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INTRODUCTION

Hollywood. The undisputed entertainment capital of the world. It’s a force of nature, a magnet that pulls people from all four corners of the globe, seduced by the idea of a career in front of, or behind, the camera. Ever since the first motion picture studios broke ground, people have been flocking to this town like prospectors to gold to stake their claim. But what does it take to make it here? How do you get that big break? Is there a path to success … and if so, where is it? This is Hire Me, Hollywood!

The film and television industry is made up of a multitude of diverse jobs, and there are many different ways of landing them (casting couch excluded). We’ve both worked in this industry for many years and have discovered that no two people in Hollywood have the same story, nor have they taken the same path. There’s really no blueprint for success in this business. With that in mind, we compiled thirty fascinating success stories to make navigating the industry a little bit easier. Even if you don’t aspire to break into the business, you’re sure to be inspired by the stories and the opportunity to get a look at the inner workings of Hollywood.

Hire Me, Hollywood! is not a “how to” as much as it is a “how did.” It’s a candid look at thirty people from across the entertainment industry who are at the top of their game as producers, actors, editors, and the like. You’ll discover how they broke into the business, what their path has been, and what advice they have for getting a job in their chosen field. Each chapter will have takeaways that you can apply to your own life or career path … unless of course you want to fly planes or become a surgeon!

There are literally hundreds of jobs in the entertainment industry, and most of them are legal. While we couldn’t possibly feature them all in this book, we did our best to cover a cross-section. Here are a few people you’ll hear from:



• Conan O’Brien’s head talent booker

• Abigail Breslin’s on-set tutor for Little Miss Sunshine

• True Blood star, Sam Trammell

• The cohost of Entertainment Tonight, Mark Steines

• Shane Hurlbut, the director of photography on Terminator Salvation

• The creator/voice/puppeteer of Elmo, Kevin Clash

• The superhero guru, Stan Lee

• Executive producer of Live! with Regis and Kelly, Michael Gelman

• The stage manager for American Idol, Debbie Williams

• Jackie Burch, casting director for Sixteen Candles and The Breakfast Club

It was a privilege to interview such inspiring, passionate, and successful people. We thank them for allowing us to share their stories with the world, and wish them continued success … not like they’ll need it.

Enjoy the read! In three, two …





STAN LEE

Comic Book Legend
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Photo provided courtesy of POW! Entertainment

We discovered this young guy from New York named Stan Lee. Nobody has ever heard of him, but he’s got some great ideas. It’s our hope that putting him in this book will catapult his career. Maybe, just maybe, someone in Hollywood will read this chapter and give this kid his big break.

That first paragraph would have made sense if this book was published in 1938. But this is present day, and that young kid from New York with the big ideas is an eighty-eight-year-old living legend with a resume that’s as impressive as it is implausible. We’re sure one day it will become known that Stan Lee took part in a top-secret experiment in the 1940s and cloned himself; at least that would explain his superhuman success.

Stan was president of Marvel Comics, where, years earlier, he created some of the most memorable superheroes of our time: Spider-Man, Incredible Hulk, Fantastic Four, X-Men, Thor, Avengers, Iron Man, and Daredevil. Back in the day, his comics resonated with kids and adults alike. Now, some fifty years later, they’re being made into blockbuster after blockbuster and are wowing audiences worldwide. Stan realized early on that creating magnificent stories with amazing characters wasn’t enough to make his comics universally appealing. He had the keen foresight to give his characters human flaws, making them vulnerable and more relatable. He mixed that with a comic undertone, and the result . . . unparalleled timeless creations. Oh, and he’s a nice guy to boot! We’re sitting with Stan in the headquarters of his new company POW! Entertainment in Beverly Hills, California. Ladies and Gentlemen, it is our pleasure to introduce, Stan “The Man” Lee!


ART DEPARTMENT: The department at a magazine or ad company or book company made up of illustrators.

DIALOGUE BALLOONS: A device created for comics where the writer tells a story with dialogue by placing text in balloon-like bubbles above the character’s head.

ILLUSTRATOR: An artist who draws, sketches, or paints. The aim of an illustration is to provide textual information to a story.

PULP MAGAZINE: A very inexpensive or cheaply made fiction-based magazine popular from the 1890s through the 1950s.



Please state your name and explain what you do for a living.

Well, my name is Stan Lee, and I’m kind of a hustler. (Laughs.) I do whatever I can to make a buck. I recently formed a new company called POW! (Purveyors of Wonder) Entertainment and we attempt to make movies and television shows.

Let’s dive in with a little bit of background. When did the light bulb go off where you realized you wanted to pursue a job in entertainment?

Well, I don’t ever think that a light bulb went off where I said, “Entertainment is for me.” I wanted to be a lot of things. When I was young I did well in school at composition, so I figured, “Gee, maybe I ought to become a writer.” I remember when I was twelve years old I was the biggest phony in the world because I would walk around with a little briefcase hoping it would make me look like a writer. I also thought I’d like to be an actor. I was a big fan of Errol Flynn, and I thought, “Gee, it must be great to play all those roles.” Then I wanted to be an advertising man as I got a little older because I loved ads. I would read a magazine and spend more time reading the ads than reading what the actual magazine was about.

So you wanted to be a writer, actor, and ad man? That’s it?

No, I also wanted to be a marine because I’d seen a movie where John Wayne was a marine and I thought, “Wow, that must be great!” I wanted to be a lawyer and make great speeches in front of a jury. You know, I wasn’t very bright; I thought everything was glamorous and everything sounded good to me when I was young.

So how did Timely Comics come about?

Actually, it was more of an accident than anything else. My family never had very much money growing up so I had part-time jobs when I was in high school to help out. I was an usher at a big Broadway theater. I was a delivery boy at a drug store. I brought sandwiches up to offices in Radio City. I was an office boy at the second-largest trouser manufacturer in the world. Whatever job I could get.

Then, I found out the husband of a cousin of mine, whom I hardly knew, owned a publishing company and they were looking for an assistant, and I figured, “Oh boy, publishing!” I was about seventeen years old and I applied for the job. I guess nobody else applied because they gave me the job, and that is how I got into the business. Fate is an amazing thing. I mean if the job had been at the office of an architect or the office of a construction guy, I would have been in that business.

I could not see Spider-Man in a hard hat. What was it like starting out in publishing as an assistant?

The publishing company produced regular magazines, pulp magazines, movie magazines, and comic books. They needed help in the comic book department, so that’s where I ended up. I assisted two very talented guys, Joe Simon and Jack Kirby. They were the entire art department at the company. They were the fellas who created Captain America. I was doing really important jobs for them like getting them sandwiches, filling the ink wells, making sure they had enough drawing paper, and running errands, you name it. I actually loved every minute of it!

Some months later, they were both let go and I became the whole department. The publisher asked me to look after things until he could hire an adult. Well, when you’re seventeen, what do you know? So I told him I could handle it. The publisher never hired that adult, so I became the writer, the editor, and the art director. Eventually I hired other writers and artists and before I knew it, I was in the comic book business. I’ve sort of stayed in it my whole life. Even now, seventy years later, I’m in it peripherally.

As much as you loved comics, there was a time during your career when you were not sure if you wanted to continue in the business, right?

Yes, I had come to a crossroads. I had been with the same company for twenty years and I realized, I’m not getting anywhere. I mean, I was making a good living, but there were always ups and downs in the business. I remember saying to my wife, “If something goes wrong and they go out of business, where do I go? What do I do?”

At that time comic books had no respect. I couldn’t have gone to the Saturday Evening Post or to Time magazine or even Hollywood. I was a comic book writer, nobody cared about a comic book writer. So I said to myself, even though I’ve spent twenty years in the business and 
I was thirty-seven years old, I think I ought to quit while I am still young enough to do something else. To make matters worse, I was at creative odds with the publisher. My publisher wanted me to write things with a lot of action and didn’t want me to concentrate on characterization or to use big words. He felt the comics were only read by very young children or illiterate adults, and at the time he was partly right.

So Joanie, my wife, says to me, “Why don’t you do one (comic) book the way you would like to do it? The worst that’ll happen is he’ll fire you, but you want to quit anyway, so what do you have to lose?” So I took her advice and I did this book called The Fantastic Four, and I violated a lot of rules. I didn’t give the characters superhero costumes, I gave them personal problems, all the things that superheroes hadn’t had before.

So you broke all the rules. What happened?

You know what? The book sold well, and before I knew it, my publisher, Martin, asked me to do some more. So we did The X-Men and then The Incredible Hulk and Iron Man and all the others. It was a reinvention, it was like a whole new career for me, and suddenly people were reading these magazines.

Can you talk about the creative process of putting a comic book together with your collaborators?

In the beginning I was writing most of the stories, and it was hard to keep up. All of our artists/illustrators were freelancers, so if they weren’t drawing something, they wouldn’t get paid. I wanted them to get paid, so I had to get creative.

I’d be writing a story for, say, Steve Ditko, and Jack Kirby would be finishing the story he was working on. Jack would have to wait for his next story, but I hadn’t finished Steve Ditko’s story yet. So instead of writing the entire script I would tell the illustrator the plot and let them draw the action, and I would come in later and fill in the dialogue balloons. I was doing about twenty books a month that way and also promoting Marvel. I was lecturing and running around and I had less and less time to do all the writing. Those were crazy times!

What was it like when you saw your iconic character Spider-Man on paper for the first time?

Oh, it was great. Wait. Actually, it wasn’t great. (Laughs) I gave it to Jack Kirby to draw and I told Jack I didn’t want him to do this character like he had done a lot of his other characters. Jack drew things kind of heroic. I told him I wanted Spider-Man/Peter Parker to be like a nerd or a nebbish. He’s just a kid, he’s shy, not that popular and not that good looking. Jack did the first couple of pages and made the guy look like Captain America. So I scrapped it and brought in Steve Ditko, and Steve drew the character perfectly, just the way I wanted him to look.

People always say write what you know, but you can’t really know a completely fictional character, and you definitely can’t know a superhero. So what was your secret?

I’ll tell you the secret, but it’s got to remain with the three of us because I don’t need more competition.

We promise not to put this in the book. Please tell us!

The secret is, write what you would want to read. See I am my biggest fan. I love everything I write. If it isn’t something that I would want to read personally, I wouldn’t bother with it. I don’t feel you can ever know what other people want to read or want to see, but you know what you like. If I write something that I like there will be a lot of people that like it as well. That is all I have ever done. Whether it is writing or making a speech or whatever I do, I just try to please myself.

There’s a comic edge or slant to most everything you write. Do you purposely infuse the comedy?

Well, it’s nothing I think about consciously, but I do love comedy. In fact if I had my druthers I would write funny stories, but people expect superhero stories from me so that’s what I give them. Whenever I can inject a little bit of humor in a story then I do. I feel there is always humor to be found in everything. I have a feeling if I were kidnapped by somebody I would probably still find the funny in it. I mean there’s something funny about two grown men who are probably smarter than I am asking me all these questions. (Laughs)

Thanks for referring to us as men . . . and grown. Who are some of your mentors?

Maybe the word mentor isn’t right for me. Maybe idol would be a better word. There were so many people who I admired and idolized, people like Mark Twain, Charles Dickens, H. G. Wells. I’m a guy who always wanted to be like other people that I admired, I tried to figure out why I like them so much, and I tried to put those elements I learned into whatever I did.

Is there a time or two in your career where you can look back and say this was absolutely a pivotal moment?

This interview is a pivotal moment in my career. (Laughs)

Pivotal for us and our careers as well!

Let’s see, well, I think when I wrote The Fantastic Four that changed everything. Suddenly it brought a whole new audience into comics. The books that followed and the months and the years that followed made comics a little more respectable. But The Fantastic Four was a pivotal moment, though I didn’t know it at the time. When I became publisher, that was a pivotal moment. I stopped writing and spent my time traveling around the world and realizing what a fantastically wonderful lecturer I was. I don’t know, my whole life has been a series of pivotal moments in a way, because great things just keep happening.

You are a passionate man with an amazing drive. Is passion at the core of what you do?

Well, I haven’t thought of it that way, but it’s a good point. I think whatever you do in life, it should be something you enjoy and have a passion for. It’s the only way you can succeed. I enjoy writing. Wait, no, that isn’t true. I really don’t like writing; I like the result when I’m finished writing.

It’s so hard when I have to write something, I’ll wait until the last minute. I talk to my wife, watch television, shine my shoes . . . anything to keep me from having to get started. I think I like it because I’m conceited and I just like admiring myself as I’m doing it. I think, “Jesus that is good. You’re doing it Stan, you thought of that, you’re the best.” (Laughs)

So for someone reading this who’s starting out you need to ask yourself, “What am I passionate about?” and get into that field by hook or by crook. Then you don’t feel like you are working. I feel I’m playing every time I come to the office.

When is Stan Lee going to downshift and retire?

This will surprise you because I am so young, but people will say, “Why don’t you retire?” and I say, “Retire and do what?”

Leave us with one thing you have never said in an interview.

Gee, I hated this interview! (’Cause I really enjoy them.)

A DAY IN THE LIFE OF STAN LEE

6:00 A.M.: Wake up. Feed the four dogs and try not to wake my wife. Shave and shower.

7:00 A.M.: Breakfast at home while reading newspaper.

8:00 A.M.: Take fifteen-minute drive to office.

10:00 A.M.: Read Variety between returning phone calls and answering e-mails.

10:30 A.M.: Write copy for promo piece regarding upcoming N.Y.C. Comic Con.

11:00 A.M.: Meet with my partner Gill (not a typo; he spells it with two Ls) to discuss upcoming pitch at Lionsgate for new superhero movie concept I have written.

11:30 A.M.: Spend the next hour doing four fifteen-minute phone interviews; two concerning POW! Entertainment for business publications and two about new comic book titles I’m doing with Boom Comics.

12:30 P.M.: Phone screenwriter Jim Hart to tell him what a great first draft he delivered on the tent-pole-type movie he and Jake have been writing for us.

12:45 P.M.: Interview replacement for one of our secretary/assistants.

1:00 P.M.: Off to lunch with Gill and Yoshiki (Japanese rock idol, leader of X Japan) to discuss major new musical project for POW! Entertainment.

2:30 P.M.: Drive to Burbank to perform my voice-over role as The Mayor in Marvel’s Superhero City animated show.

4:45 P.M.: Return to office in time to edit next two weeks of Spider-Man newspaper strip which just arrived via e-mail.

5:15 P.M.: Quickly add a more dramatic ending to concept for proposed new sci-fi TV series which I want to send to CAA before going home.

6:00 P.M.: Discuss tomorrow’s schedule with Gill. We’ll be going to our offices at the Walt Disney Company and want to be sure all our meetings there are correctly set up.

6:20 P.M.: Leave for home.

7:00 P.M.: Best part of the day. Drink and dinner with my wife, Joanie.

8:30 P.M.: Into my workroom to write my tweets for the day.

8:45 P.M.: Work on the various outlines and treatments I have to write in order to keep POW! Entertainment always ahead of the curve.

11:00 P.M.: Watch the TV news.

11:30 P.M.: Bedtime at last.





SAM TRAMMELL

TV/Film/Stage Actor
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Photo courtesy of Jeff Vespa

Sam Trammell was born in New Orleans, Louisiana, and is a graduate of Brown University. He’s best known for his role as Sam Merlotte on the hit HBO series True Blood. If you have yet to see True Blood, grab your bookmark, place it on this page, and go watch. We’ll wait.

Would you believe, in addition to playing the coolest shape shifter on TV, Sam also has a Tony nomination to his credit for his work on Broadway in Ah, Wilderness! Throughout his career he has appeared with such notables as Kiefer Sutherland, Richard Gere, Winona Ryder, Faye Dunaway, Christian Slater, and Academy Awardwinner Anna Paquin. Now more recognizable than ever, Sam continues to bounce between TV and film.

If you talk to most successful actors, they’ll tell you they always knew they wanted to act and that their dream was to one day work in film and TV. Not Sam. Sam’s dream was to become a physicist. In fact, he didn’t even attempt to act until his senior year at college, but once he did, he was hooked. Pretty soon the TV offers started rolling in, only problem . . . Sam wasn’t interested in TV. Well, Sam, we’re interested in you.


FINAL CUT: A term that describes the director’s power to have the final say on how a film or TV show is creatively edited and released.

HEAD SHOTS: A photograph taken of an actor that’s usually a close-up, but can be a full-length as well. It serves as the actor’s calling card when submitting for roles.

MEISNER TECHNIQUE: A style of acting in which the actor uses personal emotion from his own memories to feed the acting process. One of the ways this is achieved is through exercises called “repetitions.” The technique was developed by Sanford Meisner.

METHOD: A form or technique of acting that allows an actor to embody the character they are playing and to create a certain level of realism by relying on previous experiences and raw emotion. This style was first taught in 1930 in Russia by Konstantin Stanislavski.

MONOLOGUE: A speech an actor makes in a play. It’s often used in the audition process. The actor prepares a monologue that allows him or her to portray a wide range of emotions.

PILOT SEASON: The period in Hollywood between January and April when the premiere episode of a potential new series is cast and filmed. A network will decide if they want to pick up a full season of a series based on the pilot episode.

SCREEN TEST: A filmed audition that enables producers and directors to see how an actor comes across on camera. It can be used when the actor being tested is not in the same location as the producers.

TEST: The final audition where an actor goes before the heads of the network.



Before we dive into your past, tell us about True Blood. How did that come about?

I heard about this vampire show and I talked to my agents and told them that I wanted to audition for the lead vampire. They told me they were looking for someone European for the vampire Bill role, but there was this other part that I might be right for. I got the script, which was written by Alan Ball, who I am a huge fan of and who wrote and created Six Feet Under. At the time, it was kind of the script. This was the one to get. So I read it and went in to audition for the part of Sam with the casting director.

Can we assume you nailed that audition?

Well, a few days later I got a call from the casting director saying that Alan saw my audition tape, liked it, and he wanted to test me. I couldn’t believe it happened so fast. He wanted to meet me and read the scenes together, so I went in, we read a scene, and he gave me some notes. Then I went for the test and there were three other guys up for the same part. So in no way was I sure this part was mine. It was the same situation I was always in. You test for so many pilots in your career and only actually get a few of them. So I auditioned and I thought I did okay. I didn’t feel like I nailed it. I left. Three, four hours had passed. I was driving down Abbott Kinney in Los Angeles and it was raining. And I got the call that I’d gotten the part and I literally started screaming in my car like a little girl, I was so excited. Most of the time when you make it this far into auditioning for a part in a pilot you don’t hear anything for days. And you know that means you didn’t book the job. It’s a testament to Alan that I was called immediately. He knows what he wants, and he told me later, “I wanted you for the part.”

Man, that must’ve been exciting. Okay, let’s back up a bit. PreTrue Blood, pre-commercial success, pre-acting altogether.

Yeah, I never wanted to be an actor. As a kid my family moved around a lot, and we eventually ended up in West Virginia. My dad was a general surgeon. I knew that I didn’t want to be a doctor because I just can’t deal with blood and pus. I figured I was going to be some kind of scientist because I was always better at math than English. Outside of studies, my passions were sports and music. I played piano a little when I was a kid. I could play by ear; it came naturally to me. Then I started playing guitar when I was about thirteen years old. Playing guitar landed me in a bunch of bands when I was in my teens. I also played the cello and was in a chamber group.

Wow, so all that music and performing, and you never acted in high school?

No, the closest I came to the craft was living next door to Nick Nolte. He married a West Virginia girl and they got a place next to my parents. During my summer breaks from college, I would hang out with him and play golf and it was kind of cool to see his lifestyle, how he carried himself, the unkempt long hair. He’s a method actor, and I would watch him transform into these characters. Seeing him did make me think that being a professional actor was a pretty cool job. But I was very conservative. I was like, you follow a path. You go to graduate school and you get on a career path.

So you said goodbye to your cool, unkempt famous friend and went back to college. What did you study?

Well, I had gotten into Brown University and began studying semiotics, the theory of signs and sign systems.

Which means?

Pure semiotics is a lot like linguistic theory and codes. Figuring out how something represents something else.

Uhhhhhh …

Yeah, I know, heavy stuff. I studied deconstructionism and read French philosophers. I was very into these thinkers. So I thought, alright, I’m going to major in semiotics. That was my sophomore year. I also decided to study in France because all the rock stars of semiotics were teaching in Paris, like Jacques Derrida. It would be like taking acting classes with Al Pacino.

I’m sure Pacino gets compared to Jacques Derrida all the time.

(Laughs) I had taken four years of high school French, but in order to enroll in this program, I had to take an additional year to have the bare minimum. It was intense.

Was your pilgrimage to France all you had hoped for?

What it did was totally burn me out. It was the hardest thing I’d ever done, taking those classes and writing papers in French. After that year I came back to the States and went to summer school at Brown and took a sculpting class.

So at this point you’re a piano-, guitar-, and cello-playing science major who speaks French and is friends with Nick Nolte. Sounds like a typical actor’s resume so far …

Actually, I was introduced to the Brown summer theater program the summer before my senior year because my roommate was cast in it. I started to see some plays and I noticed there were a lot of pretty women involved in the whole scene. One day I was coaxed by my friend to audition for this New Plays Festival at school and I thought, yeah, you know, that sounds insane, I’ll do it.

But you had no experience. What did you do?

I prepared for the audition by learning the lines and trying to figure out how I would approach the character. I was very intimidated. The acting scene was very cliquey and all the students had put so much into the program and their training. I was among great actors, and there I was, my last semester of college, all of a sudden getting involved and trying it for the first time. I got the part. I can still remember being on stage. It was the most exciting thing I’d ever done. I was able to pretend, to become another person, do a different accent, and carry myself a different way. And literally, I did that play and it was a calling, a vocation. It was a massive epiphany. I thought, “This is it!”

So that was it. Where did IT take you?

After school, I ended up getting a free bus ticket to New York without telling anybody I was coming. I was twenty-two. I found a place in the East Village, and I was literally living on a mattress in a room on the floor for the first month. It was skanky, but I was in the city and I was going to act.

Then what?

I had some head shots made. I didn’t realize you could reproduce them so I found this photographer who made a hundred real prints of me. I was trying to figure out what I needed and figured I needed to get an agent in order to get sent out to casting sessions. There were these books for actors that would tell you where the agencies were in the city. In the book they said “no walk-ins,” but of course, that’s exactly what I did. I showed up at this agency, which today is Paradigm, and I just walked in to the lobby with my headshot and resume and there was an agent who just happened to be in the lobby at the same time and saw me. He took my resume. A couple days later they called me in and had me do a monologue. I guess they liked it because they sent me out on an audition for Scent of a Woman. I was going for the part opposite Al Pacino.

Oh, your Jacques Derrida experience comes full circle, so what happened?

It was amazing, I went through six auditions all the way up to doing an actual screen test with Al Pacino. It came down to three of us, me, Ethan Hawke, Chris O’Donnell. It was a long and tedious process. All three of us had to sign contracts before we actually got to read with Pacino. When the day finally came to audition with him it was really interesting. Because he was playing a blind guy, he never really even looked at me. He never broke character. But he was really cool, we met and read practically the whole movie, and I obviously didn’t get it in the end, but I got really close.

Where do you go after your first audition is with Al Pacino?

It’s funny because that first thing was the biggest thing ever. The agency was really behind me and they sent me out time and time again, but I didn’t book anything for like nine months. That year I took acting classes and I started doing regional theater. And I ended up testing. I was flown out to Los Angeles three times, which was a big deal. The entire time in the back of my mind I was thinking about graduate school at Yale or Juilliard, but I was already being flown out to Los Angeles for pilot season, so I thought, you know what, I’m not going to pay $80,000 to go and learn how to act because it’s already started happening. So I decided not to do it.

You may have just saved a reader 80k. What was the first thing you booked?

I got cast in a play called Another Time. It was one of the hardest things I ever had to do because in the first act my character had a South African accent, which is the most difficult accent to do. And in the second act, I played my character’s father, who had an English accent. After regional theater I started to go for off-Broadway and then Broadway shows. At the same time I got my first lead in a feature film. The movie was low budget, but I still had the lead. It was called The Hotel Manor Inn. Hardly anyone saw it, but I got paid to practice in front of the camera and you can’t beat that. I was an academic at heart, so I’d been reading these Meisner books and other books about acting in front of a camera and I was into the theories of acting and thinking about it a lot and watching movies. So I was very inspired.

So you come to New York and things really seem to fall into place for you.

They did. They did. But I wasn’t really making any money. So I got a job at a video rental store. I actually had to take a test on movie knowledge to get the job, which I did not do well on. But the owner, who I’m still friends with after all these years, figured I was good with people and a working actor, so he hired me. I also ended up doing a little bit of window design work with my roommate at the time and I became a proofreader at a proofreading company. Whatever I had to do to survive and keep acting I did. I was basically in that world of doing regional theater and then doing a small movie. I struggled for a few years, but by the age of twenty-five I was able to make a living acting.

So when would you say you got your first break?

It was 1997, I got this play off-Broadway at Manhattan Theater club called Dealer’s Choice, it was an English play about poker. Which led to another play called My Night with Reg and then I booked the lead in Ah, Wilderness! which was a huge hit on Broadway. It was a real turning point for me.

We actually read some of those reviews while prepping for this interview. We saw things like, “Star-making performance” and “You’ve never seen anything like it.” Words an actor dreams of.

Yeah, they were just insane. Then to top it all off, I got a Tony nomination.

My success on stage got the attention of Rick Nicita and Kevin Huvane, two power agents from CAA, who I signed with, and I booked my first pilot. It was a John Wells show called Trinity. So I was performing in Ah, Wilderness! at night and shooting that pilot during the day. And that was no easy feat. I was in a three-act play that I had the lead in, and it was three hours long. And I was doing eight shows a week. It was a massive, massive production. Somehow I was able to do that at the same time.

Were you excited to cross over from theater to television?

Actually, I didn’t want to do television. I was really pretentious and snobbish about it. To the New York acting community, TV had a sort of stigma attached to it. Everyone who was in my coterie of people felt the same way. We would go out for pilot season and hope to book the pilot to make the money, but we didn’t want the show to get picked up. It was hilarious, but that’s what we all wanted. I was getting a lot of TV offers, and I said, “No.” My agents would try to persuade me to take a meeting and I would say no. I eventually gave in and went on a couple of meetings, and they would ask how it went. I would say, “Great, they liked me, but I don’t want to do it.” One of the upsides of not having done a lot of TV is I remained relatively unknown and therefore, I’d say, more castable in True Blood.

What’s Alan Ball like to work with?

He very much has his hand on the tiller. He’s involved with each script, the editing, and he gets final cut. He’s very supportive and very much not Hollywood. He’s not someone you have to joke around with or kiss their ass. You don’t need to do that kind of thing. You just need to be good, which is refreshing. The first season felt like we were making a little movie in our backyard. Alan set the tone, the set was always very mellow. Luckily HBO gave us time to do things right, and we did not have to hurry. It never felt like other network shows where people were kind of stressed out. It’s very chill. You want to do another take, you do another take. I think that really helped us become a success.

So are you happy that your career worked out the way it did and you didn’t become famous too early on?

You know, I think I would’ve handled it differently. If all this happened earlier, I would never have appreciated it the way I do now. Because I’m a little older I am really able to enjoy it. I understand how great it is, I have respect for the business and how hard it is to achieve success doing what you love, being an actor.

Can you offer a word of advice to the people who are reading this book and aspire to do what you do?

I would encourage anybody to go for it. It’s a cliché, but literally, follow your dreams. I would never discourage anyone, because somebody like me made it. I’m the most random person to make it. I didn’t even start acting until my senior year in college. I just stuck with it. So just try it, give it a shot. The worst thing is to sit around and think, “What if?”

Thanks, Sam, for your time. We’d like to end your interview with a political question. Do you prefer butter or cream cheese on your bagel?

Cream cheese.

A DAY IN THE LIFE OF SAM TRAMMELL

5:00 A.M.: Wake up and drive to the studio.

5:45 A.M.: This is my call time and first up is a wardrobe fitting. Gotta try on a new pair of jeans.

6:00 A.M.: I go to the hair and makeup trailer. This is when I love not being a vampire. No white makeup for me. I’m in and out real quick.

7:00 A.M.: I start shooting a scene in Merlotte’s with Sookie. We do about three takes each and finish ahead of schedule. I have a little down time before rehearsing the next scene just before lunch break.

12:00 noon: My agent comes to set and we discuss some upcoming interviews and appearances. I usually eat with everyone, but today was more of a business lunch. I have salmon and rice, if anyone cares.

5:00 P.M.: I do two more scenes during the afternoon and we finish a half hour earlier than scheduled. You have to love a great crew. Not to mention a group of actors who come to the set ultra prepared.

6:00 P.M.: I go surfing in Malibu. It helps me clear my mind and stay in halfway decent shape.

7:00 P.M.: Take the dog out for a walk.

7:30 P.M.: I look at the scenes for tomorrow and learn my lines.

8:30 P.M.: Meet some friends for dinner in Hollywood. Tomorrow I’ll repeat. . . . Life is good!





RYAN RANDALL

Hairstylist/Makeup Artist
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Before Ryan Randall became “Hairstylist to the Stars,” he was handing out peanuts at 35,000 feet and instructing passengers on what to do in the unlikely event of a water landing. Eventually he put down the PA mike, picked up a pair of scissors and his career took off in a completely different direction. It didn’t take long for Ryan to enter that rarified airspace of celebrity-dom. Pretty soon, he found himself styling the likes of Jennifer Hudson, Kelly Osbourne, and Winona Ryder.

If you’re hoping for good stories about any of his famous clients, he’s not spilling. In fact, one gets the impression that if he has secrets, they’re buried in a vault with ten-inch-thick steel walls, two miles underground. What he does open up about, however, is his exciting career path that includes an unexpected call to work on an Oprah-featured celebrity wedding and a stint on a little-known TV show called American Idol. He’s also got some great advice for people who are looking to do what he does.

So without further ado, Ryan, if you can put down the hair product for a minute, we’ve got some questions for you.


AGENCY: There are agents who represent hairstylists, makeup artists, photographers, and the like. The agent books work for the artist, maintains schedules, handles travel, etc.

EDITORIAL: This refers to magazine work.

KEY HAIRSTYLIST: The lead hairstylist on a TV show. In the film world, he or she is second to the department head.



Let’s start with something pretty basic. How does one become a hairstylist?

To get licensed, you go to cosmetology school. It takes about eighteen months, part-time to get through it. I went to Paul Mitchell, but there are others like Tony and Guy and Vidal Sassoon. I had toured a few of those schools and ultimately Paul Mitchell was where I felt most at home.

What’s the curriculum like?

The classroom work is pretty intensive to start, and then once you’ve done the book work there’s a lot of the practical applications, like practicing techniques on mannequin heads. Then you have to test out to become a stylist on the floor, taking actual clients. Of course it’s all done under great supervision and there’s always an instructor there to help you should you need it.

Talk about your upbringing. Was hairstyling always something you wanted to do?

I grew up in Northern California. Pretty normal upbringing, my family is actually all still there. I went to junior college out of high school, did some course work at Sacramento State, and got a job at Wells Fargo Bank. In 2000, I got the travel bug, left Wells Fargo, and got a job with United Airlines. I was a flight attendant based in San Francisco and was transferred to London. I was living in London, loving my life when 9/11 happened. After 9/11, people were laid off and we were all fearful for our jobs. I took a leave of absence and it was a great time for me to get serious about what I really wanted to do. Hair had always been something that I thought about doing, and it was the perfect opportunity.

So you began studying at Paul Mitchell …

Yes. I worked during the day and went to school part-time at night. I worked almost every day for eighteen months. After ten months I got an internship on American Idol before I finished school. So Tuesdays and Wednesdays when Idol would tape I would go up to Los Angeles from Orange County, where I was living, to work on the show.

How did you go from cosmetology school to one of the biggest shows on TV?

Within the Paul Mitchell school, there are two programs. The normal program and a Phase II program. The Phase II is an honors program of sorts, and whether it was excelling early or just being lucky, I was accepted into the Phase II program in 2003. Back then, there was a show called American Juniors, a kid’s version of American Idol, where the winners formed a band or group at the end of the show. The key hairstylist on both shows was Dean Banowetz.

Dean had called the Paul Mitchell school looking for some extra help with a music video for the group, and a lot of us were interested in doing that video. In the end, it was a scheduling conflict for me, so I didn’t end up doing it. I sent Dean an e-mail following up, letting him know that I was interested in any other projects he had. At the time he was working with Ryan Seacrest, was key hairstylist on both shows, and fostering an endorsement deal. He was busy.

These events started a new thought process for me. I was intrigued by the idea of not being in the salon and saw great opportunity in doing something other than salon hair.

What happened next?

Shockingly, Dean e-mailed me back a day or two later and we set up a meeting for coffee in L.A. I had done a little research and knew what he was about, what he was working on, and what his background was. We talked about work, what his work life looked like, and how I could be involved. There weren’t any offers made that day.

How did you finally get your big break?

A couple weeks after our coffee meeting, I got a phone call from Dean inquiring if I would be interested in assisting with a celebrity wedding. The two people getting married met on Oprah and she was going to have her team covering the wedding. Every weekly magazine and wedding magazine was going to be there and I jumped at the chance.

On the day of the wedding I was a nervous wreck. Dean had brought along another assistant, who ended up working on the bridesmaids and the family when she was supposed to be helping Dean with the bride. So I stepped in and helped him directly. I hadn’t ever worked with him or in an environment like that. I remember thinking to myself, “Pay attention to the details and just go with your gut.” Afterward, he told me he was impressed with my work, and that he would definitely reach out for help with projects in the future.

Afterwards, I went back to school like nothing happened. It was work, school, work, school. The next sort of leap was about six weeks later when Dean called, set up a lunch meeting, and told me he had a few things to discuss. It was during that lunch he shared his intentions of having an intern position created on American Idol, and offered me the position. A position he created for me. I was thrilled.

Paint a picture for us of that first day on the set of American Idol.

Basically I was just thrown into the mix. At the time, Ryan had his daytime talk show, On-Air with Ryan Seacrest, so Dean came later to the Idol set because he was shooting Ryan’s show. I remember arriving and being nervous and a bit fearful, but full of adrenaline. The crew couldn’t have been nicer. Minutes later, the room was full of fresh-faced talent and we were hard at work.

What do you remember about that fresh-faced talent?

The one thing I do remember about them was the vast range of personalities. Some loud and über funny, some shy and withdrawn, but ultimately all of them so talented and dealing with the stress of the show in their own ways. The next thing I knew we were heading to the stage for the show open. We would touch each of them up before they took to the stage. That two hours seemed like mere minutes, and before I knew it, we had wrapped. After a short debriefing about the day, I cleaned up and immediately started thinking about the next show. It was clear to me, at that moment, that I was a part of something special. I knew that the weeks ahead were going to be some of the greatest of my career.

Who were some of the people who sat in your chair your first season?

At one point or another, I basically worked on everyone. Fantasia . . . she was fantastic. There was Jennifer Hudson, LaToya London, Jon Peter Lewis. . . .

Was it exciting for you to see them at the beginning of their careers, say Jennifer Hudson, for instance?

Yeah. It was pretty amazing to watch them evolve, and it’s our job, in part, to help them grow into the artist they want to become. A lot of people say there’s no quicker way to attract press than to change your look. Hair, makeup, wardrobe, styling, anything like that and people are going to talk about your choices; they’ll blog about it. We’re sort of there just to be a guide to the contestants and to make suggestions. I think if you watch any season of the show you’ll see there’s a style evolution.

Did you work on any of the judges?

No, the judges had their own artists.

So no good Paula Abdul stories?

Not this time. Sorry.

You’re taking all the good stuff to the grave, aren’t you?

The thing is, the hair and makeup room is a very intimate space. There’s a bond and a trust formed that’s probably unlike any on set. You’re not only in their personal space, i.e., touching their face and head, but you also spend a lot of time together. So you definitely build a relationship, and along with that comes an openness, if you will. So yeah, I’ve heard the good, the bad, and the ugly.

Let’s delve a little bit into the job. How much time does it take to get someone camera-ready? Are you under tremendous pressure?

It depends on the job. Idol’s a little unique in that they tape the rehearsal. So we have to be done prior to the rehearsal. It’s a live show so there’s absolutely no stalling. They’re going on whether they look fit to do so or not.

Has an extension ever fallen out onstage? Or any other hair malfunction?

Knock on wood, I haven’t had any. Actually, that’s not true. There’s an actress who I work with fairly regularly and I have left clips in her hair, not that anybody saw. But we were taking her hair down at the end and . . . .

Oops. There it is!

Yeah. So live TV can be very stressful. Taped shows are a little easier. Depending on what you’re doing, for women getting full hair and makeup, it can take about two hours. Locations can vary, too. Sometimes you’re in a dark closet and you literally have only two feet of space and you’re getting somebody ready; sometimes it’s a glamorous hotel suite; sometimes it’s the back of a car; sometimes you’re in a limoyou do what has to be done.

Talk about some of the other shows you’ve worked on and the people you’ve worked with. This is your opportunity to show off.

After Idol I entered the freelance agency side of things. And there are jobs of all kinds there, anything and everything from music videos to catalog to advertising. Celebrity red carpet, runway, editorial. I’ve worked on shows like America’s Next Top Model, Ellen, The Biggest Loser, CNN Heroes, Teen Choice Awards. I’ve worked on Carrie Underwood, Jon Heder, Kelly Clarkson, Andrew Garfield, Haylie Duff. . . . I’ve done print work like Teen Vogue, Us Weekly, People, Entertainment Weekly.

Okay, we’re impressed. You mentioned print work. How does that differ from film and TV?

A lot of times with photo shoots you get to be a little more creative. You get to have a little fun. Oftentimes there are different looks, so the look you start out with in the morning will be built upon, whether that’s more drastic hair, more stylized hair. Same with makeupwhether that’s building the eye or bringing it down. So in the morning you’re kind of allotted the first hour to get the first look set, and then you get to play.

For someone starting off, give us a range. What can someone expect to make in this line of work?

It varies so greatly. Editorial rates can be $150 for the day. So whether you’re working with Angelina Jolie or you’re working with . . . .

Carrot Top?

(Laughs) Right. It doesn’t matter. You’re doing it for the images. The higher-profile the clients, typically the higher the money. I would say a major A-lister today, working on an ad campaign or something that has a decent budget attached to it, $2,500 to $5,000 is a good solid rate. Obviously there are people working for a lot less, and some for more, but four figures is a good rate.

How can someone make it in your field?

Personality and relationships are two huge factors in determining one’s success and longevity in this career. It’s the little things that people don’t think about. You have to have the X factor. There are lots of people trained to do amazing hair. There are millions of people who can do a roller set. But it’s the added attention to detail, the story you tell while you’re doing the set, or the bond you create with that client that makes them feel comfortable with you as opposed to somebody else.

Networking is also a huge part of it. Location is a huge part. I would say L.A., New York, Paris, and London. You have to be in a market that has working professionals in it. There are so many different avenues to get in, whether it’s from a director or an actor himself or herself or you know someone who knows someone who’s a personal assistant. You should also be familiar with everything that is hair related or makeup related. Within each field there’s so much out there. Ultimately you should be as well versed as possible, and familiar with all the latest tips and tricks.

Final question. Any advice for Snooki on Jersey Shore?

I’m obsessed with Snooki because quite honestly she doesn’t give a shit about what you or I think. And I love that about her. She is confident in the poof and she rocks it. It’s fantastic.

A DAY IN THE LIFE OF RYAN RANDALL

Press junket for a music label exec and artist who shall remain nameless.

7:30 A.M.: In Vegas! Rise and shine. Day three of three.

7:35 A.M.: Check voice mail and any urgent e-mail.

8:30 A.M.: Car picks me up to go to the hotel where I will meet the label exec I’m grooming. He is running about twenty minutes behind, but that doesn’t change the fact that we need to be ready to hop back in the car by 9:30.

9:05 A.M.: Finally, I have the man behind the music in my chair. Multitasking while getting his grooming done, he knows we’re short on time and he hates to be late!

9:40 A.M.: A final check of the makeup in natural light, and we’re good to go. Back out the door being escorted to the awaiting limo.

9:55 A.M.: We arrive and are greeted by label employees, hotel staff, and a bevy of security. We are whisked upstairs to the penthouse suite, where the day’s press junket is scheduled to happen.

10:10 A.M.: Unpacked with touch-up kit in hand, I greet the artist when he arrives to make sure that he looks and feels great.

10:35 A.M.: Junket starts thirty-five minutes late. My job is to stand by and make sure both men look their best for the on-camera interviews that will be happening all afternoon. Standing by, I’m able to grab another coffee, check the e-mails I didn’t get to in the morning, say hello to people that you only cross paths with every few months, and prepare my weekly blog for Conair.

This particular junket was scheduled so tightly, that there was no break until 3:00 P.M. when we were finished. Every ten minutes was another member of the press, asking questions and taking photos.

3:10 P.M.: The junket is finished and so is my blog. I e-mail that to the agency and pack up my things so I’m ready to escort the exec down to his waiting car. (Yes, it’s more than just making pretty.) A quick good-bye and thank-you to the musical master and team, and we’re out the door.





SHANE HURLBUT

Cinematographer/Director of Photography
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Shane Hurlbut grew up on his family’s farm in Aurora, a small farming community in upstate New York. A history buff with a radio announcer’s voice, he got straight A’s in college, and married his high school sweetheart. Shane was able to go from the top of a tractor to the top of his profession by working on films like the behemoth $200 million Terminator Salvation. How did he do it? The old-fashioned wayhe worked hard.

Shane has televangelist-type passion for his craft. And when you combine his infectious personality and talent with that passion, he stands alone in his field. He’s a behind-the-scenes guy, but his work can be seen in movies like The Skulls, Drumline, Crazy/Beautiful, Mr. 3000, Semi-Pro, We Are Marshall, Swing Vote, and the aforementioned Terminator Salvation. He crossed mediums by working with legendary photographer Herb Ritts on countless Vanity Fair cover shoots and helped create the attitude and look for some of the most memorable music videos ever made for artists like Guns N’ Roses, Michael Jackson, Smashing Pumpkins, and Nirvana.

Shane is a no-nonsense guy who believes in approaching every job with a clear vision and a collaborative spirit. He is a maestro with light and doesn’t like to settle, so each shot that he brings to life is meticulously framed long before the cameras start rolling. His interview is chock full of good advice and amazing stories from someone who could have easily stayed on the farm, but who had his sights set on more ambitious undertakings.


ASC AWARD: The American Society of Cinematographers Award is the highest honor given to a professional Cinematographer who shows excellence in his or her field.

FLAG: A piece of equipment that’s used by the grip department to shape light. The flag is placed in front of a light beam and blocks or redirects a portion of the light.

GRIPPING: A grip works with the gaffer and the DP to shape the lights on set. This can be done by holding flags, nets, and diffusion frames in front of or inside a lighting instrument.

HURRELL: Named after photographer George Hurrell, this term is used by DPs and photographers to express the look of something being lit in such a way that an object or person appears dramatically lit, almost angelic.

KEY GRIPPING: The person in charge of the grip department and who usually communicates directly with the DP.

RENTAL HOUSE: A company that owns various supplies for the film and TV industry that are rented to productions for the day or the week. A rental house can stock lights, cameras, expendables, props, and wardrobe.

SLINGING CABLE: The act of dragging miles of cable from one area to another on set.

WALKIED: A term used to mean someone who’s summoned to the set via the use of a two-way walkie-talkie, which is the primary form of communication on set.



Start at the beginning. Where are you from and where did you grow up?

I grew up in a very small farming community in upstate New York in a town called Aurora. My parents were educators. My mom was a sixth-grade teacher and my dad worked as a professor’s assistant for Cornell in the agronomy department.

My family lived in a small farmhouse; we had a barn and a lot of land.

Talk a bit about growing up on a farm.

At the age of ten I got on a tractor for the first time and I didn’t get off of it until I was about twenty-one. I would wake up at 5 A.M., get on the tractor by 5:30, and I would drag, plow, harvest, plant, whatever until about 7:15 A.M. I would get back to the house, eat breakfast, get dressed for school, catch the bus, and go to school until about 2:30. Then I would go to soccer or basketball or baseball practice until about 4:30, go home, and get back on the tractor until about 11 at night.

Talk about your education off the tractor.

In high school I did the morning announcements for the school and everyone would tell me I had a great radio voice, so I started to think, “maybe this could become a career.” When I graduated, I went to a very small local junior college for Radio and TV. My first year I focused on radio and I loved it. My second year I studied TV and fell in love with that even more than radio. My then girlfriend, now wife, was going to school in Boston, so I remember working so hard to get great grades so I could transfer to any school I wanted to go to. Sure enough, after my second year I had straight As and was summa cum laude of my class, with a full scholarship. I went to my guidance counselor and told him to get me into the best TV and film school in Boston and that happened to be at Emerson College, so that’s where I went.

At Emerson, I focused on TV, but during the summer between my first and second year, I got the opportunity to work on a film shoot called The Legend of Firefly Marsh that my high school friend Gabe Torres was directing, and that experience changed my direction and my life. I switched my major to film and I ended up graduating magna cum laude from Emerson College.

Wow, what the hell happened to you on that movie set?

I found my calling. I was just a production assistant doing anything they asked. I was slinging cable, setting lights, gripping. Whatever they told me to do I did. I really got caught up in the energy on the set and working with so many smart, creative people.

So you had a degree in film and TV, you were at the top of your class. Now all you needed was a job.

I remember my mom got me a three-piece suit and I started pounding the pavement in Boston and I found out pretty quickly there were no jobs. I ended up swallowing my pride and took a job in a rental house. I was driving trucks because that’s what I had done all my life on the farm. Then one day I realized that if I stayed in Boston the only way I was going to move up was if the guy ahead of me died. So I made my next move.

You killed the guy?

(Laughs) No, I packed up and moved to L.A. with my then fiancée, now wife.

I ended up getting a job at a rental house. The job paid $3.50 per hour, I could have made more by staying in Boston. Thankfully that job only lasted three months before a producer asked me to come and drive a grip truck for a company he worked for. It paid better, so I went.

One day I was driving this five-ton truck packed with about ten tons of equipment out to this set for a movie called Phantasm 2. I was walkied to set, and asked to bring a flag immediately. So I start running this thing in and I ran into a buddy of mine who was a USC cinematographer graduate. We were standing in front of this set made to look like a crematorium and he asks, “Would you be scared?”

I said, “What? Listen, I got to get this flag to set,” but he said, “Look at the way the crematorium set is lit. If you were in the theater, would you be scared?” He pointed out that every nook and cranny was lit and there was no shadow.

It was like, pow! It just hit me and from that point on everything I looked at was light. Long story short, I went from a grip truck driver to a cinematographer in three years. I was on this high-speed bullet train to being a DP.

Can you give us some more details on your journey from grip to DP?

I gripped from 1988 until 1991. I started key gripping on low-budget movies, getting my chops. In my opinion, being a grip is a much better way to become a DP than being a gaffer is because a grip is actually shaping light and a gaffer is just turning it on. Then I started shooting music videos with a director named Daniel Pearl. Pearl basically built MTV on his images. This guy is the archetype for music videos. There is nothing that he can’t dream up and bring to life. He was a quintessential mentor for how I shape light today.

Then there’s Joseph Yacoe. Yacoe’s strength was his sense of beauty and style. He was about cream and softness and elegant composition. He taught me how to make everything beautiful. Yacoe introduced me to the great Herb Ritts, who was an artisan and had the most amazing eye for composition. He could compose a shot like no other. My first gig with him was a Vanity Fair cover shoot, and I worked with him for the next five years. I lit many of the stills he took during that time.

Can you encapsulate the job of the cinematographer/DP?

A DP takes the director’s vision and brings it to life in the visual sense. By using composition, specific lenses, lighting, and camera movement, if done right, he will assist the story and performances seamlessly.

How did you get hired as a DP on your first feature?

The first movie I DP’d was The Rat Pack for HBO. That movie was definitely a defining moment in my career. I didn’t have much narrative experience at the time, so when the director, Rob Cohen, told HBO that he wanted to hire me, they were skeptical. I had to convince them that I was the right guy for the job. They asked what I had in mind for the look of the film. I laid out my vision, I was going to make the actors look like they were movie stars, it was going to be Hurrell everywhere they walked. The actors were going to have the perfect back light and the perfect key light and they were going to look like they were on stage no matter where they went throughout the entire movie. They loved it. So I got the job and I was nominated for an ASC Award for that project.

The Rat Pack led to other movies like Drumline, The Greatest Game Ever Played, and Semi-Pro with Will Ferrell. Can you tell us about those experiences?

Drumline was just an amazingly inspiring film. When I got on the set and saw the musicianship and the passion those kids brought, it was awe-inspiring. That was my first of two projects with the director Charles Stone.

Photographically, The Greatest Game Ever Played represents some of my best work. Bill Paxton is a talented and visionary director, and I feel everyone on that project fired on all cylinders. I embraced the time period, I loved the powerfully moving story.

Will Ferrell was a good sport on Semi-Pro. I remember putting him on a piece of half-inch Plexiglas and put a camera below him and shot his balls when he was taking a foul shot. It was a low-angle ball shot in slow motion so you see him doing this pumping motion and underneath you see his underwear and his ABA short-shorts. He called it the crotch cam, and he said it was his favorite shot in the movie. See, I’m very versatile. (Laughs)

How many people do you oversee on set?

On Terminator Salvation I had a crew of ninety-plus and I loved to challenge them and push them to their limits. I have what I’ve coined “lightmares,” where I sit up in the middle of the night and have this epiphany. I had one on Terminator Salvation. I sat up in the middle of the night and I said out loud, “Tractor beams!” That’s all that came to mind. So I called up my rigging gaffer, Scotty Graves, and he said, “What is it now Shane?” I told him when we shoot the Sky Net Testing Center scene I want a tractor beam to cut through this smoke to guide the transports down into the test facility center. He asked me how the hell I was planning on doing that and I said, “I want to get 600 sports fixtures, like the ones that light football stadiums, mount them to construction cranes and tilt them up and when that spaceship comes down I want to nuke the whole area, just fill it with blinding light.”

“Are you kidding me?” he asked. I just told him, “We’re doing it!”

There’s a “beam me up Scotty” joke in there somewhere, but we’ll leave it alone. So assuming Scotty didn’t quit on the spot, did the shot come together?

You better believe it. I came in the next day and they had ten massive forklifts with racks of lights, 60 lights on each of them. Think about it, that’s600 lights. It was awesome looking, so cool. That is one of my favorite-looking scenes in the movie.

So what advice do you have for a newbie looking to break into your business?

The best way to become a great DP is to start at the bottom. Take a job, paid or unpaid, on any set, doing any job. Look at David Fincher, James Cameron, Tony and Ridley Scott, these are guys who know how to do everyone’s job very well, and they are inspired filmmakers. I know Fincher, I worked with him four or five times, and he would operate the smoke machine better than the smoke guy.

You came up on the technical side as a grip. Don’t most people climb the ladder to DP by getting into the camera department?

Yes, the normal practice to get to DP is to come in on camera and be a loader, then a second assistant, then a first assistant, then an operator, then a cameraman. My personal belief is if you come up on the gripping and gaffing side and spin into being a DP you will be better formed, you’ll know light very well and you will in turn be a much more confident and versatile DP. Also as far as efficiency and organization, you’ll be a step ahead because you will know how to direct your team more effectively.

Are there specific characteristics or qualities a person should possess in order to be successful as a DP?

In order to be successful as a DP, you have to be an artist, feel the emotion of a scene, a character’s mood, and translate that into light, mood, emotion, and elegance. Take something ordinary and make it extraordinary, be obsessed with the subtleties, then finish with an unstoppable work ethic and passion.

Well, your job sounds fun, but does it pay well?

You can make a very good living. As a DP, if you are a commercial shooter, you can make $2,500 to $6,000 per day. On feature films, on a project with a medium budget, you can make anywhere from $7,000 to $15,000 per week and on a large studio movie you’re looking at $15,000 and up per week.

Excuse us for a second while we second-guess our entire careers. Finish this sentence: If I had known then what I know now . . .

I wouldn’t be as good of a DP as I am today. You have to go through all the bumps in the road, and you can’t pass up milestones, because they are what end up shaping you. There is no shortcut to hard work.

We have one final question that I am sure everyone reading your chapter has been dying for us to ask. What is one word that would best describe your high school picture?

(Short pause) Three words: Big hair. Corduroy.

A DAY IN THE LIFE OF SHANE HURLBUT

Marines commercial “For Us All,” Washington D.C.

3:00 A.M.: Wake up, roll over, turn off iPhone alarm, why so early? Oh, I wanted the morning light.

3:30 A.M.: Greg Haggart, my producer, meets me in the lobby along with my elite team members.

4:00 A.M.: Arrive at set and help team unload the camera truck and start setting up our three-camera setup. I have a day’s worth of shots to get in six hours.

5:30 A.M.: All cameras and the crane in place and we start finding the shot. Fix some technical problems and crane shuts down for no reason. Okay, we are back up, we find the shot. I am happy.

6:00 A.M.: Agency and client show up, I grab a coffee with them and take them over to the three cameras on the hill to discuss the setup.

6:34 A.M.: Sunrise, we shoot the Iwo Jima Memorial and then to the marines at the base of the memorial and a shot of a mom with her kids.

7:45 A.M.: Move from the hill down to the monument, and set up the dolly shot over the back of our mom and kids.

8:30 A.M.: Dolly and talent are ready. I go over and talk with the marines on the plinth. I give them some direction about why we are shooting here, what this means to the Marine Corps and how it will play out in the commercial.

9:00 A.M.: I move to the close-up of the mom and the son. I think the light looks great.

9:45 A.M.: Then, brilliance happens with the smile from the boy and mom. Priceless, agency and client are very happy. We look back at that magical take. Yeah, we got it, moving on.

10:00 A.M.: The sun breaks out, the sky is blue, now we shoot our brains out. We move to a shot of the Marines standing guard at the memorial.

10:30 A.M.: Greg, my producer, comes to me and gives me the news that we have one hour left. What? We keep shooting.

11:45 A.M.: I am over my hour deadline and we work out blocking next because Park Service will shut us down in fifteen minutes.

11:55 A.M.: I say, “Action” and the crane moves up, the couple crosses frame, the family moves in, and to cap it all off, her son points right at the camera. Amazing. Play back for agency and client, yes we got it. Whew, made it!

12:00 P.M.: Wrap up around memorial and grab some lunch.

1:00 P.M.8:00 P.M.: All the gear is packed and we have a company move. We travel all day to South Carolina, which is our next location.

8:00 P.M.: We arrive, check in at the hotel, and get ready for the grind of the next day shoot.

9:00 P.M.: I call my family to say hello, I miss them, as I have been on the road for the last three weeks. I go over the shot list for tomorrow and check e-mail.

10:30 P.M.: Lights out.
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