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Introduction

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Fionnuala Halligan
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