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FROM THE EDITOR

Welcome to Issue #86, probably the most logistically difficult 
issue I have ever put together, and along with it a changed world.

I won’t go into detail about the state of our industry; I am 
hoping this magazine can be a bit of an escape from the day-
to-day, a look into some of the incredible work that Australian 
cinematographers had achieved before the pandemic. 
Because we will be back.

The talented Mandy Walker ACS ASC chats to us about her 
work on the epic, fantasy film Mulan for Disney. What a feat! I 
can’t wait for restrictions to be lifted and catch this one on the 
big screen.

Among other features, Josh Mckie details his experiences 
shooting the huge musical K-12 with artist Melanie Martinez. 
If you haven’t seen this, track it down. We then chat with 
Andrew Strahorn on shooting the action-filled television series 
9-1-1: Lone Star for FOX. And we have a story on Charlie 
Sarroff’s work on the new horror-thriller Relic for director 
Natalie Erika James.

We are also featuring a conversation between Australian 
cinematographer Nicola Daley ACS and American 
cinematographer Alan Caso ASC. The pair recently 
collaborated on shooting television series Paradise Lost.

We look at some terrific Australian short films including 
Bender with Alex Cardy and Shepherds Pie with Hossein 
Khodabandehloo. There’s a documentary about India’s ‘death 
hotels’, an Adelaide-shot film called Awoken, and a web series 
called Cloudy River. Plus, examine the incredible O Homem 
Cordial in our ‘Spotlight in Brazil’ section.

Then we have two important stories for you; the first is the 
history of Steadicam operating in Australia, and the second is 
the very relevant shift toward teaching cinematography online. 
Both very good reads and I encourage to check them both 
out.

So again, we’ve jam-packed this issue and hope that you can 
use all this unexepected free time to enjoy reading the magazine 
as much as we have enjoyed putting it all together for you.

Until next time, peace.

James Cunningham
Editor,
Australian Cinematographer Magazine

FROM THE PRESIDENT

Greetings to you all.

In days gone by we really only had to concern ourselves with 
the numbers relating to film stocks; 5247, 5245, 5293, 5218 
and numerous other derivatives, but now we have to consider 
COVID-19.

We have had to adjust over an extremely short period of time 
to a disastrous state of affairs and deal with a virus that has 
decimated our industry on a global level. I am certain that we 
have all learned a great deal about ourselves and those we 
work with, but I am proud to say that I have seen nothing but 
good from amongst our members and colleagues and I have 
experienced a great sense of family and belonging among 
many with whom I may only cross paths with occasionally, in 
spite of what is happening around them. The overall generosity 
of spirit and the coming together of all facets of our industry is 
truly heart warming and leaves me with a great sense of pride.

It must be said that our Federal Government has indeed 
worked diligently to put many initiatives in place designed to 
assist so many areas of the community in order to soften the 
blow, but sadly been remiss in acknowledging certain sectors 
of our industry that have indeed ‘fallen through the cracks’ and 
still need recognition and support from Government.

We need it to be clear as to who can benefit from JobSeeker 
or JobKeeper, and we plan in the coming weeks to assist 
our members with a webinar that will help allay any fears and 
provide all that is required to make an informed decision. 
There are questions specific to our industry that need a clear 
and defined response, and until we have that there will be 
many in our industry who will remain disadvantaged.

The generosity of Australians is renowned, and includes the 
Society itself. We as a group are always available to lend a  
hand, to be sure that in times of crisis we make a conscious 
effort to look out for our colleagues, recognise the warning 
signs, and act instinctively. It is in our DNA to help, and the 
ACS is built on a solid foundation of care and compassion.

Please understand, if you need to talk, and need to genuinely 
be listened to, simply contact me, but above all stay safe.

Ron Johanson OAM ACS
National President,
Australian Cinematographers Society
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Young medical student Karla (Sara 
West) is desperately trying to save her 
brother (Eric Thomson) from a terminal 
sleep illness called Fatal Familial 
Insomnia, where one is unable to sleep 
until you die. On her quest to help him, 
a more sinister reason for his condition 
is revealed.

Awoken was the first feature for both 
myself and long time collaborator Daniel 
J. Phillips. Written and directed by 
Phillips, Awoken is a $2.7 million-dollar 
horror film starring Thomson and West.

I credit the Australian Cinematographers 
Society (ACS) with a large part of why 
I was able to shoot this film. The year 
before, I was tasked with shooting a 
proof-of-concept short film which was 
to help find financing for the feature 
version. I submitted that short into the 
South Australian ACS Awards in 2017 
and was absolutely blown away when 
it won the Milton Ingerson Award for 
best entry of the year. I believe this 
award was a large factor in convincing 
producers to take a chance on a first 
time cinematographer and for that I am 
forever grateful. 

During pre-production I worked with the 
director to shot list and floor plan the 
majority of the film. This and the prior 
working relationship I had with Phillips 
allowed for a shorthand that I feel was 
integral in allowing us to stay consistent, 

make our days and keep our heads.

We shot Awoken over twenty-nine 
days, shooting in Hendon Studios 
in Adelaide with some location work 
in the old Royal Adelaide Hospital 
which was empty at the time and has 
since been demolished. A key stylistic 
choice I wanted to bring to the film and 
one that we had tested on the short 
was the concept of working within a 
triadic colour scheme. As the film is 
thematically about possession, visually 
I wanted to split it into three parts, 
each with a different colour and each 
representing a part of the Christian ideal 
of heaven, earth and hell. 

As a result, the beginning of the film 
was designed to be primarily blue and 
‘safe’ until shit begins to hit the fan and 
then we are in an underground facility 
lit primarily with sickly green fluorescent 
tubes. Finally, the film culminates in 
a battle between the forces of good 
and evil, the film is lit completely by 
candlelight. 

Speaking of this final confrontation, I 
really wanted to achieve this lighting 
practically and managed to shoot 
the whole sequence without any film 
lights. This necessitated using triple 
wicked candles and a floating key light, 
consisting of a shelf of candles with a 
bounce board backing attached to a 
C-stand. Safety first!

I guess not many people watching will 
notice but I personally really appreciate 
watching it back and seeing the actual 
candle flame reflected in their eyes 
during some of those close-ups. On 
top of this we just had a few visual 
rules we set for ourselves which really 
helped to keep things consistent. This 
included longer lenses when she’s 
claustrophobically trapped underground 
and saving handheld again for when the 
‘shit hits the fan’.

“I credit the ACS with a 
large part of why I was 
able to shoot this film.”

Awoken was such a great learning 
experience for me and one I don’t 
think I’ll ever forget. I can’t thank my 
team of Jules Wurm, Sam Steinle, Ian 
Routledge, Robertto Karas, Josh Koster 
and Warren Luxford enough. Last year, 
I was fortunate enough to receive an 
ACS Gold Award and I would have 
been celebrating at the national awards 
around this time, if it were not for the 
dire times we find ourselves in. 

Awoken is soon to be released to view 
on demand in all the major territories 
worldwide. 

Michael Tessari is a cinematographer working 

Australia-wide since he graduated university  

with honours in cinematography in 2012.

AWOKEN
South Australian cinematographer Michael Tessari shoots his first feature film,  

Awoken, for director Daniel J. Phillips - by Michael Tessari
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A scene from ‘Awoken’ - DOP Michael Tessari
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In early 2018, I found myself spending 
an afternoon with director Laura Nagy 
and some friends filming vignettes 
around the Balmain Peninsula in New 
South Wales. We were putting together 
the pieces for a script that Nagy had 
written and was seeking funding for. 

We have been working together since 
we first met at film school in 2010. 
Since then, we’ve been creating a 
shared language of references and 
approach to story which feel they have 
culminated in the short film Hook Up.

The initial test footage we shot, Nagy 
would edit into a mood reel to apply for 
funding for the project. Eventually it won 
the Melbourne Queer Film Festival’s 
inaugural ‘Pitch Pleez!’ initiative and 
the team were given a small amount of 
funding to make the film for the 2020 
festival. 

Hook Up is a short coming-of age-
about two teen girls, Lucy (Jillian 
Nguyen) and Alice (Kirsty Marillier). 
These young friends are going on a 
Tinder date with two older men. When 
the line between flirtation and consent 
become increasingly blurred and Alice 
is placed in danger, Lucy must decide 
how best to act to protect Alice, and 
in the process, realises the deeper 
feelings she holds for her best friend. 

The film explores the modern teen 

experience in a social media world and 

demonstrates how mobile phones can 

be weaponised.

“The director and I had 
quite a strong vision 
for the final look of 

the project, keeping it 
naturalistic and moody.”

We had a few months lead up to the 

shoot to work on pre-production on the 

odd weekend and over coffee catch-

ups. Since some of the conceptual 

work had been completed previously 

in putting together the application for 

funding, this process was more about 

questioning whether we were still 

excited by those ideas and revisiting 

some of our reference films, from Ginger 

and Rosa (2012, cinematography by 

Robbie Ryan BSC ISC) to Mustang 

(2015, cinematography by David 

Chizallet and Ersin Gok). 

An ARRI Alexa Mini kit was donated 

to us by production company, Paper 

Moose and knowing that we were going 

to be shooting mostly night, I was keen 

to use uncoated Super Speeds. These 

were provided by the supportive and 

knowledgable Nic Godoy at Panavision.

The Super Speeds were a perfect fit 
for this film, we leaned into flares of the 
sunset, car headlights and particularly 
the camera flash of the mobile phone. It 
was an attempt to remind the audience 
of Lucy’s desire to spend the night 
with her best friend for whom she has 
feelings, and in contrast to how dark her 
situation becomes.

Although Hook Up is an ensemble cast, 
we tried whenever possible to reinforce 
that this was a story being told from 
the perspective of Lucy. Enhancing 
the hope and romance of the sunset 
with Alice and the disappointment and 
awkwardness of the Tinder date with 
Mitch (Travis Jeffery) and Jason (Joshua 
McElroy). 

One of the moments where Lucy’s 
perspective is strongest visually is a 
moment where the group are stoned 
in a car and we can see Lucy’s point-
of-view through the rear view mirror. 
Alice is almost unconscious in the back 
seat with Mitch and Jason taking up 
the frame on either side of her. Further 
compressed, distorted and made small 
by the thin mirror. 

Like most short films, our biggest 
limitation was budget. This meant that 

HOOK UP
Emma Paine shoots the award-winning short film Hook Up  

for friend and director Laura Nagy - by Emma Paine

10 / ACS BRIEF

A scene from short film ‘Hook Up’ - DOP Emma Paine



we had to be particularly flexible with 
lighting. Our kit was made up of only 
two Titan Tubes and a light mat, so of 
course this made me incredibly nervous 
for a film that was mostly shot at night. 

This fed into our decisions about 
location and led us to an abandoned 
parking spot in Balmain that had a view 
of the city for some background texture 
and a cool tone street lamp that could 
do a little bit of work as ambience. I also 
ended up buying battery LED lights from 
Bunnings to use in the car and we had 
some spare car batteries on set for a 
scene that played out in front of the car 
headlights. 

We had four days to shoot and we 
scheduled three of those with sunsets 
so we could play the opening few 
scenes with the beauty of natural light 
setting up the characters expectations 
of the night ahead. 

Our nights got longer throughout the 
shoot and, I have to admit, I’m always 
surprised when everyone shows up for 
a night shoot on a short film. 

First assistant camera Cameron 
Johnson put in an incredible amount of 
work and was wonderful to have on set. 
We also had Isabelle Laurent as second 
assistant camera as well as Andy Diep, 

Pat Wieks and Steve Chen juggling the 
role of lighting assistant across different 
nights. 

When our gaffer had to pull out at the 
last minute due to injury, I was deeply 
impressed by everyone’s willingness to 
read the lighting plans and just jump in 
and trust it would all come together.

“A lovely bonus was 
also that Nagy won Best 

Director for the film, 
which I think is very 

deserving.”

Despite having only one day to grade 
the film, the talented Justin Tran was 
able to pull it off effortlessly. The director 
and I had quite a strong vision for the 
final look of the project, keeping it 
naturalistic and moody. If anything, we 
mostly wanted to lean in to what we 
had captured on set and enhancing 
colour contrast between the night 
exteriors and warm tones of the car 
interior. 

Although the Melbourne Queer Film 
Festival was cut short after four days 
because of Covid-19 restrictions, we 
were incredibly grateful that the film was 
able to screen on the opening night of 
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the festival. A lovely bonus was also 
that Nagy won Best Director for the film, 
which I think is very deserving. 

Nagy’s previous work includes Bodies, 
which premiered at the Vancouver 
International Film Festival; We Will a 
viral short film in support of marriage 
equality; and is currently developing 
Masc, a webseries exploring masculinity 
from the perspective of female and non-
binary filmmakers, supported by Screen 
Australia.

Despite the challenges and nights 
spent on a freezing cliff, working as the 
cinematographer on Hook Up was a 
genuinely enjoyable experience with 
new and old friends. 

Although I take on far fewer short films 
now, one of the things that does keep 
drawing me back is the challenge of 
making sure the cinematography is 
lifting the story even when resources are 
limited. These shoots bring you back to 
basics and allow you to explore stories 
outside of the mainstream. 

Emma Paine is an Australian 

 cinematographer based in Sydney. 



Cloudy River was co-created by author 

Sophie Hardcastle and director Charlie 

Ford. It explores the dramatic and 

humorous escapades of a couple in an 

open-relationship who have just moved 

in together.

Ford and I have a lot of mutual friends 

so we’d met briefly on a few occasions. 

After a discussion at a house party he 

asked me if I would help bring their 

vision to life. After several discussions, 

we knew we needed something small 

and compact that would be less 

intrusive in small intimate locations. 

I wanted the actors to feel like there 

wasn’t ever a camera in the room with 

them as majority of the story plays out 

inside their home.

We decided to go with a RED Epic 

Dragon for few reasons; I actually own 

the camera so this was extremely 

helpful because we knew there was 

going to be some shots we needed 

to get either side of the primary shoot 

schedule. We also made the decision 

that most of the film would be hand 

held so I needed something light weight 

that I could operate for some very long 

dialogue scenes, but then also quickly 

chuck it on a jib or Steadicam. 

For lenses we used an old set of Zeiss 
Super Speeds from Panavision and 
added Black Pro-Mist filters to create a 
creamy and soft look to the image. 

Production designer Karla Milat and 
I have been good friends for years, 
however this was our first time working 
together. Milat would help me by 
sourcing some great practical lights like 
lamps and daisy chain garden lights. 
In a bar scene when Cloudy (Rebecca 
Robertson) discovers Holly (Indigo 
Sparke) performing with her band, we 
decided to use some iridescent tinsel 
curtains in the background. This really 
caught all the lights and created nice 
bokeh in the background. 

“This really caught all 
the lights and created 

nice bokeh in the 
background.”

Following this scene, they are walking 
down a tunnel on their way home. On 
the location scout we really liked one 
tunnel in particular but thought the 
fluorescent lights were not quite bold 
enough. We came up with the idea to 
gel each light so as they made their way 
through the tunnel, they would travel 

through a rainbow of different colours. 

Not only was this just a practical, visual 
effect it also became a tribute to the 
rainbow flag of the queer community. 
We removed the gels once we finished 
shooting at that location, then a few 
weeks later someone must have 
seen us filming or it’s just a strange 
coincidence, but they decided to make 
it a permanent feature of that tunnel in 
Newtown.

My main influence at this time was Sean 
Bobbitt BSC, who shot my favourite 
film The Place Beyond The Pines 

(2012). Like myself, he comes from a 
background in documentary and uses a 
lot of hand held operating. 

From the beginning I knew this was 
an episodic series and not a movie 
so that definitely influenced the way I 
shot this. If Cloudy River were a feature 
film, I would have shot it differently. 
I approached most of the shoot in a 
kind of documentary style. I was very 
familiar with the script so I would watch 
the rehearsal and I would react to the 
story in front of me. I instantly knew 
where the audience should be and we’d 
continue to block the scene, sometimes 
the directors would even let me go for a 

CLOUDY RIVER
Jack Shepherd shoots bold new series Cloudy River about an artist, Cloudy, and her lover,  

River, whose relationship is put to the test - by Jack Shepherd

12 / ACS BRIEF
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‘wild one’ where I’d just go with my gut 
as if it were a documentary. That all just 
came naturally to me. 

We had a small crew for this as it was 
very much an independent production. 
My first assistant camera, Thomas 
Austin, was with me all through except 
for some pick up scenes. Then I would 
have second assistants camera who 
would rotate days depending on 
availabilities. I operated the camera 
and pulled focus myself for the whole 
shoot except for the scenes we used 
Steadicam or an underwater housing 
for the camera. Jason Rodrigues was 
my Steadicam operator and I also 
had Spencer Frost as my underwater 
operator for the ocean and pool scenes. 

A lot of the locations were chosen by 
the directors and producer. Due to the 
fast production schedule I was only 
able to scout a handful of the locations. 
This meant most of the time I would be 
seeing a location for the first time when I 
arrived on set. 

I didn’t have a gaffer so I was doing all 
the lighting myself. I worked a lot with 
shaping natural light, practical light 
sources and a very small lighting kit 
consisting only of LEDs. I used coloured 

gels a lot to create the strong colour 
pallet of the film. 

I sat in on multiple sessions with editor 
Laurence van Camp at The Editors; this 
was purely out of curiosity as I knew the 
directors had a strong vision for what 
they wanted. I was only able to attend 
one colour grade session with our 
colourist, Matt Fezz, where we created 
a look for the series. I’ve worked a lot 
with Fezz and completely trusted him to 
finish it off over the following week. The 
directors and producer also sat in on 
just about every session with him. 

“From the beginning 
I knew this was an 

episodic series and not a 
movie so that definitely 

influenced the way I 
shot this.”

I particularly love the opening scene of 
Cloudy River. I feel like it really injects 
the audience straight into the intimacy 
of the relationship between Cloudy and 
River (Rowan Davie). I really enjoyed 
shooting the swooping overhead jib 
shots mixed with some macro close-
ups.

Shooting this series was a great 
experience for me and I was lucky to 
share it with some amazing people. I 
learnt so much about telling a story in 
long form and I’m looking forward to 
taking that knowledge and experience 
onto my next narrative film projects. 

Like most cinematographers, there’s a 
lot I would have done differently as I’ve 
grown so much in the time since we 
shot this. However I wouldn’t change 
anything because at the end of the day, 
this series is the result of a group of 
young friends who came together to tell 
a personal story and contribute to the 
presence of GLBTIQ+ stories on screen. 
In saying that, however, I’ll definitely be 
pushing for a gaffer on Season two! 

I’ve just finished up on a few projects 
including a short drama, a documentary 
and a music video. We’re currently in 
the middle of COVID-19 restrictions so 
I’ve been focusing on film photography 
and studying Tableau photographers. 

Jack Shepherd is a Sydney-based 

cinematographer who has experience in  

various fields of professional filmmaking. 
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On the eve before the results of the 
Australian Marriage Equality Postal 
Vote are announced, two men hook up 
after an online meeting before their car 
breaks down in the middle of nowhere. 

Bender was developed from inspiring 
visuals which Alex Cardy had collected 
over the years, combined with the 
aesthetic of the mostly non-actor key 
cast. Instead of working from a script, 
the director and cinematographer 
created a wordless photographic 
treatment which was broken down 
scene by scene, with images. “I 
originally approached it as a fashion 
film but when I teamed up with co-
director Bonnie Moir we developed it 
into more of a narrative project,” says 
Cardy.

“I had come across our lead actor, 
Matt Hickmott, on Instagram and 
thought he had a great look and really 
wanted to work with him,” explains 
Cardy. “I also love the music of New 
York rapper Lakutis and the sound 
design work of Lachlan Harris so 
wanted to involve them in the project. 
Overall, the film is a melting pot of 
locations, images, cast and sounds 
that I always thought would be great 
to film or accompany visuals.”

This ‘hook-up story’ had been gestating 
for a while for Cardy but the film kicked 
into production after the Australian 

marriage plebiscite. This became the 
backdrop to the story. Cardy felt more 
driven to make something that touched 
on the effect this event had on the 
queer communities.

“I directed the film because I wanted 
to have the ultimate control over the 
visuals and, on a personal level, share 
a little bit of my perspective on this 
political event,” says Cardy.

“Overall, the film is a 
melting pot of locations, 
images, cast and sounds 
I always thought would 

be great to film or 
accompany visuals.”

Cardy says she always leans towards 
vintage lenses. “The Cooke Speed 
Panchros are beautiful,” she says. 
“They have the right amount of 
softness and most of all they are 
sympathetic on skin and eyes.” It was 
important for Cardy to have and use 
gear which played into the tenderness 
and vulnerability in men on screen. 
“There is a lot of skin in this film so 
they help with that too!”

Cardy collaborated with stylists Connor 
McCabe and Angus Green, who are 
friends, and whom Cardy says have 
great personal styles and understood 

the world she was building. “Our 
lead, Matt Hickmott, had a great 
look too, so provided most of his own 
wardrobe,” she says.

On this project, Cardy explains she was 
inspired in part by the work of French 
cinematographer Hélène Louvart AFC 
on Beach Rats (2017), as well as Ryan 
McGinley’s photography.

“Choosing the locations was 
paramount to the story and in some 
cases preliminary to the treatment,” 
says Cardy. “We built the scenes 
around specific locations that I loved 
or thought had good potential.” 

Cardy also operated the camera herself. 
“I like to pull focus myself, especially 
when it’s hand-held,” she says.

The cinematographer and director 
works a lot with colourist Kali Bateman, 
who Cardy says is extremely talented 
and intuitive. “She brought a lot of 
creativity to the grade,” says Cardy. 

Bateman spent several years working 
at Melbourne boutique post-production 
house The Refinery where she had the 
privilege to work with many of Australia’s 
most experienced colourist and online 
artist on iconic commercials for high-
end cars and alcoholic beverages. This 
gave her insight into varying approaches 
to colouring, that helped her to develop 
her unique approach.

BENDER
Selected for this year’s Melbourne Queer Film Festival, Alex Cardy  

both directs and shoots short film Bender - by Slade Phillips
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The film was original quite warm, 
but Bateman cooled it all off while 
maintaining emotional warmth and 
intimacy. There was little dialogue in 
the script so Lachlan Harris, the film’s 
sound designer, created complex 
atmospheres that were delivered 
effortlessly and communicated so much 
to the final film.

“It was a low budget film so we had a 
lot of challenges,” says Cardy. “I have 
a new appreciation for first assistants 
director, since we didn’t have one on 
this film.”

“I like the opening scene in the 
apartment, the afternoon light brought 
out the softness in a pretty visceral 
and potentially-aggressive sex scene,” 

she says. “I also like the last scene 
at the river; we got lucky with the 
overcast conditions that day.” 

“I also like the last 
scene at the river; we got 
lucky with the overcast 
conditions that day.”

At the moment Cardy is sticking solely 
to cinematography work. “While 
directing was fun, just filming is more 
fun,” she says. Cardy has some long-
form projects in the works including 
director Rhys Graham’s next feature 
Lover and Jessica Barclay-Lawton’s 
film ZEF, as well as some documentary 
projects she is looking forward to.

Prior to filming Bender, Cardy has 
worked on award-winning feature 
films, short films, music videos and 
across numerous fashion festivals 
and campaigns. Her previous full-
time positions include, senior video 
producer across New Musical Express 
and Look Magazines and a creative 
producer at Vice within VICE Lab, a 
department geared around producing 
groundbreaking, thought-provoking, 
and creative interstitial content for SBS 
Viceland in Australia and Viceland NZ in 
New Zealand.

Alex Cardy has worked on award-winning feature 

films, short films, music videos and across 

numerous fashion festivals and  

advertising campaigns.
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I remember getting an email late in 

2018 informing me of a project green 

lit in India about some mysterious 

‘Death Hotels’. I was intrigued to say 

the least. India had always been a 

place I wanted to work in and the story 

sounded insane! Weeks later I was on 

a Skype with producer Charu Menon 

from Heckler in Sydney and director 

Dan Braga.

We quickly realised that nothing 

can prepare you for filming in India. 

Absolutely everything is hard. Pre-

production was a mix of making loose 

plans using available information from 

our awesome team in India, led by 

Sid Bhavnani and Neha Gowda, and 

problem solving everything else from 

Australia. By problem solving, I mean 

absolutely every detail. I literally got my 

Visa at the last possible hour.

Gear hire was another huge hurdle. 

Varanasi, in the northern Indian state 

of Uttar Pradesh, is super remote but 

Menon, our producer, was a boss. 

Never taking no for an answer she 

somehow found a set of Hawk V-Lites 

which I had requested for the project. 

I chose the V-Lites for their beautiful 

distortion and texture, especially on 

the edge of frame. This felt like the 

right match for a wild story that was 

real but seemed so other-worldly. I felt 

these lenses would capture the story 

in a way that would help allow peoples 

imagination flow. 

Naturally I paired them with an ARRI 

Alexa Mini. Knowing the temperatures 

we would be facing and the amount 

of scenes in either super-low light or 

extreme daylight I wanted the Mini 

knowing it would perform flawlessly 

while complementing our lenses 

perfectly.

Details aside, finally arriving to location 

in Varanasi felt like we had already 

won the war. However, it was only just 

beginning. While I was tech scouting, 

our first assistant camera, who is 

my good mate and award-winning 

cinematographer himself, Esteban 

Rivera, was in Mumbai dealing with 

the hire company. They didn’t have the 

equipment which we had hired months 

in advance. Two days were spent 

rigging ancient battle worn gear to build 

the jankiest rig you’ve ever seen.

Challenges aside, when our whole 

team arrived in town the anticipation 

was all time as we braced for a wild 

five days shooting. The heat was 47 

degrees each day. Combine that with 

smells of burning bodies, sewage, dirty 

animals and sweat. Sensory overload is 

an understatement. A lot of the shoot 

was super run-and-gun as Braga had 

wanted to stick close to reality. It was 

a great challenge arriving to whatever 

chaos was ensuing on a location and 

then find what was important. 

To help inform my decisions in this I 

set strong visual rules for key parts of 

the story. For our interviews I based 

camera angle on belief of the person. 

We started with lower hero style shots 

of our believers on their pursuit for 

enlightenment. Then moved up to eye 

level for neutral characters and a slight 

high angle for our unbelievers who were 

taking advantage of the believers for 

financial gain.

What had really stuck out to me during 

pre-production is just how separate the 

hotels felt from the rest of the craziness 

in India. With this in mind anything 

spiritual such as the hotels themselves 

or the ghats – which are riverfront 

steps leading to the banks of the River 

Ganges – and holy people I used the 

tripod or Movi to create slow reflective 

movements or statics. Then, once we 

were in the streets I went hand-held to 

match the crazy, chaotic pace of life and 

build clearly a visual separation from the 

hotels. As for the rest of my choices, 

they were based on the cards we were 

dealt on arrival to each location.

Day three saw me nearly dead in a 

hospital from heat exhaustion. My 

‘Easyrig’ turned out to be a fake and 

broke in the first minute of holding the 

camera. I had spent two days muscling 

BY THE RIVER
Caleb Ware travels to India for a documentary on their ‘death hotels’,  

winning a Gold Award at the QLD & NT ACS Awards last year - by Caleb Ware
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the camera and Movi to keep the show 

going. Sweating out all my fluids during 

the sixteen-hour days saw me lose 

10kg of fluids in ten-hours. I had heat 

stroke and was unable to work. 

The team stepped up big time to cover 

the day’s events. Thankfully, I made 

a miracle recovery for the next day’s 

call at 3.00am. I had been so sick 

they flew in an Indian cinematographer 

replacement, called Bakul, in case I 

didn’t recover. She was an amazing 

help that ended up translating and 

occasionally operating for me when I 

was too weak to carry the camera on 

the last two days. 

A unique addition to the trip was having 

our editor, Andrew Holmes along for 

the ride. This was a huge asset as 

there was a tight turn around on the 

job. Having him on site meant he was 

processing dailies and selects from the 

day before as we were shooting. Having 

this helped us review and shape the 

story as it unfolded and plan better for 

the next day.

Perhaps the most confronting moment 

of the trip was showering of an evening 

and washing human ashes out of my 

hair. Nothing can really prepare you for 

that. To have been so close to these 

bodies as they left this world through 

fire was a challenging and confronting 

thing. 

Life seems to be treated worthlessly 
there and I remember being told people 
wouldn’t show emotion at the pyres 
as their loved ones were burned. It’s 
because of this that one of my favourite 
moments came out of our final morning 
shooting at the local Ghat which burns 
bodies twenty-four hours a day. It was 
in the early hours of dawn, the lighting 
was gross and everything looked 
different from our scout.

“Combine that with 
smells of burning 

bodies, sewage, dirty 
animals and sweat. 

Sensory overload is an 
understatement.”

Initially I was pretty lost and couldn’t 
get a flow. I was distracted by the 
smells, death and craziness around 
me. However, as I was filming a burning 
body, I saw a man in his final moments 
of saying farewell to a loved one. The 
tears running down his cheeks and pain 
in his eyes were devastatingly powerful. 
Here, where they say life doesn’t matter, 
I witnessed human love and care in one 
of the darkest, dirtiest places I have ever 
stood. That moment was priceless.

From the pits of haggard hotels housing 
dying people, and the dirty pyres filled 
with burning bodies, to the chaos of 

local markets and extreme heat our 
resilience was tested every day but 
the team remained strong and were 
rewarded with some stunning moments. 
Sunrises and sunsets on the Ganges, 
beautiful conversations with dedicated, 
passionate people and a glimpse into a 
world and tradition not readily accessed 
or captured.

Finishing the shoot and returning home 
was a triumphant achievement. Our 
crew overcame a myriad of challenges, 
faced impossible odds and walked 
away with a beautiful story from a world 
so alien to our own. I learnt a lot from 
working in an environment of harsh 
limitations on every side. Whilst this was 
the hardest job I’ve ever undertaken, it 
would be up there in my favourite trips 
to date. 

Our dedicated post-production team 
went on to finish the documentary in 
under a month to make deadlines for 
submissions. This was a team effort 
in every sense with involvement from 
all over the world and I look forward 
to seeing where it goes. Until then By 
the River, is now in festivals and will be 
distributed internationally next year.

Caleb Ware is an award-winning Australian 

cinematographer, shooting both nationally and 

internationally.
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MULAN
From New Zealand director Niki Caro MNZM (Whale Rider),  

and Australian cinematographer Mandy Walker ACS ASC  
(Hidden Figures), a young Chinese maiden (Liu Yifei)  

disguises herself as a male warrior in order to save her father  

and fight for her country in Disney’s live-action epic Mulan.

- interview by Claire Marsh

Liu Yifei is Hua Mulan in Disney’s ‘Mulan’ - DOP Mandy Walker ACS ASC, IMAGE Walt Disney Pictures



AC Firstly, thanks so much for taking the time to  
 speak with me. Can you tell me a little about the 

story of Mulan?

MW Well, basically, the Emperor of China (Jet Li) declares  
 war and every family has to send one man or boy to 

fight. Mulan’s (Liu Yifei) father volunteers to go but his legs 

were injured in the last war and the family knows that he’s not 

going to fair too well going into battle like that. Mulan dresses 

up in his armour and joins the army as a male. It’s through 

Mulan’s training that she realises she’s an elite warrior. Mulan is 

enlisted as part of a group of highly-trained forces and is sent 

off to fight.

AC What attracted you to this project?

MW My daughter loved the original Disney film when she  
 was growing up. I’d seen the animation a number 

of times. I›d always wanted to work with director Niki Caro 

because I love her films. I always thought she was a very 

interesting filmmaker and loved that she has strong female 

characters in her films. When I found out that I had an 

interview with her I was so excited. Then I loved the script; so 

it was sort of a win-win for me when I got the job. It was great.

AC How did that relationship, with director Niki Caro,  
 go?

MW It was fantastic. During pre-production we took  
 a few trips to China together. We also looked at 

reference films and studied Chinese art and photography as 

we were working out the visual language of the film. It was 

very collaborative. We realised pretty quickly that we were 

on the same page, which was fantastic. Our director was 

very organised and a very quick thinker. I think I’m the same, 

so when we were on set together, I felt there was a real 

synchronicity with our decision-making.

I think one of the most important things that the director 
said to me at the beginning of filming was that Mulan is the 
centre of the film. I always had that in the back of my mind. 
Whenever we talked about coverage or the choreography of 
the fight scenes I was always thinking that the camera had to 
be with her. We were lucky that Liu Yifei did many of her own 
stunt sequences, which meant that we could concentrate on 
her face. It’s not like when there’s a stunt person doing it. We 
could have really long lenses and focus on her face. Niki Caro 
is a great collaborator, so with every department the visual 
language was consistent and we were all very organised as a 
team.

AC I’m interested by the fact that you were drawing  
 from Chinese art and design. Can you tell me how 

much that influenced the look of the film? 

MW I think a lot because even though we went for an  
 original visual language, you can kind of glean the 

essence of things that we had in our references. Like when 
we went into the Imperial City, the real Imperial City in China, 
we found the architecture to be very symmetrical. So it lends 
itself to having somebody in the centre of the frame. The 
composition of a lot of Chinese art follows that same style. 
We had it in the back of our minds, but we also wanted to find 
something new. 

During pre-production we also looked at films like Lawrence of 

Arabia (1962, cinematography by Freddie Young OBE BSC), 
and we watched a lot of Chinese martial art films because 
Mulan is an epic battle film.

I chose to shoot on a 65mm ARRI Alexa Digital because it’s 
the perfect tool for seeing big, epic landscape shots. It’s also 
a very intimate camera because it has a lower depth-of-field 
than shooting 35mm. When you’re on a close up you can 
drop the focus right off and be very intimate with the character. 
It’s pretty amazing that camera. I know that when they first 
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developed it, the camera was thought to be mainly used for 

visual effects, or to do big exteriors. What you realise while 

working with it is that it beautifully photographs peoples faces. 

I also had lenses custom made by Dan Sasaki at Panavision 

Woodland Hills. We had a portrait lens using glass based on 

a Petzval lens made in the United Kingdom that was from 

the 1800s which focuses on the centre of the lens, but then 

it drops off quite dramatically to the edges. When we wanted 

the audience to concentrate very much on her face we would 

use that lens, and then other people behind her would drop off 

and it really focused on her.

AC Having only seen the trailer, one of the first things  
 that struck me was the vibrancy of the colour 

pallet. Can you tell me a little about working with Grant 

Major (Lord of the Rings trilogy) and the production 

design team?

MW As well as being a version of the Chinese fable that  
 is set in ancient times it also is a Disney movie and 

has an aesthetic that we decided was beautiful as well as 

historical. 

We all worked really closely together to create the visual 

language; all the elements of what’s in the frame and how 

we see the characters. For instance, Mulan lives in a Fujian 

Tulou, which are ancient rural villages, built in the round. One 

important thing, which the director said right at the beginning, 

was that these Tulous shouldn’t feel old or antique; that their 

tools and clothes should reflect their present time. It shouldn’t 

be brown and grey and old looking. Also, the colour red 

was chosen for Mulan as her signature colour. That’s a very 

important part of the colour palette of the film.

AC It’s a very important colour in Chinese culture too,  
 isn’t it?

MW It is, yes. It’s a very important colour. The way we  
 approached colour represented that. In Mulan’s village, 

for example, there was much more colour and I went that 
way with the lighting as well. It’s very warm and inviting. Then 
obviously we’d get to a battle sequence and what we did was 
use hardly any colour. We dressed the opposing army in grey 
and brown so that Mulan would pop out in her red outfit. We 
chose a location that was very bland in colour as well, so that 
the audience would really be concentrating on her. 

We also spent a lot of time working with stunt people and 
the choreographers because the director had said she didn’t 
want it to be a ‘generic fighting sequence’. She wanted it to 
be elegant and controlled, especially Mulan’s fight sequence. 
When we would watch the stunts, we would think of camera 
moves and think of ways to capture how she moves through 
the air. She’s not a superhero, she doesn’t do anything 
supernatural, but she has abilities that most people don’t 
have. She has what’s called ‘Qi’, which is like an inner force. 

I haven’t done a battle movie before, so we looked at lots 
of battle scenes and I really looked at the cinematography. I 
thought it shouldn’t look like a boring mishmash, it should be 
something that feels like she has elegant control. I did that with 
the cameras as well, so that the movement of the camera and 
the framing is very specific to the action. 

AC The way you’re describing it makes me envision a  
 dance between yourself and the action. 

MW That’s exactly right. It’s very interesting that you  
 picked that up, because that’s exactly what we did. A 

lot of the time the camera was on a Scorpio Telescopic Crane 
with an Oculus head, which has multiple axis. We were able 
to spin around Mulan and dance with her exactly like that. A 
lot of her shots are filmed from the crane, and there was some 
Steadicam, cable-cam and Russian arm tracking vehicle. We 
were hardly ever hand-held. Generally we were on rigs that 
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followed the action because it allowed us greater control over 
movement. 

Actually, a lot of shots were designed in pre-visualisation. 
There were so many stunts involved, and the horse sequences 
were so complicated, that we had to plan it out in advance 
because we needed specific equipment in order to get those 
shots with seperate elements. Then a lot of our photography 
we tried to be ‘in camera’, so it wasn’t about having just green 
screen everywhere.

We would have as much set as we possibly could. It would be 
green screen extensions or skies but we limited it so that the 
actors felt like they were part of the environment. They weren’t 
acting just on green. And because we didn’t shoot in China; 
we only really shot scenic there; we shot the rest of it in New 
Zealand.

AC Oh wow, really?

MW Yes, so everything with actors we did in New Zealand.  
 We captured the desert and the landscapes in China 

with a few helicopter shots, then we built the Imperial Palace 
including all the rooms and the courtyard on a backlot. They 
were outside and they were real. 

AC It sounds like an epic feat. How long were you  
 shooting for? What did your shooting schedule 

look like?

MW It was actually pretty quick for a big action film. We  
 had seventy-four days scheduled and we came in on 

time. We were so organised. And we had to be. The director 
and I were very aware that this was the first time a film set 
this big had been run by women; female director, female 
cinematographer, female first assistant director and a female 
lead. We were very cognisant of everybody watching us for 
that reason. We were very determined to make it work.

From the very beginning I wanted the director to feel like 
she had the set. Most of the lighting is outside the set and 
that’s also how I would light locations. We had a huge throne 
room set and I would pre-rig the lighting from 360-degrees. 
Everything’s on a dimmer board. We would look one way and 
shoot, then by the time we turned the camera around I would 
already have turned the light around. It was very quick and 
efficient.

When we were in the Fujian Tulou, the exterior set for Mulan’s 
village, I had three very big 60ft x 40ft charcoal diffusion 
frames and we could shoot in any weather, at any time of day. 
I kept it pretty much in the shade, so that we would never be 
waiting for light and we never had to suddenly bring out lamps 
to match to sun when we lost it.

I had a great crew. I was working with Shaun Conway, 
who’s my gaffer, and has been my gaffer on many films. I 
think we started working together twenty-five years ago. We 
have a very close relationship and have developed our own 
shorthand. Once I explained to Conway the visual language 
and style he could really get in there and make it happen. He 
has a really good eye and is clever making his own lights and 
planning for quick turn arounds.

AC It’s invaluable to have a gaffer who knows what  
 you need, and can do it. 

MW Yes, exactly, so you’re not having to micromanage.  
 We also had at least two cameras on everything, and 

for some of the battle sequences we had five cameras. For 
the big scenes, the battle scenes, where we had sixty horses 
and a hundred soldiers, we had a military battle AD unit that 
worked with all the extras and actors in military manoeuvres 
and martial arts so that when it came time to rehearse they 
were ready to go. They knew, before they arrived on set, how 
to move together, walk together. They knew all the action. 
During their rehearsals the director and I would walk around 
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and find angles because, again, you can only do so much in 
pre-visualisation.

I had really good people on my crew. I tried to involve people 
collaboratively so they would never feel like they were just 
being bossed around or didn’t have a creative input. I include 
them in pre-production so they’re aware of the visual language 
of the movie. The director and I would talk to them everyday 
about what she wanted the scene to be saying story wise 
and the approach we should take. We were so happy and our 
crew were so enthusiastic.

AC What do you think was the most challenging  
 aspect of shooting Mulan?  

MW The most important aspect of my job is helping the  
 director tell the story to an audience. If I understand 

the story, and understand the images I have to tell that 
particular story, that’s the challenge I enjoy most. 

I think for me the most time consuming and logistical part of 
this film was the battle sequences. I mean every time I do a 
movie I choose a film that interests me story wise. And the 
fight sequences were one of the aspects of this particular 
project that were exciting because I’d never done anything like 
it before, so I found that a great challenge.

It was also about working out how to do things that serviced 
the director’s vision. I always kept that in the back of my mind. 
Being efficient, not going over budget, and getting the right 
people for the job. It’s the juggling of all the parts of my job 
that I actually love. 

AC How involved were you with the edit, and the  
 grade?

MW One of the most important aspects of cinematography,  
 now more than ever, is working with visual effects. I 

always try to set up a relationship with that department very 

early on in pre-production. They have to understand what I’m 
trying to achieve and what the director wants in every scene 
so that people don’t go off on their own tangent. Because that 
can happen with visual effects. I kept that relationship going 
throughout post-production, even while I’m working on other 
things.

What I would do afterwards is pop in and see what they’re 
doing, or they would do things like send me examples that 
they wanted to put behind a certain scene that was shot to be 
at dusk and I would say, well that one suits the lighting more 
than anything, that was more of a reference that I showed 
everyone when I went to light it. That type of thing.

We did a final grade pass for the director’s cut of Mulan. I went 
in and balanced things, and the director did ask to change the 
look of certain scenes after editing as it sometimes changes 
the timeline, or sometimes a director wants a slightly different 
feel after seeing how things sit together. A cinematographer 
has to keep the production flowing. We came back and did 
some additional photography, but not a lot. We added a 
couple of little scenes with a couple of changes of dialogue.

I worked with Natasha Leonnet, who is a colourist at Efilm, 
who I’ve worked with on quite a few films like Hidden Figures 

(2016) and The Mountain Between Us (2017). We did what’s 
called a ‘look bible’ where we go through the movie and pick 
a couple of shots from each scene and do a grade on them, 
and then the director would come in to have a look and give 
us feedback.

Then I went to start work on Baz Luhrmann’s ‘The Untitled 

Elvis project’, at that time in early pre-production. As I was 
based up in Queensland, what we did was each weekend for 
four weeks was to stream the digital intermediate (DI) image 
and sound from Efilm Hollywood through TVips to me in a DI 
suite at Cutting Edge on the Gold Coast. It’s a secure internet 
connection that is full-resolution and in real-time. I could watch 
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what they were doing in the edit suite while we’re talking on 
Skype.

Throughout each week the colourist would have gone through 
some scenes and I would go in on the weekends and spend a 
day making adjustments. Then the director would be watching 
on the same system at Disney, in between when she was 
sound mixing, and we got to grade the film like that. I actually 
still got to be very involved even though I was on the other 
side of the world, which is amazing. The technology we have 
now is absolutely incredible; you would not have been able 
to do this ten years ago. It’s not like I’m looking at some bad 
internet version on my computer, or a DVD or something, I’m 
actually watching, in real time, pretty close to full-resolution, 
what they are doing in the DI suite in Los Angeles. 

AC Do you have a favourite scene or sequence? Or  
 has something from the film stayed with you?

MW Yes, I do. The fight sequences with Mulan are some of  
 my favourites from any movie I’ve ever done. The film 

is also very emotional and I get emotional when I watch it. 

For example, the final twenty minutes of the movie, even 
though there was no spectacular visual fighting or exciting 
camera moves or anything going on, it’s still a very dramatic 
part of the movie. That sequence really resonates with me. 
To me, it means that we did shoot Mulan the right way. 
Storytelling is important. My job is not just about moving 
the camera for the sake of moving the camera or lighting 
something in a way that is visually showing off. Sometimes it’s 
not moving the camera, or it’s about picking the right lens for 
the right moment, or picking the right depth-of-field, or picking 
the right lighting situation so as not to take the audience out of 
the scene but enhance the right emotion. It may be a simple 
scene, photographically, but it’s one of the most emotional 
in the movie. I’m proud that we shot Mulan to express the 
journey of the main character. 

AC Looking back on those initial conversations with  
 Niki Caro, do you think you succeeded with what 

you were hoping to achieve? 

MW Yes. And more.

I always feel like the process of pre-production is exciting, 
working out how you’re going to shoot a particular film. It’s 
a development. First, I sit down with the director and go 
through the script and just talk about the story. I really want to 
understand the story they want to tell and learn the way they 
want to tell it, and how best to support them in that. While my 
job is very technical, we don’t talk technicalities at that stage. 
First and foremost I’m an artist and that’s a very important 
part of my job. I have to work with interpreting and expressing 
through visual language, the director’s vision. I have to 
understand the emotion in a scene and what’s going on with 
the character to be able to translate that to an audience. Once 
I understand the emotional message and the artistic images 
we are going for, then I can work out the technical way of 

achieving this.

I always go to Panavision and talk to the amazing Dan Sasaki, 
who is the lens guru at Woodland Hills who develops the 
lenses for me for each project. I could say to him, for instance, 
that I want this landscape to look like a particular painting and 
he interprets that in his ideas for lens building. Some of the 
lenses he developed for Mulan are painterly, epic landscape 
lenses. I don’t know how he does his magic; but he can do 
things with glass and coatings and moving the elements to 
create a look. Sasaki, for instance, mentioned to me that 
there was glass used in the 1800s that was designed for stills 
portraiture . And then he’d develop our lenses from scratch. 
It’s a combination of the artistic elements, the technical 
elements and the organisation.

AC  It’s alchemy. 

MW That’s right, exactly. A very important part of my job  
 is to be a General who is in charge of my crew and 

many units. Sometimes its up to two-hundred people working 
in my department. I have to organise, communicate and 
collaborate with them. There are all these elements that you’re 
juggling together to get what the director wants. It’s not just 
making pretty pictures, which is something I tell my students. 
I tell them, a cinematographer’s job is not just making a cool 
camera move or simply thinking about interesting lighting. 
It’s storytelling and how to get there. It’s having people come 
with you, who want to be with you, and who want to go on a 
journey with you.

AC I’m wondering if the ending of Mulan changed  
 much from the original, given the shifts we’ve 

seen in contemporary society as a result of things like the 

#metoo movement?

MW I think Mulan is a feminist story because it’s about a  
 woman finding out that she has special powers, and 

that she has an inner strength. I think the lesson of this film is 
that all women have this potential. That it’s something inside 
you that you have to discover for yourself. To discover your 
confidence and passion, and be brave, loyal and true.

AC You don’t have to give the game away. 

MW I can’t [laughs]. But let me just say, from the outset  
 the director had said, I want to make a film about 

a female warrior, and that’s what she did. We used to talk 
about ourselves on set and say, that in making this film we’re 
warriors (laughs). All women should be able to know they have 
that potential power.

AC It’s a fantastic message, and not just within the  
 story of Mulan, but in the story of making of the 

film. It’s incredibly impressive and really inspiring. 

MW Thank you. That’s what I hope. It’s why I want people  
 to know that this is the first time a film of this caliber 
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was made with all women at the top. Women who are running 

the set and running it well. We were really organised because 

we knew what we wanted and we were confidant. We were 

warriors. 

AC Absolutely. All credit to you. I can’t wait to see the  
 film. 

MW I’m very, very proud of it. 

AC You’re currently working on Elvis?

MW We were pre-production but are now in hiatus like  
 many projects 

AC Can you tell me a little about what drew you to  
 that story? 

MW Well, again I loved the script and story and what’s  
 important to me is collaborating with a director that I 

respect and who is a visionary, like Baz Luhrmann. I worked 

with him on Australia (2008) and also a couple of small films 

for luxury brand Chanel. When I met with him about Elvis he 

told me he’s been working on this for ten years or more. I 

got to read the script and I jumped at the chance because I 

love working with him. He’s a great collaborator. It’s another 

exciting but different project. I like to do different things and l 

like challenges. And I haven’t done a musical before.

It’s also a film about an iconic person and to me that’s really 
interesting. I suppose when I did Hidden Figures, digging in to 
the real life stories of those women was a big part of my job 
and I’ve started doing that now with Elvis Presley. Because 
the director and Catherine Martin, his wife and collaborator, 
have done so much initial research, right now I’m working 
out how we are going to approach actually putting that vision 
cinematographically onto the screen.

It’s been a very busy, exciting few months. It’s going to be 
really great once we are back up and running.  There are 
really good people working on Elvis so I’m having a ball. To go 
from one great project to another, I’m really lucky. Working on 
Mulan was a really amazing experience and I’m very proud of 
what we did.

AC You can’t ask for more than that, can you?

MW No, you really can’t.  

Mandy Walker ACS ASC is one of Australia’s most acclaimed and in-demand 

cinematographers having worked on a number of feature films including  

Love Serenade (1996), winner of the Camera d’Or at Cannes.

Claire Marsh is a director and 

script developer based in Melbourne. 
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K-12
A brave-hearted girl and her charming best friend  

make a bewitching pair as they embark on a musical mission  

to take down an oppressive school system. 

The visuals of Melanie Martinez’ epic K-12 have been  

expertly crafted by cinematographer Josh Mckie.

- by Josh Mckie



K-12 (spoken as ‘K through 12’, referring to the US school 
system spanning grades 1 through 12) was an ambitious and 
multi-faceted project: part musical, part narrative fantasy film 
and part music video collection; it’s most simply described 
as the feature length visual accompaniment to Melanie 
Martinez’s second album also titled K-12. As well as starring 
and performing in no less than thirteen musical pieces in the 
film, Martinez also wrote and co-directed the film alongside the 
wonderful Alissa Torvinen. 

I came onto K-12 on the back of a longstanding collaboration 
that existed between Martinez and myself, having shot ten 
or so music videos with her for her first album Crybaby, 
this large-scale project had long been discussed in the 
background. Martinez has such a unique and talented creative 
mind and the world she had built out previously was already 
so rich, we felt we’d established a strong visual aesthetic in 
those videos and it was a real point of excitement to be able 
to bring that to a new and bigger world for the feature length 
K-12 film.

Part of this expansion was moving the production to 
Budapest, Hungary, in order to utilise authentic locations 
more than we had in the past; the film is set in a sleep-away 
boarding school, a magical palace in pastel Rococo style. The 
move was crucial in the end and afforded us the opportunity 
to open up the world of our characters and the scope of our 
creativity, all whilst upping the scale of production.

We were lucky to have a solid six-week pre-production for 
the project; most of which was eaten up scouting and tech 
recce-ing. Incredible locations were on offer to us across all of 
Hungary and in Budapest, including some ten beautiful ornate 

Rococo-style buildings that would play for the school the story 
is set in; the crown jewel being the incredible Esterházy Palace 
in Fertòd - the ‘Hungarian Versailles’. 

Not only was there a lot to pre-production, but almost every 
location was a historical or heritage building that came with 
a set of strict guidelines for us to follow as a crew. Everything 
from lamp placement to camera rig restrictions to taking light 
meter readings to ensure our lighting wouldn’t fade the ageing 
wall paint. All of this put more pressure on us to be prepared 
early with lighting plans and tailored approaches that adhered 
to each location’s challenges.

We had to squeeze all of these locations into our 31-day 
shooting schedule, we also had to find time for a week of 
complex visual effects and set build work to shoot at Origo 
Studios in Budapest as well as complicated stunt driving 
scenes involving a custom pink school bus and several days 
of wire work with characters. Needless to say, this film was 
very, very ambitious in terms of what we were trying to pull off 
on the timeline.

I did spend some of our pre-production time testing cameras 
with the support of Sparks in Budapest who were immensely 
helpful throughout production. Originally, I had pushed 
for shooting on film with a mix of both 35mm and 16mm. 
Ultimately that didn’t feel like the right logistical approach as 
travelling all over Hungary to shoot the project would have 
meant carting the film around and delayed rushes every 
day so we moved away from film, despite everyone loving it 
aesthetically. The ARRI Alexa LF was fairly new then and an 
appealing option but at the time, in our region, the lens options 
available just weren’t what I was looking for. 
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In the end I opted for a combination I know and love; Alexa 

SXT and Panavision Primo primes with occasional B-camera 

work on an Alexa Mini, with the classic 17.5-75mm Primo 

Zoom. Additionally there is one small title sequence and 

flashback scene that we shot with Panavision G-Series 

anamorphic lenses. We shot the production RAW Open Gate, 

1.55 for everything other than some high-speed work, which 

gave added flexibility for post-production, re-framing and 

visual effects. 

I generally shot the Primos at a 2.8-4 stop throughout 

production and was happy to embrace the extra depth of field 

I would get at that stop on S35 versus the equivalent on Full 

Frame. I didn’t want to lose any of the beautiful background 

detail in our locations. I also tested filtration combinations 

and ended up shooting almost the entire film using various 

strengths of Black Glimmer Glass and LowCon stacked 

together, most commonly a half-strength for both.

I was lucky enough to be surrounded by an immensely 

talented crew from top to bottom. Production designer 

Fernanda Guerrero continually amazed me with her detailed 

and rich sets, notable on a film where everything was custom 

designed to meet a specific colour palette and tone. Much of 

the ‘look’ came from Guerrero’s beautifully crafted designs and 
I owe a lot of what we achieved in camera to her. 

My first assistant camera József Takács brought a wealth of 
experience and knowledge to the project. Not only is Takács 
a brilliant technician, he is a wonderful creative collaborator. 
I’ll never forget Takács arriving on set one day with a custom 
set of holographic filters that had been part of the personal 
filter collection of the late Vilmos Zsigmond HSC ASC, which 
we used in conjunction with multiple stacked split diopters 
for a point-of-view hallucination scene with the filters giving a 
wonderful rainbow effect that I had never seen before.  

From a lighting perspective we faced a lot of logistical 
challenges throughout production. We were shooting through 
the beginning of winter in Hungary which meant very short 
daylight hours. The look we were trying to achieve depended 
on big, soft, sun drenched windows throughout the story’s 
school which meant creating a consistent artificial daylight at 
all of our locations, in order to make our days. Very little of the 
film was shot using natural daylight. 

Given the vast number of locations my gaffer, Balázs Vákár, 
and his crew worked tirelessly planning different ingenious 
ways of rigging out larger HMI window units which for 
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us would normally consist of a series of ARRI M90s or 
18ks, direct through diffusion on windows or bounced off 
Ultrabounce and then broken with diffusion once more, 
depending on location. 

This would be our base layer each day and from there we 
augmented interior setups often leaning on an Octodome and 
Joker HMI setup and various LED sources. We would come 
in most mornings and have our window lighting roughed in 
and pre-rigged and from there would tweak it and block, then 
pepper in our interior units to suit. 

Perhaps our biggest lighting setup was a large-scale night 
exterior at one of our main locations, the Esterházy Palace, 
which played for the exterior facade of the school. In the final 
scene of the film the school is lifted high into the air in a giant 
bubble as a school full of freed students run out across the 
school grounds into a maze of hedges. 

Shot over two-and-a-half nights this was definitely one of the 
more challenging setups I’ve faced in my career. Lighting the 
interior of the school was a series of tungsten units, primarily 
5ks dimmed low to add warmth. As our main exterior sources 
we created a 20x20 softbox which housed ten Skypanel S60s, 
all dialled to 9,000k or 10,000k for a cool top lit moonlight 
in the foreground, this sat high above set on a construction 
crane. We then had a second crane planted as far away as 
we could on the grounds, a hundred meters or so, fitted out 
with an array of 2xM40s, 2xM90s and an 18k, which our gaffer 
named our poor-man’s SoftSun. 

The lamps were arranged with the 18k in the centre, flanked 
by the M90s and the M40s so that we could control the 
spread and feather of the array. This provided a larger area 

wash of moonlight to the grounds. At times when the scene 
moved closer to the array we would pan off to use just the 
edge of the source or cover it in a drape of Full Gridcloth 
to reduce its harshness. We also added a half Colour 
Temperature Blue (CTB) to the entire rig to closer match it with 
our Skypanel softbox. 

At one point we even panned it all the way off and just used 
the returning bounce off the grid cloth. All of this as the 
camera was jumping between different configurations in sub-
zero degree weather, including a 60ft Galaxy crane, Steadicam 
and dolly and jib, made for an exceptionally challenging few 
nights. 

In terms of camera movement my key grip Tibor Gazdig and 
I favoured a Grip Factory Munich multi-jib and two-axis Mini 
Scorpio Head mounted on a JL Fischer Model 10 Dolly for 
much of the production. I love the precision of operating with 
wheels and we had a lot of large open interiors that could 
accommodate the jib. Working this way allowed me to quickly 
and effortlessly place camera and add subtle movement to 
shots without having to lay track all of the time. We would 
often glide the jib over classroom desks or other obstacles. 
I love the weightless feeling that movement gave us. We 
supplemented this with Steadicam and traditional Dolly 
movement where needed, using Steadicam in particular to 
cover more of the free flowing dance sequences. 

One of my favourite camera rigs that we designed helped 
us cover the opening seven minutes of the film, where a bus 
full of students travel to school for the first time. We had two 
days to shoot out the scene, which included the bus interiors, 
drone exteriors and a sequence in which the bus crashes into 
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a lake and sinks. Tasked with having to grab so much interior 

coverage on a cramped moving bus, we needed to create a 

camera rig that would be quick and easy to move, and that I 

could operate remotely in order to change frame as the bus 

drove. 

We used the Mini Scorpio Head underslung on a slider 

attached to a speed rail dolly system that we fitted to the 

ceiling of the bus interior. Between takes we could shift the 

head and slider up and down the centre aisle of the bus to 

wherever we needed it, secure and then slide left or right on 

the slider if I needed to get closer to a character seated either 

side of the aisle. From there I could operate remotely from 

the front of the bus as we drove, without this novel setup we 

would never have been able to cover the whole scene in such 

a short window of time. After our first successful day shooting 

the scene I fondly remember Gazdig smiling to me and saying 

“This is Balkan Hollywood!” 

The stunt bus crash sequence we shot with a Mini Cooper 

pursuit car and fitted with a Flight Head Mini 3. We shot the 

underwater portion on blue screen later in our schedule. 

Post-production, including all of the beautifully finished visual 

effects work, was performed by Frame 48, a Los Angeles 
based post-production partner. They were so supportive 
and helpful throughout production, always offering creative 
solutions to push the film forward. Bryan Smaller with 
Company 3 coloured the film and took great care to smooth 
our soft pastel palette together into a cohesive whole. 

Looking back, I loved the experience of shooting K-12. It 
pushed me in many ways but was a joy creating so many 
different and vibrant looks. Shooting abroad is always an 
enriching and unique life experience that we as filmmakers are 
privileged to access; everyone in Hungary was so warm and 
open to us. 

Personally, I learn so much from immersive working in a 
different country and culture, and the entire crew on this 
project was so willing and generous. A big thank you to 
everyone who was part of the production, including my partner 
who came along for the ride with our then three-month-old 
son and supported me through everything. I’m so proud of the 
work we all put into this film and everything we managed to 
achieve.

Josh Mckie is an Australian cinematographer based in New York.
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DEAD TO ME
The hit Netflix series Dead to Me stars Christina Applegate  

and Linda Cardellini as grieving women who bond during therapy.  

Season two returns with Australian cinematographer  

Toby Oliver ACS behind the camera.

- by James Cunningham



Jen (Christina Appplegate) and Charlie (Sam Mccarthy) in season two of ‘Dead to Me’ - DOP Toby Oliver ACS, PHOTO Saeed Adyani



Jen (Christina Applegate), Judy (Linda Cardellini) and the lies 
that entwine them are back. Picking up in the aftermath of 
that bloody backyard reveal, the irrepressible pair once again 
struggle to keep their secrets buried. With a surprising new 
visitor in town and Detective Perez (Diana Maria Riva) hot on 
their heels, Jen and Judy take drastic measures to protect 
their loved ones and each other… no matter the cost.

From Emmy Award-winning creator Liz Feldman, Dead to 
Me returns for an addictively dark second season, where the 
stakes are higher, the friendship is deeper and the traumas 
that bond loom larger than ever before. Cinematographer Toby 
Oliver ACS hadn’t seen the first season of the Netflix series 
Dead to Me, but came across it while he was shooting Barb 
and Star go to Vista del Mar in Mexico.

“I had not seen the first season but I’d heard of it,” says 
Oliver. “There was a connection through the production 
company, Garry Sanchez Productions (Will Ferrell’s 
company). There was a producer who crossed over and she 
mentioned they were looking for a cinematographer.” That 
producer then asked Oliver if he was interested in meeting Liz 
Feldman, the showrunner on Dead to Me.

“I watched the first season quickly, then met Feldman via 
Skype and was luckily asked to come on board,” says Oliver. 
Pre-production on Dead to Me began just three days after the 
cinematographer wrapped on Barb and Star go to Vista del 
Mar. “No turnaround for me on this one!”

Oliver spoke briefly with season one cinematographer, Daniel 
Moder, and there was certainly an intention to follow on from 
the look that Moder created in the first season. “Also to refine 

it a bit more, especially in looking after the leading ladies 
and making sure they looked their best,” explains Oliver. 

To that end, while Oliver used the same camera system, 

full-frame Sony Venice, he changed the lenses from Leica to 

Cooke S7i. 

“I felt they would give a somewhat more flattering look to 
the actors, especially combined with Glimmerglass filters 
and my own take on the lighting,” says Oliver. As a different 

cinematographer Oliver is his own artist, but the idea was 

to keep season two feeling like a natural continuation from 

season one. “On a technical level, even though the main 
sets were the same, we were on different stages, with much 
lower ceilings! I also had completely different lighting, crew 
and equipment so we went about it our own way rather than 
refer specifically to what they did in season one.”

Because Oliver’s stage had a low height clearance above the 

main sets, the cinematographer made use of LiteGear Litemat 

LED panels for top ambiance. “I have no idea if they used so 
many Litemats on season one,” he says. Oliver also had an 

opportunity to use the new ARRI Skypanel 360 units. “They 
are big and heavy but a really flexible and punchy softlight. 
Often I had two 360s up in a Condor for key lighting at 
night on streets or in the woods, a wonderful tool.” 

Oliver collaborated very closely with production designer LJ 

Houdyshell. “She was super organised and often, as the 
season progressed, became a main source of information for 
me for about upcoming locations and new sets,” says Oliver. 

Houdyshell would go scouting with the incoming directors and 

feed Oliver information.
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Because Oliver was shooting all the episodes in the season, 
he had only minimal prep time with subsequent directors after 
the first block. Budget was not unlimited, and it did seem 
the purse strings were tightened as Oliver closed in on the 
final episodes, but overall the cinematographer found it to be 
ample in the sense that he didn’t want too much in the way of 
lighting or camera. 

Technically Oliver was bound by the Netflix camera and format 
requirements, which meant native 4K capture on an approved 
camera. In Oliver’s case the Sony Venice in full-frame 6K 
mode. “We also shot in the 2:1 aspect ratio established on 
season one,” he explains. “Sometimes called the Netflix ratio 
as it has been popularised on the service; kind of a halfway 
house between regular 16:9 and 2.35 widescreen.” 

“I guess the biggest reference we had was the first season, 
not surprisingly, but I did spend quite a bit of time in pre-
production with the lead director, Liza Johnson, developing 
detailed shotlists and a shooting style for her episodes,” 
says Oliver. “I also devoted time with our colourist Tim 
Vincent from Technicolor to develop two show Look-Up 
Tables (LUTs); a ‘Day LUT’ and a ‘Night LUT’ which was 
essentially the same but with lifted blacks for use in darker 
scenes.”

As the cinematographer was shooting in Los Angeles, Oliver 
was lucky enough to get many of his familiar crew on board. 
This included Oliver’s key first assistant camera Brian Udoff, 
Steadicam and A-camera operator Damian Church, along with 
his regular key grip, Alexander Griffiths. All whom Oliver had 
worked with before on features, plus some new faces. 

“I was working with, for the first time, the wonderful gaffer 
Paul Hazard and his team, the legendary operator Bonnie 
Blake on B- camera and super first assistant camera Sarah 
Brandes who is an amazing, natural focus puller,” says 

Oliver. “I was blessed really, with a top line crew. Even 
fellow Australian cinematographer Judd Overton came in for 
a few days as our occasional second unit cinematographer 
and C-camera operator, which was a great help.” 

“No turnaround for me  
on this one!” 

“I myself did not operate a camera on this show; the rules 
say the cinematographer is not supposed to operate on a 
union production and it is particularly rare on a television 
series,” explains Oliver. “But I do miss operating, being 
hands-on with the creative process in that way. I will 
probably find a way to operate more on my next project.” 

There were multiple sets built over two stages at Riverside 

Studios in Los Angeles. The cinematographer had plenty of 

locations too, with all the logistical challenges in moving a big 

production unit around the city. 

“We had basically two main lighting packages; the stage 
package, much of which was permanently rigged overhead 
on the stages. Litemats, 20Ks, 12Ks, 5Ks, Skypanels, Sumo 
LED spacelights, old style Skypans for the backdrops, plus 
closer in on the floor several Kino freestyle LEDs, lots of 
Astera Titan LED tubes, more S-60 and S-30 Skypanels, 
traditional tungsten lamps, and all the practicals,” says 
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Oliver. Every single light source on the stage, from a 20K 
down to a 25watt bulb was controlled remotely via the lighting 
console. ”It was a dream!” 

Oliver’s location package was separate and generally in the 
truck, although some units like the Skypanel S-360s were 
floated around both stage and location depending on the 
pre-rig schedule. “This truck package naturally included 
more daylight fixtures like three 18Ks, ARRI M90s, M40s 
and M18s, plus Jokers and the same allotment of LEDS like 
Kinos, Titans and Skypanels,” he says. 

“Then there was the rigging gaffer Rodger Meilink and his 
team who would often day-hire lights like ArriMax 18Ks or 
extra S-360s depending on what the pre-rig needed to keep 
a step ahead of us on the main unit,” says Oliver. One of the 
cinematographer’s big location exteriors was in episode 2.07 
where a vigil was held on a beach at night. “The pre-light 
involved three Condors, one with two M90s, the other with 
two S-360s and a 120-foot arm with two Arrimax 18Ks up 
on a bluff. Needless to say lots of generators and cable as 
well.”

In episode 2.05 there is a lengthy sequence in a picturesque 
oceanside restaurant in Malibu. “Our characters arrive just 
on dusk and stay through to night enjoying a meal,” says 
Oliver. “The schedule meant we had to shoot it all out of 
order, mostly in the middle of the day. It was a considerable 
challenge creating all the right looks for the time of dusk 
into night, shooting inwards and tenting out the windows for 
the reverse angles then staggering shots and flipping around 
camera directions to use the natural light for dusk… and 

saving only the wide shots for the short amount of ‘real’ 
night time allowed in the schedule when we could see out 
the windows towards the length of beautiful lit up pier and 
boardwalk outside. It all worked a treat in the end result.” 

“It was a dream!” 
Oliver was involved in post-production, too. “I first was 
involved in setting looks with my colourist, based on the 
LUTS we developed in pre-production, then I reviewed all 
the first pass grades on each episode to give my own notes 
to Vincent,” he says. “Then showrunner Liz Feldman went in 
for final notes and adjustments. It was a collaboration and I 
do appreciate being able to take part in reviewing the grade 
as I understand that is not always the case in television 
production.”

Looking back with the benefit of hindsight, would Oliver 
change anything shooting the season? “Not really,” he says. 
“It would have been beneficial to have a bit more pre-
production time for the later episodes but not sure how that 
would physically happen except to work on the weekends.”

“I guess in hindsight, it would have been useful to have a 
dedicated second unit scheduled in advance for a certain 
amount of days so we could shoot with that in mind,” says 
Oliver. “As it was, the second unit was brought in towards 
the end of the shoot in a more ad-hoc way when it became 
apparent we wouldn’t get everything shot by the end. But to 
be fair, this often happens on any shoot.”

Unfortunately, at the time of the interview, Oliver can’t say what 
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he’ll be working on next. “With the continuing COVID-19 
situation the business is in flux, and not sure when I’ll be 
shooting again,” says the cinematographer. “Hopefully, 
sooner rather than later.”
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Toby Oliver ACS is an award-winning cinematographer whose career extends 

from his native Australia to the United States and internationally.
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RELIC
The devastation of dementia is  

translated into a haunted house horror film  

in Natalie Erika James’ new film Relic,  
from cinematographer Charlie Sarroff.

- by Slade Phillips



Cinematographer Charlie Sarroff has been fortunate enough 

to have collaborated with Natalie Erika James on the director’s 

three previous short films, as well as some music videos and 

commercial work. Relic was a continuation of that working 

relationship.

James had been developing Relic for several years and 

Sarroff grew very close to the project as the subject matter 

was something he could relate to personally. The pair’s short 

film Creswick (2017) was essentially a proof of concept for the 

film. Both explore dementia through a horror lens.

“Mobility and low-light 
capabilities were key factors.”

Three generations of women (Bella Heathcote, Emily Mortimer 

and Robyn Nevin) are haunted by a manifestation of aged 

dementia that is taking over their family home. “Mobility 
and low-light capabilities were key factors,” explains 

Sarroff, who’s camera package was provided by Panavision 

in Melbourne. “We opted to use the ARRI Alexa SXT as 
A-camera, often switching to an Alexa Mini for gimbal, 
Steadicam, or handheld shots when in tight spaces.”

Sarroff appreciates the Alexa’s filmic qualities, dynamic range 

and reliable workflow with things like Look-Up Table (LUT) 

creation. “It’s really become a system I know well and can 
trust,” he says. The cinematographer shot ARRIRAW 3.4K 

open gate, then extracted his 2.39:1 frame from that.

“We used Cooke S4 lenses because of their pleasing contrast 
and focus roll off. I loved the way they beautifully capture 

skin tones, are fast in low light situations, and practical in 
confined spaces. We worked with a lot of practical lighting, 
such as Phone flashlights. I was pleased with the way the 
Cooke S4 flares and reacts to those types of sources in 
frame.”

Sarroff was brought onto the production quite late in pre-
production. This meant early collaborations with the film’s 
production designer Steven Jones-Evans were unfortunately 
minimal, however leading into the shoot and whilst shooting 
had already commenced the pair consulted about a lot of the 
set builds. “Many lighting points in the labyrinth sets were 
motivated from wall lights and Jones-Evans and I worked 
closely in mapping the placement of such lights to be sure 
we had a nice balance throughout the sets,” says Sarroff.

It was important to the director that these scenes where only 
partially lit as the labyrinth represents the brain of someone 
slipping further and further into isolation because of the 
increasing onset of dementia. “We wanted to give these 
scenes a fractured feeling so there needed to be pools of 
darkness for our actress’s to pass though. Jones-Evans is a 
phenomenal production designer and it was a privilege to 
work with him and to be able to shoot in environments he 
created,” he says.

Sarroff feels pre-production is where ideas and exploration 
can run rampant, and the visual language develops without 
the constraints of being on set. He also believes extensive 
pre-production allows for more spontaneity on set because 
the fundamentals become second nature, opening doors to 
opportunistic ideas and subtle nuances which often heighten 
the film’s cinematography.
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“I was officially brought onto the film quite late but 
the fact I was already so close to the script and had a 
working relationship with the director, and have a good 
understanding of her taste and sensibilities really helped,” 
he says. “She had shared a lot of reference material with 
me and I would discuss the essence of each scene and often 
revisit locations on the weekends prior to filming so we 
could walk through the scenes and brain storm over our shot 
lists. Because of my short pre-production period it was very 
important to do this.”

“A lot of the film was shot wide 
open, or close to it, under  

low-light condtions.”
For Sarroff’s crew, it was a mix of working with new people 
and bringing on crew that the cinematographer had previous 
relationships with. For example, it was the first time working 
with gaffer Adam Hunter and key grip Luke Stone. “They were 
very supportive and offered up their wealth of experience,” 
says Sarroff. “A lot of the camera department I had worked 
with before on short form productions.”

Matthew Jenkins was Sarroff’s first assistant camera and 

according to the cinematographer he did an incredible job. 

“A lot of the film was shot wide open, or close to it, under 

low-light conditions,” he explains. “Towards the end of the 

film there was a lot of hand-held work. A special mention 

must go to cinematographers Max Walter and Matt Wood 

who came onto do splinter, second unit and B-camera work. 

They made great contributions to various scenes. Also our 

second assistant camera Thomas Haye and B-camera first 

assistants camera Nick Forster and Austin Haigh had our 

backs.”

Relic is predominately set in and around Edna’s (Robyn Nevin) 

country home in rural Victoria. This consisted of two house 

locations in Melbourne and sets that were built in a warehouse 

in Sunshine in Melbourne’s West. The country exterior 

locations were north of Melbourne around the Castlemaine 

and Ballarat areas.

“It was a real challenge linking all of these houses and sets 

to become one seamless location,” says Sarroff. “We were 

constantly filming our actress’s leaving certain rooms in 

the house then picking them up a week later in a different 
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location or stage, so there was extra care in maintaining 
consistency with performance and lighting.”

Sarroff’s main approach was to light each space, then after a 
rehearsal adjust some of the points to our blocking positions. 
Most often light was motivated from practical sources 
and the day scenes had a soft ambience coming through 
windows. “We wanted the film to feel cold and overcast,” 
he says. “This was mainly achieved by using LED sources 
such as Skypanels and Quasar tubes or bouncing HMIs 
into bleached muslin. We often used old Mole Richardson 
tungsten 1K Baby Softies as key lights when lighting around 
practical lamp sources.”

Labyrinth scenes were predominantly lit by wall lights, 
flashlights and phone lights but the crew did rig rows of 
tungsten par cans through bleached muslin via a dimmer 
board above the set’s hallways to create a soft ambience. 
For hand held shots, where Sarroff was quite close to the 
actresses, the cinematographer often wore white fabric around 
his body to reflect their flashlights and it helped with fill and 
giving them an eye light.

“The scenes we shot in the labyrinth were the most difficult, 
as we were in a confined space and on a tight schedule,” 
says Sarroff. “It was a balance of creating a dark and 
disjointed atmosphere, while at the same time allowing the 
audience to see enough of what’s going on in the scene.”

“We wanted the film to feel  
cold and overcast.”

Although it was a challenge, Sarroff says he found the labyrinth 
scenes very enjoyable to shoot. “It was quite free-flowing 
and I really enjoy hand-held operation,” he says. “To be so 
up close to the exceptional performances of our phenomenal 
cast was a real treat. Heavily relying on flashlights and 
phone lights was also quite liberating.” Sarroff adds working 
closely with special effects and puppetry was also one of his 
favourite aspects of filming Relic.

Sarroff was very much a part of the colouring process in 
post-production. The cinematographer worked with the film’s 
colourist CJ Dobsen prior to shooting to create two camera 
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LUTS; one for day/lighter scenes and the other for night/
darker scenes, which had more shadow detail. “Both of 
those looks had a similar muted and colder look to what we 
carried through into finishing. Adjustments were made in 
post-production but we definitely went in with a clear vision 
after having established the looks on set,” he says.

“It’s of course imperative that we serve and respect the 
director’s vision,” explains Sarroff, “but I think our job as 
cinematographers is to find ways to take their vision to 
another level. We should strive to elevate the director’s 
ideas, not just serve it. It’s ultimately their call on whether 
or not your perspective comes in to fruition, so it’s important 
that we push ourselves to find ways for our perspective to be 
something that is too good for them to refuse”.

Looking back with the benefit of hindsight, would Sarroff 
change anything or have done things differently? “I 
think so, yes,” he says. Hindsight always plays on the 
cinematographer’s mind. “We live and learn but overall, I 
am proud of what we made. Our budget didn’t seem to allow 
for it but I would much prefer to have worked with more 

LEDs run via Digital Multiplex Signal (DMX). Particularly 
in the stage and set environments. It would have provided 
more flexibility with ambience and colour balance and 
adjustments would have been faster.”

Since filming Relic the cinematographer has completed 
another feature film Pink Skies Ahead for director Kelly Oxford, 
which was set to premiere at SXSW 2020 before the event 
was cancelled. “Right now, everything is in shutdown due 
to the Coronavirus. It’s a tough time for our industry,” says 
Sarroff. “I’m attached to a couple of features that I hope 
come into fruition, however, now, both have been put on 
hold until everything starts to make more sense again.”

Slade Phillips is a writer based in Sydney.

Charlie Sarroff is an award-winning Australian cinematographer  

based between Los Angeles and Melbourne.
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9-1-1: LONE STAR
Starring Rob Lowe, 9-1-1: Lone Star follows a  

New York firefighter who relocates to Austin, Texas.

The hit new television series on Fox is shot by  

Australian cinematographer Andrew Strahorn.

- interview by Lauren Mennuti



Rob Lowe plays Captain Owen Strand in the series ‘9-1-1 Lone Star’  - DOP Andrew Strahorn, PHOTO Jack Zeman



AC How did you get first involved with 9-1-1: Lone  
 Star? What were your initial thoughts, in terms of 

cinematography, when you read the scripts? 

AS My first involvement with 9-1-1: Lone Star came  
 through my agent. I was shooting a pilot at the time, 

and she brought the show to my attention with interest for an 

interview to shoot the pilot then go straight to series. I was 

very interested as I had just come off several seasons of Lethal 

Weapon, and enjoyed the prospect of continuing another 

action series.

Growing up, the movie Backdraft (1991, cinematography 

by Mikael Salomon ASC) was a favourite of mine. Having 

the opportunity to shoot fire fighting sequences piqued my 

interest. After reading the pilot and the several scripts that 

followed, I was drawn to the themes of heroic actions, bravery 

and selflessness of the first responders who went about their 

day risking their lives to help others in need, and shying away 

from any fanfare or spotlight for what they do. What was 

important to me was bringing these themes and characters to 

the screen in a truthful manner. 

Through cinematography, I wanted to present these men and 

women as larger than life when they had their uniforms and 

firefighting turnouts on, compared to when they took them off 

and were civilians who were vulnerable and faced the same 

challenges we all do everyday. 

AC What factors did you take into consideration when  
 choosing what camera and lenses for a series like 

this?

AS After initial discussions with series showrunner Tim  
 Minear, and producer and director Brad Buecker, a 

factor that was very important to both of them was the idea 

of the camera being ‘loose’ and flexible to move anywhere 

the story and characters take the audience. Turns out that 

more often than not, the camera shots would pan in excess of 

180-degrees in most scenes. 

As a result, I decided to utilise the ARRI Mini(s) for the 

compact nature of the camera, as well as the fact that the 

deliverable to the studio was 1080p. There was plenty of 

resolution should we need a high resolution visual effects 

shot. Budget is always a factor, so it was important to be 

efficient enough not to bog down our digital intermediate 

technician (DIT) PJ Russ with long hours at the end-of-the-day 

transcoding, or the post-production pipeline.

Primarily I photographed the series with Zeiss Master Primes. 

I love these lenses, and this show was the first time for me in 

several years I got to shoot a series primarily on primes. We 

also had a full complement of Fujinon Premier Zooms in the 

camera package which were only used a handful of times 

during the season. I loved how the Master Primes handled the 

extreme exposure range of fire, particularly large explosions. 

The lenses had no aberration and beautiful colour rendition 

particularly at night when shooting around T2 - T2.8.

The combination of these lenses and the Minis gave the 

production the best of both worlds, small and mobile coupled 

with great resolution and sharpness. 

AC What was your collaboration like with Seth Reed  
 and his production design team, early on? Was 

there an intention to break away from the visuals of the 

original 9-1-1 series? 

AS Production Designer Seth Reed was instrumental to  
 the success of the ‘look’ of 9-1-1: Lone Star. Reed 

has an amazing instinctual feel for architectural design and 

space of a location or set, as well as a soft touch with colour. 

We shared similar taste and always leaned towards darker 
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tones rather than normal ones. Reality for me is never clean 

nor bright, and Reed understood that clearly. 

He gave me the palette to play in a world that maximised 

the ‘bleach bypass’ approach that I applied to the imagery. 

In conjunction with Russ (DIT), our go to looks for the show 

became a ‘copper sheen’ for daytime and a ‘silver sheen’ for 

nighttime. I always saw there being an element of warmth to 

the daytime. 

Whenever I think of Texas, I think of warm hues. When I think 

of nighttime, there’s an infusion of coolness lending itself 

towards a silverish tone. Between Reed and I, there was a 

conscious effort to establish 9-1-1: Lone Star as its own show, 

and not a part two version of the original. The success of the 

original is unique to them, and I particularly did not want to 

recreate what already worked. Instead, I wanted to find a new 

visual language within the 9-1-1 universe. Looking back, I feel 

we successfully achieved our goal.

AC Were you working from any specific cinematic or  
 filmic references when developing the look of 9-1-

1: Lone Star?

AS All the creatives were acutely aware of the aesthetics  
 of the original 9-1-1 series, and I was conscious of 

the visual ground that they and other existing firefighting 

shows had covered to date. Truth be told, 9-1-1: Lone Star 

naturally evolved through everyone’s input, little-by-little, with 

the production design, costuming, makeup design, camera 

movement and lighting.

If any film influenced me, it was the 1991 film Backdraft. I love 

this film in general and cinematographer Mikael Salomon’s 

work is astounding. What I connected with most in the 

film was the sense of emotion that his lighting and camera 

movement evoked while capturing iconic shots. For example, 

Kurt Russell’s character bursting through a smokey room with 

fire ablaze and appearing with a young boy in his arms. This 

shot stayed in the back of my mind, and was ultimately the 

backbone to my visual approach.

AC Can you talk about your own, personal planning  
 on the series? How did you plan for managing your 

camera department, as well as the workload?

AS Being the only cameraman on the series, my time  
 to effectively prepare for each episode pretty much 

happened either late at night or on weekends. The show was 

both one of the best experiences of my career and also one 

of the most demanding. I was consumed with Lone Star for 

the better part of six months. In part because the rescues and 

setups were so large that logistically it could not be ‘winged’ 

on the day, nor do I like to work like that. 

I believe filmmaking can be instinctual, and shoot-from-the-hip 

so to speak. For me, my process is to gestate and chew on a 

script. Generally my process is to read the next script once at 

the beginning of every day. When I do this, I always seem to 

get something out of it each and every time. The breakdown 

of the themes and emotions become deeper and in turn 

become second nature in knowing the characters, the story, 

tone of the episode, etc. That helps me know where each and 

every scene is in relation to each other and what emotion I 

want to convey to the audience through lighting.

AC Did you operate the camera yourself? Can  
 you speak about your own crew in the camera 

department? Had you worked with any of them before 

and what was that relationship like?

AS I had worked with the A-camera first assistant camera  
 James Rydings and A-camera second assistant 

camera Kaoru ‘Q’ Ishizuka. I also worked with PJ Russ, for 
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Rob Lowe (center) in a scene from 9-1-1 ‘Lone Star’ - DOP Andrew Strahorn, PHOTO Jack Zeman



several years prior on the Warner Bros. series Lethal Weapon. 
I was in great hands with these blokes by my side. I have been 
lucky enough to work with Rydings for over a decade. These 
guys, along with some new faces in the camera department 
made up a phenomenal team. I have always worked from a 
position that if you surround yourself with men and women 
that are exceptional at what they do, then that creates the 
illusion of time and space for me to explore a shot or lighting 
scenario just a little bit more. 

I respect everyone’s position, so I don’t micromanage, as I 
feel that when you empower people and value them inevitably 
there becomes an invested interest on their behalf and you 
have a much more valued contributor. This seems to work 
for me and attracts the type of artists and technicians that I 
can trust and enjoy spending twelve plus hours a day with in 
the thick of it. As a result, I had from top-to-bottom a great 
camera crew. Three full-time cameras, and my operators 
had a great sense of timing and action that allowed me to 
step away from the camera and concentrate on lighting and 
constructing the scene with the directors. 

On my crew was also A-camera operator Steadicam, Brice 
Reid, B-camera operator and second unit cinematographer 
Joe Broderick and C-camera operator Dean Morin. Reid 
had a great sense of camera movement, particularly with 
knowing where to be to best capture the right mood of 
the scene. Broderick not only was a solid operator but an 
exceptional cameraman, he picked up the duties of additional 
photography and beautifully matched and continued the 
look of the show each and every time. Morin always found 
moments when wedged between the other cameras. All in all, 
I was very lucky to have the team that we had in Los Angeles 
and wouldn’t think about another show without these folk.

AC Were you shooting mostly location work? Were  
 sets built? How did you approach lighting on the 

series, both in the studio and on location?

AS 9-1-1: Lone Star was mainly a location based show.  
 Usually we would shoot six days on location and 

three days on stage. This would change a day here or there 
depending on the episode. My general approach to the 
lighting, irrespective of location or stage work, is to create a 
natural look for the world in which 9-1-1: Lone Star existed. 
This may appear to be slightly contradictory because Lone 
Star has a bleached bypass approach. In order to create a 
sense of naturalism to this setting, a thick digital negative 
was needed. This meant a substantial amount of lighting was 
needed in the mid-tones as the main contrast came from in 
the mids and not in the shadows, as that would have limited 
the amount of detail in the black turnouts or uniforms the 
firefighters wore. Because of this approach, I had to work a 
little harder in the lighting but the outcome was worth it.

AC How much special and visual effects work  
 were you planning for? How did that affect your 

cinematography? Was anything storyboarded, and can 
you talk about the working relation ship between yourself 
and PJ Russ (DIT)?

 9-1-1: LONE STAR / 49



AS Special effects are always an important element to be  
 considered in a shoot, particularly with a show like 

9-1-1: Lone Star where fire is such a central presence.

A burning flame, whether it’s a day or night scene, is a 
situation you can adjust to with regards to exposure and 
flame detail. Where it gets tricky is when there’s an explosion 
at night or low daylight levels. An important characteristic of 
fire or flames is the colour detail, and positioning the T-stop 
accordingly so that it also serves the scene. The devil in the 
details is where there is an explosion, and placing the camera 
positions accordingly for the beginning, the peak or middle, 
and the end of it.

Each of these placements are based on conversations and gut 
instinct of where the shots will be edited in, especially for the 
action sequence. Sometimes it’s a bit of luck and a guessing 
game. It is always interesting being back at a video village with 
the director and producers, and everyone is looking at a dark 
screen, until the action explodes. It’s a nice feeling knowing 
that the correct call on exposure was made and you live to 
fight another day.

In general, storyboards would be utilised on big set pieces. 
A guide was helpful for following meetings going through the 
storyboards to discuss how much of a set, or how much was 
visual effects versus practical, for example. I like storyboards 
since it gives all creatives an idea of where a scene is heading 
and acts as a starting point to further conversations. The more 
communication, the better understanding of what is needed 
interdepartmentally.

My digital intermediate technician on set, PJ Russ, is an artist 
and a collaborative ally. At times I could have a swatch of 
colour or a textural element and Russ would know how to 
recreate that. Having a DIT on set is invaluable. The ability to 
live-grade on set, and let everyone know what the series is 

going to look like and make adjustments accordingly, in my 

opinion, is fully utilising the possibilities of the digital realm.

AC It looks like you were working with multiple  
 directors (seven different directors?) across 

multiple episodes of television? What was this like and 

how did you manage different directing styles on different 

days, while trying to achieve one coherent television 

series?

“Growing up, the movie 
Backdraft  was a  

favourite of mine.”
AS It is always an interesting situation. On one hand you  

 want to embrace the ‘fresh pair of eyes’ and be open 

to the ideas of a new way of approaching a show. On the 

other hand, I am the custodian to the showrunners’ vision 

and the aesthetics that I helped to establish. It’s always a 

diplomatic exercise in being a collaborator with a director 

whilst not suppressing creative ideas that they may have to 

push the boundaries of the show’s style. Nonetheless, the 

practice of listening to each director as they lay out their plan 

always serves you well in understanding them.

AC How involved were you in post-production on  
 9-1-1: Lone Star? Were you involved in the grade? 

Who was your colourist, and what was your approach to 

colour?

AS I was 100% involved in the post-production pipeline.  
 I have always been a fan of having good 

communicative relationships with the post-production 

producers, editors and the dailies colourist. Because I utilised 

the DIT on the series, dailies colouring is mostly relegated 
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to copy and pasting the Colour Decision Lists (CDLs) we 

establish on set, albeit if I get caught due to time parameters 

or trying to match three cameras during a scene shot at 

sunset.

Julio Giron is the colourist on 9-1-1: Lone Star, who has a 

sensitive touch to contrast and colour density. After a couple 

of sessions, Giron quickly grasped the world of Lone Star 

that I was looking to create, which made for a wonderful 

partnership.

Where I feel the success of a DIT really shines is when there is 

no miscommunication with seeing the direction of each day’s 

photography. Given the prior communication I established with 

dailies, those original CDLs make their way through to final 

colour, so Giron knows exactly the direction of the show and 

each look and scene before I arrive for the final grade. At that 

point we are really fine tuning each and every shot and utilising 

the precious hours available to put the final polish on each 

episode.

AC Do you have a favourite shot or sequence in the  
 series?

AS There are so many… It’s hard to isolate just one shot  
 or sequence! I guess one that is most memorable 

is from the pilot episode. We shot Owen (Rob Lowe) at the 

911 Memorial, Ground Zero, at night. Without a doubt the 

most reverent place I had been to thus far. You cannot help 

feeling a sense of pause and reflection of where you were on 

that terrible day. Weirdly enough, on that day in 2001 I was in 

Brisbane, shooting a horror film called Undead, the very film 

that brought me to the United States. This scene really meant 

something on a personal and professional level to me. In some 

unusual way I had come full circle from Australia to the United 

States and it started with that event.

AC Looking back with the benefit of hindsight, would  
 you have changed anything shooting the series?

AS I think the benefit of shooting an episodic show is that  
 over the course of a season, you have the opportunity 

to explore and refine the photography or ‘look’ of it. This 
means you get to know the sets, actors’ faces, wardrobe, 
colours etc. I like to explore and constantly refine colours and 
light.

At the beginning of the season following shooting the pilot, I 
started to explore colour shifts in the shadows and highlights. 
Because of the CDLs that Russ and I had established, 
the colour is inherently desaturated, so key and backlight 
sources had varying degrees of straw warmth added to them, 
whereas ambient and shadow areas had coolness in colour 
temperature blue.

The further we got into the episodes, the more this approach 
of lighting with various density levels of coolness and warmth 
gave us the correct colour separation for the grade to be 
pushed a little each and every time. Dealing with fire and 
then the black turnout fire protective gear the actors wore 
presented a challenge. As contrast is the foundation of the 
look of Lone Star, I lit the show heavily in the mid tones as a 
result. When the look is applied, the mid tones were crushed 
and the shadows played naturally without too much tampering 
and still gave the overall image a heavy contrast look with 
detail in the shadows. 

I liked the aesthetic and felt this approach gave the right 
design for an action packed show about first responders.

Andy Strahorn is an award-winning cinematographer known for his work on 

Undead (2003) and the Warner Bros. series Lethal Weapon (2016-2019). 

9-1-1: Lone Star will be coming soon to Channel Seven.
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PARADISE LOST
Australian cinematographer Nicola Daley ACS (Pin Cushion)  

collaborates with Alan Caso ASC on Paradise Lost.

 The ten-episode series, from Paramount Television Studios,  

represents a monumental step for both Daley and Caso.

The duo interview each other upon the series’ completion  

about working with each other and about crew diversity.

- interview by Nicola Daley ACS and Alan Caso ASC

Josh Hartnett plays Yates in ‘Paradise Lost’ - DOPs Nicola Daley ACS and Alan Caso ASC, PHOTO Eliot Brasseaux





ND When you were getting your break, when you were  
 starting out, how did you get hired?

AC I got hired many different ways. First I worked not only  
 as an operator, but as a gaffer, so I made connections 

in both those ways, from a number of different people. 

Connections and people you meet and work with, this is the 

core of how we all get work in this business. Sure, we have 

agents, and they work hard at networking us. But it is the 

personal relationships that really get us work, that keep us 

working – that and one’s reputation.

ND What do you think is so important about having a  
 diverse crew as a cinematographer?

AC It’s extremely important. To have an all-white, male  
 crew is to be surrounded by people who have shared 

a similar or even identical life experience and world view as 

yourself. That puts you in a very narrow place of creativity 

and viewpoint. To have an inclusive crew surrounding you 

opens entire new world views, artistic sensibilities and an 

entire range of voices. Like the difference between playing a 

piece only with the middle C octave as opposed to the entire 

keyboard of multiple octaves. To deny oneself all these notes, 

is the antithesis of creating and performing real art and telling 

important stories.

ND What was it about my work that made you want to  
 work with me?

AC Looking at your reel and the material on your website  
 showed me that your taste in lighting and composition 

were very close to mine and very much on par with what we 

were going for as far as a look for Paradise Lost. You modelled 

faces beautifully, and kept the lighting simple, sourced and 

natural. Your compositions were evocative, asymmetrical with 

good use of negative space, but also you weren’t afraid to 

use symmetry and centre punching when it was a choice. 

Most importantly you knew how to use wide lenses; always a 

prerequisite when working with me.

ND What did you learn from me on the set of Paradise  
 Lost?

AC You taught and reminded me that you must stay  
 tuned into the director’s needs and process. You must 

be vigilant about it, particularly during pre-production, that 

it is important to spend the extra time then to get as much 

into the head of the director as possible. You were very adept 

at dealing with difficult situations that the directors would 

sometimes find themselves in, because you always made 

an effort during prep to grasp the intricacies of a director’s 

process. 

Due to that, when issues came up during the shoot, your 

ability to work with the director as opposed to just putting 

your own process out there made for smooth and amenable 

solutions. Also, by flagging these things early with a director, it 

gave you time to factor in your own needs, like how you would 

be able to apply your visual texture when there was a crisis 

with the director. It made for a more manageable situation. I 

sometimes tend to power my way through obstacles, always 

respectfully mind you, but I can see how I can sometimes miss 

opportunities to have better solutions because of that.

ND What were your preconceptions of working with me?

AC The interview with you was so delightful for everyone  
 on the Skype call. You came across as the genuine 

article; what you see is who you are. You are intelligent and 

hugely experienced not only technically and artistically, but in 

54 / PARADISE LOST

Josh Hartnett and Bridget Regan in a scene from ‘Paradise Lost’  
- DOPs Nicola Daley ACS and Alan Caso ASC, PHOTO Eliot Brasseaux



real world experiences, which you brought to the production. 
You are a problem solver, socially and politically attuned with a 
strong moral compass. You understand the politics, not only 
on set, but of people and life in general. You can only have that 
if you’ve seen a good bit of the world. So, any preconceptions 
I had were found to be pleasantly true.

Those very qualities gave Paradise Lost something more, 
something better than it would have had without you. Your 
voice made a difference and I am grateful that I had shared the 
cinematography and the experience with you.

What was your experience working with me? Did you have 
any preconceptions? Are there things I could have done better 
to make your working experience more rewarding. Was there 
anything I could have done to have provided a more creative 
and better work environment?

ND I had seen your speech on crew diversity at the  
 ASC Awards and, in fact, amongst all the female 

cinematographers I know the video of your speech had gone 
‘viral’. In my mind you were famous! The first thing I wanted to 
do when I met you was thank you for that speech and tell you 
how much it meant to so many of us and what an impact it 
has had on us. It was a beacon of light. 

Apart from that I had no preconceptions. It was a brilliant 
experience working with you and I’m very grateful to have had 
that opportunity. You were completely inclusive to me and 
welcomed me from the very start, and I thank you for that. 
Just keep doing what you’re doing. We, as women, only ask 
for equality and we only ask for allies. 

AC You’re English and Australian, yet we worked together  
 in America, which many cinematographers around the 

world aspire to do. What was involved in getting permission to 

work in the United States?

ND I got the job on Paradise Lost and then got my O1  
 Visa based on that. I’m sure people also do it the 

other way around, get the visa and then the job. I had signed 
with my agent the year before on the back of the success 
of a feature film I had shot in the United Kingdom called Pin 

Cushion. That film had opened Critics Week at the Venice Film 
Festival in 2017.

AC What did you learn from me?

ND I learnt a lot from you about lighting big sets, about  
 how to plan to light these. I hadn’t had a job before 

where I had so many large sets. I also hadn’t shot anything 
before as high budget as this series, so there were some 
learning curves. I learnt a lot from you about slant focus 
lenses; I hadn’t used these before, and you shared with me 
how you were still learning about how to use them - in terms 
of movement of the actors, and what you can feasibly get 
away with within the plane of focus. 

You also highlighted to me how we also see in a different way, 
and how all of these dreamings, these visualisations are valid. 
As a cinematographer we delve into the world of imagination, 
of dreams and so why not have a cornucopia of different 
viewpoints?

AC Do you think audiences should look carefully at what  
 we did together on Paradise Lost?

ND I think Paradise Lost is a great example of two  
 cinematographers collaborating together. 

Actually, in our industry this doesn’t happen all that often. 
From the beginning you were so open, creative and 
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collaborative that it is completely inspiring, and it pushed me 

to do better work, to think outside the box and challenge my 

own preconceptions. It’s absolutely no good being a closed 

shop. It you are, as a cinematographer, open and free with 

your creativity then you will become a better artist and inspire 

people along the way. I think we learnt from each other and I 

think that cinematography is a craft that you can keep learning 

throughout your whole career. That is one of the things that 

fascinates me so much about our art and excites me every 

day I go to work. 

AC What is your approach to hiring and crewing?

ND You and I share the same philosophy on hiring; that  
 a diverse crew is the way we represent a multitude of 

voices in storytelling. People always say to me “It should be 

a meritocracy” and I always agree and point out that the big 

problem is that right now it is far from a meritocracy.

I have been doing a couple of second blocks on television 

shows where I inherit the crew and I look at the list for my 

departments and it’s one-hundred percent white men. As 

a head of a department, one has a responsibility. Everyone 

can do their part to enact change. It’s time to think about 

these issues. So, let’s all work together to make the film and 

television industries just that; a place where numerous diverse 

voices can be heard. Let’s open our arms to people of colour 

and to those who identify as gender non-binary. How can this 

harm anyone? Let’s not be fearful, let’s open our arms to new 

possibilities, as this is how great films are made. 

AC Beyond being seen, what can women in higher  
 industry positions do to curb the rate of attrition in the 

industry?

ND I always try and make my crews 50/50 if I can. I  
 look beyond the normal lists I am given for crews no 

matter where I am in the world. I question existing lists. If we 

all did this then we would instantly make the film and television 

workforce more diverse. In terms of the rate of attrition then 

obviously things like bullying and harassment need to be taken 

very seriously and not just paid lip service to. The #metoo 

movement has done so much in this regard, but more can be 

done. 

This is not just about women in higher industry positions, it’s 

about men and women in higher industry positions making 

a positive change. This is not about repressing anyone 

or denying anyone jobs, this is about being inclusive and 

widening the film and television industries so as a creative 

industry we can reflect this diversity, not just behind the 

camera, but in front of the camera and in the very fabric of the 

stories we tell. This only benefits everyone, how can it not? 

AC What do you feel needs to change in the industry in the  
 crewing process?

ND Everyone in a position of hiring anyone needs  
 to just think about the diversity of the people they are 

hiring. Have a conversation with your friends and colleagues 

about it. I was talking to a good friend of mine who was 

working in events and televised events and she contacted 

someone to get a list of outside broadcast crew. She got back 

a list of all white men, so she just asked: what about women, 

what about people of colour? Question the lists you are given. 

I’m often told there’s no women crew, it’s just not true. They 

just don’t exist on the ‘traditional lists’ that are provided. 

AC Do you feel the barriers to being a non-white, non-male  
 cinematographer have changed?
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ND I think it is slowly changing. The bad attitudes are  
 still there, and I still experience them. I certainly hear 

stories about how some people think women just aren’t good 
enough. My 31-year-old brother said to me a couple of years 
ago, “but you don’t get that kind of criticism in your job, do 
you?” I laughed at him and said, “of course I do”. Then I 
asked him if he had ever in his life been told he couldn’t do 
something just because of what existed between his legs, he 
looked at me blankly; no of course not. 

We need to have a multi-pronged method of changing 
perceptions. We need to challenge the status quo on who we 

hire. We need to combat bullying and sexual harassment in 
the work place and we need to raise the profiles of women, 
those who identify as gender non-binary, and people of colour 
so they can go on to shoot bigger projects and rise to the level 
of winning BAFTAs and Oscars. If we are to be a truly inclusive 
industry, then I challenge every single person reading this to 
question what you do every day in terms of hiring people. 

Nicola Daley ACS is an award-winning Australian cinematographer  

with extensive experience in drama, documentaries and commercials.

Alan Caso ASC is an Emmy-nominated American cinematographer best 

known for his work on the television series Six Feet Under.
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Garrett Brown invented Steadicam 
in Philadelphia in the mid-Seventies. 
The first feature film to use the camera 
stabiliser was Bound for Glory (1975, 
cinematography by Haskell Wexler ASC), 
about the great depression. However, the 
Steadicam shots most people remember 
are in a film about the dangers of social 
isolation. Stanley Kubrick’s The Shining 
(1980, cinematography John Alcott BSC). 
Australians followed up with the new 
technology swiftly.

Cinematographer John Alcott BSC 
was already familiar with head of 
Cinema Products Ed Di Giulio, who 
collaborated with inventor Garrett Brown 
in manufacturing the Steadicam. 

Di Giulio helped Kubrick and Alcott by 
motorising and converting a 16mm 
Angenieux zoom lens for the opening of A 
Clockwork Orange (1971, cinematography 
John Alcott BSC). He also adapted a 
Mitchell camera to hold rehoused (NASA) 
Zeiss f0.7/50mm lenses be used for Barry 
Lyndon (1975, cinematography John 
Alcott BSC). This film won Alcott an Oscar. 
When Stanley Kubrick, contacted Di Giulio 
about the Steadicam, nobody expected 
the intensity with which he would use the 
new device but insiders certainly expected 
some cinema magic.

When Garrett Brown, now an Oscar 
winner himself, was in London to attend 
Film’77 he was asked to visit Kubrick at 

the Elstree Studios to demonstrate the 
invention. After a second visit, filming 
started in 1978 and would take about a 
year.

The introduction to Steadicam in Europe 
wasn’t as smooth as in the United States. 
Stanley Kubrick’s perfectionism pushed 
Garrett and his new machine to the limit. 
However, the introduction in South Africa 
seemed even worse. Chris Haarhoff SOC 
(Famed operator on Bird Man (2014, 
cinematography by Emmanuel Lubezki 
AMC ASC) received two flight-cases 
in the middle of the Namibian outback 
with a typed-up instruction manual. The 
director thought this new machine was 
‘so cool’ that Haarhoff attempted to make 
it work, unknowingly creating a career 
which brought him to Hollywood. Similar 
pathways happened from Australia.

Steadicam came to Australia via a road 
show in the late Seventies with Ed Di 
Giulio and a ‘Panavised’ version called 
the Panaglide. Cinematographer Toby 
Phillips remembers the arrival of Di Giulio 
and the Steadicam at a Norwood cinema 
in his hometown Adelaide. Phillips was 
immediately hooked and film directors and 
producers in Australia got inspired by the 
new possibilities it brought. 

Cinematographers such as Bill Grimmond 
ACS on the television movie Cass (1978, 
cinematography by Mick Von Bornemann 
ACS), Vincent Monton ACS on Thirst 

(1979) and The Blue Lagoon (1980, 
cinematography by Néstor Almendros 
AEC ASC), Russell Boyd ACS ASC on the 
television series A Town Like Alice (1981), 
John Seale AM ACS ASC on Gallipoli 
(1981, cinematography by Russell Boyd 
ACS ASC), and a few more Australians 
started using the new stabilisers. However, 
the profession of Steadicam-operator 
wasn’t born as such. The idea was that 
regular operators and cinematographers 
follow the 30-page instruction leaflet and 
figure it out for themselves as if it was as 
easy as changing a new roll of film.

In the meantime, Toby Phillips had 
moved to Sydney and found a Steadicam 
dormant in the kit room of his new 
employer at Channel 9. He remembered 
the Steadicam from the presentation 
in Adelaide. He happily used it when 
assigned the exterior camerawork on the 
TV series Young Doctors.  A few years 
later he asked his boss for a flight ticket to 
Los Angeles to do a Steadicam workshop. 
When this was denied, he quit his staff job 
at Channel 9 in Sydney and was on the 
next plane to LA.

Phillips trained with Garrett Brown at 
one of the first LA based workshops, 
Brown didn’t only teach people how to 
operate, he created a tight camaraderie 
between Steadicam operators from all 
over the world. Upon his return , Phillips 
started working as a freelance Steadicam 
operator in Sydney on films such as 
Next of Kin (1982, cinematography 
by Gary Hansen ACS) and Desolation 
Angels (1982, cinematography by Ellery 
Ryan ACS). When Phillips joined the late 
Gary Hansen ACS, the director Tony 
Williams wasn’t too keen on Steadicam. 
“I had been burned a few times using 
Steadicam with inexperienced operators 
on commercials,” says Williams. “Toby 
assured me he could have his rig ready 
to go; faster than the grip could lay dolly 
track. We put him to the test.” 

Toby’s fitness was a great bonus when it 
came to running flat out down corridors, 
backwards, down stairs or racing forwards 
up staircases. “One shot required the 
camera to move down a corridor and 
into a close up of an actors’ eye. We 
found it too tricky to pull off using a 
dolly, so Phillips shot it on Steadicam,” 
says Williams. “We ended up shooting 
in reverse, starting on the close up of 
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the eye then pulling back. It meant the 
actors had to walk backwards during the 
shot and this added a surreal effect that 
benefits the suspense of the scene.”

Following Brown’s vision, Phillips helped 
to set up the first Steadicam workshop 
in Australia with Brown as lead instructor. 
This classic workshop in June of 1984 
created many of the early Australian 
operators. Harry Panagiotidis and Ian 
Jones ACS were fellow instructors; both 
had trained with Brown earlier in the 
United States. Phil Balsdon, Louis Puli 
SOC, Robert Agganis, Colin Skyba and 
now ACS cinematography members, 
Phillip Cross ACS, Danny Ruhlmann ACS, 
Jeff Malouf ACS and the late Andrew 
Lesnie ACS ASC were among the 
students.

“There is something about the 
Steadicam-operator community that 
creates a bond due to these workshops,” 
says cinematographer Louis Puli SOC. 
“We were very much influenced by 
American cinema. Directors would see 
Steadicam and want it on their film 
in Australia. It was a steep learning 
curve in the beginning where everybody 
moved cameras because they could, not 
because they should.”

For Phillips, nowadays an acclaimed 
cinematographer himself, it was great to 
be an early adopter and work in Australia 
and the US. “There was a lot of respect 
in the early days and it made it possible 
to break the barrier between operator, 
cinematographer and director,” says 
Phillips. “Being able to design shots and 
really integrate the Steadicam. It is great 
when you have a circle of trust. I never 
hold back when chatting to the actors. 
There doesn’t need to be any strict rules 
with Steadicam for actors. With hand-
held, you can’t see where you’re going 
for a big part of your peripheral vision 
and with dolly you can be limited by the 
track.”

Phillips, remembers using the Steadicam 
with Mike Nichols and the late Michael 
Ballhaus BVK ASC on Postcards from 
the Edge (1990). “The trust and freedom 
you can give actors is a great benefit. 
We were just together in the room and 
there was no stopping her performance 
for cuts or over-the-shoulder shots. The 
shot would evolve organically. It was 
cut in the edit but the performance was 
free and Meryl Streep didn’t have to stop 
and start, building and finding the same 
energy again and again.” 

Phillips also recalls the fifth take on an 
emotional scene in Born on the Fourth 

of July (1989, cinematography Robert 
Richardson ASC). Tom Cruise’s character’s 
mother Caroline Kava suddenly pushed 
passed the camera and slapped Cruise in 
the face. “I was already in the hallway 
and she pushes past me and I spun my 
body around,” he recalls. “I was trying 
not to mess up the shot and fix it. Tom 
was shocked and the actors kept going. 
The response of the actors and tension in 
the room was palpable. By the time the 
magazine ran out of film I was crying. 
I really enjoyed that kind of thing, to 
expect the unexpected, if you dial in to 
the performance it takes over from the 
clever technical stuff.” 

When the production ran over, Phillips 
passed the job on to fellow Australian Ian 
Jones ACS. “I got my big break with 
Dean Semler ACS ASC on Mad Max 
Beyond Thunderdome (1985),” he says. 
“Phillips had to leave early as well. 
Having worked with Philip Noyce and 
George Miller I was used to operating 
dozens of takes back-to-back and 

perform. When I got to Oliver Stone’s 
set, I really had to judge quickly if the 
working method and culture was similar.  
Luckily, they operated on the same 
amount of takes. Although sometimes 
it was hard to know what Stone and 
Richardson wanted.”

“You come in as an outsider and you 
have to adapt and make their formula 
work,” Jones continues. “Richardson is 
such a good operator himself that he’d 
notice every nuance and they expect 
you to adapt for every take. They are 
looking for ‘something extra’, but they 
won’t tell you what it is. You’re expected 
to do it and hope the timing works 
out. With Steadicam you have to limit 
the unlimitedness and commit to your 
framing.”

Six years earlier Harry Panagiotidis 
was working for Channel 10 and when 
the industry moved from film to video, 
he wanted to stay in film. Panagiotidis 
decided to take a course to change from 
16mm to 35mm in Los Angeles. Once he 
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paid for the flight, he added a Steadicam 
workshop to the trip and bought the first 
privately owned Steadicam in Australia. 
When doing the course, he didn’t expect 
the machine to be so difficult.

“At first I thought I made a big 
mistake,” recalls Panagiotidis. “I called 
home on the first day of the workshop 
and said, ‘Sorry darling, I just spent half 
the mortgage on a rig and it isn’t working 
out’.” Panagiotidis ended up being very 
successful as a Steadicam operator on 
major motion pictures. “Once I started 
teaching, I noticed the same response 
with many students, the first few days 
are daunting. The learning curve of 
the Steadicam is similar to a musical 
instrument. Actually, most of us cut our 
teeth on music videos in the Eighties. I 
was spending hours in the rig and doing 
all types of crazy stuff for directors such 
as Richard Lowenstein. When you have 
clocked the hours, you’re ready to adapt 
to drama, where it is almost a completely 
different game.”

In the mid-Eighties the Steadicam wasn’t 
considered a gimmick anymore. Then 
operators got better. Phillips worked for 
Keith Wagstaff ACS on Coolangatta Gold 
(1984). Panagiotidis remembers, “The 
work he did in that banana plantation 
scene is really impressive.”

“We shot with long lenses on that 
film,” explains Phillips. “It was hard on 
the focus pullers. We had a re-housed 
300mm NIKKOR on the Steadicam from 

the back of a truck following the lead 
actor running downhill with bananas. 
I would whisper to the first AC ‘tighter’ 
or ‘further’ when the actor moved in or 
out while running between the trees. We 
pushed the limit with 75mm Anamorphic 
and 100mm on the Steadicam. Luckily, I 
had worked with the director Igor Auzins 
before and it was a great collaboration. 
When working with these long lenses you 
really have to learn to remember which 
frame size equals which distance so no 
matter how the performance changes, 
you know your distance remains the 
same so the focus puller has a chance.”

“I love it when the cinematographer 
pushes you,” says Panagiotidis. For 
example, with Dion Beebe ACS ASC on 
Jane Campion’s Holy Smoke (1999). “It’s 
just a pleasure when you get pushed to 
make every shot better. Not necessarily 
long shots, I get a lot of satisfaction in 
simple shots that get the story going. The 
long Steadicam shots are famous but 
sometimes I call them jokingly a ‘club 
sandwich’. They look good but don’t 
always taste that well”.

It’s not all about operating, it is people 
skills as well. Learning how a director of 
photography wants to light before you 
accept a director’s camera movement 
builds the trust between you and both 
your cinematographer and director. In 
the beginning many grips were also 
hesitant about Steadicam and it took 
a while before the relationship built up. 
Nowadays most people understand that 

the combination creates speed and agility. 
Not to mention the great combinations 
with cranes, western dollies. 

Panagiotidis had key grip Grahame 
Litchfield on Quickly Down Under (1990, 
cinematography by David Eggby ACS) 
“We were filming a 6ft-4 Tom Selleck, 
with cowboy hat, and mainly on 
horseback,” says Panagiotidis. “Within 
the first day of shooting we figured out 
we couldn’t get the height. Litchfield 
sourced an 18-inch driveshaft that 
fitted perfectly as a long post to fix the 
problem. We still call it the “Selleck 
post’.”

On Silver Brumby (1993, cinematography 
by Mark Gilfedder) Panagiotidis made a 
‘slave-cam’ from a scaffolding platform 
that would be carried by four grips with 
the Steadicam operator on top of it 
getting to the height of Russel Crowe 
on horseback. When working with Peter 
Jackson on second unit for Mortal 
Engines (2018, Simon Raby NZCS), 
Jackson mentioned it was too smooth 
and to ‘rough it up’. “Incredible,” says 
Panagiotidis. “I spend thirty-years to 
make it smooth but for him we’d throw 
the rig out of balance and loosen it up 
by adding vibrations. In the end the 
story dictates.”

Television stations such as Channel 7 and 
9 invested in Steadicam early on but it 
took a while before the use was feasible 
in live television. Martin Lee was the first 
to start using live video feeds on the 
Steadicam.

“I was always trying to keep the camera 
mobile,” says Lee. “When the engineers 
at Channel 7 were shown the rig in the 
US, they called me one night. ‘There’s 
this new thing, a body mount, would that 
work for you?’ At the time I was walking 
around with assistants and backpacks of 
video gear weighing seventy pounds. It 
seemed like a good idea.”

They bought two rigs and an extra arm, 
thinking it could double as a helicopter 
mount. “It worked really well for the 
drama series,” Lee continues, “but with 
video being in its infancy I needed help 
from engineers and electricians such 
as Jim Clifford and Sam Watts. They 
became my best friends and helped me to 
make it work for live television in those 
days. We really pushed the boat out.” 
When meeting up at the 1988 workshop in 
Rockport Maine, ten years after he picked 
up the rig, he surprised colleagues with 
the development and especially the long 
lenses that they used. Overall Australian 
Steadicam operators seemed to work with 
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longer lenses than the norm. Both in film 
and television. 

In the Eighties most operators stuck to 
wide-angle and mid-range lenses. The 
iconic shot in the maze from The Shining 
was a 9.8mm and an 18mm when 
following the famous tricycle over the 
carpets of the hotel lobby. The 24mm 
and 35mm seemed to have been the 
workhorse and still are nowadays. Both 
Martin Lee in television and Toby Phillips 
on features frequently worked on a 50mm 
equivalent or above pushing the limits of 
the equipment and perfecting operating 
skills.

Lee especially remembers the efforts 
of director Leigh Spence on A Country 
Practice. “He was an early adopter and 
really embraced the Steadicam. Once we 
got it on the show we really had fun with 
it, moving up ladders, through fences 
and closing them behind you and all sort 
of gags,” says Lee.

Ian Jones ACS commented on the change 
from operator to cinematographer. “You 
learn a lot as an operator and having the 
experience with camera movement gives 
you the confidence to step away from 

the classic three step scene coverage,” 
he says. Jones was cinematographer on 
Rolf de Heer’s Ten Canoes (2006). “The 
Steadicam was a great part of the film. 
I had Greg ‘Mango’ Gilbert operate for 
me. The choices for camera movement in 
the film just hit the right tone.”

“The Steadicam can take the lens where 
it is supposed to be but just with more 
freedom, fewer restrictions,” Garrett 
Brown mentions in an historical interview 
about his invention. “There is an optimum 
place for the lens over time. It’s not just 
always a straight line or move. It is often 
more like a French curve with changing 
rhythm and speed based on emotion. 
Often the stopping and starting is much 
more interesting than the move itself.”

There’s something different about a move 
done by a machine vs a human touch. 
Steadicam fits right in between hand 
held and strict linear feel of gimbals and 
dollies. Now with the hybrid solutions from 
the gimbal development the Steadicam 
can also perform way more linear motion 
than beforehand if needed. At the age 
of 45, Garrett Brown’s original Oscar-

winning invention is still an integral part 

of the toolbox of cinematographers in 
commercials, feature films and television 
productions all over the world. 

Today more than thirty Australian 
Steadicam operators are working all over 
Australia and most directors are using 
it regularly. According to Panagiotidis, 
American crews used to bring their 
own operators. You have to have a 
very close bond with the director and 
cinematographer, but in the last fifteen 
years the standard of operating in Australia 
ended up being more than sufficient. 
With Australians working both side of the 
pond at high level even the foreign crews 
use local operators more and more when 
shooting in Australia.

Special thanks to Toby Phillips, Martin Lee, Ian 

Jones ACS, Harry Panagiotidis, Louis Puli SOC, 

Suzy Wood, Ben King, Erika Addis, Jerry Holway 

SOC, and John Seale AM ACS ASC for their 

contributions.

Patrick Van Weeran is a cinematographer 

from The Netherlands who has recently moved 

to Australia. He is a former writer for Dutch 

photography magazine ‘Focus’.
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EA I’ll remember March 2020  
 forever, as the moment when 

the virus COVID-19 changed my 
professional teaching practice and 
workplace, virtually overnight. In the 
first weeks of March staff at Griffith 
Film School (GFS) listened closely 
to every announcement from the 
Federal Government, anticipating that 
universities would soon be declared 
closed. At the time, like most film 
schools, GFS had few fully online 
courses.

The second year students were right 
on the brink of starting to produce their 
major assignment; eight sixty-second 
television commercials (TVCs). Ideas 
had just been pitched, projects selected 
and teams formed. There was a real 
buzz of excitement about the projects 
with some ambitious plans on the table.

On 19 March, GFS Faculty took the very 
difficult decision to halt all face to face 
classes and access to cameras and 
lights.  Effective almost immediately, and 
certainly within two weeks at most.

On 20 March, an urgent meeting with 
the eighty odd cohort was held to 
explain the new circumstances and 
the way forward. I outlined the new 
plan. No TVCs would be produced this 
term. But all TVCs would be developed, 
designed and pre-visualised to a high 
level, ready to go into production 
later after restrictions were lifted. The 
deliverables required from the producing 
and the design students were mostly 
unchanged and they could still make 
most of their course requirements. 

The cinematography students, however, 
could not deliver the principle item; 
finished TVCs. Indeed, without confirmed 
locations, they couldn’t even do final 
drafts of equipment and lighting plans.

The new plan, to enable them to 
effectively create high-level realistic 
pre-visualisation was to train them to 
use Cine Tracer, the cinematography 
simulator in a game engine created by 
Matt Workman. I’ve been aware of Cine 
Tracer for some time but it has not been 

included formally in the GFS curriculum. 
A few third-year students used it in 2019 
to great effect on graduate projects. 

We invited one of those students and 
a production designer to demonstrate 
the power and the incredible usefulness 
of the program, particularly as a 
tool for communication between 
cinematographer and designer. There 
were mixed reactions to the plan, as 
everyone was still in shock. Students 
were trying to work out if they’d stay 
enrolled in the course, and what the 
consequences might be if they stayed 
or left. The anxiety and stress levels 
were high.

Behind-the-scenes, a lot of researching, 
up-skilling, juggling and pressurised 
lobbying commenced. This was a new 
resource that wasn’t budgeted for. 
How many cinematography students 
had computers and networks capable 
of handling the program? How would 
they share and communicate with each 
other and their design and producer 
peers? Students without adequate 
computers had to be supplied with GFS 
computers. All of which had to happen 
very fast before the building shut down. 
It was full on.

Having announced the plan, we now 
had to implement it. I’ve not used Cine 
Tracer before, and few of my colleagues 
had either. It is very much still in 
development, and changes are updated 
frequently. So I called Ben Cotgrove. 

BC It was a cold and miserable day  
 in London on 23 March when 

Addis called me. It was a significant 
day as it was London’s first day of 
lockdown due to the worsening 
outbreak of COVID-19. Teaching a 
practical cinematography course 
online? The prospect is so foreign 
and displaced from my education at 
both GFS and at the Australian Film 
Television Radio School (AFTRS) which 
couldn’t have been more practical and 
hands-on. How do you practically learn 
cinematography without even holding a 
camera? This wasn’t just an interesting 
opportunity for me but a relief from the 

abundance of free time I found myself 
with as the film industry slammed on the 
breaks here and, seemingly, worldwide.

At the end of 2017, I graduated 
from a Masters in Film Production 
completing a thesis titled ‘3D 
Pre-visualisation Methodology for 
Cinematographers’. Here’s the short 
version: hundreds of hours spent 
learning and experimenting with 3D 
programs, specifically Cinema4D and 
a plugin made by Matthew Workman 
called Cine Designer, integration with 
industry-level motion capture studio 
tools and UnrealEngine4 to create live 
pre-visualisation using virtual actor 
characters and a virtual camera. 
Through all of this experimentation, I 
developed a simple methodology that 
would structure how cinematographers 
could use 3D pre-visualisation in their 
own pre-production and test it by pre-
visualising a short film before shooting 
it for real.

Flash-forward to 2020 and this thesis 
made me uniquely, and conveniently, 
qualified to help Addis virtualise 
the system of teaching practical 
cinematography. I had already 
discovered the huge potential 3D 
pre-visualisation could provide to 
cinematographers in that you can 
effectively build, block, light and shoot a 
scene virtually and have many elements 
in relation to camera and lighting be 
near photo-accurate. However back 
in 2017, this took a huge amount of 
resources and time. Luckily for us, and 
unsurprisingly to cinematographers, 
technology changes fast. We now 
had Cine Tracer. A program that 
came out of Cine Designer which I 
used in my Masters but operated on 
a games engine and made virtual 
cinematography, real-time, fast, easy to 
use and easy to learn. Perfect!

Not quite. Cine Tracer isn’t your ordinary 
simulator, it’s complicated in that it’s 
still early days in its development and is 
technically pre-release software or alpha 
software. It definitely doesn’t yet have 
the same polish of a video game you 

FILM SCHOOL
Teaching cinematography online in the time of COVID-19,  

with Cine Tracer and Griffith Film School - by Erika Addis and Ben Cotgrove

62 / FILM SCHOOL



might buy at JB Hi-Fi. It can be buggy, 
it can change significantly between 
updates, and without a doubt requires 
a decent understanding of lighting 
physics and a basic understanding of 
3D terminology and tools in navigating 
its operating system and building 
system. Nothing exists quite like it on 
the market, particularly something so 
focussed on the requirements and 
needs of a cinematographer. A quick 
YouTube search will provide you with 
many examples of cinematographers 
using it to pre-visualise incredibly 
interesting and detailed scenes. 

So came the hard part; getting students 
from downloading Cine Tracer for 
the first time to fully pre-visualising 
a TVC production for assessment 
in a matter of weeks and most 
importantly, understanding the technical 
inaccuracies of the program so that 
they could still effectively implement 
their camera and lighting choices on set 
when the time eventually came to shoot 
these commercials for real.

Addis and I worked together to map 
out a framework for a series of five 
tutorials that would achieve this while 
combining the original outcomes from 
the original course framework with the 
new Cine Tracer learning environment. 
Everything from genre lighting to camera 
movement in commercials.

The first tutorial felt like it went by in 

the blink of an eye. Students who 
knew nothing about Cine Tracer going 
in hopefully now knew how to build a 
complete set, navigate the program, 
and use its sometimes complicated 
time-of-day and global illumination 
system to begin. Hopefully, the students 
were able to keep up with the technical 
information dump. The homework 
would be telling.

Students were asked to build their own 
scenes and sets for the following week 
and they definitely didn’t disappoint. We 
were presented with sprawling open-
plan homes, glass atriums, nightclubs, 
dingy motel rooms and even car-crash 
scenes. It was varied and diverse, 
with great ideas and different levels of 
execution. But significantly, all showed 
that the software and skills needed to 
operate it were approachable and easily 
acquired.

Week two we rounded out the base 
learning by placing virtual characters, 
lighting our scenes using replicas of 
SkyPanels, Source4s, frames, Par 
HMIs along with practical lights. We 
integrated art department choices that 
are key to lighting including tweaking 
the reflectance, surface texture and 
colour to change effect and result with 
the lighting. We even simulated wet 
downs on roads by using reflectance, 
rain emitters and lighting.

Students were beginning to see the 

power of the virtual space to test and 
experiment with ideas of their own. We 
had to continually speak to the limits 
of the program and the elements that 
were not or are not yet photographically 
accurate, particular with lighting, but we 
made it an important note to discuss 
how you could work around these 
limitations and then factor in what you 
would actually have to do in the real 
world.

Such limitations included the games 
engine providing a base level of 
ambience that wasn’t necessarily 
realistic to the real-world conditions. We 
had to remind students that they would 
need to cover themselves on set with 
a way to create ambient fill light and 
not rely on natural ambience as it was 
presented in Cine Tracer.

In the final thirty-minutes of the class, 
we demonstrated the construction and 
lighting of a scene from No Country 
For Old Men (2007, cinematography 
by Roger Deakins CBE BSC ASC) 
with Tommy Lee Jones and Woody 
Harrelson in a motel room. We both 
found recreation a great teaching and 
learning tool and a students ability to 
analyse a frame from camera to lighting 
is key in knowing how to implement 
those choices in their own work. 

Students watched as practical light 
sources were moved around to find 
the right angle of light and shadow 
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direction, as distance between 
characters were changed physically 
and through focal length choices and 
how film lights were used to augment 
the practicals to give more control and 
definition to the justified lighting. 

The test got us close, in a matter of 
thirty-minutes to what the scene looked 
like on the screen and was definitely 
passable as a form of pre-visualisation. 
Suddenly it felt like we were teaching 
a real-life physical lighting class and 
not a how-to use a computer program 
tutorial. In reality, it was 3am in London, 
12-midday in Brisbane, and we were all 
seated in our bedrooms staring at our 
computer screens. 

We began to focus on self-learning 
as a way to further develop the 
students ability with the program and 
cinematographic skills. Exercises 
were set where students had to light 
scenes and show how they would 
relight for continuity as the camera 
placement moved around a scene. 
Students tested recreating the same 
shot using a hand-held camera, jib, 
crane and dolly to create discoveries 
around camera movement and how 

it affects storytelling. Students were 
now using Cine Tracer to experiment, 
analyse and draw conclusions on which 
cinematographic choices they might 
implement in real world productions.

It was empowering to provide feedback 
that students could immediately employ 
in their work and decide for themselves 
if it improved their sets and scenes. 
This instant learning gratification that 
is objectively harder to replicate in a 
physical learning environment. Some 
students flourished and took to the 
program quickly while others required a 
few weeks of exercises and feedback to 
find their footing. 

Students who have embraced working 
with CineTracer have demonstrated 
massive learning about importance 
of scale, textures and colour within a 
location; they’ve investigated styles of 
camera movement and use of big lamps 
not available to them within the course, 
big camera crane moves for example. 
The depth of their learning about 
lensing and lighting is far greater than 
is possible in the limited time of normal 
hands on classes. Most importantly they 
were telling and developing a sense of 
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story in these scenes using the virtual 
camera and lighting. 

Off the back of this learning, some 
students had already used Cine Tracer 
to pre-visualise a mood-film to pitch 
on a real television commercial project 
and others had recreated scenes from 
previous projects they were unsatisfied 
with to discover how they might have lit 
or shot those scenes in retrospect. The 
benefits of Cine Tracer and the ways it 
could be employed by the students had 
become a run-away train if a run-away 
train could be good.

As with anything, there are some 
students who have not embraced 
it. The final measure of that will be 
evident when they all have to submit 
individual work made in Cine Tracer 
for an assignment separate to the 
TVCs. We eagerly await their reflections 
on the assignments, as some will 
undoubtedly describe the difficulties 
and challenges of the program, as well 
as the enormous benefits of being able 
to adjust everything in a set, so quickly 
and see what works, and change what 
isn’t working.

Will CineTracer become part of the 
assets used to teach Cinematography 
at GFS? Yes. Is it a replacement for 
learning hands on? Absolutely not. 
However, it’s clear that tools are 
quickly emerging in the field of virtual 
cinematography that will become 
integral to the landscape of teaching 
cinematography and working as a 
professional cinematographer, and 
it would be remiss to ignore that 
significance even in these early stages 
of development.

The true magic of Cine Tracer is that it is 
a brilliant tool for exploring possibilities, 
in preparation for real world challenges, 
and the proof is in the pudding. Cine 
Tracer helped close the distance 
between students and their access to a 
practical education in cinematography 
during the time of COVID-19.

Erika Addis is head of cinematography at  

Griffith Film School, ACS Queensland  

president, national vice-president and was  

founding Chair of the Women’s Advistory Panel.

Ben Cotgrove is an award-winning 

cinematographer based in London,  

by way of Australia





AC What was the acorn of the idea  
 behind Shepherd’s Pie?

HK The director, Jake Shannon and  
 I were having a random chat 

revolving around the controversy of 
Cardinal George Pell and the ‘me too 
movement’. We soon realised that the 
crux of our conversation was grooming. 
There have been a number of popular 
and potent public figures who have 
been ‘outed’ as predators and abusers. 
Michael Jackson, Kevin Spacey and 
Cardinal Pell were originally highly 
regarded in their fields, but as a different 
truth about these individuals has come 
to light, their perception in the public 
sphere has been changed forever.

That conversation really opened a can 
of worms for the two of us as it was a 

topic that not many people wanted to 

confront. We really wanted to explore 

the reason someone would do such 

a thing and how it impacted their love 

ones. We knew it was an extremely 

touchy topic and we decided to take a 

more abstract and metaphorical route in 

exploring this truth. Through the old tale 

of a farmer and a sheep we set out to 

tell a satirical yet uncomfortable story. 

In essence, we hope that while creating 

a wry tone that will linger long after 

the film ends, the reveal of farmer’s 

sexual intentions will not only leave 

the audience feeling conflicted and 

uncomfortable, but the more sardonic 

members may find a way to revel in its 

absurdity.

AC What factors do you take into  
 consideration when choosing 

cameras and lenses to use? What did 
you decide and why? 

HK When it comes to camera  
 and lenses, it’s a bittersweet 

relationship. I generally tend to be 
pragmatic with my camera choices 
and it is usually dictated by the budget 
I have to play with. When it comes to 
lenses on the other hand, it is the polar 
opposite. I love vintage glass and the 
unique characteristics that they have, 
especially on modern sensors. These 
glasses aren’t always very affordable 
to rent and I would go as far as to say 
my whole set up is dictated by my lens 
selection.

When it came to Shepherd’s Pie, that 
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was exactly the case. After an extensive 
look at lenses, I decided to shoot the 
film using the Canon K-35 and the 
RED Helium. Both the director and I felt 
that the images had to have their own 
unique characteristics and flaws that 
reflected the story on screen. I felt that 
the K-35s were just the right lenses to 
do so. The Helium sensor has a slight 
contrast and it worked well for the story 
we were telling.

Shepherd’s Pie has a dark undertone to 
a seemingly normal rural life. I wanted 
the images to be both beautiful yet 
displaced. I chose to shoot the film on 
a low aperture to give the images a 
dreamy feel and of course, a massive 
headache to my camera assistant Darcy 
Gooding. The K-35 renders the colours 
beautifully and it had an amazing fall off, 
and bokeh. The lenses were quite fast 
and it had some chromatic aberrations 
on the lower t-stops which was exactly 
what I was looking for in representing 
the story on screen.

Initially, I was slightly worried with my 
decision to spend a fair chunk of the 
budget on the glass. Those worries 
were quickly dispelled when I framed 
up the first shot of the production. 
Everyone was happy with it and I knew 
the film was going to look great.

AC What was your collaboration  
 like with your production 

designers, from your point-of-view as 
cinematographer? 

HK I have a tendency to frame wider  
 shots and I use the environment 

around the characters to tell a story. 
As such, the collaboration with the 
production designer, Imogen  Walsh 
was pretty important. For instance, the 

family dinner scene was riddled with 
visual metaphors brought to life thanks 
to the production design that went 
into the dinner room. Throughout the 
characters conversations, we see the 
awards in the background, hand woven 
tapestry and various props that really 
gives the film a strong rural feel.

We had a great location and that helped 
a lot in terms of the general look and 
feel. From there, we experimented on a 
few things that would work on screen 
and ultimately, we moved a few things 
around on the actual shooting days to 
really bring the story to life.

AC Were you working from any  
 specific cinematic or visual 

references?

HK When I read Shannon’s script, I  
 knew the film had to be explored 

visually through its tone. The location, 
lighting and props were equally as 
important as the acting on screen. I 
felt that the script had an empty and 
isolated feel to it and I really wanted to 
explore it visually without being to overt.

As such, I payed homage to the 
film Revolutionary Road (2008, 
cinematography by Roger Deakins 
CBE BSC ASC), which has a moody 
feel with strong colours and textures. 
More importantly, Deakins is a master 
at conveying emotion through his 
visuals. At certain times, I could feel the 
loneliness and isolation in his film and it 
was exactly those moments that I drew 
inspiration from.

With that said, I was also very 
conscious of paying ‘too much 
homage’. Instead of trying to emulate 
other films, I paid more attention to 

Deakins’ visual emotions and I added 
my own spin to it.

AC Can you speak about your crew  
 in the camera department? Did 

you operate the camera yourself?

HK I was pretty lucky to have a solid  
 camera department. Personally, I 

do not like to micro-manage my team 
and I encourage them to be proactive. 
On that note, I foster an open set and 
I am always open to opinions and 
ideas. My team understood the top 
line approach I wanted to achieve, and 
they went on their roles autonomously. 
We had a lot to get through in three 
days. Certain scenes needed a multi-
cam set up and it helps when everyone 
was in sync. I’ve worked with Konrad 
McCarthy (grip and second camera) 
for a while and he knew my style in 
and out. My camera assistant Darcy 
Gooding was constantly on his toes and 
my gaffer, Hannah Palmer, understood 
the mood that I wanted to visually 
portray and she would put her own style 
to my lighting approach.

I enjoy operating my own camera and I 
do it as much as I can. There are times 
when I choose not to - Steadicam, 
gimbal etc. - as a specialist is needed. 
As mentioned, I tend to shoot on wider 
lenses and I really get close to the 
actors. I get to feel the actor’s emotions 
and this helps me make important 
decisions as a cinematographer. 

In terms of Shepherd’s Pie, I ended up 
changing quite a few shots after going 
through the blocking on set. This was 
only possible as I was running around 
with the camera and I understood the 
emotions that Shannon was trying to 
convey. 
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AC How did you choose locations  
 and how did you approach 

lighting in each location?

HK Both Shannon and I knew that  
 location was key to this film and 

we wanted it to be as authentic as 
possible. As such, we decided to shoot 
in real locations as opposed to a studio. 
I personally wanted environments with 
strong characters. We spent quite a bit 
of time scouting for the right location 
and we struck gold when we found 
an amazing privately-owned farm 
in Bacchus Marsh, Victoria. It had 
everything we hoped for, a unique and 
homely living quarters, an interesting 
barn and a beautiful backdrop. Having 
everything in one location made life a 
little easier.

The film’s tone is rather dark and I 
approached the story with a low-key 
lighting style. Different scenes had 
different colour temperatures that 
reflected the character’s mood. I didn’t 
want the lighting to look staged and I 

prefer soft lights. On that note, I have 
an obsession with lighting my sets 
top down and I made sure that was 
adhered to. I feel that there is something 
magical about having light sources from 
the top. Maybe it comes from the time I 
spent as a military officer. The only light 
source I had in the jungle was the sun 
and moon. I guess I got used to that. 

“There have been a 
number of popular and 
potent public figures 

who have been ‘outed’ as 
predators and abusers.”

Like many other cinematographers, I 
like to have full control of my lights and 
I start lighting my scenes from pitch 
black. In this case that wasn’t always 
possible due to time factors as well 
as the logistical challenges of filming 
on location, especially exteriors. As 
such, I used and built on available light 

in certain locations and lit others from 

scratch whenever I could. 

I suggested that production happen on 

a series of overcast days. This naturally 

gave me beautiful exterior shots and 

it made lighting interiors a little easier. 

The light was already naturally soft and I 

was able to build on it during the interior 

day scenes. The night scenes proved 

to be more challenging. I was able to 

light the barn, bedroom and end scene 

from scratch but I didn’t anticipate the 

looming bad weather. It was very windy 

and cold. Everyone could be seen with 

a hot drink in hand at all times. I also 

had to rethink some of my ambient 

lights as the c-stands were swaying 

really badly. My hat goes to everyone for 

being patient in that weather!

AC How involved were you in post- 
 production? What was your 

intention going into the grade? What 

was your approach to colour?
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HK I have a long standing relationship  
 with Shannon and as such, I had 

some input in post. Our editor, Damien 
Magee did a great job in piecing the 
story together while finding the right 
tempo to it. Throughout the editing 
process, I was invited into the suite to 
give my feedback. There were no egos 
and I felt that this open process really 
helped mould the film to be the best 
version that it could be. 

When it came to the grade, I had a 
specific look that I wanted to achieve. 
I usually shoot my images as accurate 
as I can. This instance was no different. 
I approached an old colleague and 
friend, Jamie Manners CSI to grade 
the film. The general look and feel were 
already embedded into the different 
scenes. I really wanted heighten to the 
emotions through colour. The different 
scenes had different feels; warm, cold, 
natural. The overarching similarity they 
had was the sense of grittiness in the 
grade. This was something that I really 
wanted but was also very mindful off. 
Too much of it would be off putting. 
Thankfully, I had Manners and he did his 
magic. He didn’t need much guidance 
and he knew right off the bat what I was 
looking for.

AC Do you have a favourite shot or  
 scene in Shepherd’s Pie?

HK I have both a favourite shot and  
 scene. My favourite shot would 

be the night shot of the barn. We see 
Abe (played by Roy Barker) opening 
the doors, switching on the lights 
and bringing the sheep in. I felt that 
everything in that shot worked out really 
well. It has a beautiful texture to it and it 
reminded me of old paintings. 

“When it came to the 
grade, I had a specific 
look that I wanted to 

achieve. I usually shoot 
my images as accurate 
as I can. This instance 

was no different.”
My favourite scene would be the end 
scene where we see Sarah (played by 
Francesca Waters) getting into her car 
to leave as Abe chases from behind, 
begging her to stay. She whispers 
something inaudible into Abe’s ears as 
she leaves. Both the audience and I 
don’t know what was said and many 
different scenarios pop in to my head. I 
like the fact that the audience are given 
an option to put their thoughts into it.

AC Looking back with the benefit  
 of hindsight, would you change 

anything or what might you have 
done differently shooting Shepherd’s 
Pie?

HK There were a few things that went  
 well, namely the crew’s ability to 

improvise on the spot. Budget is always 
a strong deciding factor. Even if I could 
look into the future, the majority of the 
production would have remained the 
same. In hindsight, I would have paid 
more close attention to the weather. 
The nights were pretty intense as it was 
borderline hailing. Had I known; I would 
have definitely pushed them to a later 
date.

AC What are you working on next,  
 Hossein?

HK In the immediate future, I am  
 working with a few directors to 

get their short narratives off the ground. 
There are a few interesting ideas and I 
am very interested to see them come 
life.  In the long run, I am collaborating 
with a few creatives to bring a television 
series and feature film to life.

Hossein Khodabandehloo is a cinematographer 

working in the advertising industry.

James Cunningham is editor of  

Australian Cinematographer Magazine.
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SPOTLIGHT ON BRAZIL
In ‘Spotlight on Brazil’, we talk to cinematographer Pablo Baiào about shooting O Homem Cordial  

(The Friendly Man) for acclaimed director Iberè Carvalho – by James Cunningham

In Iberê Carvalho’s latest film O Homem 
Cordial, rockstar Aurélio (Paulo Miklos) 
finds himself targeted by the government 
and social media when he is indirectly 
involved in the murder of a police officer. 
Nobody knows what actually happened, 
but the star is now the target of online 
radical groups. We follow Aurélio 
throughout a single, frenetic night in 
São Paulo as he is chased by a wave of 
hatred and the spread of uncontrollable 
proportions through social networks.

Cinematographer Pablo Baião’s filming 
on the streets of São Paulo matches 
masterfully the rhythm of the film. O 
Homem Cordial makes liberal use of the 
single-take as the film unravels in real-
time and the film’s slick cinematography, 
and editing by Nina Galanternick, delivers 
lashings of tension and anxiety. This 
really is a film that has to be seen to be 
experienced, reminiscent of Gaspar Noe’s 
Enter the Void (2009, cinematography 
by Benoît Debie SBC) and Sebastian 
Schipper’s Victoria (2015, cinematography 
by Sturla Brandth Grøvlen DFF).

Baião received an invitation from director 
Iberê Carvalho to shoot the film after 
seeing some of the cinematographer’s 
prior work, including To My Beloved 
(2015) which earned Baião the ‘Best 
Cinematography’ award at the Brasilia 
Film Festival. Carvalho was on the Jury.

“When I read the script I like it, a 
lot, and felt that I was receiving a 
gift,” explains Baião. “It felt very 
contemporary and became even more 
relevant after the Brazilian elections of 
2018. The political situation in Brazil 

has became radicalised. Hatred on the 
internet and on social media was a big 
part of it. At some point, the battlefield 
left the internet and arrived on the 
streets.”

O Homem Cordial was planned 
extensively during pre-production. The 
relationship between the camera and the 
main character was the filmmakers’ first 
focus, and the decision was made that 
Aurélio’s character should always be in 
frame. “It was very difficult to find this 
relationship, but I think we got it” says 
Baião. São Paulo, the largest city in South 
America, was itself a protagonist too.

László Nemes’ Son of Saul (2015, 
cinematography by Mátyás Erdély HSC) 
was a reference for O Homem Cordial, as 
was the Donald Glover television series 
Atlanta (2016-2018, cinematography by 
Christian Sprenger). The award-winning 
single-take Victoria became an important 
reference for the filmmakers, and the 
decision to shoot O Homem Cordial in 
long, continuous takes was an inspired 
artistic choice because “you feel yourself 
in the skin of Aurélio,” says Baião. 

Walter Lima Junior’s A Lira do Delirio 
(1978, cinematography by Dib Lutfi) is a 
film that Baião loves; with its heavy use of 
night shots and improvisation it became 
an important reference for the Brazilian 
cinematographer. The films of Sydney 
Lumet certainly were there too, along 
with Darren Aronofsky’s mother! (2017, 
cinematography by Matthew Libatique 
ASC) for the proximity of the camera to 
the lead character and the dichotomy 
between framing. “We watched a lot of 

viral internet videos, too,” says Baião. 
“One in particular that saw a young 
black kid beaten by a crowd of older, 
middle-class white people that emerged 
from the impeachment protests in Brazil. 
We studied that video a lot.”

From the beginning of the process hand-
held came naturally to the film. “It was 
an aesthetic decision,” says Baião. ”We 
wanted to follow organically Aurélio 
during his one night hell.” The camera 
was an ARRI Alexa XT. The camera was 
primarily chosen because of the camera’s 
low-light abilities. Baião needed to shoot 
on the streets of São Paulo, at night, 
using mostly the lights provided to him by 
the film’s locations. “We used Zeiss High 
Speed Lenses, the old ones, to give us a 
more organic look.

“Our focus puller Wanessa Malta worked 
a lot,” the cinematographer explains. “I 
had about eight reflectors in the truck, 
no dolly, and a lot of practical lights that 
we bought just for the film. We wanted 
the sensation you have when walking the 
streets at night, but with a heightened 
reality. Here in Brazil, since the 1960s, 
we’ve have a significant tradition of films 
shot on hand-held camera. Dib Lutfi, 
was THE hand-held master. I was his 
camera assistant in the 1990s. I learned 
a lot from him.”

The camera department consisted of four 
on camera, three electrics and three grips. 
The only thing the cinematographer says 
he wanted was a taller ladder to reach 
the street lights. The crew was small but 
united. Proof of this exists in the crew’s 
WhatsApp group; still very active today.
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Paulo Miklos is rockstar Aurélio in ‘O Homem Cordial’ - PHOTO Pablo Baiáo



“The mononymous Cidão was my 
gaffer,” says Baião. “He was a warrior. 
Sometimes it is more difficult to work 
with practical lights than reflectors. He 
made it look so easy. Dico Vilhena was 
our grip, a good friend of Carvalho and 
I like him a lot. He was of huge, intuitive 
assistance guiding me with the hand-
held camera walking backwards on the 
streets. Everything was harmonious. I 
have in my memory that this film was one 
of most enjoyable I have ever done.”

O Homem Cordial was shot in five weeks, 
with only two days off, a rarity in Brazil. 
Rehearsals were made on locations, and 
since the scenes were shot in sequential 
order, it offered Baião the possibility that 
he spend some time on each shot. “We 
never missed the schedule,” he says. 
Lighting was done almost entirely with 
practical lights; we wanted a feeling that 
we had no cinema lighting. We wanted 
Paulistas [residents of São Paulo state] 
to see the film and feel that they know 
this place. We wanted to stay as close as 
possible to everyday life.”

Their truck was small and the crew shared 
electric, grip and production duties. Lights 
used were a 350w, 600w, 1K and 2K, all 
tungsten, only one of each, a 1k and 2k 
balloon and two small HMIs. All the rest 
were small, practical lights that could stay 
on screen and give the accidental spill that 
normal lights do with very little cutting.

One sequence in the film stands out as 
Baião’s favourite. It’s filmed as a single 
take. Aurélio meets the mother of a 
missing boy. “It was all so intense,” 
he explains. “It breaks the language 

film. The camera takes its direction 
from Aurélio. Roberta Estrela D’alva, 
the actress, is incredible. We finished 
shooting the scene and I felt that we 
didn’t quite reach the peak of emotion. 
I discussed with Carvalho about doing 
one more take, freestyle and completely 
improvised. It was magic.” 

“How many mothers are in in this 
situation in Brazil,” the cinematographer 
explains. “How many families are 
destroyed by police brutality. Missing 
is worse that death. I felt like I was 
witnessing a real scene.” D’alva, the 
actress who played the mother in that 
scene, recently saw the cinematographer 
and gave him a big hug in recognition 
specifically for his contribution to her 
performance.

“A film is a consequence of many hard 
days work; you have to open all your 
sensibility to make a scene,” says 
Baião. “You are always pushing your 
limits. Especially hand-held; it’s a kind 
of dance. It never goes the way you 
predict, you have to be prepared for 
what happens.”

Post-production was completed at O2 
Filmes with Fabio Souza, an old friend 
of the cinematographer. “He is a very 
talented and creative individual,” says 
Baião “He’s known me since I was 
a second camera assistant. We have 
collaborated together on many films, 
even in analog colour treatment.”

“We are in a very delicate moment for 
Brazilian cinema,” says Baião “We are 
being treated like enemies by a right-
wing government, censorship is back, 

persecution, internet hate and so many 
friends without work. We are witnessing 
the dismantling of the whole system 
that brought Brazilian cinema to the 
place we are now.” When Baião filmed O 
Home Cordial, even in his worst dreams, 
he couldn’t imagine what is actually 
happening.

Fortunately, the cinematographer finds 
himself working on a television project 
about a true story that takes place during 
World War II. “It’s like a Brazilian 
Schindler’s List,” he says. “A very 
brave women saved hundreds of jews 
by falsifying Brazilian Visas inside the 
Brazilian Embassy in Hamburg. This one 
is a lot of work. So, we will resist and 
many good films are going to be made 
during this sad time in Brazil. I hope.”

For Baião, cinema is one of the arts that 
gives you more empathy for another 
human being. “You put yourself 
under the skin of another person,” he 
concludes by saying. “This is one of 
the things we lack in Brazil right now, 
empathy. We needed to feel the fear, 
the contradiction, the mental confusion 
of Aurélio that we’re all experiencing in 
everyday life. I think we achieved that.”

Pablo Baião is an award-winning  

Brazilian cinematographer.

‘Spotlight on Brazil’ is a collaboration between 

Australian Cinematographer Magazine and the 

Associação Brasileira de Cinematografia (ABC).

James Cunningham is editor of  

Australian Cinematographer Magazine.
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