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Introduction
Lights! Camera! Diction!


A little over a hundred years ago, in 1895, a couple of guys who spoke only French invented the movies. Two brothers named Louis and Auguste Lumiére forever changed the way pictures were looked at. It happened in a small, dark basement in Paris, where some thirty-five people had been attracted by a sign on the street that read “Lumiére Cinematographe.” No one in the room had any idea of what was about to take place. When the lights went down and the screen started to flicker, the people were astounded. They’d never seen anything like it.


A dozen years later, in 1907, a film crew stepped off a train in downtown Los Angeles. These invaders consisted of Francis Boggs, the director, and Thomas Persons, who was the cameraman, propman, business manager, assistant director, and whatever else was required. They had already shot the interiors of their film in Chicago. Now, despite the minor technicality of an entire change of cast, they were to film the rest of it in California. A year later, they finished it—a full reel, all one thousand feet of it: The Count of Monte Cristo. It was the first big California feature, and following its debut, Boggs and Persons set up a studio on a rooftop on Main Street in downtown Los Angeles.


History does not record the way Louis and Auguste or Francis and Thomas spoke on their first sets, but soon they began to invent, discover, or stumble across a way to express themselves on a film set that no one else had imagined.


Movie sets are another country with a language all their own, much of it rich in history, much of it fading or forgotten. There are virtually no written records of the etymology of many of these words and expressions. It’s a largely oral tradition passed down over the last hundred years. Old-timers and “experts,” crew members and scholars, all depend on an unwritten record from whence many of these terms derive. But the language prevails. Just as with the nautical or aeronautical lexicon, it’s the only accepted way of communicating. So this is a book about that and other aspects of the movie life. As much as possible, I include not just what I know about making movies, but also what everybody else knows about making movies; what everybody knows but won’t quite admit; what everybody knows but didn’t know they knew. An insider’s book for outsiders.


To be sure, there is an endless supply of nomenclature, slang, and colorful expressions on a movie set. Many words are technical, some are odd but self-explanatory, and many have become familiar enough to the general public to need no definition. I’ve tried here to present the most colorful, mysterious, and useful of the bunch: the ones that can get you through any day with plenty left over for the next.


It seems that everyone these days wants to make movies. Whether it be as a writer, actor, director, producer, cinematographer, or other crewmember, they all yearn to join this not-so-secret society; to learn its ways, its coded rules, and its language. The only trouble is, you have to be a member before you can learn—and you have to learn before you can be a member. If you walk onto a set, you have to talk the talk. You can’t (or shouldn’t) direct a movie and tell the crew to “Move that little thingamajig a little bit that way, and shoot kind of a close shot of the actor from about waist up so I can see him when the extra walks by, and move the camera a little bit that way.”


Instead, you’d say something like, “Give me two Ts or a cowboy with the Jack Lord and make sure the B.G. is visible as you pan. And maybe we’ll make that a one-er, so just banana left.”


Confused? I hope you won’t be for long.
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To my wife,


Helen Bartlett,


who produces fine movies, beautiful daughters...
and all the best years of my life.


And to Francesca,
Maddie, and Daphne.





A


Abby Singer, The Normally referred to simply as the Abby, this is always the second-to-last shot of the day. Named for the eponymous production manager/ producer who, as an assistant director (A.D.) in the early days of television, realized that a few extra shots could be squeezed out of the day’s schedule if the crew began packing up and moving to the next location before a location move took place. Over the course of a day, this could save up to an hour of shooting time. This penchant for hustle and efficiency earned Singer a place in crews’ hearts and film’s history, and coined the phrase now heard’round the world and understood in many languages.


The eagerly anticipated announcement of the Abby is always accompanied by at least mild rejoicing among the crew. It is best first revealed sotto voce by the director to the A.D., whose privilege it should be to announce it.


One caveat: A director can avoid embarrassment by making absolutely sure that the penultimate shot is indeed at hand before he confirms the Abby Singer, for if he reneges more than once or twice during a given production, it will be cause for behind-the-back mockery, if not open distrust. It is tantamount to lying to children or taking away their candy.


above-the-line items


Elements of the budget that normally include only the salaries of the star(s), director, producer, writer, and underlying literary rights. The rest of the budget items—crew, locations, music, film, editing, etc., are below-the-line items. The “line” is the line on the page of the budget that separates the two categories. Above-and below-the-line personnel are also often referred to as a group, sort of like the way people talk about the rich folks and the poor folks.


Above-the-line
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action! The universal director’s command, though some opt for a customized signal such as “Okay,” “Go,” or a simple nod of the head. (Samuel Fuller carried a Luger that he would fire sometimes in lieu of yelling “Action!” Martin Scorsese often says, “Action. Energy!” And Clint Eastwood just says—softly, of course—“Go ahead” or, perhaps as a nod to his Sergio Leone roots, “Actione.”)


Contrary to public perception, it is not always the director who “calls the action,” as the saying goes. Some directors leave it to the A.D., which accomplishes a couple of things: First, it ensures that the person responsible for all the departments is aware and ready for the shot to begin. (And a good A.D. will be able to read a director’s mind, often eliminating the need to even ask when to call the action.) Second, it’s simply one less thing for the director to worry about at a moment when a zillion considerations are already on his/her mind.


Warning: This transfer of authority is recommended only for directors secure enough to relinquish one of the several trappings of omnipotence that attach to the job.


For a hundred years or so, actors have had to perform on this sort of command. But with the digital revolution, it is less necessary to divide the day into “shooting” time and “rehearsal” time. Equally unnecessary is the order to “cut.” I think this presages a revolution in acting and directing, akin to the influence of Method acting fifty or so years ago (see also The Death of Acting, page 10).


A.D. Assistant Director. The A.D. is to the director as copilot is to pilot, as bos’n is to skipper, as Sancho Panza is to Don Quixote. As with all other jobs on the set—including such formerly male-dominated bastions as transpo captain, wrangler, grip, D.P., and, of course, director, the A.D. may be female as easily as male. Well, almost as easily.


In addition to the first A.D., there is a second A.D. Then, depending on how many extras, cars, cameras, animals, etc., are employed on a given day, there is a second second, then an additional second. After that, the duties are usually covered by a production assistant (P.A.). The hierarchy does not accommodate naming third and fourth A.D.s.


A.D.R. Automated Dialogue Replacement. Formerly (and still) called looping, this is the standard method of digitally rerecording an actor’s dialogue to replace lines that need to be changed. The two usual reasons are lack of acceptable quality of the production sound track (airplanes overhead, extraneous noise on the set, etc.) or “protection” of objectionable language for versions to be used for network television and airline viewing.


adjustment A bump in pay given to a stuntperson for performing a particularly complex or dangerous stunt. Adjustments are somewhat subjective, often negotiated, and can sometimes be given to other crewmembers; for example, when a camera crew is placed in a potentially dangerous location to film a stunt. Principal actors and directors, because they are on a flat fee, never get adjustments.


Alan Smithee A pseudonym used by DGA (Directors Guild of America) directors who want their credit removed from a film. To use this name, the director must prove to the Guild that the film has been taken from his or her creative control. The director is also required to keep the reason for the disavowal a secret. Obviously, this protection is not offered on non-DGA films.


The practice began with Death of a Gunfighter in 1969. The star, Richard Widmark, and the director, Robert Totten, had what is usually euphemistically called “creative differences.” Guess who prevailed? Totten was replaced by Don Siegel, but neither director wanted to be identified with the finished film. So it was credited to “Al Smith”—until they realized there was already an actual Al Smith in the DGA. So they came up with Alan Smithee, which interestingly anagrammatizes into “The Alias Men.”


The DGA discontinued the Alan Smithee practice—ironically, in part due to a 1997 film called An Alan Smithee Film: Burn Hollywood Burn, which was so fraught with real-life creative drama that the film’s director, Arthur Hiller, actually asked for an Alan Smithee credit—but the pseudonym’s place in film and TV history is well entrenched.


And he may return someday. In 1998, director Tony Kaye clashed with Edward Norton over the editing of American History X. Kaye took out ads attacking the film and tried to be credited as “Humpty Dumpty.” The DGA refused his request.


anamorphic A wide-screen format with an aspect ratio of 2.39:1, meaning the picture width is 2.39 times its height. Also known as scope, deriving from CinemaScope, the Twentieth Century Fox technology introduced in 1952.


answer print The first version of a film that is printed after the sound has been synced. The print is intended to “answer” a director’s concerns about color correction and sound and optical timing. Once the answer print (or first final proof) has been approved, other prints can be made.


apple box Along with the C47 and the mouse, one of the last useful vestiges of the kind of set where the producer produced, the actors acted, and the crew wore ties. Nominally, apple boxes come in three sizes: full, half, and quarter. Very often referred to without using the word “box”: simply apple. Also among the last handmade tools of the trade, their uses are limitless: I use a personal apple to sit on instead of a director’s chair; it doesn’t require a Sherpa and it lacks pretension.


Apple Box
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Technical Note: The industry standard measurements of the full apple box are: 8” × 12” × 20”. Also there are three positions possible: #1, flat; #2, on edge; #3, on end. There’s an even better set of designations: Placed upright in its tallest position, it’s known as “New York”; laid down flat, it’s “Texas”; on its side, it’s “California.” Only really cool crewmembers know this.


arm up To raise the arm of a crane. Arm down, of course, you can figure out for yourself.


armorer Anytime a firearm is to be used on the set, an armorer is required to be present (or should be). Responsible for providing or securing the guns, loading the blanks, and instructing the actors in their use. (On movie sets, blanks are not called blanks. They are referred to by their power: quarter loads, half loads, three-quarter loads, and—occasionally—full loads.) The sound you hear in the theater is always added in postproduction.


Arri An Arriflex camera. Comes in 16, 35, and 65/70 mm formats, as well as digital. The cool thing to know about this word is the origin of the name: It derives from the names of the founders of the ARRI company in Munich in 1917, August Arnold and Robert Richter. (See also handheld.)


associate producer The bottom rung of the producer credit ladder, yet often the most intimately involved, hardworking, and contributive of the lot. Here’s an interesting test: Ask the executive producer, producer, coproducer, and associate producer to name the members of the crew. Keep score.


In feature films, the “produced by” credit is the Holy Grail; the Academy Award is given to the producer(s) of the best picture. Nowadays, the credit has been considerably debased and devalued by the ploy of using it as a sop to powerful actors, writers, and directors or in exchange for money or other favors . . . or just to make them feel good. The Producer’s Guild of America (PGA) has struggled to curb this enthusiasm, and influenced the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences (AMPAS) to follow its lead, by limiting the number of producers to be credited. (It’s unlikely that this issue will be permanently resolved.)


The great director Billy Wilder once remarked, “Were the associate producers the only ones willing to associate with the producers?” A more telling description, equally uncharitable, is a line from David Mamet’s 2000 film State and Main. Asked “What’s an associate producer credit?” a character replies, “It’s what you give your secretary instead of a raise.”


In television, the king of the credit mountain is the executive producer. That’s who gets the Emmy.


Note: It is impossible to determine the actual function, power, talent, or creative contribution of a producer based on any of the aforementioned credits, including, these days, the possessive credit (“A Joe Blow Film” or “A Film by Joe Blow”). It is equally unreliable to query the director, the writer, or any studio executive or crewmember. The producer, of course, may be expected to be utterly self-serving in remembering individual contributions. In the case of hit films, this means that no one will ever accurately describe or remember who did what. In the case of failed films, these “memories” will tend to be affected by the often-predictable case of résumé amnesia. The old adage “Success has many fathers, but failure is an orphan” always applies here.





B


baby (spot) A 500- to 1,000-watt Fresnel light.


baby plate This piece of equipment, known in New York City as a pigeon, has almost as many names as it has uses. Originally designed for mounting baby fixtures to the top of set walls, it is also used as the world’s lowest stand by nailing it to a floor or on an apple box.


“back to one” The universal request to the actors and crew to go back to their positions (see mark) at the beginning of the scene. To be perfectly accurate, the phrase is used only for the actors; the camera crew would be asked to reset. But almost nobody splits that hair, so it’s usually “Everybody back to one.”


balloon tires Circles under an actor’s eyes.


banana Here, an actor is requested to walk (or run, or stagger, whatever) along a curved path to or from the camera, even if there is no apparent reason for doing so, in order to avoid blocking whatever needs to be seen behind him, thus saving the camera department’s bacon. The technique should not pose a problem for even the most Method-marinated performer. The request is normally something like, “Say, could you just banana left as you walk away?” or “Hey, do a banana for us there, will ya?” There’s a right banana and a left banana but, of course, no “reverse banana.” (See also Groucho.)


bar A horizontal metal tube from which lighting equipment or scenery is suspended. (Also called a barrel, batten, or pipe.) A batten is also a narrow strip of wood or metal that fastens or makes secure the lighting or scenery, as in “batten down the hatches” of a ship.


barn doors Movable flaps attached to lights to help shape the beam.


barney An insulated cloth cover for the camera, usually used in cold weather to keep it warm, and sometimes just to quiet it down a bit. A vestigial cousin to the blimp, the bulging housing formerly used to silence camera noise—and no longer necessary with most modern equipment. While the origin of “blimp” seems self-evident, barney appears to have been derived from the popular cartoon strip Barney Google, created in 1919. Barney Google, a sportsman involved in horse racing and boxing, had a horse named Spark Plug who was typically seen almost totally covered by his horse blanket.


Barney and the Spark Plug
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base camp An area, as near as practical to the set, where the actors’ trailers, food facility, honeywagons, main equipment trucks, and crew cars, etc., assemble.


Bay-o’s Producer Jerry Bruckheimer-originated term for automatic-weapon fire, rumbling car engines, and military-sounding jargon, deriving from his director Michael Bay’s trademark penchant for such things.


beef The power of a light. “Give me some more beef on the baby.”


beefy baby A heavy-duty 2K stand without wheels.


below-the-line items Crewmembers or money budgeted for them, as well as for all other aspects of the technical side of production, preproduction, editing, postproduction, etc. (See also above-the-line items.)


best boy The second-in-command of an electrical or grip department, and the one stuck with the paperwork. This lieutenant of grips is also in charge of the equipment, hiring and firing the crew, and delegating tasks. Legend has it that the term derives from early days when crews were recruited from the docks and the request was something like, “Come on over to Paramount tomorrow and bring your best boy.” The PC version, best girl, is rare and unlikely to enter the lexicon. (It’s probably more sexist to call a woman “best girl” than “best boy”; let’s just let it go at that.)


BFL Big Fucking Light. Any of the larger, heavier lights on a set. As in, “Let’s wrap the BFLs early tonight.” Sometimes bowdlerized as Big Fat Light. During the first seventy-five years or so of filmmaking, huge arc lamps (see Klieg eyes) were ubiquitously used. These were commonly referred to as brutes or goons.


B.G. Background, as in “Put’em in the B.G.” or “Get out of the B.G.!” Also used to describe the extras, but this can seem insensitive if they actually hear you. Calling these underpaid, hardworking, and long-suffering souls background, or even extras, to their face is demeaning, too: “Bring in the background!” or “Bring in the B.G.” A more considerate term—heard too seldom—is background artists. Also referred to as atmosphere.


billy clip A vice-grip with flat plates attached, often used for holding a scrim or a flag. Named for its New York inventor, Billy Miller.


blackwrap Black aluminum foil used either to mold the direction of lights or as heat insulation. A late-twentieth-century invention, and here to stay. In New York, blackwrap is sometimes referred to as Run DMC (after the black rap group).


block Someone should write a book about this, but no one has; maybe no one could. Blocking a scene is, simply (one hopes) deciding where the actors should stand, move, and say their lines, where the other action should take place, and where the camera(s) should go to follow them. Ten different directors (and their actors and D.P.s) would block the same scene ten different ways.


Next to the choices made by the actors for their performances, this is probably the most arbitrary, personal, random, and inventive aspect of filmmaking. Some directors are storyboarders; others are totally freestyle, improvisational, and on the day—like me. No approach is right; only the result is.


block-shoot To shoot a scene or, more often, a series of scenes by filming everything that needs to be shot in one lighting direction before turning around and shooting in the other. This is a big time-saver, but isn’t used much because it demands a very high degree of preparation and organization on the part of the director (and, one must hasten to add, the script supervisor). The most prodigious example of this that I’ve ever heard of was 12 Angry Men, which essentially took place in one room. Director Sidney Lumet block-shot the whole movie, filming everything on one side of the room first, then turning around and filming the other side. Amazing.


blonde A 2K light, originally made by the Ianiro Lighting Company in Italy, and now any 2K open-faced light. Another term of unknown but evocative origin.


blow To overexpose the exterior of a window or doorway so as not to be able to recognize the background—the image goes milky-white. It is an accepted cinema convention, unrecognized by the general audience. Useful on sets when time, money, or conditions prevent seeing a realistic view. Especially useful in poor man’s process.


blow job The act of cleaning a lens (or other piece of camera equipment) with a can of compressed air.


bobbinet Black mesh cloth used for darkening windows and for scrims.


bone me Crew slang for “screw me,” or to get in one’s way; almost always heard in the negative and in reference to the demands of one’s job, as in “Don’t bone me with that C-stand.”


boom man Not always a man, this is the person who holds aloft the fishpole that positions the microphone that follows the actors wherever they go (unless they’re body-miked with radio mics).


Height and armpower are required, hence the traditional male domination of this role. (But wait! See also sound mixer.)


boom up To raise the entire camera when it is mounted on a crane or dolly. (To lower the camera is to “boom down.”) Not to be confused with a tilt.


bottle episode An episode of a television show where the cast never goes outside. Cheers is an obvious example of a show that employed this regularly.


box rental An allowance or extra payment allotted to a crewmember for furnishing special equipment or providing other materials for use on a film. The grip’s special equipment or the makeup person’s bag of tricks would be compensated as box rental.


B-roll The unprinted takes held on a separate roll of film. Sometimes forgotten, but sometimes returned to in desperation, when, like buried treasure found in the desert, some useful moment is discovered—unprinted but recorded—on the B-roll.


break film To stop filming for a moment to send the exposed film to the lab in time to process it for viewing the next day. The shooting day may be starting at any time of the day or night, but labs generally operate during night hours, so it’s important to get as much of the film to the lab as possible by the time the developing and printing process begins. Thus, we “break film” at, say, five o’clock in order to drive, fly, or otherwise deliver it.


The derivation of the “break” is either conceptual (a pause in the shooting) or—more likely—literal (to break off the exposed film, still in the camera, leaving the rest usable as a short end).


break its neck The hanging of white silk sheets in front of lights to create diffusion.


breakaway Any item used in a stunt that can be safely and easily broken. Usually refers to glass, but it can be wood, metal, rope, plastic, etc. The name goes back to the earliest days of filmmaking when props were made of yucca wood, which, according to a 1928 production note, was “so light that it will do no harm when a comedian is clouted with it.”


breathing Rapid focus fluctuations caused by film fluttering in the camera gate.


bring in the meat An unnecessarily crude way of calling for the actors to come to the set. Certain to number the A.D.’s days if overheard by said actors and, therefore, rare.


The Meat
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broad A regular light, used for fill.


brodkin Used in New York beginning in the 1960s to describe a close-up even closer than a choker. Named after the late Herbert Brodkin, whose series The Defenders and For the People were stylistically distinguished by the use of extreme close-ups. (See also double brodkin.)


broom it Almost the same as lose it, but with a kinder, gentler connotation. Probably the most polite way of asking for something to be removed from the set.


bubble A light of any type.


budget The projected cost of a film, and usually a rule doomed to be broken. The charade here is that an initial budget reflects the realities of making the film. To be honest, it’s a waste of time to “budget” a movie early on. When asked what a movie will cost, simply say, “Whatever you’re willing to spend.” A movie can be “made” for virtually any amount of money, and one will usually get what one pays for. You could make Titanic for a million dollars instead of a hundred-million-dollar version of that script; it just wouldn’t be very good. (See also good, fast, cheap rule.)
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