
A
lm ost every on e wan ts a larger or 
better-design ed work space. I t’s espe-
cial ly  true in  our busin ess,  wh ere
productiv i ty  is affected by  th e edit

suite,  soun d stage,  m ach in e room ,  an d 
tape l ibrary.  An y  of us could im prove our
faci l i ties given  un l im ited resources.  T h e
ch al len ge is determ in in g h ow to get th e
m ost ban g for th e buck  with  th e real i ty  of
lim ited resources.

T h is article ch ron icles m y  quest to
secure an d bui ld a n ew studio for m y  
production  busin ess,  V idox  I m age &  D ata.
After 21 y ears of operation ,  we’d com e 
of age and needed a bigger facility.  I  suppose
I ’ve worked toward a n ew studio from  

th e begin n in g,  but about 8 years ago,  a big-
ger space began  to look  both  n ecessary  
and possible.  

I  was wel l  on  m y way toward payin g off
th e n ote on  th e m odest,  1,400-square-foot
bui ldin g in  wh ich  we operated.  For m ore
th an  two decades at V idox ,  we’ve tried to
acquire th e best tech n ology  our m arket
could support so we would h ave th e best
creative options to offer our clients.  

W e were early adopters of Avid nonlinear
edit systems, D igital Betacam, and 24p digital
acquisition. Today we do mostly commercial
production  on  fi lm  an d video,  but we also
create an im ation ,  in dustrials,  an d m ulti-
m edia.  W ith  a staff of six  as well  as an  

ex traordin ary am oun t of equipm en t (an d
junk), we were tripping over each other. 

T h e production  folks in  th e back played
dueling therm ostats with  everyone else,  and
wh en  cl ien ts spen t an y  sustain ed tim e in
editin g,  we h ad to sh ut down  oth er pro-
duction .  Park in g was a problem ,  an d we
couldn’t shoot even tabletop setups without
m ovin g furn iture.  O ur location  was con ve-
n ien t an d th e bui ldin g did offer a certain
ch arm ,  but i t was wel l  worn  an d real ly  pre-
sented the wrong im age.

Besides n eedin g m ore gen eral  office
space, we wanted a large general production
area,  a dedicated m ach in e room  with  cl i -
m ate an d soun d con trol ,  a larger an d m ore
com fortable edit room , and a shooting area. 

W e con sidered n um erous possibi l i ties
over the past several years.  M y digital photo
library contains thousands of pictures of the
20 or 30 n ew properties I  con sidered.  I  even
produced 3D  m odels of th e ren ovation s 
I  en vision ed for several.  But persisten ce an d
patience do pay.
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Building 8, 000 square feet of production paradise. By Chris Allain

The building Chris Allain bought was in
good condition, but needed extensive reno-
vation to become an efficient video facility.



I ’m  very  pleased with  wh at we’ve bui l t.
For us,  i t’s a two-story,  8,000-square-foot 
production  paradise.  Alth ough  ours is 
n ot a m in d-blowin g,  m ultim i l l ion -dol lar 
edi fice,  m an y  production  com pan ies 
would fin d our faci l i ty  just righ t for 
their operations. 

I n  th e en d, our plan  resulted in  two
m oves,  6 m on th s of l ivin g out of box es,  an d 
a m ajor am ount of distraction from  revenue-
producin g work.  I  sti l l  don ’t kn ow h ow we
fil led up an  en tire floor with  th e con ten ts of 
a space less than half that size. 

Past D igital V ideo Magazine facility build-
out articles h ave focused on  wirin g an d 
on  th e speci fic n eeds of speci fic room s,  
but th is article talks about m ore gen eral
rem odeling issues.

When to upgrade
D ecidin g wh en  to upgrade a faci l i ty
depen ds on  several  factors.  I t’s obvious,  but
sti l l  n eeds to be said:  con sider fin an cial
readin ess fi rst.  You m ust gen erate an  ade-
quate in com e over a sustain ed period,  
an d bui ldin g equity  in  a sol id in vestm en t
like real estate can help. Be conservative and
vigi lan t h ere;  don ’t becom e overly  opti -
m istic with  th e n um bers.  Stretch ,  but n ot
too far.  

N ex t determ in e wh at y ou n eed an d
wh at y our m arket can  justi fy.  V idox  oper-
ates in  Lafayette,  LA. I t is a great city,  but it is
n ot L os An geles or N ew York .  I  often  base
upgrades on  gut feel in g,  but I  n ever coun t
on  th e ex pected reven ue from  th at upgrade
to pay  for i t.  I  kn ow I  can  cover th e cost
even  i f  i t doesn ’t pan  out.  T h e bottom  l in e 

is th at y ou m ust determ in e wh at 
a n ew space wi l l  do for y our productiv i ty
and m arketability.

T h e question  for us was n ot “ W ere 
we ready ?”  but “ W h y  did we wait so 
lon g?”  D urin g th e 8 y ears I  sh opped 
casual ly  an d th e 4 or 5 of th ose y ears 
th at I  sh opped in ten sely,  I  con tin ued to 
save an d bui ld equity.  T h e righ t bui ld-
in g h ad to h ave a substan tial  presen ce 
an d be low m ain ten an ce,  so I  preferred 
a brick ex terior.  

I  wan ted a bui ldin g between  5,000 
an d 10,000 square feet th at was h al f 
office an d h al f wareh ouse;  we plan n ed 
to con vert th e wareh ouse to a soun d 
stage an d a worksh op.  But al l  prospects
in volved com prom ises.  I  careful ly  con -
sidered n ew con struction .  I  looked at 
several  lots an d design ed about a dozen  
different structures.

I  often  con sidered leasin g space,  but 
I ’ve alway s h ad a bias toward own er-
sh ip.  O wn in g real  estate is n ot th e on ly
path ,  but I  kn ew i t was th e on ly  way  
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Allain spent endless hours designing the
first-floor plan for Vidox’s new home before
any work began.

The building’s previous occupants had 
no lobby. Allain replaced most of one wall
with a frameless glass door and panels to
provide a more inviting entry. Renderings 
in 3D created before construction were not
intended to be photorealistic, but rather to
serve as a design tool.



I ’d be satisfied.  As sort of an  am ateur 
arch itect an d furn iture m aker,  I  en joy
design in g an d optim izin g spaces.  T h is 
takes a ton  of tim e an d en ergy,  th ough , an d
I  didn ’t wan t to m ake th at in vestm en t 
in  a leased space th at I  m igh t occupy  for
only a few years.

I  even tual ly  settled on  a tradition al
office buildin g with  en ough  lan d so I  could
later add th e soun d stage an d worksh op 
I  n eeded.  M ay be I  waited too lon g.  I ’ve 
h ad m ore th an  a few argum en ts with  
m y  in n er voices on  th e issue.  Som etim es 
I  worry  th at I  let th e perfect becom e 
th e en em y  of th e good.  But,  as we say  h ere
in  th e h eart of C ajun  coun try,  “ C ’est la
vie” —th at’s l i fe!  I n  th e en d,  I ’m  del igh ted
with  the outcom e.

I n  ex am ining the need for a new facility,
I  also con sidered cl ien t’s im pression s.  W i l l
our n ew space m ake cl ien ts an d poten tial
cl ien ts m ore in cl in ed to do busin ess with
us? W ill  they be will ing to pay for additional
services we can  n ow offer? I t’s early  yet,  but
I  th in k  th e n ew bui ldin g h as h ad th e effect 
we wan ted.  O ur cl ien ts seem  supportive of
and ex cited for us.  

T h e m ove h as also h ad an  im pact on
em ploy ee atti tudes.  I  h ave suspected 
over th e y ears th at m an y  prospective
em ployees didn ’t see a place for th em selves
in  the old building. I t’s hard to divorce what
a busin ess looks l ike on  th e outside from
wh at i t’s capable of producin g.  C urren t
em ployees see th e progress an d feel  th ey’re 
a part of som eth in g ex citin g.  Adequate
park in g an d a m ore com fortable work  
space im proves m orale.  An  editor or an im a-
tor m igh t logical ly  th in k ,  “ T h is busin ess 
is succeedin g;  ergo,  I  can  succeed with  
th is business.”

Fin al ly,  con sider th e effect a m ove 
wi l l  h ave on  y ou,  th e own er.  You probably
kn ow th e old saw,  “ W h at doesn ’t k i l l  
y ou wi l l  m ake y ou stron ger. ”  W el l ,  I ’m  

n ot sure I  buy  i t.  I  pulverized m ore th an  
a few brain  cel ls an d fin gers in  th is process.  
I  gave up m ore th an  a l i ttle qual i ty  tim e
with  m y  fam ily.  I f  y ou get th e im pression
I ’ve been  a bit obsessed with  th is project,
y ou’d be righ t.  I t h as taken  trem en dous
en ergy  an d focus—too m uch ,  real ly.  Am  
I  satisfied n ow? Sure I  am .  W ould I  do i t
again ? Probably.  But,  on e th in g is certain :  i f
you attem pt a project l ike th is,  you’d better
really want it.

Construction
I n  late 2003,  we foun d a buyer for our old
buildin g an d we n eeded to fin d a n ew space
quickly.  W e h ad plan s drawn  for a structure
on  a lot we were th in kin g about buyin g,  
but about the sam e tim e, a large office build-
in g becam e available.  At 8,000 square feet,  
it was too large an d th e layout wasn ’t ideal,
but we developed a ren ovation  plan  th at
worked surprisingly well. I t was decision time:
O wn  or ren t? Buy or build? (See “ T h e Eco-
nomics of Studio Real Estate”  sidebar.)

W e decided to buy.  O ur plan  was to
m ove in to th e n ew bui ldin g’s secon d floor
an d cam p out th ere un ti l  we com pleted 
ren ovation s to th e 4,000-square-foot fi rst
floor.  W e also plan n ed to ren t out th e sec-
ond floor until  we needed the space. 

H avin g been  in volved in  several  con -
struction  projects,  an d as a gen eral  con trac-
tor on a couple of them , I  decided to take on
th e ren ovation  of our n ew bui ldin g.  I  h ad
been  stuck with  several unqualified subcon -
tractors before an d didn ’t wan t th at si tua-
tion with  th is project.  

I  h i red a project supervisor with  ex ten -
sive com m ercial  ex perien ce.  H e em ploy ed 
a couple of carpen ters.  T h eir work  was 
gen eral ly  decen t,  but ch an ges to m y  
plan s caused by  th e ci ty ’s perm ittin g
auth ori ty,  M etro C ode,  forced us in to a 
cost-plus relation sh ip.  T h e costs ex ceeded
wh at I  th in k  th ey  sh ould h ave,  an d 
th e supervisor h ad a problem  with  con fl ict
resolution .  Sm al l  disagreem en ts becam e
m ajor blowouts.  

W ith  the m ajority of the carpentry com -
pleted,  I  let th em  go an d took  on  m uch  of
th e rem ain in g carpen try  m y sel f.  I  h i red
addition al labor wh en  I  could,  but I  worked
plenty of 12-hour days and 7-day weeks. 

M y  luck  with  th e oth er subs varied.  
T h e glass in stal lers were about 9 weeks late
with  our lobby  door an d twice attem pted 
to in stal l  an  im properly  sized door.  T h e
pain ters did on ly  a fai r  job,  but th eir m an -
agers were h igh ly  profession al .  T h e electri -
cian s an d floorin g subs were great.  T h e
in terior design er I  h ired gave m e very  l i ttle
atten tion  an d didn ’t return  cal ls.  Al l  of
th em  ch arged m ore th an  th ey  fi rst quoted;
som e m uch  m ore.  I  got about as m uch  grief
as I ’ve com e to ex pect from  con struction .
T h e on ly  good th in g about con struction  is
that it eventually ends.

Building code authority
W h en  y ou work  with out an  arch itect or
gen eral  con tractor,  y ou are respon sible for
m eetin g bui ldin g codes an d securin g per-
m its.  I  h ave an  arch itect as a close frien d, so
I  th ough t I  h ad perm ittin g un der con trol .
T his was m y biggest m istake of the project.

This Old Studio F E A T U R E
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WILL OUR NEW SPACE
MAKE CLIENTS AND POTEN-

TIAL CLIENTS MORE
INCLINED TO DO BUSINESS

WITH US? WILL THEY BE
WILLING TO PAY FOR 

ADDITIONAL SERVICES WE
CAN NOW OFFER?



I n  L afay ette,  th e fi re m arsh al  an d th e
M etro C ode separately  approve bui ldin g
plan s.  C om pl ian ce with  various bui ldin g
an d fi re codes is triggered in  differen t ways
depen din g on  th e code “ auth ori ty  h avin g

jurisdiction .”  AH Js,  as th e in dustry  cal ls
th em , en gen der fear an d loath in g in  devel-
opers an d bui lders.  T h eir decrees can  h ave
staggerin g fin an cial  im pl ication s an d per-
plex  the m ost com petent professionals.

Before th e fin al  purch ase,  I  suppl ied
drawin gs to th e fi re m arsh al .  H e asked for 
a couple of m in or accom m odation s,  an d
sign ed off on  th e plan s.  I  closed m y  deal ,
assum in g th at th is approval  was adequate.
Bad assum ption.

Sh ortly  th ereafter,  I  con tacted M etro
C ode,  th e local  perm ittin g auth ority.  
I  received shocking news. Because I  intended
to lease the second floor,  a fact I  disclosed to
th e fire m arsh al,  M etro C ode required a ten -
an t separation ,  a barrier th at would protect
one level from a fire on another for one hour. 

M etro C ode,  th e AH J in  th is case,  said
sheet rock installed to the bottom  of the sec-
on d floor assem bly  would create th e
required ratin g.  To attach  sh eet rock  to 

th e secon d floor joists,  I ’d h ave to rem ove
all drop ceilings, all  AC  duct work, all  ceiling
lights,  and m uch of the electrical wiring.

T h is n ews was devastatin g.  T h e proj-
ect cam e to a stan dsti l l  for weeks as I  tried 
to get th e rul in g altered.  I  h ired a code con -
sultan t,  wh o discovered th at n ew codes,
which were com ing into force in  a couple of
weeks,  did n ot require th e ten an t separa-
tion . U nfortun ately,  dem igods do n ot suffer
progress gladly.  T h e in spector becam e 
furious on  th e ph on e an d h un g up on  m y
con sultan t.  After an  ex ten ded wait in  th e
M etro C ode lobby  an d profuse apologies
an d grovel in g,  we reach ed a com prom ise:
I ’d do ex actly  wh at h e wan ted an d h e’d let
m e buy a perm it.  I  didn’t l ike it,  but I  owned
a large,  costly,  em pty buildin g th at was n ot
bein g ren ovated.  T im e is m on ey,  so I  h ad to
m ove forward.

T h is was wh en  m y  budget reeled out of
con trol .  W e rem oved n early  60 2 x 4–foot

fluorescen t fix tures an d stored th em  
for rein stal lation .  R em oval  an d rein stal -
lation  th reaten ed spiral in g labor costs.  
I  would h ave to replace m an y  of th e 
m aterials,  an d we discarded perfectly
good ceilings. 

W e stored huge quantities of m aterials in
our work area.  W h en  we h ad to m ove th em
from  on e room  to an oth er,  we faced m ore
delays,  m ore labor,  m ore cleanup, and m ore
dam age to th e m aterials th em selves.  T h e
cei l in g in stal ler didn ’t wan t to use th e sal -
vaged m aterials an d m igh t h ave blam ed th e
m aterials for every  defect in  th e job.  I n  
th e en d,  we discarded m ost of wh at we
attem pted to reuse.

Because th e ceil in gs were com in g down ,
I  decided to do oth er upgrades th at th en
becam e practical .  For in stan ce,  on e h al f 
of th e fi rst f loor h ad 8-foot cei l in gs,  so 
I  raised th ese to 9 feet to m atch  th e 
oth er side.  I  added a secon d lay er of 
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(top) The new facility’s production and com-
puter graphics room comfortably accommo-
dates five to seven artists.
(bottom, left to right) While designing the 
main edit suite, Allain used a 3D applica-
tion to visualize monitor support tech-
niques and angles.The advance planning
resulted in an efficient and practical moni-
tor wall that stands between the edit suite 
and the machine room. Slotted cable con-
duit, above the monitor wall and door,
keeps wiring clean.
(far right) Aluminum shelving suspended 
from Peg Board creates economical and
extremely dense tape storage solution.
The thin aluminum shelves do not 
require finishing.



sh eet rock  to decrease soun d tran sm ission
between floors.  

W e com pletely  rewired for ph on e,  data,
and security.  W e installed an average of four
Eth ern et drops in  each  room  an d n early  as
m an y  ph on e run s.  T h e sh eet rock  between
floors quieted th e bui ldin g an d th e 9-foot
cei l in gs looked great;  but in  th e en d,  th ese
code requirem en ts,  com bin ed with  th e
upgrades,  in creased m y  budget aroun d
$30,000 to $40,000.

Designing the renovations
A production studio presents several unique
design  problem s.  D on ’t ex pect an  arch itect
to real ly  un derstan d th ese problem s un less
h e or sh e special izes in  design in g video stu-
dios.  U n less you h ave am ple design  ex peri-
en ce,  you sh ould search  for an d h ire a local
professional with  that specialty.  

M y  si tuation  is a l i ttle di fferen t.  Sin ce 
I  was a k id,  I ’ve bui l t furn iture as a h obby.

Years ago,  I  began  usin g 3D  C AD  software 
to design  m y  furn iture projects.  I ’ve
design ed an d con tracted m ajor h om e 
ren ovation s an d produced floor plan s 
an d ex teriors for coun tless earl ier buildin gs
th at didn ’t h appen .  I ’ve col laborated on  
several  projects with  an  arch itect buddy,  so 
I  figured I ’d get by with  a l ittle help from  m y
frien d.  I ’m  very  pleased with  th e plan s 
I  developed.

Early  on ,  I  h ad to decide h ow drastically
I  was goin g to alter th e ex istin g office floor
plan .  Too m uch  custom izin g would cost
m ore an d would h urt future resale value.  
I t’s fairly unlikely,  if I  ever decide to sell ,  that
I ’ l l  fin d an oth er video production  com pan y
to buy.  O n  balan ce,  th is resulted in  n o
m ajor com prom ises.

O n e of th e fi rst problem s I  tack led was
creating a suitable entry and lobby. T he pre-
vious bui ldin g ten an t was an  in suran ce
claim s m an agem en t com pan y  th at m ust

n ot h ave h ad cl ien t v isi tors because th ey
h ad n o lobby.  T h e m ain  en try  open ed righ t
into an inhospitable hall  and stairway. 

Between  th e en try  h al l  an d wh at would
becom e our lobby, a blank,  win dowless wall
h eld a wooden  door with  a sm al l ,  vertical
win dow.  I  decided to replace th ese with  
a fram eless glass door an d glass side pan els
th at span  m ost of th at wal l .  T h is in creased
the narrow entryway by a few inches,  added
l igh t to th e lobby,  an d m ade both  spaces
feel larger and m ore open. 

I  decided to add an  arch itectural  detai l  
I  cal l  th e ey ebrow over th e lobby  door.  I ts
on ly  purpose is to accen t th e door.  T h is
doorway becam e an  ex pen sive feature.  T h e
door an d side l igh ts alon e cost $3,300 an d
th eir use created several  con struction  prob-
lem s that consum ed tim e and m oney. I n  the
ey ebrow,  I  in stal led th ree m in i  recessed
spotl igh ts,  on e cen tered over each  of th e
glass pan els,  to i l lum in ate th e doorway an d

a sm all,  etched V idox  sign we plan to add to
the glass panel nex t to the door.  

I n  th e 14 x 15–foot lobby,  I  added wal l -
paper opposite th e glass doors as an  accen t.
Two large win dows with  wooden  bl in ds
dom in ate th e ex terior wal l ,  an d th e oppo-
si te blan k  wal l  awaits an  artful  V idox  sign ,
wh ich  is design ed but n ot y et bui l t.  A cus-
tom  desk ,  display  case for awards,  an d two
leather client chairs will  com plete the lobby.
M ost of th e oth er design  issues are m ore
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THIS NEWS WAS DEVASTAT-
ING.  THE PROJECT CAME 

TO A STANDSTILL FOR
WEEKS AS I TRIED TO GET

THE RULING ALTERED.



about fun ction  th an  sex  appeal ,  but th e
lobby needs to deliver the right im pression.

T h e edit,  production ,  an d m ach in e
room s form  th e h eart of a production  com -
pan y l ike ours.  I n  all  of th e design s I  created
for our faci l i ty  over th e past several  y ears,
on e design  th em e h as survived:  I ’ve always
placed the m achine room  between the m ain
production  area an d our prim ary edit suite.
O ur production room  houses several design-
ers an d editors,  an d th eir m ain  work-
station s.  I t con n ects to th e m ach in e room
via a wooden  pocket door with  a soun d-
proof double-glass win dow. T h e production
staff can  see th e fron t of th e racks in  th e
m ach in e room  from  th eir ch airs an d keep
an eye on dubs, m onitors,  and such. 

O ver th e past several  years,  th e n um ber
of devices an d wires populatin g our
m ach in e room  h as n oticeably  decreased.
D ue to on l in e N L E s,  we’ve sim ply  stopped

work in g with  l in ear solution s.  W e keep 
a sm al l  com pon en t an alog production
switch er aroun d m ain ly  for routin g an d
occasion al  use.  W e’ve talked about replac-
in g i t with  a sm al l  digital  production
switch er,  but we’re n ot sure we n eed it.  O ur
racks n ow con tain  m an y  flavors of V T R s,
routin g an d distribution  gear,  v ideo m on i-
tors,  scopes,  a bit of audio gear,  an d a m od-
est bank of duplicators.  

Accessin g th e back  of racks for cabl in g
usual ly  eats up a fai r  am oun t of square
footage.  A 5 x 10–foot access area uses 
50 square feet.  At a bui ldin g cost of $100 
per foot,  th at space is worth  $5,000.  
To avoid wastin g th is space,  I  in stalled large
double doors in  th e wal l  between  th e 
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The Economics 
of Studio Real Estate

Ihave always preferred owning a building
instead of leasing. O wning offers greater con-

trol over my destiny and provides some finan-
cial diversification—a valuable thing in an
industry where expensive equipment depreci-
ates faster than you can revise your financial
statement.  But owning isn’t always the right
solution. It depends on your circumstances and
on the real estate market in which you operate.

Leasing a 4,000-square-foot office in
Lafayette,  LA,  might cost $40,000 to $60,000 

a year.  Rates in an average building cost about
$10 to $15 per foot,  per year,  including all
operational expenses.  If you have space cus-
tomized to your needs, you will pay those reno-
vation costs one way or another.  You might pay
for the upgrades yourself and be granted 
a lower lease rate,  or you might have your land-
lord pay for it and pay a higher lease rate.

In Lafayette,  buying an existing office build-
ing that’s around 5,000 to 10,000 square feet
will probably cost $50 to $100 per square foot.
Building a new building will cost between $100
and $150 per square foot.  Lease costs are fairly
easy to figure out,  so to compare ownership
and leasing,  you must develop an accurate
breakdown of acquisition and operation costs.  

For round numbers,  let’s look at the costs
associated with a $500,000 property.  To get
financing,  you’ ll have to have $100,000 in
cash,  so you’ ll finance $400,000.  With a 15-
year note,  at today’s low interest rates,  debt
service will run about $3,500 per month or
$42,000 per year.  

Property managers in Lafayette estimate
operating costs at $4 to $5 per foot, per year; so
figure about $30,000 per year.  O perating costs
include utilities, janitorial, maintenance, property
taxes,  insurance,  and lawn service.  O f course,
you can save money by doing some of this your-
self, but that depends on the value of your time. 

When comparing owning and renting,
don’t include expenses that are unchanged 

During the renovation, Allain tapped his
experience building furniture to perform
some of the finish carpentry himself.

Recessing video and audio monitors into
the wall in the Edit 1 suite freed up space 
on the suite’s main desk. Panels at the bot-
tom of the wall provide rear access from 
the machine room to the equipment under
the desk.



corridor an d th e m ach in e room ,  an d
backed th e racks up to th at door open in g.
T he doors give us convenient access to four
racks,  an d wh en  we’re don e cabl in g,  th ey
close to h ide any m ess.  

T his approach could create an overheat-
in g problem ,  so i f  y ou borrow i t for y our
facility,  rem em ber to provide adequate ven-
ti lation .  W e h ave a work in g solution ,  but
we’re bui ldin g a m ore com plete cool in g
an d deh um idification  system . I n  Lafayette,
we never need to add hum idity.

An oth er wooden  pocket door with  
a double-glazed win dow con n ects th e
m ach in e room  with  our m ain  edit room .
Again ,  an  editor can  see th e fron t of th e
racks from  his or her chair.  Because the edit
room  sh ares a com m on  wal l  with  th e
m ach in e room , we were able to build wh at
we cal l  a m on itor wal l .  Between  th e two

room s sits a series of fram ed plywood pan -
els with  cut-outs for audio and video m oni-
tors.  T h e cabl in g an d h eat m ove to th e
m ach in e room ,  wh i le th e m on itors an gle
subtly into the edit room . 

T h e back  of th e edit table can  be
accessed from  the m achine room  through a
rem ovable panel,  saving space and creating
a n eat in stal lation .  But m ovin g th e table
again st th e wal l  created a n ew problem .
T h e two large Avid C R T  m on itors th at 
form erly  protruded over th e rear of table
h ad to be m oved forward.  T h is created 
an  un com fortable v iewin g distan ce an d
crowded th e key board an d m ouse,  so we
decided to replace th e large m on itors with
m uch shallower LC D  displays.  W e were sur-
prised by h ow little h eat th e L C D  m on itors
gen erated,  an d h ow m uch  m ore com fort-
able the edit room  becam e.

This Old Studio F E A T U R E

in either scenario,  such as phone and data,
advertising,  and payroll.  These affect what 
you can pay overall,  but they don’t change 
the comparison. 

O f course,  these are all approximate 
numbers,  but here’s how it might break down.
Expect ownership to cost you more in the short
run.  For a leased,  4,000-square-foot space,
you’re looking at $40,000 to $60,000 a year.
O wning the same space might cost $10,000 to
$20,000 more. But we’re not done yet.

You also lose the use of that $100,000 down
payment.  Depending on how well you invest,
that’s worth about $6,000 per year.  So you
could easily see a scenario where you’d spend an
extra $20,000 to $30,000, per year, to own. But

you’ll probably build equity at about that same
rate to offset the extra expenses.

In the end,  it isn’t a given that ownership is
the better financial decision.  Leasing and own-
ing could cost about the same,  or owning
could cost more.  O wnership starts to make
sense when you can get into a property for less
than the going rate or when you can reduce
costs by leasing out some of your space.  You
might get some psychological benefit from
ownership,  but be careful not to get emotion-
ally involved—this is business.

Buy or build?
If you decide to buy,  you will need to decide 
if you want an existing space or will build 

your own.  N ew construction usually costs
more,  at least in our market.  O n the 
other hand,  new construction lets you better
predict costs.

At 8,000 square feet,  my building new
could have cost well over a million dollars.  
I invested a good deal less.  In my case,  
I simply could not have justified compar-
able new construction.  Buying and reno-
vating an existing building reduced my 
per-square-foot price.  It also afforded me 
the luxury of easy expansion to the second-
floor space and rental revenue in the 
interim.  As soon as I see the revenue from
actual tenants,  I’ ll be convinced I made 
a good investment. �
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Accessing the rear of the machine-room
racks from the neighboring hallway rather
than in the room itself saves valuable
square footage.

The nearly 100-foot hall of the finished 
first floor needs art on the walls, but is 
otherwise finished.



For th e walls of th e edit room , we ch ose an  acoustic wall  cover-
in g.  You’ve probably  seen  th is stuff in  th eaters.  I t looks l ike 
a cross between  corduroy an d carpet.  I t is attractive,  durable,  com -
fortable,  an d of course i t quiets th e room . T h is stuff is a bit ex pen -
sive, but worth  it in  an  area as im portant as the m ain  edit suite.

Beh in d th e editor,  we created th ree levels of seatin g.  I m m edi-
ately beh in d an d n early adjacen t,  we h ave two office ch airs for pro-
ducers workin g closely  with  th e editor.  A bit farth er back,  a leath er
couch lets the client be a bit less involved or just take a break. I n  the
rear of th e room ,  we bui l t a riser 15 in ch es h igh .  Sin gle stai rs on
both  sides of th e couch  lets cl ien ts step up to th e elevated position .
A desk  atop th e riser equipped with  ph on e,  electric outlet,  an d
E th ern et provides a work  space for cl ien ts wh o n eed to h ook up 
a laptop or spread out a script.

For edit room  l igh tin g,  we added two recessed l igh ts over th e
edit table an d two cen tered between  th e couch  an d th e riser desk .
W e keep th e room  very  dark ,  so th e l igh ts create a bit of glare.  I ’m
ex perim enting with  different lam ps in  the recessed fix ture and with
addin g a lon ger baffle or sn oot to th e l igh ts th at restricts th e beam
to a narrow downward pattern .

I n  the production and a few other room s, I  replaced the standard
ligh ts with  parabolic fluorescen t fix tures th at m in im ize glare.  Each
th ree-tube fix ture can  l igh t on e,  two,  or th ree tubes,  providin g a
ran ge of l igh tin g levels.  M y  staff gen eral ly  prefers less l igh t th an  
a typical office and likes th is solution.

W e’ v e dedi cated a l arge room  for  our  studi o sh oots.  A  l arger
soun d stage an d worksh op adjacen t to th e m ain  bui ldin g m ay  be
a few y ears away,  so we’ re doi n g wh at we can  to m ak e th i s space
usable n ow.  I  al ready  in stal led a drop-cei l in g grid to h old th e AC
ven ts an d th e fluorescen t l igh ts,  but I  in ten d to leave several  ti les
out to add a bi t of  work i n g h ei gh t.  T h e gr i d i s at 9  feet an d th e
cei l i n g,  wh i ch  I  spray ed wi th  an  acousti c m ater i al ,  i s at 10 .  
T h e room  m easures about 15 x 24 feet,  an d by  sh ootin g th rough  
a door way  from  an  adj acen t storage room ,  we can  get about 30
feet from  th e opposi te wal l .  W e plan  to add curtain  h an gers with
curved corn ers on  th ree wal ls to h old backdrops.  I t ’s n ot a h uge
soun d stage,  but i t wi l l  suffice n icely  for th e tim e bein g.  

T h e adjacen t storage room  th at open s in to th e studio h olds 
field production  gear an d part of our tape l ibrary.  Storin g our field
gear adjacen t to th e studio provides con ven ien t access durin g 
a studio shoot.  

O th er spaces in clude an  am ple con feren ce room ,  th ree large
ex ecutive offices,  a full  kitchen, and a spacious owner’s office.  W hen
we’re ready  to ex pan d to th e secon d floor,  we h ave 15 offices
upstairs waitin g for us.  W e can  n ow en joy  con siderable growth
before we run out of space.

As of th is writin g,  we’re sti l l  n ot fin ish ed;  our pun ch  l ist is sti l l
pun ch in g back .  W e’re lookin g forward to puttin g away  th e h am -
m ers and drills and returning to our day jobs. T he Sunday real estate
section  h as lost i ts appeal ,  an d I  n o lon ger drive by  lots th at aren ’t
on m y way hom e. T he studio is ready. T he ex cuses are gone. I t’s tim e
to get back to work. �

Chris Allain has operated Vidox Image &  Data (www.vidox.com) since
1982 and is a longtime contributor to industry journals.  He co-
organized the O pen Studio Round Tables and Developer’s C onference
and hasn’t missed an N AB exhibit since 1980.

F E A T U R E This Old Studio

I DECIDED THAT TOO MUCH 
CUSTOMIZING WOULD COST MORE AND

HURT FUTURE RESALE VALUE.  IT’S FAIRLY
UNLIKELY,  IF I EVER DECIDE TO SELL,  

THAT I’LL FIND ANOTHER VIDEO 
PRODUCTION COMPANY TO BUY.




