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The Magic Maker
Special effects makeup wizard
RJ Haddy believes art is the
way forward for his home state.
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T

he year is 2057. The third World
War has completely destroyed
everything. Almost Heaven,
West Virginia now looks like a
scene from a post-apocalyptic
movie. But despite the damage,
the world can be restored. And
it’s all up to you.
It’s going to be a big job. You’ll have to time-travel into
the past to scavenge materials to rebuild this dystopian
world. But lucky for you, you have Charleston makeup
artist and entrepreneur RJ Haddy as your guide.
Your journey starts in a large, discreet brick building
on Charleston’s East End

From the Hills to Hollywood

Haddy shows how
staff will monitor
guests’ progress in
his escape rooms.
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Haddy admits he was a “weird kid.” Growing up in
Charleston, he was the kid who dressed up all the
time—not just for Halloween. “I wanted to be The
Joker, I wanted to be Dracula. I didn’t become a makeup
artist because I wanted to put makeup on someone else.
I wanted to wear it,” he says.
He also loved puppets. The movie Beetlejuice changed
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his life, because it was the first time he realized there
were people inside those puppets, bringing them to
life. He had dreams of becoming an actor. Then, in
high school, he won several awards for his makeup and
artwork. That led to makeup school in California, after
which he got a job at Alterian Studios, working on movies
like Batman and Robin, There’s Something About Mary,
and Contact under the direction of renowned makeup and
special effects designer Tony Gardner.
He spent time in Atlanta teaching classes on makeup and
special effects artistry before returning to Charleston in 2001
to work at Capital High School, where he taught makeup,
theatre, writing, and design. Then television came calling.
Haddy first gained national attention in 2011 as a
contestant on the second season of the Syfy reality show
Face Off, which pits special effects makeup artists against
one another to see who can create the best horror and
science fiction prostheses. He was a finalist and fanfavorite, which is why producers brought him back to
compete in the fifth season of the show.
He now keeps a banner from his time on Face Off
hanging in his workshop space, and Haddy still gleefully
recounts his time on the show—the drama, the fun,
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the interactions with the judges. But he has a different focus now.
Instead of making a director’s vision come to life on the screen,
Haddy is working on his own ideas—to make a better future for his
hometown.

COURTESY OF RJ HADDY

Turning Back Time

The large, nondescript brick building on Charleston’s East End
once belonged to Haddy’s aunt and uncle, who owned Haddy’s
Prime Beef. His father also worked here, and Haddy recalls
spending countless hours there as a child. “We’d run through and
beat on the sides of beef like we were Rocky,” he says.
The building later served as a vaccine depot for the state
Department of Health and Human Resources. Then it sat empty for
a while. Haddy and his sister Anne Marie have now taken over the
space, and the two have big plans.
Haddy calls the building Rad F/X Atelier. “Atelier is just a fancy
French word for workshop,” Haddy says, his deep and infectious
laugh echoing through the building. “Every artist wants to have
an atelier, so this is mine.” There’s a costume shop. Haddy plans to
build a podcasting studio for the public to rent. The area that was
once the Haddy’s Prime Beef freezer is now an open workshop space
where Haddy plans to host classes, art exhibits, and other artsrelated public events.

TOP Visitors to Outta Time will unlock
challenges through puzzle games, like this
chessboard in the “Poe room.”
BOTTOM Haddy applies prosthetic makeup at
one of his workshops.
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Haddy’s workshop is packed with hidden
treasures from previous projects.
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But for right now, Haddy’s main focus at Rad F/X
Atelier is Out of Time, Inc., an escape room business he
and his team spent months dreaming up and building.
There will be gears hanging and swirling from the
ceiling, artificial intelligence to explain the escape room’s
rules and mission, and actors to guide guests on their
journey. And that’s just the waiting room.
Once they have completed a small mission in the
waiting area, guests will head through a door and back
in time—to Edgar Allan Poe’s writing studio, set exactly
the way it was the day he died. “As our time travel cadet,
we’re sending you back in time to his writing study,
the day after his death in 1849. There is a rumored
unpublished manuscript hiding somewhere. It could be
worth millions today,” Haddy explains. “If you bring it
into the future, we can preserve it for all time or we can
sell it on the black market.”
Inside, participants will follow a series of clues
and play several games on their quest to find the lost
manuscript. There are odes to Poe’s famous works
throughout the room, and many of the game’s clues
incorporate details from his stories. All the decorations
in the room were either built by Haddy or found at the
Habitat for Humanity ReStore in Charleston.
Out of Time, Inc., will eventually include other
rooms, too, like a funeral parlor and a gypsy caravan.
“They’re all on the darker side of the spectrum, but
they’re not haunted house-y,” he says.”Don’t think of it as
a haunted house, think of it like Scooby Doo–level.”

“Art is Everything”

Haddy doesn’t see himself as the weird kid anymore.
There’s another word he’ll use to describe himself, and it’s
a big motivating factor for everything he does: progressive.
Even though he would find more opportunities to do
his work in a place like Los Angeles or Atlanta, Haddy
has discovered he loves West Virginia and Charleston
just as much as his work. And he wants to see them both
succeed. “I love my hometown,” he says. “I see bad stuff on
the news and I felt like if people like me don’t stay here, it’s
going to get eaten up by that stuff.”
So what’s Haddy’s weapon for combating the bad
news? The arts, of course. And not just the traditional
folk art many think of when they think of West Virginia.
With his Rad F/X Atelier, he wants to teach others, learn
from others, and create with others. He wants to create
a community of artists, and he wants everyone to realize
that art plays a role in everything from politics to science
and everything in between.
“We don’t take art seriously enough. Art is in
everything. Everything that you touch, an artist had to
design. Think about that. Nobody thinks about that,”
he says. “We don’t give it the importance it deserves,
and I don’t know why.”
For more information about Haddy and his work,
visit www.rjhaddy.com. If you are interested in taking
one of Haddy’s special effects makeup classes, which he
holds one weekend each month, visit www.fjsfxu.com or
www.facebook/rjsfxu. w

A neon sign for
Haddy's soonto-open escape
room business.
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