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It’s A Bird! It’s A Plane!
It’s Operator Alex MacDonald!

For many years, the hands at the controls of Cablecam have been those of
co-owner, system designer, and operator Alex MacDonald; hands that you
may have seen before performing in over 600 commercials during the
‘gos, assembling burgers, pouring beers, pushing buttons and other
actions that make up a professional hand model’s repertoire.

“It was a tangled path from grad school in psychology, to bit parts on
soap operas, off-off Broadway and industrials to hand modeling, but one
day on the set of a Wendy’s commercial (as the hands of founder Dave
Thomas), | was noodling around on the motion control computer and was
recruited on the spot by Alex Fernbach, a premier New York tabletop direc-
tor to take over programming and operating ARF & Company’s motion con-
trol rig—a 15 foot high steel robot on a 50 foot track. At the end of the
boom arm was a Fries-modified, Mitchell camera, a World War |l vintage
35mm aerial reconnaissance unit, generally fitted with a stepper motor on
the shutter/film advance.

“After a long weekend with a very outdated manual, | hit the ground
running and did countless spots over the next four years. Alex Fernbach

WHEW

was a gadget freak and invaluable supporter during this apprenticeship.

“lI managed to shoot only half a roll of blank film in that period,” he
recalls. “The accessory capping shutter (the pellicle beam splitter Mitchell
was not light tight) had a mysterious habit of flipping polarity. The massive
Cruciflex rig built by Pat Tiffen was controlled by Kuper Software from Bill
Tondreau (a 2004 Sci-Tech Winner). It was fast and powerful and could
dolly from one set-up to another in the large studio.”

Between making single characters appear multiple times in one
shot, products construct and deconstruct, or automating any rig that a
stepper motor could be bolted to, Alex MacDonald logged enough hours
to join Local 600 in 1998, “thanks to people like John Amman in the New
York office, who helped bring motion control operators into the Guild.”

In 2000, Alex Fernbach and ARF created PAWS, a computer con-
trolled 150-camera array with stepper motors for film wind and shutter
travel attached to custom machined aluminum housings with Zeiss lens-
es. “PAWS was one of the first to perform the frozen motion/moving cam-
era effect and predated the better known ‘Bullet Time’ featured in the first
Matrix movie,” he explains. “As chief motion control operator, | launched
into a six-month period of 8o hour weeks as software developer and tester
for this new virtual monster.”

PAWS made a number of interesting commercials, resulting in some
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