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by Ted Hackborn

Steadicam is a film/video camera stabi-
lizing system that has now become a
standard item in the filmmaker’s list of
production tools.

Since it was first introduced in the
mid 1970’s, Steadicam has changed
Jilm and video production techniques
all over the world. It allows the camera
to move more freely - arcing, doubling
b:ack, booming, panning, and tilting
simultaneously in a way that would
drive a dolly grip insane. Hollywood
Cameraman Garrett Brown and Ed
Qicfuh‘o of Cinema Products Corpora-
tion shared an Oscar in 1978 for the
invention and development of the
Steadicam. The very first film that used
the Steadicam was Bound for Glory, for
which it received the technical Oscar.

Bod Crone and his son, Dave, are
considered to be Canada'’s top Steadi-
cam operators, with 83 documentaries,
14 features, and 55 TV commercials

Ted Hackborn is a cameraman, assis-
tant cameraman in Toronto and is an
associate member of the Canadian So-
ciety of Cinematographers.

behind them. Bob and Dave have over
seven years of experience with the
Steadicam, having both trained with
Garrett Brown.

On a shoot, the Crones go out with the
Steadicam unit and do the actual filming
when the shot requires the system. The
55-75 Ib. Steadicam unit itself dis-
sassembles into a vest/arm breakdown.
A spring-loaded arm totally articulating
in the centre carries the weight of the
camera placed on it. The tension in the
spring can be adjusted to suit the
camera weight. The arm is attached to
the harness worn by the operator. In
operating the Steadicam the idea is to
hold the apparatus steady while mov-
ing. Originally designed to deal with a
problem-shot in a film, the Steadicam
is now in full production use all over
the world, and is having a dramatic
impact on television. The CBC’s Papal
coverage in September, for example,
was largely made possible by Bob
Crone and his Steadicam. )

The following interview took place
with Bob Crone in Toronto.

Cinema Canada: As a cameraman,
what got you interested in Steadicam ?
What do you enjoy most about it and
why ?

Bob Crone: In the type of work I used
to do, such as TV documentaries, I was
limited to tripod or hand-held camera.
Travelling all over the world to such
places as Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, or
Little Rock, Arkansas, the idea of hauling
dolly tracks was impossible. My first
thought on seeing Steadicam was : now,
here's a tool that will allow me to move
like never before !

The biggest sense of pleasure when
using the Steadicam comes from doing
a very convoluted move that cannot be
achieved any other way, and doing it
well. The reward is seeing the results in
the screening room and watching every
aspect of the shot, the framing, the
motivation, the pace, all come together
from beginning to end. It's a real "high'
to see an exceptionally well-executed
shot done with Steadicam.

The besl reason to use it, [ would say,
is because it looks at a scene more in the
way a human being would. A human
doesn’t walk in a straight line like dolly

tracks. There are options to shift weight
from one foot to another as you see the
scene. Steadicam puts the camera in the
best possible position to view what's
happening,

Cinema Canada: Was it a specific
film or TV commercial you saw that
first attracted you to the Steadicam ?
Bob Crone : My first contact with the
Steadicam was out at the Cinema Pro-
ducts factory in Los Angeles, California,
over eight years ago: I was having
modifications done to one of my other
CP-16R cameras. While 1 was there, |
met Garrett Brown, who invented the
Steadicam, and Ed DiGiulio, the presi-
dent of Cinema Products Corporation.
They introduced me to the system in the
development stages and asked me what
Ithought ofit. T got quite entranced with
the possibilities of this device in as
much as it giving a whole new dimen-
sion to moving pictures. No longerwould
camera-moves be encumbered with all
that heavy steel, dolly, and tracks.

Part of what you give up when you
have tracks, dolly, and crane- in addition
to the physical restrictions that the tracks
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place on you - is the ability torespond to
the necessities of the scene at the
moment they're happening. You can
push the dolly down to a set-mark
following actors, but if you arrive one
second too soon or two seconds too late,
it's just not quite right. Or, if you push
the dolly down to the mark and you're
on time, because of the way the actors
have placed their weight on their left
foot or right foot, you want to be 5-6
inches over from where you are and
there is nothing you can do about it!

I find the other systems too rigid, in-
convenient, and insensitive to the way
the scene should be seen— and that's the
fascinating freedom that comes with a
really thoughtfully operated Steadicam.
It isn't just a way to jog and be bumpy -

any machine could do that. But it's a

way to compose your picture on the
move and have that freedom to be bang
on, time after time, and no other tool
will do that for you.

Cinema Canada: Could you give us a
brief background of yourself? Your
other interests in filmmaking ?

Bob Crone : My filmmaking experience
began when I came out of business
college : 1 attended the Television Work-
shop of New York, graduating with what
they call their Gold Camera Award,
which was the highest award for
achievement among the students that
year. Then I worked in Virginia as an
operations manager in a TV station
before returning to Canada. It was here,
in Canada, that I quickly discovered the
most fascinating and enjoyable way to
work was to freelance. So in 1957 I
formed my oen little corporation and
began shooting virtually anything I
could get my hands on, a lot of which
was news, sports, and documentaries
for the CBC.

I found that I developed a deep
interest in doing the serious documen-
taries that were used on programs like
This Hour Has 7 Days, which was a fore-
runner of the very popular W5 and the
fifth estate, all of which I've worked for.

There were a lot of needs that just
couldn’t be filled in Canada. We didn't
have a professional sound mixing house
that could roll sound-tracks backwards
and forwards in sync with the picture.
There wasn't a laboratory for 35mm
Eastman colour negative. As an out-
growth of my own needs, [ started build-
ing Film House, and operated that from
1963 to 1973.

My Film House experience was mar-
velous: learning about organization,
building a team and running a company.
To give you a bit more, as a youngster, |
took an electronics course and that has
been invaluable to me. It doesn’t matter
where I am, 1 don't think I've been
unable to shoot because I couldn’t come
up with some kind of primitive repair
on the spot. My knowledge of electronics
went into the whole design concept of

the mixing theatre at Film House. We
had a six-track stereo recording facility
that enabled us to mix films, like the
IMAX film North of Superior, in Canada.

After I sold Film House I went back to
work shooting film which is my real
love. And it wasn't long after that I saw
the Steadicam and realized a lot more
was involved than it appears.

Cinema Canada : You've won awards
at a number of film festivals. Were they
for your Steadicam work ?

Bob Crone : No, not specifically. They
were for other aspects of filmmaking,
Although, those other aspects too are
part of Steadicaming. The consumate
Steadicam operator knows lighting,
framing, movement, and the strength it
takes to do repeated takes.

Cinema Canada: How was your son
inspired to pick up the system ?
Bob Crone : David had the opportunity
to grow up in that period when we had
Film House. He got the chance to play
with all of the equipment. I wanted him
to attend university and forget about
filmmaking. But when he graduated, he
still had a very strong interest in film
and the industry.

He got many opportunities to learn

Michael Chapman, gained recognition
in the film industry as a cinematogra-
pher. David was hired on both films as
the camera operator and Steadicam
operator. They wanted to have a Steadi-
cam on the set, even though they knew
they wouldn't need to use it every day.
Dave would leave the camera operating
position to do a Steadicam shot and
return when the special shot was done.
He's getting experience perhaps 10-15
years before anyone else, because he's a
very good Steadicam man.

Cinema Canada: Have you and your
son worked together using the Steadi-
cam ? Is there a recent film ?
Bob Crone: I suppose the one most
recent film where we really worked as a
team — shooting one and two cameras —
sometimes me shooting or David — was
Canciones for Mosannen Films in Feb-
ruary 1984 with Veronica Tennant and
other ballet dancers from the National
Ballet. We shot the film with free-
flowing camera-moves. Some 360° rota-
tions around the dancers incorporated
with ‘crane-like’ and ‘tracking-like’
shots — all with the Steadicam.

I helped David when he was on the
M.G.M. feature Mrs. Soffel shot here in
January-February, 1984. I went out to
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® Dave Crone on the B.C. shoot Clan of the Cave Bear

with commercial companies like T.D.F.
in Toronto and he did work as a pro-
duction manager, sometimes as an
assistant cameraman or operator and
now and then as a Steadicam operator.
saw David's interest in the Steadicam
and kept encouraging him to put it on,
work at it — practice, be critical. We
would video-tape all our practice shots
— and review the tape over and over,
criticising and doing it again. Every time
he strapped the Steadicam on, he would
struggle to get a little better.

Cinema Canada: What has David
recently worked on ?

Bob Crone: David just finished a 16-
week production in Vancouver entitled
Clan of the Cave Bear for P.5.0. Produc-
tions. Before this film, he did an 11-week
shoot, also out in Vancouver, called
Runaway, starring Tom Selleck and
some robots. David is just blessed with
working on very big American produc-
tions, with directors and cameramen
with good track records. For instance,
the director on Clan of the Cave Bear,

the location just north of Toronto to help
get everything rigged. It was a cold,
winter, outdoor job. There were a lot of
things that might or might not be needed,
so I made sure they had everything. I
returned to Toronto and left him to
shoot the job. They were very pleased
with the dailies and had David on for
several days whenever they had a tricky
shot they couldn’t do any other way.

Dave and I have worked together on
numerous productions. We have a very
comfortable working relationship -
because it isn't one up and one down —
we work together like partners. 1 respect
a lot of David's ideas. He sees things
through current eyes and notices that I
see things through experienced eyes
and together we are able to harmonize
our thoughts,

We manage to harmonize on how we
treat a particular frame of film. The
information we leave out of the frame is
often more important than what we put
in. And that's what makes the picture
work. David is so familiar with all the
equipment that we don’t have to discuss

every single little thing when we are out
on location. He can anticipate when I
am doing a shot - if I've chosen one or
two little things he'll think of what else 1
may need to go with it. Such as two C
clamps and a piece of sash cord, for
instance. We just go click!

Cinema Canada: Can you describe
the Steadicam system you own and the
maodifications you've made ?

Bob Crone: Well, there are a lot of
things on our system that make it diffe-
rent. When I was out at the factory over
eight years ago, I tried on the very first
Steadicam in its very rough form. At that
stage I told Ed DiGiulio and Garrett
Brown that I wanted the first one off the
production line. They encouraged me
not to take the first one away because
they wanted to shake the bugs out of it.

So, instead, I wound up getting Steadicam
with serial number 3. We don't-actually
have it anymore since it's gone to the
great camera repair room in the sky. We
now own two Steadicam units: a Uni-
versal Steadicam II which has been
wildly modified and the new Steadicam
I1I. There are now over 400 Steadicam
all over the world.

We are continually modifying our
equipment to help it serve our needs.
For instance, the battery box mounted
on the low-end of the camera-support
arm, can be put on in a vertical or hori-
zontal position and tracked left or right.
That's something our new Steadicam III
has built-in. In our view this modifica-
tion displaced the weight of the Steadi-
cam and enabled us to do better shots.

Another modification is that we have
found a way to send a picture from a
small video camera top-mounted adja-
cent to the eyepiece of the camera. The
picture is sent to a portable receiver-
monitor without the encumberance of
cables. It gives us the freedom to move
through a room of people and have our

+ portable monitor and video-tape cassette-

recorder show the director exactly what

the camera is seeing. Our video-tape

assist allows the director, producer,

director of photography and anyone

else involved with the shot to instantly

play the shot back. This enables the

director to discuss where the camera

should be and where the talent should

be as well. It ends the business of extra

takes which so often turn out to be

unnecessary. When you get a good take

- and the director doesn't feel comfort-

able unless he says let's have one more

just in case — it turns out that the ‘just in

case’ shot becomes 8-10 extra takes,

because the ‘next time’ the talent blows

his/her lines or the ‘next time' the

camera runs out of film or the 'next

time' a bulb blows and so on. Until

finally, you've gone for another 11/2 hr.

to get the ‘just in case’ take, which

wouldn’t be necessary at all if you could

confirm. So the video-tape assist con-

firms instantly that you have succeeded

and allows you to move on. We have

found time after time this has cut hours
out of shooting budgets.

cam that you don't generally see is a
three servo motor-system which
mounts to and around the zoom lens.
One servo controls the iris, one controls
the zoom, and one controls the focus.
That's a real plus for the odd shot -
when you really need to use all three.
And it's a real help to be able to adjust
the focal length of your lens, or pull iris,
when going from a dark area to a light
area. Tl?isldevice isradio-controlled bya
transmitting unit that the assistant
camera person holds.

8/Cinema Canada- December 1984



Cinema Canada: Do you video-tape
all your rehearsals ?

Bob Crone : Oh yes. Use the video tape
so that you can then specifically discuss
details of that picture with everybody
rightfully concerned, as well as critique
it yourself. Often, I see little things that
I'm not doing but the director, or d.o.p.
or producer hasn’t even spotted them. 1
don't have to point that out ; I'll justdo a
little better on the next take.

Cinema Canada: Do you rent your
Steadicam equipment ?

Bob Crone : Itisn't that we are unwill-
ing we justdon’t want to be in therental
business. But we wouldn't want to see
anyone stuck if they were well-acquainted
with the tools. What we have discovered,
much like Wm. F. White in Toronto dis-
covered when they had Steadicam for
rent, is that anybody who could pick up
the weight thought that's all that it took
to be a good Steadicam operator. So they
-would rent the thing, take it out, get a
terrible result and then blame it on the
Steadicam. After five years in the Stea-
dicam rental business, Wm. F. White
threw up their hands and said 'this is an
artist's tool.

Cinema Canada: How much pre-
planning do you do before going to a
location to shoot ?
Bob Crone : Often we'll goto a location
well before we intend to shoot there, if
it's possible. If it's a real situation and
not a set, then there are a lot of things to
be looked at that you might not have
anticipated : looking at floor plans is
very good since they show length and
width and obstacles along the route ;
looking to see whether or not there are
mirrors on the walls or whether there is
glass which might show a reflection of
the camera going by. You also have to
look at where you can light the scene -
because lighting for the Steadicam is
different than lighting for a normal
camera. On the film Canciones, we
were tracking 180° and in some instances
turning a full 360°. As you turn you don't
want light-stands in the shots. And
sometimes we've had to resort to some
very ingenious little tricks to make a
shot seem like a continuous shot and it
actually wasn't : it was two shots.
Keeping your own shadow off the
wall is partly a product of designing the
shot well : positioning yourself properly
and if possible, lighting it so that things
look natural,

Cinema Canada : What do you do to
keep within the ‘look’ or shooting style
of a picture ?

Bob Crone : Well, they'll often give me
a copy of the script, show me what they
want and describe it as they imagine it.
I'll look at what they're planning and, if 1
can, add to that something out of my
experience and skill that I think will
enhance the picture. I'll make that sug-
gestion, Often that means I'll do a dum-
my take for them, taping it so that I
give them an idea of what it would look
like. If they like that, it's a plus for them.
Often they really know what they do
want. The easiest way to understand it
is to tape a take, then we're able to look
at something and talk about it specific-
ally, right on the spot. In a way, we have
instant dailies.

Cinema Canada : What comments do
you get after a shoot ?

Bob Crone: There are many. I did a
picture here in Toronto in the summer
called Seduced for C.B.S,, starring Greg

Harrison. In one scene in the Kensington
Market area, Greg came over to me and
complimented me on my Steadicam
work. It was as if he almost forgot a
camera was out there — because you just
move in the crowd so smoothly and
unobtrusively. And after the dailies the
director, Jerrold Freedman, said it was
just so perfectly motivated. You come
down with the camera off the meat
market sign and start moving back.
When the actors stop at the fruit-stand
you stop with them and so on : right on.

It couldn't have been better choreo-
graphed. And Freedman appreciated
that sensitivity : it's not the kind of thing
you can whisper in somebody's ear : 'Go
now’ or ‘Stop now’, partly because it
would distract the actors or be heard on
the sound-track. Between the time the
director would say start or stop and you
do it, that split-second — which is the
perfect moment — would have already
passed. So you have to be able to make
that judgement-call yourself and, when
vou do it, and do it right, the shot really
rings just perfectly. Greg felt that the
camera had not intruded on him one bit
— and it made it easier for him to act,
Wwithout the feeling of a camera being
there, his performance, he felt, was
enhanced.

So I've learned to scan the peripheral
area of vision, to scan the actual action
and to scan the viewfinder in sequence,
and sense my position in relation to
upcoming obstacles, door jams, stair-
ways, that makes it possible for me to fly
that camera through tight situations,
otherwise you'd be bumping the wood-
work or other people around you.

Cinema Canada: How does the Stea-
dicam work ? Some people say it has to
do with gyros or mercury.

Bob Crone: It's still a puzzle to some
people. It's a mystery to them and it's
very hard for them to believe that there
are no gyros in there that stabilize the
camera. It is simply a spring-tensioned
arm performing the same way your
human arm does. If it's steady and
pointing in the right direction, that's the
work the Steadiman is doing. Its design
is very simple and the magic that is pre-
sented with smooth dolly-like shots
over the roughest of surfaces or in and
out of the tightest spaces is the result of
the operator's acquired skill. There are
still a few people who don't know how
lo use the Steadicam or don't want to
use it because they've had a bad expe-
rience with it before.

@ Hi-tech meets low-tech as Dave Crone shoots Clan of the Cave Bear

Cinema Canada: Can you tell how a
shot felt, if it was a good take ?
Bob Crone: I usually have very good,
strong feelings right as the spot is going
— that we're all up and getting it right. I
am seldom wrong in my instincts.
Sometimes I'll ask for another take to get
another part of the movement a little
more sympathetically positioned. That
comes with watching that little view-
finder-screen mounted on the Steadi-
cam and scanning the action as you're
going. My eyes are darting back and
forth between the viewfinder-screen
and the real scene at quite a high rate.
I'm glancing back and forth all the time.
I think that's a knack I developed
partly from learning to fly an airplane
on instruments. When you fly instru-
ments, you have to develop the habit of
keeping your eyes moving. You just
don't sit there and watch the artificial
horizon or watch the altimeter or the
air-speed indicator ; you keep vour eyes
sFanning all the instruments all of the
time in a deliberate and definite pattern
and speed.

Cinema Canada: Is there a problem
in making directors aware of the Stea-
dicam ?

Bob Crone: if a director and producer
and d.o.p. have decided that Steadicam
is a tool and a service they can use, they
have to relinquish a certain amount of
their control and trust you to do the shot
as well as or better than they would
have. It's very hard for them to give up
the methods that they've been used to,
and trust that you're going lo get them
something they would've rather had.
There is a fear of change in all of us. A
d.o.p. is used to looking through a view-
finder and can tell from the look of the
ground-glass how the actual finished
film is going to look. Now all of a sudden
he's standing around and getling a
glimpse over your shoulder at your little
screen or our small 2" hand-held TV set
and he's very worried that it won't be
what he wants. It takes time for him to
gel confidence. And that only comes
with shooting with vou a dozen times
and seeing the dailies — and marvelling
at how much better it is than they
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thought it was going to be. And after
they've done that for a while then it's
easy for them to welcome Steadicam
onto the set and to allow maximum use
to be made of it - not just use it for the
shot that can't possibly be done with a
zoom lens or tripod, crane, or dolly, but,
rather to use it for all it's worth. It's still
going to take time for people to see good
Steadicam work. The video-tape play-
back has helped quite a bit to gain con-
fidence in directors and cameramen for
our system.

Cinema Canada : What makes a good
Steadicam operator ?

Bob Crone : A lot of stick-to-it-iveness,
determination and a sensitivity to the
composition and framing and a knack of
handling people well. A willingness to
criticise your own work constructively
and to accept criticism from others and
the time to learn to do it all well. I notice
that the work I've done in the last yearis
better than the work I've done a vear
ago. We've recently been shooting a
series for H.B.O. in Montreal called The
Hitchhiker and the stuff I've shot, I feel,
is the best I've ever done. So, I think to
get good - really good — a person needs
five vears of determined effort. Owning
vour own Steadicam with all the various
gadgets that are needed, really lets you
get the kind of practice vou need.

It's an acquired skill. Anybody could
learn to do it, but they have to make up
their mind that's what they want to do.
They have to keep getting into that Stea-
dicam virtually evervday, And it isn't
just getting in it and walking around,
but setting targets for yourself to move
off one frame and on to another frame in
a specific number of seconds without
that horizon dipping or tilting, without
being too fast, too slow or ill-motivated.
You're making up a fluid photographic
composition right as it's going

I have been working with the Steadi-
cam a good seven years now. When I
brought Steadicam to Toronto, I had no
intention of trying to offer my services
with the Steadicam to commercial and
feature-film production companies. |
was thinking of it as a tool for my own
use. 1 discovered that 1 didn't have
enough uses to fully justify it and that it
takes a lot more time and skill to get
good at it. There's a bit of the athlete in
being a good Steadicam operator.

I found that there were many people,
many producers, who would use it fora
few complicated shots. My business has
changed in its focus and scope because
of the Steadicam. It has changed me.
More recently, we've added the word
Skycam to our company name. It's the
next frontier. Skycam is a svstem for
suspending a camera over an area of

1000 ft. square and it enables the opera-
tor to move a camera at speeds up to 27
mph in any complex combina.ion of
straight lines, curves, elevation and
speeds. It's been used regularly on
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football games and I think it'll change
the way we look at any event in the
future. With Skycam, you're not limited
by the length of your tracks or height of
your crane.

We've changed ourselves into moving-
picture specialists.

Cinema Canada : You did the Steadi-
cam work for the Papal Tour across
Canada for CBC in September. How did
you prepare for the Pope’s visit to
Midland, Ontario ?

Bob Crone : Well, since the Steadicam
played a key roll in the walk that the
Pope did through the Huronia Village in
Midland, getting there a month before
the event and walking the route was
very important.

It was there that I met director John
Thompson, and technical producer Ian
Morrison. We discussed where to place
the Pope in the best possible light in
relation to the surrounding buildings
and where to put ourselves in the best
position to cover him to maximum ad-
vantage. This is an exercise that you go

through both on paper by looking at the
plans and the layout of the area and by
walking it through and planning all the
technical moves as well, such as where
camera cables will be plugged in and
unplugged.

Because we were on the air live and

being fed by satellite to viewers all over
the world it made me acutely aware of

the fact that I had to be very careful to
mentally go over every single step, front-

wards and backwards through every
mechanical step of the shoot. When it
came time to execute it physically, it
seemed like a let-down. I had done the

shot so often in my mind.

Cinema Canada : Did you enjoy doing

the Papal Tour?

Bob Crone: It was most satisfying to

be on the air live and have no second
chance. To know that my camera was
sending out a signal to 500-700 million
people world-wide. 1 knew that I was
carrying the responsibility for the way
all those people would see the Pope.
And with only one take, you do it right
the first time. Often I didn't know exactly
where the Pope would go because
frequently he did break away from the
planned route to shake hands or touch
children. He was very nimble on his
feet.

Cinema Canada : Do you consider the
Papal Tour a highlight to your career ?
Bob Crone: Certainly from a photo-
graphic standpoint. Maybe it's not the
most satisfying piece of photography in

as much as you couldn’'t control the
lighting or framing or the Pope. It was a
different kind of challenge and the
challenge is one of really testing your
resourcefulness right to the limit and
beyond. You had to make up out of the
moment the best possible composition
that was available to you.

Because we had the Steadicam we got
out of some jams. For instance, in Flat-
rock, Newfoundland. They had set up
the platform for the Pope to speak facing
the boats in the harbour. And they setup
the scaffold and lighting and two
cameras positioned out in front of him.
As he got up to speak, he picked up the
microphone and turned himself 180°
right around so that his back was to the
boats and to the two stationary cameras,
So there wasn't a camera in front of the
Pope. I quickly scurried around and ran
off the little platform they built for me
and worked my way around behind the
people to come around in front of the
Pope.

Then in Halifax, at 5t. Mary’s Basilica,
they had set up a camera across the
street in front of the chuch. We were
standing out in front of the church to
pick the Pope up when he got out of his
popemobile. Well, you probably saw
that there was a parade of cars out in
front of the popemobile, one was a bus
full of press-people. The bus turned the
corner and stopped right in front of the
only camera they had covering the
church. That camera then could not see
athing and all hear in my headphone s
‘Steadicam you're our only hope.’ 1f it
hadn’t been for the flexibility in those
instances, of the Steadicam’s fleet-foot-
edness, to be able to reverse position
and go for it, there would have been no
shot at all. ®
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rom historic settings to
colourful ethnic streets,
Toronto can offer the right
place for your scene. As well
as terrific locations, we have:

superb production companies

- top-notch film crews
modern studios

- state-of-the-art post-production
facilities

- excellent transportation services

- first-rate hotel accommodations

- fast permit and approval assistance

So, if you're planning to film in our
city, why not give us a call.
Together we'll make a scene — in
the right places.

FILM LIAISON TORONTO
Naish McHugh

City of Toronto

Planning and Development
Department, 18th Floor
East Tower, City Hall
Toronto, Ontario M5H 2N2

(416) 947-7570

TORONTO
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