
Free Fallinô
CrashCam takes stunt photography to the limit in XXX

By Andrew Takeuchi

ñLike a million dollar egg-drop,ò was camera operator Ed Gutentagôs quick de-
scription of the challenge he faced on the new feature XXX, running multiple 
video cameras on a car plunging 800 feet into a river gorge. While apt, the 
phrase hardly does justice to the research and design ingenuity that went into 
the remarkable stunt. 

Originally approached by the ýlmôs prop department, who were looking for 
realistic looking camera crash housings, Ed Gutentag of CrashCam had no idea 
that this brief meeting would lead to one of the most unusual jobs of his career.

The prop department visit developed out of a referral from Panavision. Al-
though CrashCam had only been in business for a couple of years, Gutentag 
and his partner, cinematographer Michael Kelem had built a solid reputation 
for their company and equipment by providing quality equipment as well as 
experienced service and project consultation. 

CrashCam evolved out of discussions the two had while working together on 
the action unit of Chill Factor. Gutentag, at the time an assistant cameraman 
with considerable experience in action photography and Kelem, a cinematog-
rapher known for his aerial work, had been talking over ways to streamline 
stunt work. Existing crash housings were decidedly low-tech, sturdy, but 
requiring time-consuming effort to change exposure or focus settings. Using 
off-the-shelf components, Gutentag and Kelem designed a crash housing sys-
tem that smoothly integrated remote control of iris, focus, camera speed and 
start/stop, along with video tap and microwave transmitter into a resilient, low proýle housing.

The resulting CrashCam system was an immediate success, a durable, easy to use system with advanced electronic con-
trols. Kelem says the name has become something of a generic term for crash housings, ñlike Kleenex is to tissue.ò So 
when the prop department from XXX went looking for someone to build them a custom camcorder housing, they were 
sent directly to Gutentag and Kelem.

The scene in question involves a stunt in which Xander, the lead played by Vin Diesel, surfs a stolen Corvette over the 
side of an 800 foot high bridge, parachuting off the car as it plunges into oblivion. In the script, Xander and his crew of 
extreme sports fanatics plant video camcorders on the car to record the stunt for posterity (and of course, laughs).

When XXX director Rob Cohen decided he wanted to include the ñfootageò from the car-mounted camcorders in the ýlm, 
Gutentag received a call. What had originally been conceived, as props would now house working cameras. 

ñWe need to pull the impact away from the recording device,ò Gutentag told Cohen, explaining that no camcorder would 
survive that sort of drop with the tape intact. The solution would have to involve separating the recording decks from the 
relatively light protection offered by the small camera housings. After some thought, Gutentag suggested using Sony XC 
999 lipstick cameras in small custom housings with cables sending a picture signal to DV record decks in custom crash 
housings in the trunk.




