Summer ’06 film/video feature

Lights… camera… Philly studios in ACTION!

by Darcy Silvers

When most people think of the film industry, the red carpet of Hollywood and the bright lights of New York come to mind. Industry insiders, however, know that one of the hot spots for creativity – especially in terms of corporate work – is right here in Philadelphia.

The staff at Concrete Pictures, a 3-year-old firm in Bala Cynwyd, can attest to that. About 10 of its staff members are transplants from Los Angeles. Why Philadelphia? Owner Jeff Boortz has family here. But, one by one, his staffers fell in love with Philly.

Andy Hann, vice president of Creative Services for Concrete Pictures, gets the impression that Philly residents might not feel the same way about their city. “I have noticed that the area has an awful inferiority complex,” he says, “more so than any place I’ve ever seen.” When he tells people he relocated from L.A., their response is: Why?

And his reply would most likely be: Why not? He does admit that the industry freelance pool is a little smaller in Philadelphia. But he adds that there’s a definite buzz going on. Creatively, he says Philly is a plus. “There are so many distractions in Los Angeles, it’s easier to work here.” 

About half of Concrete’s clients are in New York, the other half in D.C., with a handful in L.A. Hann says the studio took a chance by moving here, and it has paid off.

What makes a studio successful or its work worthy of an award, however, is a combination of factors. One important factor is versatility. Jeffrey Berry, founding partner of SBK Pictures in Ardmore, knows that versatility is not only a key to success but to survival. “If we don’t keep pace, we’ll be brushed aside like dinosaurs,” he says. 

Larry Schwartz, an 11-year SBK veteran and executive producer, is proud of his studio’s history. SBK, formed 28 years ago, “was a ground-breaking company,” he says. “We really helped establish a commercial production business in the Philly area.” SBK brought in national ad agencies to work in Philadelphia. Only a train ride away from New York, Philly provided a cost-effective alternative to the Big Apple.

Linda Mattice, CEO of Aztech Productions in Montgomery County, just might be a groundbreaker in her own right. She and husband Kevin founded the company in 1999, but Linda notes that “there’s still not a whole lot of studios in this town (Philadelphia) run by women.”

On the cutting edge/cutting room floor

Jim McGorman, partner at SBK Pictures, has noticed a shift within the industry and the realm of corporate and commercial work. “What we find ourselves using more than ever is shooting in HD (high definition)…although 35 millimeter has not gone away.”

While McGorman notes that 35mm film provides more information and its resolution is better than HD, he says the latter does have its advantages. For one thing, HD offers portability and convenience. “I could go out by myself and shoot a short film with (and handheld camera and) microphone attached” and have a video ready the next day, he says. HD also is affordable – depending on how you approach the project, McGorman adds. 

“A lot of my clients have been asking about that (HD),” says Paxton Galvanek who, along with wife, Jessica, are partners of Galvanek & Wahl in Bridgewater, NJ. “It seems like traditional film is going away. It (HD) looks amazing. That’s the wave of the future.”

“There’s a lot of debate over HD,” says Aztech’s Linda Mattice. While HD’s cost-effectiveness might be up for discussion, Aztech did switch to Final Cut Pro and an Apple/Mac platform instead of upgrading its Avid Media Composer technology for HD work. It’s the post-production that brings with it extra costs, Mattice explains.

Aztech also uses 24p progressive scan HD technology, which Mattice says produces softer images that make video look like film. She notes that George Lucas shot his last “Star Wars” film in 24p and was able to use double the number of cameras. “It’s the industry buzz,” she says.

Galvanek & Wahl turned to DVCPro 50 shot at 24p for its client, B&Y Mortgage, a Bank of New York company. B&Y had a smaller budget but wanted the same look as traditional film. Galvanek explains that 24p shoots 24 frames per second, a slower speed that produces that “warm” film look but via digital technology. “My client was extremely happy with the results,” he says. “The budget was cut in half.”

Philly’s Artifact Pictures, in business for more than three years, focuses more on 3-D than HD. That’s because its specialty is 3-D character animation, according to Producer/Director of Operations Erika Mijlin. The studio uses Maya software, in conjunction with a special rendering process called Mental Ray and, most recently, with Motion Builder software.

Creative Director Julie Goldstein says Artifact is using Motion Builder to simplify the character animation process. “Traditionally,” she says, “Motion Builder was used for motion capture and editing. What Motion Builder provides that Maya doesn’t is a built-in character rig.”

Previously, studios like Artifact relied upon FK (forward kinematics) – a fairly tedious process, according to Goldstein. This involved going through a character’s body and rotating each part for each pose. She says that in Motion Builder, “We could grab the wrist and pull it in a certain direction and all the joints would follow.”

Both Goldstein and Mijlin agree that the beauty of this process is that the information can be exported back into Maya and applied to other characters. For example, once a walk cycle is created it can be remapped and used again.

Animation also comes into play in the work of Concrete Pictures. “We’re taking some of the technique that was developed by Pixar for feature animated films and applying it to advertising and branding projects,” says Bob Lowery, vice president of business development branding services.

Using a concept called physical dynamics, a technician writes code for various movements. Lowery says code can be written, for example, so that a character’s hair blows a certain way in the wind. That same code now can be applied to logos, type and more. 

And the award goes to…

“First of all, dogs are fun,” admits SBK’s Berry when asked why he thought the studio’s “Dogs Across America” won two first-place awards at the 2005 Philly Gold Awards. SBK wrote, produced and edited the video, a short subject for Pfizer Animal Health. The video won first place for Best of Pharmaceutical/Medical and for Pharmaceutical/Medical Patient Education.

Berry directed the video, which tackles the tongue-twisting subject of ITB (infectious tracheobronchitis). Part of the video’s charm is the clever way the disease name is worked into the video – over and over again. Interviewees are asked to pronounce it, spell it, define it. 

“It had vitality,” Berry said of the video, adding that the pharmaceutical category is not typically so “loose” in its approach. “It had an energized spirit to it. It was fresh for the pharmaceutical category. We broke that mold.” The video can be viewed at www.protectyourpet.com. 

Artifact Pictures’ animated PSA “Rare Books” won a first-place award in Coming of Age competition. The campaign, promoting senior volunteerism, was sponsored by United Way, AARP and WHYY.

And Galvanek & Wahl’s informational video for B&Y Mortgage won a 2005 Aegis Award. Galvanek is particularly proud of the award, which is judged by industry peers.

New projects, new directions 

Thanks to the advent of TiVo, “advertisers and broadcasters are trying to find new ways to keep people in the ‘breaks,’” says Concrete’s Hann. He has formed a new promo department and is leading the studio’s foray into “showmercials,” a production and programming hybrid. 

Concrete is working with New York’s MediaVest to produce showmercials for Procter & Gamble, a sponsor of TV’s “Trading Spaces.” These spots feature P&G’s Swiffer® and appear as almost a continuation of the show, Hann explains. “It’s a very interesting paradigm,” he admits. Concrete also is working with Kraft on a similar project.

A test project at Concrete involves R&D of mobile phone content for Discovery. “The screens are so small,” says Hann, “that it’s a trial-and-error process.” Adds Lowery: “Mobile content is a big growth industry.”

Concrete also is working with the Game Show Network on interactive game shows where contestants can participate – and win prizes – at home using their remote controls. Other Concrete projects include the opening for the Rose Bowl and a spot for Budweiser on the new Discovery military channel. The spot shows jets overhead with trails of smoke that become the Budweiser crown, says Hann.

At Aztech, Mercer himself represents a new direction for the studio. He joined Aztech in summer ’05, after stints in his native London and in Sydney, Australia. Linda Mattice noticed something different about his work the minute she saw it. She says she knew Philly didn’t have that “look,” a very European style, describing it as contemporary work that integrates many elements.

“The market in Philadelphia, at least from what I’ve seen,” says Mercer in his distinctly British accent, “ is progressing.” 

SBK has been in business for 28 years, but its corporate media division is just 3 years old. Much of its work done in this genre is for companies’ internal use, for web-based applications and for educational purposes. 

SBK’s production of videos for live events at Villanova University led to a new role for the studio – that of creative consultant. McGorman says SBK was hired for its expertise in media, lighting and related areas for live events surrounding Villanova’s capital campaign. “We are changing as the industry is changing, as the world is changing, to a creative content provider,” he says.

“We’ve been getting into more interactive storytelling,” says SBK’s Schwartz, “and more into ‘webisodes’ – telling little stories on the web. We’re working with Wharton (Business School at the University of Pennsylvania) on an interactive series of videos.” 

Artifact Pictures is targeting a different group of students – those whose first language isn’t English. The studio is working on a series of animations for an interactive language training program.

Another major project in the works for Artifact is a pilot for a half-hour children’s TV program. The show, featuring 3-D character animation, is being produced by Fourth & One out of Philadelphia.

Projects on the horizon for Galvanek & Wahl include pitching a TV spot to Triovisions of Wilmington, NC. The 5-person firm, founded in 2003, also is creating a marketing plan for New Jersey’s Honor Roll Carpet that will encompass commercials, print, and web.

Darcy Silvers is a freelance writer based in Holland. Her film experience has been in front of the cameras, as an extra in “Ferris Bueller’s Day Off” and “Space: The Miniseries.” (But she’s not quitting her day job 

just yet.)

