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nonminated
Cusack’s

requests [or doing an ongo-

ne of Oscar

ACIress Joan

mng television sicom was

that the show be shot in her
hometown, Chicago. She wanted 10 be
close to her attorney husband and two chil-
dren, ong beng a newbormn.

Not that difficult w fill. for Executive
Producer James L. Brooks (who directed
Cusack m Broadeast News) and his part-
ners, Richard Sakai and Co-Executive
Produeer David Richardson. Hrooks and
Cusack found a script about three Chicago
teachers, their lives and loves, written by
Cusack’s high school Inend Gwen Macsa
{NPR essayist). They put a cast wogether
that includes Early Editton alumm Kyle
Chandler (as Cusack’s love interest) as well
as Tony Award winner Donna Murphy,
Jessica Hecht, Wally Langham ( Veronica s
Closery, and Kellie Williams
Werrers

{ Farmeily

The production was sct up at Chicago
Studio City, previously the home ol Early
Edirion. Job one for Emmy winning cine-
matographer  Alan  Walker  (John
Larmoguetie Show, The Momimies, Martin,
Blossom, full
House, The Golden Girls, Emmy winner
for Cosfy, Benson, Soap) was 10 help con-

Empiy  Nest, Rasanne,

vert a “single camera” oriented facility to a
“multi-camera” studio facility, capable of
accomimodating a four [0 five nmes a week
sel tumaround. an audience of 278, a full
wall to wall highting ng and the power 1o
service 1. The studio had never been
required to miemally supply 2400 amps
without the re-enlorcement of generators.
Fortunately, when Walker and owner John
Crededio traced the electric back, they
found the studio had the potential for such
a set up.
*We have “sets’ standing on the stage
but they aren’t “standing sets.”” Walker
explains. “We have had semi-designated
sel areas, that change constantly. One day
one ared may be Joan's apantment, the next
her boy friend's, or the school office, a
classroom, and anything elsz that we might
need to shoot a script. That makes it inter-
esting for the crew — and for camera chore-
ography.”
Mext step for Walker was to assemble
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that camera crew, 2 hghting crew, and a

gnp crew. “The depth of professional abil-
ity runs very deep i Chicago,” says
Walker. “Initially. T made a little speech o
my operators, asking them to keep their
"Teature’ mentahity close (o themr heans, but
i set il aside in this venue. We needed o
become one entity — one organism. That
we were going to do a “play” for an audi-
ence — live — and that they would also be
part of the entertainment. For, like them,
the audience would have never expen-
enced anything hke this either.

“The bizg moment came when every-
one reahzed that "three tabes amd we ane
done,”” Walker adds. I can’t say enough
about the expertise and adaptability of the
Chicago crews.

In the beginming, it was proposed that
the project utilize High Dehnition equip-
ment, nol iilm. However, Gracie Films and
Sony decided that the optical elements of
the process were nol ready yet and that it
would be more comfortable to stay with
the film style. What production didn't
know was what camera equipment was
available in Chicago.

“Sitcoms routinely shoot 3-pert (lor
cost savings) with tour faurly matched svs-
tems,” Walker explans. “Ped conhigured
systems were definitely not in Chicago and
had to be I'.ur-:ﬂ,::__r]n i from Log .-111;;:!..%
Long story short, we had o swap equip-
ment between Los Angeles and Chicago.

Walker chose Vision 3279 stock.
using a ‘fixed' aperure of a T2.8/4 split at
24 frames. Because of subject matter, a
Tiffen Soft-EFX1 15 used w establish a

“home”™ look, a necessary  continuity
requirement for this format. The “shake
down” camera compliment ended up as
two Ped configurations, each with a Pnmo
11:1, two coaventional Fisher 9 {although
Walker would rather have 10s) dolly sys-
Papavision X and one
Panavision Gold, each with 6:1 kenses.
“These systems, however, change rad-
ically, depending on the needs of the
moment and the script,” savs Walker. He
always has Primes standing by. And,
Yanavision cl=o knows 10 keep a “lhight-
weight™ available at a moment's notice,
“To keep the Los Angeles production
offices in the loop, run-thrus are fed back
closed circuit (conference call style) on an
Internet T1 line,” Walker interjects. “We
use what we call ‘EdCam’ 1o show the
folks in Los Angeles the scene and get therr
notes, and notes, and notes, and notes. This
process eals massive holes in ume set for

lems,  Oone

lighting the show — but IS necessary.

Lighting these often changing situa-
tions is a challenge and Walker counts on
what he calls a “dream”™ lighting crew.
“Again, the depth of expenence is astound-
ing.” he says. “They may nol have done
sprmething on as big a scope as this show
before, but they’ve adapted — 10 the hehting

job, the “audience in” deadime. Mot 10 men-

fon 25 i:;_:'.'!:in:,z changes i One ['n.'l'l-m'-
MAance.

“They were scratching their heads
perplexed that [ was highting the scensg
totally ahead of seeing any blocking.” he
adds. “*That's kinda backward.” was gaffer
Chris Carey’s [a Chicago local| comment,
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