the next 30 years I suffered. Over the last decade, as the method of recording and processing images changed from chemical [film] to electronic [digital] Deluxe, which closed its chemical lab in 2014, changing its name to Efilm, has taken this massive shift in stride and remains as horrible as it ever was. Dale left and started YCM, a business that was everything Deluxe wasn’t. It was dedicated to preserving the beauty of film.


I’m not proud of this, but when Bud retired, replaced by a lovely man, Cyril Drabinsky, an Orthodox Jew who unfortunately wasn’t able to break through the dreary, lazy Deluxe culture that Bud had created, I threatened to kidnap him on Yom Kippur, tie him to the roof of my car, and drive us to Deluxe where I was going to eat a pork and lobster sandwich while burning down his factory.


These were the years when I let my rage and anger have free rein over my mouth.


Which meant I didn’t have sciatica.
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