
The Architect as
Film Maker

by VINCENT G. KLING JR.

With films, an architect can let his diversified
audiences — clients, prospects, the public —
not just see design proposals but actually ex-
perience them. Here is how one firm uses this
diverse communications medium.

On your left as you approach the building, a
fountain. The drops of water seem to take on
a jewel-like glitter as they arch against the
blue of the sky; the gentle splash made as they
fall back into the pool gives a sense of se-
renity. To your right, a massive sculpture.
You turn and walk around it, considering it
from all sides, then head for the building,
noting the way shadows play on its textured
masonry facade. You pass through the en-
tranceway and into an interior courtyard.
Suddenly the building surrounds you. Look-
ing up, you can see a patch of sky beyond the
top floor....

Well, you get the idea. What is happening
is not, however, a walking tour around a real
building; it is all done with film. The build-
ing, fountain and sculpture are scale models,
seen through the lens of a snorkel camera.
The splash of the fountain is recorded on
sound track, the color of the sky and con-
crete on color film. It is almost like being
there, except that none of this has actually
been built. You have just given your client a
startlingly realistic preview of what it will be
like to walk around and through his building
— long before the first sheet of construction
documents has been produced.

That's one of the beauties of films: They
really do communicate. Dynamic instead of
static, they offer sound, motion, color, all
adding up a higher degree of involvement
than possible with the more traditional media
of our profession.

The desire to "experience" and anticipate
projects led Vincent G. Kling & Associates
into films to begin with. It grew out of dis-
satisfaction with some apparent limitations
of model still photography; it seemed that
models were often seen and photographed
from viewpoints bearing little or no relation
to the way people would see a real building.

What we wanted to do was to photograph
models realistically from the eye level of a
scaled-down person. To find a way to do it,
we turned to an ex-Disney cameraman, N.
Paul Kenworthy, and to a builder of special
purpose cameras, William Latady. The two
of them, with the help of our firm, developed
the first snorkel lens for a motion picture
camera.

Described simply, a snorkel camera is a
tube with a motion picture camera at one end
and a movable mirror at the other. In be-
tween is a series of lenses. The tube can move
up, down and sideways to follow any pre-
scribed path. It can rotate for panning shots,
and the mirror tilts in imitation of human
head and eye movements. The mirror can
drop to within a quarter of an inch of the
surface, giving a wide range of eye levels. In
the current version of the snorkel — much
advanced over the prototype — closed cir-
cuit television is used to monitor the picture,
with the TV camera mounted at the top of
the tube alongside the movie camera.

The result, for architectural photography,
was the opportunity to show models as the
completed buildings would be seen. In the
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seven years since its development, the snorkel
camera has found a variety of other applica-
tions in industrial films, TV commercials and
adventure shows.

The development of the snorkel camera
marked our introduction to films. Our first
efforts were for an in-house design study, but
there were films made to present to clients
too. One showed the movable roof on a pro-
posed stadium; another, taken from a hover-
ing helicopter, simulated the panoramic view
from the executive office of a proposed
building.

In a sense, these early movies were just a
step beyond still photography. They were not
much advanced over home movies and there
was no real attempt at producing a profes-
sional film.

Productions came quite a bit later. One of
the first was a presentation to a prospective
client. Along with several other firms, we had
been invited to present our credentials for
designing a student union building at a uni-
versity in upper New York State. Instead of
restricting our presentation to a showing of
previous work, we decided to let the students
help present the case for us.

That was in November of 1969, at a time
when student involvement in a university's
decision-making process was a lively topic for
discussion. We wanted to get across to our
prospective client the idea of working
through the students on the project.
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To do that, Bob Kear, one of our associ-

ates, took on the task of producing a docu-
mentary of student opinions. He asked stu-
dents a series of set questions while camera
and sound men filmed them and tape-re-
corded their answers. Between Monday
morning and Tuesday afternoon, about four
hours of film footage and six hours of tape
were put in cans. The finished film was to be
presented that Friday, so as soon as the film-
ing and taping were finished, the film went to
the processor and the sound tape was given
to a typing service which transcribed it. From
that copy the film was edited late into
Wednesday night. The next day, the day the
Mets won the World Series, was spent syn-
chronizing film and tape. Thursday night the
film was rebuilt three times, and by 8 a.m.

Friday, Kear and his crew were on their way
to the presentation with 16 minutes and 20
seconds of film.

In a way it was like putting together an
architectural program. What we really did
was hold up a mirror to let the client see him-
self and the requirements of his project. And
the client liked what he saw. The film re-
ceived a rousing ovation; the school asked for
copies for use in fund-raising activities and in
its own film-making classes.

We have got a lot of additional mileage out
of that film. Our associates have used it for
recruiting purposes on a number of cam-
puses. Reactions have been mixed, depend-
ing on the campus.

Our most ambitious film so far is one made
for the Hartford Civic Center project. As
much a presentation to the citizens of Hart-
ford as to the City of Hartford, the film at-
tempts to show what a civic center can do for
the city. It is in color, with sound — music
and voices — and includes stock footage
of basketball games, shoppers, automobile
shows, circuses, along with snorkel shots of
a model and scenes of Hartford. It runs for
approximately 14 minutes, which is impor-
tant if you hope to have your films used by
TV stations.

For this film we didn't have the pressure
of such a tight deadline, so there was time for
polishing and editing. It started with a brain-
storming session in our office, after which
Calvin Productions, Inc., one of the leading
producers of nontheatrical films, was called
in. Peter V. DeMitri, head of Calvin's Phila-
delphia office, supervised, and Don Coch-1

rane, who directed the film, developed a j
rough script from the first meeting. This was
polished and edited, and edited and polished
and edited through a total of six more treat-
ments. About three weeks were spent in
shooting the film, one of them in Hartford,

The result is a 14-minute color/sound film I
that includes scenes of Hartford, views of
our office, drawings, animated charts and
snorkel sequences of the model. The finished
sound track combines a music track, a special
effects track and a voice track.

What can we do with a film like this? The!
original purpose was to present the design
concept for the Civic Center to the city gov-
ernment. That done, the film can be shown
to the other civic groups in the Hartford area.
Because the film is also intended to present
the Civic Center to the public, arrangements
have been made to show it on local TV sta-!
tions. And it makes a good film to show pros-
pective clients for similar projects.

Through all this, we've discovered somil
additional advantages to films, advantage;
beyond the sound and motion and color. OK
is the portability: It is easier to move a pro
jector and a can of film than to transport;
large model. Another is what might be calls
the ubiquitousness of film: Fifty copies of OIK
film can be shown simultaneously in as man;
different locations. They can be shown ovr
and over again as often as desired. And the:
there is control: Once made, a film doesii
change; it can't give halting or wrong at
swers to questions.

Our film-making experience is nothing lit
"Bracken's World," of course, but we hat.
learned a few things. The biggest, and wrra
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you think about it, least surprising of these
lessons is that putting together a film is a lot
like putting together the design for a build-
ing. These are corresponding problems — the
countless little things to be coordinated —
and similar steps in the process. Developing
the concept for the film might be likened to
programming, for example.

There is another similarity too. A success-
ful film, like a successful building, depends
on two basic elements: people and money.
People, because they make the decisions and
do the work, and money, because there is
usually only a limited amount of it available
and films can get expensive.

Because people and money are so impor-
tant in making films, it is essential to get the
best help you can afford. This means profes-
sional film makers, much as you engage rec-
ognized professionals as consultants in spe-
cialized areas of design. The parallel is
appropriate: For the film maker to be able
to do his job, he must have from you the
same trust and respect any other professional
consultant would get, the same trust and re-
spect the architect expects from his own
client.

Choose your film maker the same way you
would choose any other consultant. Look at
his work, talk to him, talk to some of his
other clients. But above all make sure that
you end up working with someone you are
convinced has a feeling for architecture and
what you are trying to accomplish. Make
sure also that you know with whom you're
dealing and that the person you are talking
to is the one who will be doing the work.
Don't hesitate to ask if he is the person who
is going to be working on the project three
months later. You need this kind of con-
tinuity. The job also demands availability,
since a film tries to fall apart at every op-
portunity.

Usually it is more economical to bring in a
professional film producer than it is to try to
assemble your own film-making staff and
equipment. Cameramen, soundmen and other
technicians arc important, but the key people
are the director and the producer. Both
should be sympathetic to what you want to
get across through the film, and both should
be willing and able to devote all the time
necessary to the project. So, by the way,
should your own 'producer' — your staff
member responsible for the film. He
shouldn't be afraid of screenings scheduled
at odd hours, or of redoing everything at the
last minute.

Another important factor is to have the
right people in control of the film's produc-
tion. The film maker has been engaged be-
cause he is a professional in his field; creative
control should be left to him, with your ap-
proval and/or guidance.

About money: A good rule of thumb for
a professionally made 16mm color/sound
film is $1,200 to $1,500 per running minute.
Some run as high as $2,000 a minute. But
don't let those figures scare you — that's for
the more elaborate film, using the most ex-
pensive equipment. It can be done for less.

Much depends on the way the film is to be

used. A presentation aimed at persuading
corporate or government decision makers
will call for a different tone and style than
one aimed at influencing students. Tech-
niques that will reach one group won't nec-
essarily reach, and may even antagonize, the
other. For a film that is to sell a project or an
idea, you may want to spend the money for a
thoroughly professional presentation; for an-
other type of film, you can experiment with
less costly methods and techniques. The im-
portant thing is not how much money you
spend, but what you get for it.

Some sort of agreement should be reached
with the client (if you are doing the film for
a client) about the cost; in any case, a cost
ceiling should be established. There always
seems to be extra costs cropping up, and it is

a good idea to identify them early and figure
them into the budget. These extras can in-
clude such items as stock footage, snorkel
work, animation and location shooting. If
they aren't figured in from the start to give
a realistic cost ceiling, the estimated maxi-
mum cost can be just the beginning.

And make sure everything is cleared.
Models, actors, music, quotes from existing
works — all should be cleared ahead of
time to prevent embarrassment and surprise
charges later. With a reputable film maker
working with you, this should present no
problems. He will take care of it himself.

So although Hollywood isn't feeling the
pinch, and probably never will, we are finding
film making on our modest scale to be an ex-
citing and useful part of our work. Cur-
rently, we are documenting the erection of
steel roof trusses for a coliseum project in
Richmond, Virginia; we have plans to pre-
sent the idea of a middle school to a school
district we have been dealing with; and we
are looking into making films from slides
(filmagraphs).

And there are other possibilities for films.
There are companies that specialize in dis-
tributing public relations films to movie
houses. A film on a firm's work, or on a cur-
rent social problem, could reach a broad
audience this way. Then, too, there is TV
and its broad audience. The American In-
stitute of Architects has had success in pro-
ducing films for general audiences, most re-
cently the highly acclaimed TV film spots.

Something else we are looking at is closed-
circuit TV and video tape. One intriguing
factor is cost: Video playback equipment,
which only a few years ago cost as much as
$15,000, now is available for $1,500 and the
price is still dropping. Video tape experts
claim that a minute of video-taped presenta-
tion can be produced for $125. What's more,
tape reproductions are reportedly less ex-
pensive than film prints. Projection size, nat-
urally, is limited to the maximum TV screen
size.

If Marshall McLuhan was right, the days
of print and still photos may be numbered;
film, video tape and the electronic media will
be the future means of communication. And
if he was wrong — well, film is still an ex-
citing, dynamic and engaging way to let an
audience experience architecture, proposed
or built. D

Mr. Kling is a member of the Philadelphia firm
of Vincent G. Kling & Associates.
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