
B
reaking Bad fanatics have the television series’  
original production designer, part-time Santa Fe resident 
Robb Wilson King, to thank for the suffocating atmo-
sphere that permeated lead character Walter White’s 

world—right down to his home’s rotting foundation and the piti-
ful pool in its backyard. Considering that there are hundreds of 
houses in Albuquerque that resemble White’s crumbling rambler, 
how hard could it have been to create a set that looked, well, exactly 
like middle-class Albuquerque? 

A lot harder than it may seem. 
While it’s a film’s director who supplies the initial vision, it’s 

the production designer who is charged with helping the director 
realize that vision. He (and it’s almost always a “he” in the male-
dominated world of moviemaking) is the person who establishes 
the film’s overall aesthetic by drafting the original sets, either by 
hand or on computer; creating the color palette and tone; and over-
seeing the entire art department, which includes the art director, 
set designers, hair and makeup stylists, costume designers, special 
effects directors, and location manager. Movie sets are known for 
their almost militaristic job hierarchy, designed to keep films on 
budget, but the extent to which a production designer has creative 

control also has a lot to do with how much leeway the writer, direc-
tor, and, occasionally, producer are willing to grant. 

“The minute I read the Breaking Bad script, I knew Mr. White 
and his family had to be grounded,” says King. “The viewers 
couldn’t go on this odyssey with Walter without putting him in a 
place and time that’s real,” he says, adding that series writer and 
producer Vince Gilligan was wonderfully receptive to his ideas. 
The settings needed to be relatable, he says, “but you can’t turn 
the set into a cliché. That’s lazy man’s stuff. You get into the 
Hispanic influences, and it’s got to be right. Albuquerque was  
fertile ground because nobody had ever shot the city to the degree 
we did, and I had a chance to mine it. It 
really became another character in the 
series.”   

 The ability to seamlessly merge reality 
with fantasy, no matter the budget, dead-
line, or genre, is a production designer’s  
particular genius, one that’s usually devel-
oped through experience and happen-
stance rather than specifically taught.  
While classes are now available to help 
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Ready,Set!
Production designers blend skill,
imagination, and serendipity
to craft whole new worlds.

With its dark, closed-in 
interiors, Robb Wilson 
King’s set design for 
Walter White’s home in 
Breaking Bad was one 
of the most distinctive 
features of the show. 
Opposite: A scene being 
shot for the 2011 film  
A Bird of the Air,  
designed by Mark Duran.

By Stephanie Pearson

C
O

U
R

TE
SY

 O
F 

TA
SH

TE
G

O
 F

IL
M

S;
 O

PP
O

SI
TE

, G
R

EG
O

R
Y 

PE
TE

R
S,

 C
O

U
R

TE
SY

 O
F 

SO
N

Y 
PI

C
TU

R
ES

 T
EL

EV
IS

IO
N

/A
M

C



with porn star Mark Duran) is a Santa Fe 
native whose forte is small-budget indie 
films that tend to turn into cult classics. 
He was the host of the popular radio show 
Lucky's Belvedere Lounge and owner of a 
Santa Fe Army-Navy surplus store when, 
in 1996, he managed to obtain a distinctive 
military hat for the director of a documen-
tary about Enrico Fermi, a lead physicist 
on the Manhattan Project. Since Duran 
happened to be a dead ringer for Fermi, he 
was asked to model the hat, which led to a 
shoot, which ultimately led to his becom-
ing the talent, property master, and cos-
tume designer for the small-budget film. 

“It was a tiny production, but it gave 
me an opportunity to be around the film-
making process,” says Duran, who was so 
enamored with that first experience that 
he joined the International Alliance of 
Theatrical Stage Employees (IATSE) and 
took any job on a New Mexico set he could 
get. Almost 20 years later, Duran, who 
is now based in Albuquerque, holds 15 
production design credits. “It’s rewarding 
and exciting to make a story,” he says. “We 
often joke that you’d think we’re saving 
lives because of the intensity of the work,” 
he says. “But the point of the whole end 
product is to relieve people of their stress. 

People go to movies to escape their lives.” 
So how do production designers make 

the magic? Most would say they don’t do 
it alone, that films are an intensely col-
laborative process. To create the potential 
for making magic, however, a stellar first 
interview with the writer and director is 
essential. Like a successful first date, chem-
istry is required in order to move forward.  

“You go in listening very hard to what 
the writer and director are seeing for their 
story,” says Perrin, who moved from Los 
Angeles to Santa Fe in 2006 with his wife. 
“It’s not about your work. It’s about backing 
them up with the story they want to tell.” 

The process requires a subtle dance, 
expressing good ideas without coming off 
as a control freak. “You’re leading the direc-
tor, but it’s still the vision of the director,” 
says Barnes, whose latest project, Good 
Kill, starring Ethan Hawke and directed 
by Andrew Niccol, is about a predator 
drone pilot. Until now, Barnes has hand-
drawn most of his sets. Good Kill’s set is 
the first he’s designing completely on the 
computer, using Arc CAD and SketchUp 
software. “The actors just sit in chairs and 
stare at screens,” says Barnes. “A third of  
the movie takes place in a 7' x 23'  
room. That’s the challenge. You can’t fit 
in a room that size with a movie crew. It’s  
a big puzzle. I’m still trying to figure it  
out. In some ways it’s more of a challenge 
than a typical show because you have to 
design a set that’s shootable, but which  
also comes apart.” 

Problem-solving skills rank right up 
there with collaboration as one of the 
keys to good production design. “You have 
to check your logic at the door,” says 
Duran, whose biggest production design 
challenge was on the set of the cult classic 
The Burrowers, a 2008 sci-fi Western about 
human-sized Jerusalem crickets that came 
out at night and attacked bad guys who 
abused indigenous people. Duran and his 
crew were given three weeks and $85,000 
to build a three-walled Victorian house 
in the middle of nowhere that had to be 
torn down in a day. “It was beautiful,” says 
Duran, “but by day five we had to see the 
landscape without the house, so we had to 
get rid of it.”

For The Tale of Ruby Rose, a film based 

students prepare for a career in produc-
tion design, there is no Harvard University 
fast-track degree to put you at the top of 
Hollywood’s A-list. Serendipity seems to 
be the more common path, as exemplified 
by many of the designers who now ply their 
trade in New Mexico. 

Wilson King, for example, who has 18 
episodes of Breaking Bad and more than 
50 other production design credits to his 
name, grew up in Los Angeles as the son 
of architect Rob King, who designed and 
built Santa Monica’s iconic Pacific Ocean 
Park. He attended the San Francisco Art 
Institute and studied acting in New York 
before falling into production design.  He 
now divides his time between Santa Fe and 
Venice, California.

Another designer, Guy Barnes, who 
earned Emmy nominations for the period 
film Into the West and Seal Team Six: The 
Raid on Osama Bin Laden, left his Midwest 
home at age 17 to study photography at 

Art Center College of Design in Pasadena. 
There he met and worked for a woman 
who created album covers for musicians 
like Linda Ronstadt. The job evolved into 
producing commercials and then larger 
projects, which led to, as he describes it, 
“an accidental-on-purpose career.” “I just 
found the whole thing fascinating,” says 
Barnes. “The people in the movie business 
were a lot more interesting than the mov-
ies themselves.” 

Bryce Perrin, known for his ability 
to deliver complex sets in exotic, isolat-
ed locations, grew up in Melbourne, 

Australia, studied sculpture in art school, 
then spent eight years working his way 
through every job in the art department 
on Australian movie sets. He got rest-
less, took passage on a German con-
tainer ship bound for Canada, then trav-
eled around the U.S. before migrating to 
Nicaragua to work as the set decorator on 
Walker, a 1987 film that was coproduced 
by Nicaragua’s Sandinista party during 
the Contra War. “Movie extras were carry-
ing period weapons, while the real guards 
were carrying AK-47s,” recalls Perrin. 
"Procuring even the simplest resources 
was like pulling teeth.” 

That trying experience and others earned 
Perrin the title of art director on the Jamaica 
set of Legends of the Fall, which eventu-
ally led to 19 production design credits for 
films including Ravenous and Anacondas: 
The Hunt for the Blood Orchid.  

Mark Alan Duran (who uses his middle 
name to avoid being confused on IMDB 
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Breaking Bad’s famous mix of comedy and tragedy is ref lected in both its setting and in its number of near-absurd interludes, like this band breaking  
out in song. In the background, the RV that was the site of Walter and Jesse’s first cooks reached iconic status within only a couple episodes.

The ability to 
seamlessly merge 
reality with 
fantasy is a 
production designer’s 
particular genius.
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Guy Barnes’s design for the set of Seal Team Six, the 2012 television film about the capture of Osama Bin Laden. 
Part of his job is to accurately reproduce every detail of the exterior and interior worlds he recreates on film—here 
he meticulously researched everything from buildings and furnishings to weaponry and children’s toys.



flight from L.A., yet far from the Hollywood 
fray. But while the state has proven that it 
has the locations, tax credits, and talent to 
sustain award-winning films and television 
series, Wilson King believes it still hasn’t 
reached its full filmmaking potential. 

“I have New Mexico completely in my 
DNA now—the landscape, the people, the 
poetry of the seasons, and the powerful 
locations,” he says. “But in most film-
makers’ books, this is still pioneer coun-
try. Breaking Bad had some of that New 
Mexico power to it, but even that didn’t do 
this amazing place justice. I don’t think 
my New Mexico film has come to me yet. 
I don’t think it’s come to New Mexico.” R

on a book by Aussie Richard 
Flanagan, Perrin supervised 
flying two halves of a trap-
per’s cabin into Tasmania’s 
Walls of Jerusalem National 
Park. To walk equipment or 
dailies onto the set required 
a six-hour hike. “Doing any-
thing convincing and of a 
particular place requires a 
lot of research and observa-
tion and anchoring the char-
acters to a place,” says Perrin. “What is 
often said about good design is that it’s 
invisible, it disappears.” 

Invisibility is becoming harder to achieve, 
however, now that most films are made with 
high-definition (HD) digital cameras, which 
means that nothing on the set escapes the 
camera’s crystalline lens—there’s no longer 
a soft, fuzzy, forgiving background. “The 
standing comment used to be, ‘Don’t worry, 
they’ll never see it,’” says Duran. “But HD 
cameras see everything, which means that 
there’s a lot you can’t ignore.” 

 “Most of us have mixed feelings about 
HD cameras, but they’re here to stay,” 
adds Barnes. “Film used to forgive you 
in ways that digital technology does not. 
Unfortunately, it’s removed a few tricks 
from the toolbox.”  

Case in point: On one project before 
the days of HD cameras, Barnes didn’t 
have the budget to build an entire apart-
ment complex courtyard. So instead, 
he photographed it, then printed it on a  
30' x 90' piece of vinyl, using foam to  
depict the walkways and railings. “I couldn’t 
have gotten away with that with digital,” 
notes Barnes. “I would have had to find 
that courtyard.” 

To create an award-winning set, a mas-
sive budget always helps—but isn’t always 
necessary. The total budget for Seal Team 
Six: The Raid on Osama Bin Laden was  
$2 million. “The budget was next to noth-
ing, but we thought it would be fun,” says 
Barnes, who, along with his wife, Wendy 
Ozols-Barnes, the set designer, recreated 
bin Laden’s house on the grounds of the 
old New Mexico state penitentiary. 

“At the time we were making the set, it 
was the most famous house in the world,” 
says Barnes. “We put it together out of 
thrift stores, spent about a tenth of what 
they spent on Zero Dark Thirty, and put 
it up in four weeks. You could have wired  
it and moved in.” The takeaway, he contin-
ues, is that “there’s nothing that doesn’t 
have a solution. It might not be the solu-
tion you want, but there’s a solution. You 
can’t let production design get in the way 
of letting a movie get made.” 

Thanks to New Mexico’s 25 percent 
refundable tax credit, new filmmaking edu-
cational opportunities, a growing pool of 
talented crew members, and a state-of-the-
art studio in Albuquerque, an increasing 
number of production designers are settling 
here. It helps that New Mexico is just a short C
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Top: One of Mark Alan Duran’s biggest production 
design challenges was for the set of the cult classic  
The Burrowers, a 2008 sci-fi Western about human-
sized Jerusalem crickets that came out at night and 
attacked bad guys who abused indigenous people. 
Duran and his crew were given three weeks and 
$85,000 to build a three-walled Victorian house for  
the movie. Right: Mark Alan Duran. Above: While  
not animal handlers, set designers do consider how  
to integrate nonhuman characters into the action.  
For A Bird of the Air, a quirky romantic comedy, 
Duran worked with both a highly vocal parrot and  
a kindly basset hound.

When not creating exotic locales on a soundstage, set 
designers work on location. Bryce Perrin has traveled to 
Australia to create sets for The Tale of Ruby Rose (above), 
and Tunisia for the 2011 French film Isabelle Eberhardt 
(left). Like many production designers, Perrin draws 
detailed sketches of his visions for the sets.


