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Soap opera artists enjoy 
steady work, even in a 
slow economy 
By Keith Loria 

It might not offer the 

prestige or the pay of a film or 

prime-time show, but soap opera work has 

its merits, as make-up artists who’ve done 

it have discovered. We asked artists who work (or used 
to work) on soaps shot in New York City about the rewards and the 
challenges they’ve discovered in daytime drama.

Job stability, it turns out, is one of  the biggest benefits of  working 
in soaps. “Where else in the industry does a make-up artist have a 
steady gig 250 days of  the year?” asked Kevin James Bennett, who 
worked on several soaps from 1995-2003 and now serves as director 

of  artistry and development for the cosmetics company Make Up For 
Ever. “It’s a steady job, it’s a steady paycheck and it’s fun.”

The four New York-based soaps (The Guiding Light, As The World 
Turns, One Life to Life, All My Children) each have a key make-

up artist and two other full-timers on staff, supplemented by 
day players or revolving staff. Although budget cuts have 
hit soaps hard in recent years, the make-up departments 
have stuck with this staff  formula and artists have enjoyed 
steady work.

“I don’t think any of  my co-workers had a contract, 
so technically, all of  us were day players, albeit, there 
were definite regulars who were considered, for lack of  a 
better term, ‘staff,’” said Julie Teel, department head for 
HBO’s In Treatment and a seven-year soap vet who worked 

on All My Children and The Guiding Light. “Many of  us did 
float around to various soaps but it was in the best inter-

est for them to keep a regular rotation of  the same people 
to keep the comfort level of  everyone in the production. It 
was a good level of  security because a few days a week were 
always expected.”

That kind of  stability seems to foster close ties among cast 
and crew, who have time to get to know each other. For All 
My Children department head Robin Kaiser, one of  the best 
things about working on a daytime drama is the family atmo-
sphere that develops between the actors and artists.

“The make-up room is kind of  like a kitchen in a house,” 
she said. “All the actors come and hang out and eat lunch 
together and we’re kind of  like a dysfunctional family. We 
care about what happens and have gone through births and 
deaths and marriages and breakups together. That’s kind of  
nice.”

On the other hand, artists on these shows face their share 
of  challenges, some of  which stem from a time crunch. 
Daytime artists generally have two or three hours to get a cast 
of  20-30 ready for camera. The soaps are also shooting one 
hour of  television a day, compared to a prime-time show that 

gets seven to nine days to shoot an equal 
amount of  time.

“The biggest challenge is always 
speed and time. I always say the 
best training ground for this busi-
ness … is soaps because it’s 
all about trying to beat the 
clock and saving money and 
getting them to the set on 
time,”  said Paul Gebbia, 
key make-up artist for 
The Guiding Light; he has 
worked on the show for 
16 years. “You need to 
be fast, learn to work 
together as a team, learn 
shortcuts that can be 
taken and learn how to 
deal with the actors and 
the psychology to keep 
them happy and move 
them along.” 

Within that challenge lies 
another: keeping make-up 
consistent. It requires taking 
photos and keeping logs on the 
type of  make-up used for every 
actor in every scene. 

“A lot of  people don’t understand that 
we tape out of  order on daytime, so it’s up to 
me to keep the continuity straight,” said Eldo Ray 

Estes, the key make-up artist and a four-time 
Emmy® winner for As The World Turns. “We may 

be taping three-four days simultaneously and the 
day is shot in accordance to what set is being 
used, not on how it is shown. It’s up to me to 
know what an actor may be doing in that epi-

sode, so it involves make-up changes throughout 
the day and I need to keep track of  who is doing 

what during each scene.”
And there are budgets to consider. “With the recent 

budget cuts in daytime, I will have to keep my buying to a 
minimum,” Kaiser said. “For instance, I order monthly and 
this January I didn’t order anything, trying to keep costs 
down.”

The over-the-top drama on soap 
operas—in any given year, there may be a tornado, a fire, 
multiple murders and injuries for hospital scenes—can 
also require intensive work and quick thinking, although 
it’s also what keeps things interesting.

“We need to create the special effects for all of  these 
scenarios,” said Renate Long, the department head for 
One Life to Life—she is celebrating her 25th year with the 
soap this year. “We need to do cuts and bruises and gunshot 
wounds and stabbings. It’s never boring and I love that aspect 
of  the job.”

So far, New York-based soap artists haven’t had to adjust to 
high definition, although All My Children does shoot using HD 
cameras and broadcasts with more of  a film look. That did 
create some challenges at first.
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Robin Kaiser clowns around with 
All My Children’s Michael Knight 
(top); Marianne Skiba preps 
daytime queen Susan Lucci.
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“It was hit or miss when we first started, so we had 
to adjust some things,” Kaiser said. “Sometimes, it 

was a little too bright and the paler people were 
too pale. But it’s now a much softer look and 

has more of  a film feel.”

But make-up artists 
throughout the industry are preparing 
themselves for the future, since the 
L.A.-based show The Young and the 
Restless has already won acclaim for 
broadcasting in high definition.

“We’re looking ahead and we will 
be ready if  and when it comes,” 
Gebbia said. “One of  the cosmetic 
companies is offering a course on 
digital and I’ll be attending that, so 
I am prepared and will teach my 
staff.”

Gebbia also needed to change 
his technique about five years ago 
when The Guiding Light’s new execu-

tive producer, Ellen Wheeler, decided 
to change the look of  the show and 

started filming 50 percent on location 
and the other half  under very natural 

light in the studio.
“She wanted a more natural look, more 

earth tones, which works beautifully. We 
shoot in regular daylight two days a week and 

the style I developed is geared towards being out-
doors,” he said. “We’re looking for a very natural, 

unmade look. That can be more challenging because 
you are dealing with female actresses who want 

to look made up, but you need to do what’s best 
for the lighting you have and find a balance.”

Soap artists must also deal with a certain 
industry snobbery. For years, daytime has been 
stigmatized as not requiring “real” acting, and 
soaps are often considered the ugly stepsister 
when it comes to television production. 

“I think soap operas sometimes get a bad rap, 
not only from acting but from the make-up standpoint 

… my team [and I] really strive to keep the make-
up as character- and plot-driven as possible,” said 

Estes. “A lot of  people think on soaps [that] 
people are always made up 24/7 and I think if  
you tune in to the show, it’s much more in the 
lines of  film. Someone’s not waking up from the 
dead of  sleep with a full face of  make-up on. 
We try to keep it more realistic and I am really 
proud of  that.”

In fact, several make-up artists who have left 
the soap world have found that its inclusion on 

their resumes may be considered a negative thing 
and that no matter how much experience they 

have as artists, their soap work isn’t always taken 
seriously.
“You get lost working on soaps because no one in 

the industry knows about you, because you are inside the 
studio every day. I’ve never really heard of  anyone building 

“I've been using Iwata airbrushes for 
over 15 years as a makeup artist. Iwata 
airbrushes are the best for what we 
do in the makeup industry.”
— Barry R. Koper

“After using many of 
the other airbrushes, 
I can say Iwata has 
always come through 
for me!”
— Joe Podnar

“We used the Iwata Revolution airbrushes almost 
exclusively for Resident Evil 3.  Thin lines, thick lines, 
with several brands of airbrush makeup and almost 
never clogged.  They are durable and well balanced 
to keep concentration more on the makeup and 
less on the cramp in your hand.”
— Michael Mosher

"From daily challenges with HD cameras to the kind 
of makeups we do, Iwata airbrushes have always 
come through for me. They adapt well to the rigors 
of the film and TV industries and it's hard for me to 
imagine doing my job without one!" 
— Todd McIntosh

“When ever I need to airbrush a 
makeup, Iwata airbrushes and 
compressors are my personal choice.  
They are always dependable.  I never 
leave home without them.”
— Brad Look

www.iwata-medea.comwww.iwata-medea.com

Iwata Eclipse CS

The Choice of Professional Makeup Artists

Iwata Hi-Line CH

The Choice of Professional Makeup Artists

Eldo Ray Estes 
gives actress Kelly 
Menighan Hensley 
lip service (top); 
One Life to Live 
department head 
Renate Long, a 25-
year soap veteran, 
at work.
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a make-up career off  of  daytime,” said Bennett. “I 
walked out of  As the World Turns with two Emmys 
under my belt and no one knew me or cared. I 
had to pound on doors, work on pilots and 
reality shows, do editorial work and print ads 
to get myself  known.”

It’s a misconception, 
however, that make-up artists on soaps 
aren’t prepared for prime time or film; 
they may actually be more so, because 
they know how to work quickly, they 
do special make-up effects and full body 
make-up and they understand many of  
the technical issues of  production. 

Marianne Skiba spent a decade working 
on soaps, including as the personal make-up 
artist for Susan Lucci, the queen of  daytime 
TV. Skiba now heads the make-up department 
of  Law & Order.

“It’s really looked down upon in the industry 
and let me tell you, there are really a lot of  people 
who couldn’t cut it on the soaps,” she said. “To be a 
make-up artist on a soap is a test of  your mettle, because 
of  the amount of  work that needs to be done in such a short 
time. When I was on All My Children, we were doing 60-70 
pages a day, but on Law & Order, we get about seven-nine 
pages a day. My day is so different here. There’s so much 
more time to plan what’s going on and there’s a higher level 
of  respect.”

One of  the downsides to working on a New York-
based soap, rather than a West Coast soap, is the 
amount of  space available for the make-up depart-
ment. A roomy Brooklyn studio houses As the 
World Turns, but the artists who work on The 
Guiding Light, All My Children and One Life 
to Live all have minimal space. The latter 
two actually share the room with the hair 
department.

“I never liked that, because it’s two 
different departments and you always 
resent being roped in together as one,” 
Skiba said. “The production assumes 
that the time allotted for hair and 
make-up is one amount of  time for 
both. They tend to schedule for the 
room, not the service.”

But with all the challenges that these 
daytime make-up artists face, almost all 
of  them are thrilled to have worked in 
the industry and built their craft. They 
understand the skill that it takes and are 
happy when they see one of  their own suc-
ceed in film or on prime time.

“There’s still a stigma, and people who work 
in soaps are very underrated and don’t get the 
kudos they deserve,” Bennett said, “but they are as 
talented as anyone in the business.”  MA

Kaiser with Rebecca 
Budig; Estes works on 
actress Noelle Beck.

Ka
ise

r p
ho

to
 c

ou
rte

sy
 K

ai
se

r; 
Es

te
s p

ho
to

 c
ou

rte
sy

 E
st

es
.

50 Make-Up Artist  Number 77


