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FROM HIS FULTON HILL STUDIO,  ACADEMY 
AWARD-NOMINATED PRODUCTION DESIGNER 
DAVID CRANK CONCEIVES AND BUILDS SETS  
FOR FILM AND TELEVISION THAT TRANSPORT  
VIEWERS TO ANOTHER PLACE AND TIME

By Harry Kollatz Jr. 
Portrait by Zaid Hamid
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ichmond-based produc-
tion designer and art 
director David Crank 

first built a model of Jamestown Fort 
from Popsicle sticks for a fourth-grade 
school project at Crestwood Elementary 
in Chesterfield County. Fast-forward to 
2005, and as art director for Terrence 
Malick’s film “The New World,” he 
designed a set for the haphazard frontier 
village that the production crew 
constructed from real mud and sticks. 

Among the set pieces brought into 
being through Crank’s handiwork are the 
Braintree, Massachuse�s, farmstead in 
the 2008 miniseries “John Adams,” the 
murderous bowling alley of 2007’s “There 
Will Be Blood,”’ the blade-festooned chair 
of the 2019 mystery “Knives Out,” and the 
weathered 19th-century Texas towns fea-
tured in the 2020 film “News of the World,” 
where his meticulous design, down to the 
film’s re-created newspapers, earned him 
an Academy Award nomination. 

Crank’s latest project is 
the Apple TV+ feature film 
“Ray and Raymond,” directed 
by Rodrigo García (“In Treat-
ment,” “Albert Nobbs”) and 

featuring Ewan McGregor, Ethan Hawke, 
Maribel Verdú and Oscar nominee 
Sophie Okonedo. 

His career has taken him to Uganda, 
England and Italy, among other loca-
tions, but “Ray and Raymond” is being 
filmed within blocks of the Fulton Hill 
studio where he’s made his art for about 
15 years, a tidy retreat adorned by his 
charcoal drawings of birds, along with 
portraits and a wall of postcards gath-
ered from museums. But there’s little 
evidence of Crank’s past two decades 
spent creating the looks of major film 
productions. 

“He’s built such an esteemed career,” 
says Andy Edmonds, director of the Vir-
ginia Film Office, who has known Crank 
since 1998, when he was working on the 
pre-Civil War horse-country drama 
“Legacy.” “And when you have someone 
of David’s caliber who stays local to our 
home state or city, this becomes a signif-
icant asset, especially in the decision 

chain for a given production. 
“Directors accept someone 

of his stature in the business, 
and they look at making their 
shows here because of him. 

One person can make a difference.” 
“I’m a storyteller,” Crank says about 

his approach to designing for the camera’s 
eye. “Before I begin a project, I sit down 
with the director and ask, ‘Why are you 
making this film?’ ” Many of his major 
projects have involved directors who also 
wrote the scripts. “And they can talk for 
hours,” he says. “And I love that.”

FURNISHINGS OF HISTORY 
Crank can’t pinpoint where his interest 
in building sets started. His older sister 
enjoyed theater, especially musicals, 
which she pursued into high school. 

His family owned Henrico Furniture 
Co., but he took little inspiration from 
room arrangements. “No, I was dusting 
them,” he says, laughing. “That didn’t hold 
much creative allure for me.” 

As a youngster, Crank traveled with 
the family to Colonial Williamsburg, 
where he was fascinated by the Craft 
House, a home decor store in a place that 
looked like a residence. “They had li�le 
rooms set up; I vividly remember that,” 
he recalls. “I was the only fourth grader 
who liked going to the Cra¨ House.

“I wanted to be the president of Colo-
nial Williamsburg,” he adds, 
chuckling, “until my mother 
said, ‘You know, he’s just a busi-
nessman.’ That didn’t really 
sound so interesting.”

As a kid, he liked drawing 
Native Americans, which fore-
shadowed his later career 
designing the look of both “The 
New World” and “News of the 
World,” each of which feature 
depictions of Indigenous people. 

He gravitated toward theater 
at Manchester High School and 
interned at Dogwood Dell, 
where he spent two seasons 
working on various aspects of 
theater production.

He recalls how his mother 
asked him what he wanted to 
do in the future,  and he 
expressed his interest in theater. 
She told him that whatever he 

For his graduate thesis in 
theater design at Carnegie 

Mellon University, Crank 
created this scale model of a 

stage set for “Candide” at 
Richmond’s Empire Theatre. 
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tors photographed the huge canvas one 
early morning, and a graphic designer 
stitched the pictures together. 

The faces in the reproduced Trumbull 
needed to resemble the miniseries’ key 
players. Amid the prominent central 
group were a few delegates who had not 
appeared on screen. “The other art direc-
tor and I were without beards, so we’re 
the ones standing between John Adams 
and Thomas Jefferson,” Crank says. 

He showed the finished product to 
his mother. “Recognize anybody?” he 
asked. She didn’t see anyone familiar 
until Crank pointed himself out. His 
mother shrugged, “Eh, could be.” Which 
still makes her son laugh.

In 2008, “John Adams” received 23 
Emmy nominations, winning 13, including 
Outstanding Art Direction. 

For years, HBO displayed the made-
over Trumbull painting in its offices.

PORTRAITS, KNIVES 
AND TEXAS TOWNS
Literally making something from noth-
ing, o�en on small budgets of both time 
and money, is in the production design-
er’s job description.

Among Crank’s tasks as art director 
for Spielberg’s “Lincoln” was 
building a three-sided represen-
tation of Appoma�ox’s Wilmer 
McLean House — in Maymont 

park. This was where Lee and Grant 
signed the Confederate surrender docu-
ment. The construction took a couple of 
weeks, for what amounted to less than 
a minute of screen time. 

For “Knives Out,” Crank was tasked 
with creating three painted portraits of 
the mystery writer at the story’s center. 
But 11 days before shooting began, that 
actor hadn’t yet been hired. “We put a 
green screen over it, and they had it done 
a�erwards and inserted it,” Crank says 
with a hint of frustration. “And it was 
fine, but the idea we could get it done 
without a cast member was a ridiculous 
exercise.” Christopher Plummer wound 
up playing the role.

 The script of “Knives Out” also 
featured a prosaic description of a 
“display of knives,” Crank says. He’d not 

yet seen an episode of “Game of 
Thrones,” although his friend 
Gemma Jackson designed the 
famous sword-bristling throne. 

Director Rian Johnson speculated about 
the knife display, sending Crank and his 
staff to the workshop figuring he’d know 
it when he saw it. Johnson, three days 
prior to shooting, hit upon the concept 
of a “swarm of knives.” Someone found 
the front of a giant exhaust fan, and this 
gave shape to the resulting sculpture.

“I don’t think originally that the thing 
had as much prominence in the script,” 
Crank says, “but they spent eight days in 
that room, and they used it plenty — and 
I’m glad they did.” 

When hired to work on Paul Green-
grass’ “News of the World,” set in Texas a 
few years a�er the Civil War’s end, Crank 
went on a scouting mission for rough-
hewn Western locations. Several movie 
ranch towns are located near Santa Fe, 
New Mexico, including the Bonanza 
Creek Ranch, which has been used for 
films since 1955. It featured enough streets 
and angles. 

“News” filmed both interiors and exte-
riors there. “We really had to plan 
carefully how we approached it 
so when we entered the town, we 
didn’t see repeats of things,” 
Crank says. 

Crank’s work earned a 2020 
Oscar nomination for production 
design. He learned of the recogni-
tion while watching “Good Morn-
ing America.”

Navigating COVID-19 proto-
cols, Crank flew out to sit on a 
designer panel via Zoom and 
attend the ceremony. “Sure, I 
would’ve liked to have won, but 
the great thing about it is that 
your peers choose you,” Crank 
says. “That’s a great feeling.” R

Crank worked on 
the memorable 

display of knives 
(below) from 2019’s 

“Knives Out.” 

“THESE PROJECTS ALLOW FOR 
AN OPENING INTO A WORLD 

YOU DON’T KNOW ANYTHING 
ABOUT. THEN YOU GET TO 
SPEND SIX MONTHS IN IT, 

AND THEN YOU LEAVE. IT’S 
KIND OF PERFECT, REALLY.”

—David Crank
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