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A MONTH UNDER THE DIGITAL HEAT
LAMP WITH MICHAL HOREVAJ
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=% Chick-fil-A—the ubiquitous fast-food chain of the Midwest—produces the best-selling calendar

in the U.S., trumping even the Sports lllustrated Swimsuit Calendar by over a million copies. Full of

cartoonish cows desperately urging fast-food patrons to “eat mor chikin’,” the calendar’s vaguely

morbid premise is made slightly more family-friendly through use of a different punny theme

each year. The theme of 20077 Great cows of the Wild West. 2008? Rock star cows. The 2009

Chick-fil-A calendar? Cows as famous crime fighters.

When photographer Mark Holthusen was approached by The Richard’s Group to shoot “Bovines

in Blue,” he knew post-production artist Michal Horevaj was the perfect partner for the task.

Each of the calendar’s 13 shots parody an iconic crime show with groan-worthy, beef-centric titles:

“Moogyver,” “CHaPS,” and “Cowlumbo,” for starts. And while the kitsch factor might get a giggle,

the challenge of digitally assembling cow models and high-production backgrounds was no joke.

Given the project’s scale, Michal knew that exact onsite compositing would be essential. Putting

together the complicated pieces that went into building the 13 shots was the key, and if the onsite

digital work wasn’t spot on, the whole production could be stalled. Given the robust but strict

post-production budget, that wasn’t a possibility.

Last February, Michal and Mark traveled to Los Angeles with their production team and the plan

that as Mark shot the pieces of the images—backgrounds, cows, sets, talent—Michal would then comp

the pieces together so they would have a final skeleton image by the end of each day’s shoot. At the

end of each day, Michal would have to decide if the shot would work in post-production.
This is the good, the bad and the ugly, day-by-day, shot by shot. And, no, this isn’t Michal’s

exact journal. But it could have been.

Thirteen concepts. Twelve locations.
Eight weeks. And one calendar,

February 3

Miami

I'm in Florida with Mark and the art director.
We'll call him “Jpeg,” since that’s what he calls
himself over email. To nail the “Miami Vice”
parody shot, we've hired a salty beach native
to run his 80s cigar boat through the water
for hours. Save for some seasickness while

selecting images onboard, all’s well so far.

February 9

Los Angeles

Mark and I drive the eight hours from San
Francisco to Los Angles, hauling enough
equipment and laundry for at least two weeks of
straight shooting. On the way down, we stop at

an In-N-Out, which feels a little wrong.

February 10
“CHaPs”: Freeway Shoot
Now the real work starts. I'm with Mark and Jpeg,

scouting a freeway in LA. I'm sitting in the back

of the car while they discus the visual nuance of
overpasses. It’s basically a repeat of the previous
day’s road trip, coupled with the motion sickness
of Miami. Still, by the end of the day, we have
the perfect background for our “CHaPs” shot.

February 11

“BSI”

For this shot, we need to recreate the CSI lab
scene. But thanks to the long-awaited arrival of
our quarter-size cow model, the set is the least
of our worries. Weeks ago, we ordered the min-
iature cow model with the idea of wardrobing,
shooting, and rescaling the cow characters. It
was a great plan. But this is the first time we saw
our quarter-scale cow. And at quarter scale, the
model looks like a cow. However, when I scale it

up, it looks more like a 500-pound dog. Yikes.

February 12
“Cowlumbo”

This will be the shot where in post-production,
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michal horevaj

Jpeg will ask me if I can make the cow look more like Peter Falk. I will

laugh at him, only then to realize, yes, I can make a cow look more

like Peter Falk.

February 13

“Judge Phyllis Cheesesteak™ and “Grill Street Blues”

‘We have two shoots on today’s agenda. Luckily, our location has both
the sets: a courthouse and a jail cell. Oddly, it’s freezing in LA, and
I'm parked in the jail cell for the day. It’s so cold, I can see my breath.
And I'm in jail. And it’s only 8:00 a.m.

‘While I am assembling the first shot, I see Mark comping
the second. He’s comping...now I'm actually worried.

Mark is shooting the model cow/dog in a judge’s robe. The arm is a
fractional detail in the image, but it’s creating a moiré pattern (the pattern
of the cloth is interfering with the pixels and messing up the photo). In post,
cleaning the pattern out of the image will take me about 30 hours. Oof.

February 14
“Moogyver”
It’s Valentine’s Day, and we’re shooting in a meat freezer for about
six hours. Compared to the prison cell, it's actually quite cozy.

Today, we’ve got to shoot a cow tied into a chair. Creative debate,
one of many, quickly ensues: Does a cow’s leg bend at the knee? If
so, how many degrees would it bend? Could it sit in a chair? Mark
convinces Jpeg to go with real cow legs, even though Jpeg wants human
legs. They then ask me if I can do something in between. I think about
it and offer a cow butt plus a person’s legs. Done.

The real challenge on this shoot is how to make the shot of the meat
locker look cold using digital, even though the locker is perfectly nice
inside. I mentally channel the temperature of yesterday’s prison cell

and nail the look in no time.

February 15
“Hoofer, Texas Wrangler”
This is one of the harder shots. We have a professional stuntman on a

horse. The stuntman is holding a baby cow under one arm. Baby cows

are not small, so this, in itself, is quite the feat. But the stuntman
has to hold the baby cow under one arm while racing on the horse
as it chases a speeding pick-up truck. In the back of the truck,
Mark and the photo assistant, Anthony Gamboa, are shooting
while the horse, stuntman, and baby cow race after the truck. Each
take is tiresome for all involved, including the absurdly cute baby
cow. We do at least 30 takes.

We’ve been shooting for over seven hours, and after every take,
Ilook through the images to pull the best and see if they’ll work

in the overall comp.

February 16
“CHaPS”
I'm sitting in the Winnebago, our portable studio. The producer
scored a pretty good setup for clients and crew alike. We're outfitted
with a fully functioning kitchen, enough electricity to run all five machines,
a generator, a wardrobe studio, and damn good coffee. All this is with us
even today, while we shoot on helicopter pads in the middle of nowhere,
so far from Los Angeles’ civilization that we can’t even get cell reception.
It is really the perfect outdoor studio.

We are shooting four old cars that will be layered into the freeway
shot we took on day one. I'm sitting in the Winnebago, being sent
completely random shots from outside. I don’t know how they’'re

going to go together, and I know Mark doesn'’t, either.

February 17
“Charsky & Hoof”
I'm settling into our Winnebago. We've moved from the helicopter
pad and into the industrial area of LA. The challenge today will be
to create a shot of a cow jumping over the hood of a car. The only
problems? We have no cow and the owner of the car we’re using—one
of the only nine replicas of the original “Starsky & Hutch”
Gran Torino around—won’t let anything or anyone touch it. At
this point, Mark has a guy in a fat suit jumping over the hood of
a different car. It’s entertaining and all, but doesn’t bode well for
the digital work.

There’s also got to be a burger joint in the image background, but
we’ll create it in CG after the shoot. Given these sorts of factors, it’s

getting difficult to imagine these images in full.

February 18
“Hoofer, Texas Wrangler”
The talent today is what we call “quirky.” Stunt cow number one does
pushups anywhere and everywhere he is. To keep him away from the clients,
he’s parked in the Winnebago with me. I'm trying my best not to notice.
‘We have to shoot an exploding barn today. Every guy on the shoot
is ecstatic. The pyrotechnic team has set up two large model barns to
explode. We’ll have a trial run, and then one split second to capture
the perfect image. Both Mark and I are going to shoot, as we have only
one chance to get the perfect shot. It was supposed to be a beautiful, sunny
day, but it’s raining. The blue sky in the background will have to be faked.
Finally, we get a bit of break from the rain, and Mark and I hit the cameras.
The pyrotechnics guys blow the barn, and we furiously snap away. Point at
anything and everything is our philosophy. Nevertheless, the final shot is

still a composite of four or five images.

February 19
“Filet Team”
Explosions, helicopters, an A-Team van, and a cow that looks like Mr. T

This was not an easy composite. We all contemplate outsourcing this one.

February 20

“Chuckie’s Heifers”

Finally, we return to studio. We are through the thick of it. But we
return to the endless debate: Cow legs, human or not? I am still
undecided. Regardless, the cows need to be in high heels. And
this sounds perfectly logical to me at this point.

Once we're in studio, the wig builder is there to save me time.
Doing hair in post is a nightmare, so this is supposed to be the big
timesaver. Unfortunately, the cows won’t keep the hair on their heads.
As much as she tries to get the big, teased-out wigs perfectly placed
on the cows, with a flick of their heads, the wig builder’s work starts
all over. Guess we’re doing this in digital. Mark offers to cover the

hours, and I'm more than happy to let him.

February 21
“Angus, P.I.” and “Chuckie’s Heifers”
Today was actually mellow. We're in studio. The pace is finally picking

up, and it’s only day 20. Everyone’s eager to finish. I have to remind

Mark to shoot the basics, like the feet. This is reason for pause.
We have a guy in a fat suit, as well as our cow/dog model. I have to pick
one to digitally turn into a cow version of a Charlie’s Angel. Without

boobs or guns. I'm not feeling 100 percent confident.

February 22

Studio

Today, we shoot real cows, so we have heads to attach to the dog/cow model
body in the composites. The cow trainer is actually a decent guy, and he
won’t manipulate the animals into unnatural poses. This makes my job
more difficult.

One of the cows has an all-white head and curly hair. Jpeg asks me if I
can color and straighten it in post. I give in without any protest. I am
really beginning to fear the post.

The tension is running high. Mark and I are able to communicate

by grunts and nods alone by this point.

February 23—March 28

For almost five weeks straight, Mark and I work—side by side, from
day to night—retouching, illustrating, recoloring, reshooting,

and perfecting cow heads to layer into our final shots.

We have over a 1,000 shots of cow heads to sort through, which,
compared to the more than 15,000 shots we looked at through the shoot,
seems relatively manageable. And as animals go, we realize cows don’t really
have facial expressions — Mark and I step in to illustrator territory. Mark and
I are illustrators. Clocking in over 280 long hours of post-production, with

over three client rounds on all 13 shots, we reach the end of the project.

March 29

To celebrate the completion of the seemingly endless digital work, Mark,
production assistant Jason Santos and I take a trip to Reno to eat at the nearest
Chick-fil-A. We all agree that after the rain and the memories, the hard shots
and the harder shots, once we finally sink our teeth into one of their chicken

burgers, it tastes bittersweet.

~~~~~~ # pixelrefinery.com

«% CLIENT chick-fil-a
AGENCY the richards group
CREATIVE nick munoz, dustin ballard, dennis walker
PHOTOGRAPHER mark holthusen
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G10 Capture/Mark Gordon
GI10 Capture is jonesing to
collaborate and trade out with
creative types who are
exploring the limits of visual
imaging using the latest
technologies, such as Red,
Scarlet andlor Epic.

Sugar Digital/Adam Moore

Sugar would love to get into fashion work
We have a skin freak here who keeps asking
when she'll get some faces to work on. It
happens all too seldom. We've been doing
more photo-illustrative work lately but would
like to see more of that come through our
doors - and any project that takes us to the
South Pacific to be on set for a week or two.

Austin Shaw

| would be excited to bring to life,

through motion, the eye of a
photographer and the crafted

hand of a retoucher. Photography

and retouched artwork lend
themselves to exciting
possibilities for animation.

The artwork broken into layered
planes can be arranged in a
virtual 25 dimensional space.
This, combined with stop-motion
photos or video, can create
pleces that fly through space
emulating real world experience.
With the rise of web-based
motion, these kinds of pieces
would be ideal for the Internet.

Amy Dresser
| realized recently that | have
always been creatively inspired through
music and have been influenced by the
likes of Peter Saville / Spike Jonze / Chris
Cunningham / Michel Gondry. And | realized
too that they are all artists who work with
musicians. So Id say any project where |
could be involved at any level with a
music-related project would be
in my top three.
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Pixel Refinery/Michal Horevaj Smalldog Imageworks/Scott Dorman

| am gravitating to and would Id like to set aside time to work or test with clients
like to work on projects that that want to explore new looks and ideas. | want
design a new reality — to stay fresh and to keep pushing myself as a
fantastical spaces, things that collaborative artist and finisher.

wouldn't happen in real time. |

have a passion to use more Raygun Studio/

abstract photography elements Michael Tompert

as a part of the overall design. |
would like to be the executer of
a creative brief - start to finish
conceptual art: photographer,
designer and retoucher.

| love creating iconic images,
big first reads with lots of
detail even on the third or
fourth read. And as far as |
am concerned, the more

challenging projects with
reciprocal relationships, the
better. | am best when an art
director is quickly confident
and allows me to experiment,
educate and show all that 3D
is capable of.

noun
an addiction or craving, compulsive

desire for something.

verb [intrans.] (jonesing on/for)

jonesed, jones-ing, jones-es.
To have an eager or intense desire:
wasjonesingfor an art project.
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