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We probably get more requests for merch than we do for cameras - so we‘ve 
finally done something about it. Great quality Patagonia jackets, vests and 

flanno‘s now available with ARRI branding. It‘s gear that‘s made to last, just like 
you‘d expect from anything with an ARRI badge on it. 

Great as a gift to your crew, your spouse, or yourself.

Drop into the showroom in Sydney to browse the collection or 
get in touch to purchase directly: 

02 9855 4300
@arriaustralia  

Look sharp now we‘re back on set. 
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FROM THE EDITOR

Dear Readers,

We are so proud to present to you Issue #87 of the magazine from 
deep inside my own Melbourne lockdown, brought together with 
the help of generous contributors in their own isolations around 
the country, and the world. My partner and I have been using the 
lockdown to plow through around three or four films per day. It’s 
become our months-long film festival at home. 

In ‘ACS Brief’ we hear from an Australian cinematographer who 
designed and built a 65-million megapixel camera from scratch, the 
director who shot with his cinematographer a short film entirely within 
the confines of his 150 square-foot apartment, the woman who 
organised Tchaikovsky’s Swan Lake ballet to be performed and filmed 
in the bathtubs of twenty-seven of the world’s best dancers, and how 
the feature film Children of the Corn continued filming throughout the 
pandemic.

If you haven’t checked out Hulu series The Great, available in Australia 
on Stan, I would highly recommend it. Cinematographer John 
Brawley kicks off our ‘Features’ section with an in-depth examination 
of exactly how he shot the series. We chat to Milli-Award winning 
cinematographer Andrew Commis ACS about new feature Babyteeth, 
which was nominated for a Golden Lion at the Venice Film Festival, 
and James L Brown ACS shares his experiences shooting the riveting 
new New Zealand true-crime, gang feature Savage. 

We then hear from two brothers. We first interview the Academy 
Award-winning cinematographer Dion Beebe ACS ASC about 
shooting the upcoming Helen Reddy biopic I Am Woman for director 
Unjoo Moon. Then chat to Beebe’s brother Damien about shooting an 
independent horror film called Aiyai, on the Gold Coast. 

We showcase four wonderful short films in ‘Australian Shorts’, coming 
from this year’s Revelation Perth Film Festival, and in ‘Film Reviews’ 
we cover two Australian films selected from this year’s Melbourne 
International Film Festival’s program. Our regular contributor Patrick 
Van Weeren writes about shooting commercials during the pandemic, 
and in ‘Spotlight on Brazil’ we look at the thoroughly electric Netflix 
series Boca a Boca with cinematographer Azul Serra.

We’re so full with content this issue we’ve had to push some stories to 
the next issue. As I always say; I trust you enjoy reading this issue as 
much as we’ve enjoyed putting it together. 

Until next time…

James Cunningham
Editor,
Australian Cinematographer Magazine

FROM THE PRESIDENT

Warmest greetings to you all,

Every quarter our diligent AC Magazine editor, James Cunningham, 
will send me a courteous reminder about this column for our 
magazine.

Normally, the subject will come easily, but not this time. I guess 
the reason being there is so much unrelated to cinematography 
happening globally and I find it difficult to focus clearly on one topic.

I speak regularly to many members and of course those leaders within 
our Society to gain their thoughts on various things related to our 
Society, which at this time is the State and Territory Awards followed 
by Accreditation, which opens on 1 September.

But there is more to the Society that just awards. It is also the 
wellbeing of our members, not only now but all year. In light of all the 
aspects of current life I want to share with you a beautiful article from 
Roger Lanser ACS about our First Responders which I find informing, 
empathetic and written with great heart.

Good luck to all who enter the State and Territory Awards, which of 
course this year will be a series of online presentations.

Until next time,

Ron Johanson OAM ACS
National President,
Australian Cinematographers Society

First Responder

In the light of the tragedy in Melbourne of the four police being killed on a Melbourne 
freeway, I would like to say how sad I am for all involved including the media crews at 
the scene. In my early years as a camera assistant I worked mainly on scripted dra-
mas. When we were not filming and between series the ABC would relocate me to Gore 
Hill, NSW, and the news department. Here was a different world and a different way to 
work for an assistant. Lots of driving the camera car with the cinematographer the sound 
recordist and the ‘on camera’ journalist. We had old CB type car radios to get our jobs. 

On this particular day we were at the airport having just filmed a celebrity just off a plane 
fighting her way through a throng of microphones and cameras. We were told a traffic 
accident had occurred nearby and a fuel tanker truck was spilling petrol into the Cooks 
River off the bridge. We rushed to the scene and pulled up and we sprung into action, 
camera out of the road case, battery and lead, filter on and check the camera was loaded 
with a full roll. As I was passing the camera to the cinematographer I released we were 
the first ones there and this accident had just happened.

I started to hear the cries and screams of the people crushed and trapped under the 
tanker, they never mentioned that in the radio call, the tanker was on top of a car full of 
people going to the airport and another car had smashed into that car. The heady smell 
of gushing gasoline, the screams for help and bodies everywhere. Cars were still going 
around a man covered in blood staggering into oncoming traffic. No ambulances, no 
police, just us, an ABC TV crew. I was shaking and in a stupor. 

I snapped out of it as the cinematographer shouted, “get the legs!” I responded and 
asked to not go over there, please. I sat in the car while they all ran off getting shots and 
recording sound. I couldn’t even look in that direction. Finally the police and ambulance 
turned up sirens blaring which only added another layer of sound to the cacophony. Later 
that same day we were filming another story to complete our shift. I was catatonic.

Full respect to those who are first there and witness the horror, who spring into action to 
help, who can work without thought to help and assist, to be compassionate in the face 
of great trauma and carnage. It must have been horrible.

Roger Lanser ACS
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The Coronavirus pandemic has been 

a shock for our industry, and for me as 

well. 

Before it, I was working on a feature 

film. Suddenly, filming ceased and I 

found myself locked inside my own 

bedroom. So, I decided to make a film 

inside my bedroom. 

I didn’t want Apple-Man to look like 

a ‘found footage’ movie or a ‘home 

video’. For me, as a director, cinematic 

image is very important. I believe that a 

movie has to be visually exciting even if 

you have an ultra-low budget, or don’t 

have a budget at all. 

When I first told my cinematographer, 

Vladimir Kratinov, I wanted to shoot a 

superhero movie inside a 150 square 

feet room, he thought I’d lost my 

mind. After I showed him the script 

and my storyboard, however, he got 

excited. This became a very interesting 

challenge for him. 

When you are making an ultra-low-

budget film, you always deal with a 

great number of limitations. But this 

is nothing compared to when you film 

during a lockdown. I am locked inside 

a small apartment, with pale walls. 

I don’t have access to any props, 

except those I have in my apartment. 

My crew consists of only me and my 
cinematographer. I didn’t have any 
actors, except for myself. 

One more limitation I added myself; 
we didn’t use chroma-key. I love this 
technology, but in this case it would 
have been cheating. If we say we shoot 
a complete movie in one apartment, 
we have no right to use footage in the 
background. Despite all the limitations, 
our goal was to make the footage look 
as close to traditional superhero Marvel 
and DC movies as possible. 

“When I first told 
my cinematographer, 
Vladimir Kratinov, 
I wanted to shoot a 

superhero movie inside 
a 150 square feet room, 

he thought I’d lost  
my mind.”

Apple-Man used Blackmagic Mini Pro 
4.6K URSA G2. What I love about this 
camera is that it delivers slow-motion 
in 300 frames-per-second. When you 
film a superhero movie, you need many 
frames-per-second for epic scenes. The 
URSA’s RAW is also perfect for colour-
grading. 

About the lenses, usually I work with 
Cooke anamorphic optics and Hawk 
V-Lite. But this time they were too 
expensive. 

I feel anamorphic footage is hard to 
work with for visual effects and we 
needed these to be added in post-
production. We picked up Zeiss 
Compact Primes. Very simple solution, 
but I love that they deliver high contrast 
and work well in low light. 

Prior to filming, we removed all the 
furniture from the room and used black 
plastic to cover the walls and floor. 

We used Astera AX-1 LEDs and 
Dedolights for lighting scenes. We used 
between five and six light sources for 
every scene. This helped our image 
look deep, despite the small size of our 
location. 

We’ve since received great feedback 
about the film from all over the world. 
Jennifer Aniston liked Apple-Man 
on Instagram. So, we’ve decided to 
produce a ninety-minute feature! Just, 
not in my apartment.

Vasilij Moskalenko is an Australian-based 

Ukrainian film director, script-writer  

and producer.

APPLE-MAN
Apple-Man is a comedy superhero short film, shot completely during lock-down,  

in the director’s 150 square feet bedroom - by Vasilij Moskalenko
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A scene from ‘Apple-Man’ - DOP Vladimir Kratinov
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I came up with the initial concept for 
this film. I had some vague ideas in my 
head and a few interesting ideas that 
would intertwine my characters. The 
psychology behind human behaviour 
and the inter-connectedness of humans 
is something I love to explore, so 
inspired from a few similar films such as 
Amores Perros (2000, cinematography 
by Rodrigo Prieto AMC ASC) and Babel 
(2006, cinematography also by Prieto), 
I had written what was a blueprint for a 
short film. 

Directing is not my gig, so I met with my 
good friend and director Mert Berdilek 
where we discussed ways of getting 
the film made. He came on board as 
director and we spent a lot of time in 
pre-production working with the actors 
and reworking the script over some 
intense rehearsal sessions. I was lucky 
enough to be present during all that 
which gave me a good understanding 
of how the story was evolving and what 
kind of world was needed to be created. 

My main priority is always trying to 
understand a script as thoroughly as 
possible. I try to deeply explore the 
characters and the subtext and then 
visualise a cinematic language that 
would best support that. I first break it 
down creatively trying my best to get an 
intimate knowledge of the characters 
then combining that with lengthy 
discussions deconstructing the text with 
the director and what their vision for the 
film is. 

Once I can connect to what story is 
really being told then I can be better 
equipped to seek the technical tools 
required to make it. 

Form factor, specifications of a camera, 
the different aesthetics of lenses, 
the use of or absence of light are all 
important considerations when painting 
the visual world of the film. We didn’t 
have the luxury of unlimited choices on 
Crossfire as it was done on a micro-
budget. When choosing our arsenal, 
we ended up using a Red Scarlet-W 
and Zeiss Lenses with a very small but 
pragmatic lighting package. 

I shot in 5K resolution to use the full S35 
sensor of the camera and we framed 
our shots to 2.39:1 whilst shooting. I 
was always around T2 to T4 depending 
on how much of the environment and 
the characters world we wanted to 
show.  

For me, I think the relationship between 
a cinematographer and a production 
designer to be one of the most 
important collaborations. It’s not only 
a critical piece of the visual storytelling 
but it’s something that can really elevate 
your frames. Our production designer, 
Varvara Sora, did an amazing job within 
the limited resources we were working 
with. I had created a colour palette that 
was primarily made up of warmer tones 
so our discussions were mainly around 
ensuring we were using certain shades 
of  colour in specific frames to really 

heighten the feeling of each frame. 

Australian references included Animal 
Kingdom (2010, cinematography by 
Adam Arkapaw ACS) and Snowtown 
(2011, cinematography also by 
Arkapaw) for their gritty imagery of 
Australian suburbia. The worlds in these 
films seem bleak and inescapable, 
watching it gives me an unsettling 
feeling which is something we wanted 
to convey. Crossfire had a hostile world 
so it was intentionally kept very dark 
and high contrast. 

However beyond the visual world we 
were trying to create, the director, Mert 
Berdilek, had countless references 
for a majority of the shots. Let it be 
from filmmakers such as Melville, 
Tarkovsky, Bergman, Welles, Haneke 
and Scorsese. Bruegel’s painting ‘The 
Triumph of Death’ was our reference 
point for the entire visual paradigm we 
were trying to create inside the house, 
which also even makes a cameo within 
the film itself.

I had an excellent crew; but I always 
operate the camera. I’ve worked with 
my crew a lot and we have developed 
a great bond which I think is extremely 
important. They are hard-working 
professionals, my right-hand man was 
Wye Keen Wong who for the most part 
has been my first assistant on a lot of 
the films I have shot. He has always 
ensured my shots have always been in 
focus.

CROSSFIRE
Cinematographer Alper Kasap shoots the short film Crossfire,  

winning Gold at the Victoria & Tasmania ACS Awards - by Alper Kasap

A scene from the film ‘Crossfire’ - DOP Alper Kasap

10 / ACS BRIEF



We went on a long online search looking 
at houses in Victoria, basically trying to 
find something that was similar to the 
world we were trying to create. I think 
we got very lucky, I found a house and 
contacted the owners who said they 
were going to knock it down and rebuild 
it, so the house was a bit of a mess and 
hence much cheaper to hire.

The house we found had an interior 
which perfectly suited our character, 
and had wallpaper that complemented 
the colour palette I had created for 
the film. As the owners had planned 
to knock it down this allowed us the 
freedom to be malleable and gave us 
the opportunity to use the home as a 
canvas to build from. 

We knew the film lived in a world of 
uneasiness and unrelenting tension, so 
adversely, the juxtaposition of that and 
the film being of warmer tones would 
add to the unpredictability of it all. The 
unpleasant or sinister behaviours of the 
characters showcased through warm 
lighting is a bit of a shock to the senses, 
you’re ultimately breaking a trope, I feel 
that we wanted to create that shock so 
the entire experience for the audience is 
like walking on tight-rope. 

With regards to lighting, I wanted to 
keep it very naturalistic. We didn’t 
have grand setups as we were limited 
because of funding and resources, 
so ultimately, we had to find ways of 
working smarter. We shot in the front-
yard, the back-yard, and inside the 
home. This meant planning our shots 
wisely around the sun’s trajectory. When 
the sun was rising to the back-yard, we 
would do most of our front-yard shots. 

Which meant no harsh direct sunlight 
flattening our image and we could still 
use textiles to bounce, diffuse, black out 
and really shape my lighting. 

We had a 12 x 12 black Ultrabounce 
and we used that mostly to bounce light 
inside the house. When shooting the 
exteriors, I used it mainly as negative fill. 
It’s a dark story and we really wanted 
to immerse the audience into the world 
of these characters. We wanted an 
uncomfortable rhythm to it all and so 
every lighting choice was made to 
support the uneasy rhythm of the film. 

I think with this film, the philosophy of 
‘the absence of light’ was Berdilek’s 
mantra which was our guiding light. 

One example of this was a scene of 
physical abuse, where the progression 
of that scene, the blocking, as the 
characters throughout the fight move 
from one room to the other was a 
perfect example on how the absence 
of light was achieved. As the scene 
reaches its climax, we observe 
the absence of light progressively 
increasing, as the character wallows 
in the depths of his conscience. This 
was achieved by lighting to specific 
lighting ratios within the space, so the 
characters would move in from light to 
dark or inversely from dark to light.

Due to my close relationship with the 
director we went over together the 
rough edits he had done. He had tried 
many variations of how the story should 
be cut, how much should be revealed 
and how much should be left out. It was 
a long process until Berdilek cut a few 
things together that worked extremely 

well. Once we had picture-lock, we 
took the film to my regular colourist 
Tim Whiting who I have worked with on 
many films before. Tim is an excellent 
colourist who is very familiar with my 
shooting style and my ratios in darker, 
high-contrast dramas. We had some 
lengthy discussions regarding the film 
colour palette and my approach to 
lighting certain scenes with certain 
ratios. I sat in on a few sessions and 
overlooked the process but he has 
developed a good understanding for 
my lighting style and in the end did an 
exceptional job. 

I’m a cinematographer that operates 
purely on feeling, emotion and intuition. 
It’s hard to say if I would change 
anything looking back, as I did what 
my intuition and preparation led me to 
believe.  

But hindsight is an amazing thing and 
for me time is always the thing I would 
want more of. Some shots had to be 
rushed due to scheduling and I would 
have liked to have the luxury of a few 
more resources in lighting and camera 
so we were able to pull off some of the 
shots as they were originally intended. 

I’ve recently finished another amazing 
short film for director Eva Justine 
Torkkola called Something Died In The 
Forest. It was a script that got some 
mentorship by Dame Jane Campion 
DNZM during the pre-production stage, 
so look out for that in upcoming festivals

Alper Kasap is an award-winning 

cinematographer who works across  

a broad spectrum of content. 
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A scene from the short film ‘Crossfire’ - DOP Alper Kasap



Children of the Corn started pre-

production in February, just at the 

beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic 

lockdown. We were able to proceed 

with the persistence of our producer 

Lucas Foster. He set about instigating 

protocols from within our production 

and using our key safety officer John 

Heanney’s documents along with state 

and federal guidelines so that we could 

continue safely. It meant a new version 

of being on set with social distancing, 

adherence to working with personal 

protective equipment (PPE) and with 

enforcing new hygiene standards.

Before we started shooting, Foster 

convened the heads of department. 

He asked if we wanted to proceed 

and if we could work under these new 

protocols. There was a resounding 

‘yes’. I think the Australian crew were 

really outstanding in their ability to 

adapt to the new rules and workplace 

guidelines. Everyone from the office staff 

to the crew were onboard to be able 

to make it work. Personal responsibility 

was key.

From my perspective, we had a few 
key factors to be able to push ahead. 
Firstly, we went on location and we 
took over three hotels and some other 
accommodation solely for our use. 
Secondly, we had amazing catering 
courtesy of Kerri Fetzer who provided 
three outstanding meals a day, served to 
us in a safe and gracious manner. This 
became a really solid basis to start from.

Each department had their own set of 
protocols to follow. Starting with my 
camera department; we had two main 
unit camera teams, with myself and 
Ricky Schamburg operating cameras. 
Dora Krolikowska and Jack Mayo were 
our first assistants who did a brilliant 
job running the camera department. 
Pre-production at Panavision in 
Sydney had its own complications, as 
they introduced their own new work 
schedule and protocol requirements. As 
always though, they were able work out 
a plan and let us continue.

Grant Hansford and Andrew Collier 
were most helpful to me, especially 
getting our camera package together. 

I had started testing in Los Angeles 
at Panavision in Woodland Hills. After 
discussions with Dan Sasaki and Lori 
Killam we were able to put together a 
lens package which Sasaki modified, or 
expanded, to allow us to shoot on the 
DXL2 using all of the 8K sensor.

I was looking for an older style lens that 
would suit the story we wanted to tell. 
Sasaki then took it to task and came 
up with a custom set of Panavision 
Super and Ultra Speeds with unique 
contrast and flare characteristics. Our 
director, Kurt Wimmer, was keen on a 
‘retro look’. We had a set of primes and 
two longer lenses, being a converted 
spherical 11-1 zoom and a fantastic 70 
series 200-400mm zoom, which we 
dubbed ‘the Mayo’, a popular B-camera 
lens.

Key grip Jason Weekes and his brilliant 
team gave us incredible support with 
cranes, dolly and sliders, as we had to 
maintain a safe distance from our cast. 
We also had to adapt to working in a 
new environment where we all had to 
socially distance. While setting up shots 

CHILDREN OF THE CORN
Beginning pre-production in February, how feature film Children of the Corn  

continued production in isolation throughout the pandemic - by Andrew Rowlands
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Actors Kate Moyer and Elena Kampouris with director Kurt Wimmer, between takes on ‘Children of the Corn’  
- PHOTO Mark Rodgers



we all had to take turns building and 

setting up the camera. Our talented 

gaffer Steve Daley and his crew were 

outstanding in getting me through this. 

He always had the right solution and 

they all had boundless enthusiasm to 

bring to the set each day, and night.

We mainly shot exteriors day and 

night in our primary location in a corn 

field. This was planted weeks prior to 

production starting, in the Richmond 

Lowlands of New South Wales. We 

were lucky enough to have ‘corn 

whisperer’ Chris Reynolds on our side 

who grew a ten-acre playing field of 

corn that our production designer Pete 

Baxter, and our art director Rob Wood, 

utilised to give us multiple areas to 

shoot in. 

Splinter unit cinematographer Matt Toll 

and his unit took on a lot of bigger scale 

work that usually isn’t the case with 

splinter units, and did a tremendous job 

shooting some gorgeous scenes.  

While shooting, Heaney’s onset safety 

officers kept us honest in regard to 

socially distancing on set and keeping 

our numbers to a strict count when 

shooting interiors. Whilst this added 

more time to the day, the assistant 

directors and production scheduled 

accordingly. Still, each day was a 

challenge.

Our shooting style had to take into 

account how close we could be to our 

cast. Some close-up shots had to be 

re-imagined within the genre of Children 

of the Corn, and this was entirely 

achievable. We relied a lot on the 

Ronin with a DXL2 on it with our prime 

lenses to keep the camera moving in 

order to suggest that there was always 

something lurking in the corn. 

When not on Ronin, we utilised the 

fantastic skills of our dolly grips, Ben 

Hyde and Dave Shaw. To give our 

movie yet another layer we involved 

company XM2 with their array of drone 

and electric bike rigs. Stephen Oh and 

his team did an amazing job shooting 

the aerials and chase sequences 

considering the new on-set restrictions.
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Key grip Jason Weekes and his 31-foot Giraffe, with crew on loactions shooting ‘Children of the Corn’ - PHOTO Mark Rodgers

Children of the Corn will benefit hugely 
from the talents of the designers from 
visual effects powerhouse Digital 
Domain and Western Australian post-
productions house Boogie Monster. 
Steve Vojkovic, of the latter, was our 
onset visual effects supervisor. 

Vojkovic handled brilliantly the 
challenges of our young cast interacting 
with an imaginary creature, which can 
be a challenge even for more seasoned 
actors.  

Last but not least, our hair and makeup 
team led by Angela Conte did amazing 
work with all the parameters they had 
to work within, along with our Costume 
Designer Amelia Gebler and her team.

We came together as a crew, we 
adapted, and we were able to push 
onwards.

Children of the Corn is the first feature film for 

Andrew Rowlands as cinematographer,  

having worked extensively as a camera  

operator and second unit cinematographer  

on films such as The Departed (2006) 

 for director Martin Scorsese and  

Star Wars: The Force Awakens (2015).



Psychological horror short The Moogai 
is a film about a young mother, Sarah 
(Shari Sebbens), who becomes 
terrorised by a malevolent spirit she 
believes is trying to take her child. 
Sarah’s husband Fergus (Meyne Wyatt) 
desperately wants to believe her but as 
she becomes more unstable, Fergus is 
increasingly concerned for the safety of 
their family. 

Written and directed by Jon Bell and 
produced by Causeway Films (Kristina 
Ceyton, Samantha Jennings, Taylor 
Goddard) and No Coincidence Media 
(Mitchell Stanley), The Moogai is a 
uniquely Australian genre film. The 
film shot over five days and won Best 
Australian Film at this year’s Melbourne 
International Film Festival (MIFF). 
Cinematographer Sean Ryan sits down 
with us to talk about the film and his 
process from start to finish.

AC What a great way to start off  
 the year with a short film, how 

did you become involved in a project 
like this?

SR I had some mutual friends with 
  the producers who connected 

us when they caught wind that 

Causeway were making a new short 
and were in need of a cinematographer. 
Jon Bell looked through some of 
my previous drama work and found 
sensibilities that would be appropriate 
for telling this story. Then, after an 
interview, I eventually got the call 
that they would like to offer me the 
position on the film, which I very gladly 
accepted.

AC Once you were brought onto  
 the film what were the next 

steps?

SR Well, at that point, it was mid- 
 December and we were set to 

be shooting mid-January so we really 
hit the ground running, especially since 
we were going to lose time over the 
Christmas break.

Finding locations became a huge 
priority so Bell, production designer 
Bethany Ryan and I were visiting a lot of 
houses trying to find our hero location in 
which a lot of the film takes place. We 
had to find somewhere that would be 
suitable for the scenes we planned on 
shooting day-for-night, which was not 
easy. The location needed to allow us 
to tent any windows or glass doors and 

allow us to light through them. We also 
had restrictions on what she would be 
able to bring in, so we needed a house 
that had enough suitable decor and 
furniture already present. 

The house we settled on ticked these 
boxes and allowed our production 
designer to make a few adjustments 
and additions to have it feel as if our 
characters were the ones living there. 
The house happened to be a bit more 
aspirational than the story needed so 
we were careful what parts we showed 
to make the on-screen world feel a little 
smaller.

AC During this fast paced pre- 
 production what sort of 

conversations where you having with 
the director? 

SR Once I’d gained an  
 understanding of how the film 

came to be and why Bell had chosen 
this particular story to tell, we moved 
into specifics of how the film should 
look and feel. Bell has a background 
in writing and a lifetime of cinema 
appreciation which led us to discussing 
references from a wide range of sources 
and periods. The style of David Fincher 

THE MOOGAI
Sean Ryan shoots horror film The Moogai for director Jon Bell,  

winning Best Australian Short Film at MIFF this year - interview by Vanessa Abbott
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was something we often came back to, 
as we were both fans of his deliberate 
camera work and refined approach. 
We also looked at the way the camera 
moves with his characters, almost 
like it’s locked onto them, which is 
something we borrowed for a few shots. 

Two other films were Prisoners (2013, 
cinematography by Roger Deakins 
CBE BSC ASC) and Sicario (2015, 
cinematography also by Deakins) both 
of which I’m a fan, both also played 
a part in influencing the look of The 
Moogai. All of which stayed relevant 
through production and was the starting 
point for our colour timing when we 
got into the grading suite with the 
talented colourist Fergus Rotherham. 
We also observed a few photographs 
and paintings that evoked a particular 
emotional response from the viewer, the 
kind of response we aimed to emulate 
with particular imagery in our film. 

AC Then having to execute these  
 ideas, what kind of technical 

considerations did you have to make?

SR We knew we were after a  
 contemporary look and wanted 

to work in an aspect ratio of 2.39:1. 
Anamorphic lenses didn’t seem quite 
right and come with too many image 
artefacts for our liking. Knowing we’d 
need fast glass for our night exteriors 
we opted for an ARRI Alexa Mini and a 
large set of Panavision Super Speeds 
and Ultra Speeds from Panavision in 
Sydney who were really supportive 
of the project. I really like the edge 
softness of these lenses and the control 
you have over the image depending on 
your chosen T-stop. 

AC What was your approach for  
 these night exteriors?

SR The final portion of the film takes  
 place on the side of a road and 

then moves into a neighbouring field. 
We couldn’t find a location that had 
these two things next to each other as 
written, so we split the two and found 
a spot where the locations were only 
about 100m apart so we could still 
shoot them in the same night. This night 
had quite a lot of moving parts and was 
one of the larger lighting setups for the 
film. It’s never easy doing a long night 

especially when every department is 
a little stretched. Thankfully our gaffer 
Noel Franco was on top of it and our 
small team were able to run a knuckle 
boom with an M40 as our moonlight, 
which gave us just enough level to light 
a space big enough for thirty people to 
be spread out in a field. Then, using a 
few heavily diffused sky panels off to 
frame right just to bring out their faces, 
we were good to go.

On the same setup Kris Wallis our key 
grip built his 24-foot crane in the field. 
I chose to ride on the crane to operate 
the camera, and I’m glad I did. Having 
not ridden on a crane before it was 
really nice to not be operating remotely. 
Having a high perspective to also assist 
the assistant director layout our extras 
in the field was really helpful.

After this setup we were then meant to 
drive our knuckle boom about 200m 
zig zagging through a carpark to get it 
closer to our next set. We were short 
on time and the boom had been playing 
up so instead we left it in the paddock 
it was in and at full height we could just 
poke it over a large group of trees and 
get a direct line of sight to our second 
set which was a real stroke of luck and 
big time saver. 

AC What were the other main  
 challenges you faced during 

production?

SR There’s a long night driving  
 sequence in the film which was 

something that concerned me at a 
script level. We needed to shoot a rural 
night driving sequence with car interiors 
and exteriors showing the car swerving 
off the road as the driver is falling asleep 
at the wheel. What made it difficult was 
the very short section of road we had 
available to shoot on allowing for the 
stunt manoeuvre of the vehicle. We 
also had to consider the involvement 
of a six-week old baby with restricted 
shooting times, and not being able to 
have the baby present in the actual 
moving car.

I considered using car mounts for the 
camera and lighting the actors faces 
either from inside the car or rigging 
lights externally but then we would need 
to have some sort of consistency with 

our wider coverage, which limits you to 
uplighting people to hide lights which is 
a look I’m not particularly fond of. 

I then remembered a similar 
scene in Nocturnal Animals (2016, 
cinematography by Seamus McGarvey 
BSC ASC) so went back and revisited 
this to see how they’d approached it. 
Their approach was to shoot all of the 
car interiors using simulated travel and 
because the road they’re travelling on is 
so remote and free of any artificial light 
you forgive seeing only black outside 
the windows, which I realised would 
allow us to use this technique and not 
need any visual effects to extend the 
backdrop. The actors were lit extremely 
dimly which helped sell how dark it was 
outside. That also gave them freedom 
for the wider car-to-car coverage not 
to light the characters and allow the 
use of stunt drivers. Using this ideology 
allowed us a lot of flexibility to do all the 
interiors in a controlled environment and 
get some really great driving footage 
with a precision driver, without needing 
the actors present. 

AC Looking back did you achieve  
 what you set out to do? Is 

there anything you would have done 
differently?

SR I’m really happy with the end  
 result and look forward to the 

film getting out and finding its audience. 
People like our first assistant director 
Killian Maguire, and production manager 
Tara Borg, had a huge impact on The 
Moogai. It really was a great team and 
felt like everyone was working towards 
the same goal which is a nice feeling 
to have. I need to also give credit to 
my camera department headed by first 
assistant camera Jono Heighes with 
additional focus duties by Anne-Sophie 
Marion and second assistant camera 
Danielle Payne. Without them there’s no 
way we would have been able to move 
as quickly as we did and that would 
have resulted in a very different film.

I’m thankful to Jon Bell and the 
producers for bringing me on board and 
am looking forward to taking on more 
narrative projects in the future.

Sean Ryan is a cinematographer  

based in Sydney.
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Whilst we have experienced a fast pace 

of technological improvement in the 

quality for mainstream cinema, we have 

not seen the same rate of technological 

advancement in Giant Screen and IMAX 

cinemas. In fact, we have seen some 

IMAX screens reduced in size and many 

recent films have lower resolution and 

are not as sharp, leaving some of the 

audiences wanting more. With these 

changes, have we lost the grandeur and 

high ground that those cinemas once 

stood for?

Giant Screen and IMAX Cinema has 

been my focus for the past twenty 

years. This medium is different from 

traditional cinema and television in 

many ways. One difference is the 

aspect ratio, 4:3, meaning most digital 

footage needs to be either cropped or 

vertically extended in post-production. 

Another is the resolution, where 8K is 

an absolute minimum and even then it 

is not enough for some of the largest 

screens. Those two requirements make 

all currently available digital cinema 

cameras poorly fit for purpose. The 

only solution was to create and build 

a camera specifically designed for the 

Giant Screen filmmakers. A camera that 

would give the cinematographers the 

confidence that each and every frame 

conveys powerful emotions, perfect skin 

tones, crisp detail and the legendary 

sweeping grandeur of large format 

cinematography. A modern replacement 

for 15-perf 70mm IMAX film.

Building a camera is an expensive 

process. Many years of working closely 

with other cinematographers in the 

industry enabled me to understand 

and create a tool that would satisfy 

the functionality and demands they 

required. Achieving a camera that has 

significantly higher definition than other 

cameras can deliver is no easy task. I 

quickly realised that I needed to solve 

a range of problems, some of which 

closely approached the limits of current 

technology and physics.

Not only did hundreds of problems 

need to be solved, I also needed to 

find the right ‘bits and pieces’. After 

an extensive search for parts, I came 

across an 8K, 4:3 large-format sensor, 

which had some of the characteristics I 

was looking for.  

Very soon I figured out that, at those 
resolutions and desired frame rates of 
at least 60 frames-per-second, it was 
not possible to compress or otherwise 
process the amount of data coming 
from the sensor board and be able to 
save it to traditional non-volatile memory 
with the quality that I wanted. The 
processing power required was simply 
too large and would require a fridge-
sized supercomputer and even then, it 
would be too slow.

I took a different approach. Rather 
than processing or compressing the 
data in the camera, why not to just 
write it to the disk as uncompressed 
RAW and worry about processing 
later? This approach enabled not just 
the critical image quality benefits I was 
after, but also flexibility in the workflow 
processing. This is when the blue-print 
for 9x7 camera was created.

Fast forward to 2020, a newer, more 
advanced, cleaner, faster and higher 
resolution sensor became available. 
It had 65-megapixel resolution, low 
noise, high dynamic range, superb 
colour reproduction and was capable 
of capturing at more than 60 frames-

WHEN SIZE MATTERS
Cinematographer Pawel Achtel ACS creates and builds from scratch,  

a 65-million megapixel camera - by Pawel Achtel ACS
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A 65-million megapixel motion picture camera, designed and built by Pawel Achtel ACS - PHOTO Sean Dooley



per-second with true global shutter. 
While the sensor was a ‘dream come 
true’, the higher speed and resolution 
also blew my blueprint for fast storage 
out of the water. How do I store 
10GB/s reliably to disk? That’s about 
thirty times the recording bandwidth 
of RED Monstro. Knowing how much 
RED talked about the challenges 
associated with writing about 300 MB/s 
to REDMAGs reliably, I knew this would 
be no easy hurdle. There is currently no 
media that can sustain such data rate, 
not even close.

Interest among cinematographers 
was growing and pressure mounting 
to develop and deliver the 9x7 with its 
major enhancements for giant screen. 
It was nicknamed 9x7, due to its native 
resolution being just over 9K wide and 
7K tall and boasting twice the pixel 
count of the highest commercially 
available large format digital cinema 
cameras. 

My leisure activity and time to ponder 
was over. The 9x7 was catapulted to 
the top of my priority list with all the 
unsolved maths, physics, electronics, 
optics, engineering, colour science 
and software programming puzzles yet 
to be realised. I was feeling confident 
as I had about ninety-five percent 
of the answers, at least in theory, 
but the remaining five percent was a 
significant risk. Listening to experienced 
cinematographers, the 9x7 had to 
deliver tangible results such as dynamic 
range, colour science, compatibility 
and workflow, the 9x7 needed to 
have all key features including RAW 
histogram, focusing aids, analytics, 
instrumentation, diagnostics, processing 
software and in a small form factor 
allowing 3D configurations and 
integration with MOCO control signals 
and hardware.

Let us take a moment to look at 
what you get with the 9x7. You get 
perfect colour accuracy, wide colour-
gamut, high dynamic range, low-light 

sensitivity, low noise, high frame rates, 
accurate skin-tones and rich hues and 
gradations, but most notably, extremely 
sharp images much the same as the 
human eye sees that strikingly exceed 
the industry’s gold standard 15-perf 
70mm IMAX film

Sharpness and detail reproduction is 
another area where numbers just don’t 
tell the full story. Whilst technically this 
is a 65-million megapixel camera, from 
pixel design right to the uncompressed 
RAW format, there are many innovative 
improvements along the line which 
deliver incredible sharpness and micro-
contrast. By ‘incredible’, I mean there 
are only a handful of lenses out there 
that can actually match this sharpness, 
and a 9x7 camera is already diffraction 
limited at f/4.0. To put it in perspective, 
when setting up a medium shot of a 
person I can clearly see a different focus 
mark on the base of the eyelash and on 
the tip of the eyelash. Any advice from 
fellow cinematographers what I should 
lock my focus to, and how? The camera 
is so sharp that the limitation are only in 
available optics, focusing skills and laws 
of physics. 

How is it to film with 9x7? For me, it is 
tantalising. Having a camera that has 
all of the features and image quality I 
dreamt about is, literally, a dream come 
true. I can customise it any way I like 

without proprietary restrictions, formats, 
connectivity or limitations. 

Thanks to our friends at ARRI Australia, 
I was able to test the camera with 
Signature Prime lenses. I was nicely 
surprised how beautifully those lenses 
rendered on 9x7 and, to my delight, 
they actually do deliver the sharpness 
matching that of the 9x7 to the pixel. 
The images were natural-looking with 
incredible sharpness, rich colour and 
detail, but also smooth, subtle with 
pleasing highlight roll-off and clean deep 
shadows detail. The camera delivers 
great low-light capabilities, with just 
a candlelight or moonlight enough to 
produce clean, vibrant and captivating 
images. 

The 9x7 was inspired by new 
technology, serendipity and generous 
support from fellow cinematographers. 
It has all the features Giant Screen 
filmmakers were looking for and, 
in many ways, it exceeds those 
expectations beyond the ordinary. The 
9x7 is the key for Giant Screen and 
IMAX Cinema to once again regain the 
high ground and deliver the breathtaking 
cinema experience that it once enjoyed.

Pawel Achtel ACS is a cinematographer and 

inventor specialising in 8K and 3D technologies. 

He was awarded an ACS Gold Tripod in 2016  

for his film Sea of Love.
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I knew the producer of Swan Lake 
Bath Ballet, Anne Beresford, as we are 
doing a feature film together next year. 
Beresford contacted me and asked if 
I would like to be involved in a creative 
project that we were going to make 
completely remotely during lockdown. 
I was very intrigued and I was painting 
the walls in my flat at the time during 
lockdown, so said I would love to do 
something creative!

Swan Lake was commissioned by 
BBC Arts for BBC Player as part of 
their ‘Culture in Quarantine’ series. I 
met choreographer and director Corey 
Baker over zoom - we still haven’t 
met in person - and we talked. Now, 
Swan Lake Bath Ballet has over four 
million views on the web. But before 
that, Baker and I spoke about Esther 
Williams, and Busby Berkeley films, as 
creative references to our version of 
Swan Lake. 

Camera wise, in the end, I decided most 
of the dancers had a 4K smartphone, 
so why not use those. It was a lot of 
people and a lot of variables. We also 
spent a lot of research and development 
working out how we could get the feed 
from their phone to a laptop which could 
then be screen-shared over Zoom so 
we could sit and watch what was being 
filmed live.

We used Team Viewer to do this. There 
was some lag which was very hard 
for Baker to work out timings with the 
music and dance but we got there in 
the end. We also used WhatsApp to 
send and approve takes. We used 

Filmic Pro to make sure all the dancers 
phones were recording the same frame 
rate, and that I could then control 
things like exposure, white balance 
and focus. Filmic Pro made it so much 
easier in post-production and they were 
incredibly supportive of our project. 

We did a lot of pre-production. I made 
up documents on how all the dancers 
could work Filmic Pro and I talked them 
through it. Sometimes the dancers 
had to film themselves and sometimes 
they had amazing family members or 
partners helping them to film. 

The director and I did a lot of location 
scouting via Zoom with all the dancers. 
We would get on a Zoom call and get 
the dancer to show us their bathroom 
via their laptop. It was strangely intimate. 
I dug deep into my early documentary 
shooting days when we had to be 
resourceful and just utilised what each 
dancer had in their house. The ones we 
could get Amazon deliveries to; we sent 
them candles, pillows filled with feathers, 
coloured bath bombs to dye the water, 
and bendy selfie sticks. With the selfie 
stick they could attach the clip to their 
shower heads and the phone could give 
us our overhead shots. I spent three 
weeks saying to all the dancers, “left a 
bit, right a bit, up a bit.” It took a long 
time! 

Where we couldn’t get deliveries to, 
like New Zealand, the dancers were 
incredibly resourceful. One dancer used 
two stools placed on top of a washing 
basket with a broom handle extended 
over the bath and then gaffer taped his 

phone to that. We sent a gimbal to the 
opening dancer in Boston. Her husband 
then strapped the gimbal to his kids 
scooter and created the incredibly 
smooth track you see at the start of the 
film, and the only track in the whole film. 

I consider my collaboration with the 
dancers and their families to get the 
shots we needed as one of the most 
rewarding ever. The dancers went 
above and beyond. A dancer in New 
York had her mum wear the bendy self 
stick around her waist in their pool while 
she then dived underwater to get our 
amazing underwater shots.

Technicolour London were an amazing 
help to our film. I graded the film there 
with Jodie Davidson as our colourist. 
She is superbly talented. In the true 
spirit of Swan Lake Bath Ballet we 
graded live over the internet with 
Davidson in London, me in Margate and 
the Director in Italy. It took three weeks 
to make a three-and-a-half minute film. 

It was by no means a quick process 
but it was so creatively challenging 
to say we didn’t want this film to look 
‘homemade’. We wanted it to look as 
visually stunning and cinematic as it 
possibly can. The lockdown pushed 
me creatively to think outside the box, 
how can we achieve this remotely. I 
loved working on the film, but I did need 
a chiropractor session after sitting on 
Zoom all day every day for three weeks.

Nicola Daley ACS is is an award-winning 

Australian cinematographer based  

in the United Kingdom. 

SWAN LAKE BATH BALLET
Nicola Daley ACS films twenty-seven dancers around the world performing  
Tchaikovsky’s Swan Lake in their own bathtubs - by Nicola Daley ACS
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Dancer Benjamin Freemantle in ‘Swan Lake Bath Ballet’ - DOP Nicola Daley ACS
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I said, “You had me at Das Boot!” 

Subferatu is a story of seven modern-
day Americans who set sail for what 
was supposed to be a three-hour 
cruise. Inexplicably, a storm off the 
coast of Puerto Rico sucks them into 
the Bermuda Triangle and lands them 
in a WW2-era German submarine. The 
craziness doesn’t stop there. Inside the 
submarine, the Nazi crew think it’s 1945 
and have just learnt that Hitler has been 
killed. The crew are on a mission to sail 
into New York harbour and defect to the 
United States. And as you might have 
guessed by the title, there’s a vampire 
on board too.

For a micro-budget film, this project 
was an ambitious undertaking. Typically, 
low-budget filmmakers are encouraged 
to set their stories in easy-to-access 
locations and to keep the production 
simple. However, Patrick Penta was 
keen to try the opposite, figuring the 
more ambitious and quirky elements 
of the movie would stand out in the 
crowded independent film marketplace.

This approach came with its challenges 
but also some great creative 
opportunities. The key to pulling it off 
was creating a convincing submarine 
set. Rather than hiring a soundstage, 
employing a production designer and 
a set construction team, Penta found a 
commercial basement on the outskirts 
of suburban Seattle to use as his studio. 
Above it was a pawn shop and next 

door was an adult DVD store. The less-
than-prestigious location meant Penta 
could save money. With these savings, 
he bought himself several months in 
the basement location where we would 
construct the submarine set. Along with 
producer Tom Hillman and a carpenter 
from Texas known only as ‘Rodeo’, they 
constructed the entire submarine set 
complete with engine room, mess area, 
sleeping quarters, command deck and 
a torpedo bay.  

Filming took place over nineteen days, 
eighteen of which were inside the 
submarine set. The customers walking 
into nearby shops were probably 
wondering why there was a bunch of 
guys dressed as Nazis hanging around 
the car park.

Each day of the shoot was an ongoing 
art project to move pipes, gauges and 
valves around the set. We only had 
a limited crew, so we really had to 
embrace the ‘do-it-yourself’ approach. 
There was no dedicated grip or gaffer 
so we had to plan ahead with lighting 
so we could move quickly through the 
coverage in each scene. 

Everyone pitched in, painted sets, 
glued gauges and pipes to walls and 
generally doubled as art department. 
In the mornings we’d dress sets, light 
and plan our shots. Then after lunch, 
the actors would arrive, and we’d shoot 
until late into the evenings.

 Our visual reference was the classic 
Wolfgang Petersen submarine film Das 
Boot (1981, cinematography by Jost 
Vacano BVK) which is very dark, gritty 
and claustrophobic. In Das Boot, the 
actors are often hit with really harsh 
light and look extremely sweaty and 
greasy. We wanted to bake in this look 
as much as we could by using strong 
colours and lighting choices, constantly 
spritzing the actors to keep them 
sweaty looking, and hazing the set. 
We also shot through multiple Pro-Mist 
filters to break down the image and add 
halation to the practical lights scattered 
in the background. 

I shot single-camera handheld on my 
Red Helium 8k with a pair of Sigma 
zooms which had the advantage of 
being able to open to T2.0 to maintain 
shallow depth-of-field. I operated 
and focus-pulled myself , which 
wasn’t always optimal. However the 
documentary-style approach meant we 
could move relatively quickly and stay 
true to Das Boot.

Considering Subferatu was made with 
less money than many film’s catering 
budgets, it was impressive to see it 
come together as well as it did. And, 
now, I can say I’ve shot a vampire-
submarine-Nazi-horror film.

Craig Melville is an award-winning  

Australian director and cinematographer known 

for his work with John Safran and The Chaser.  

He is now based in New York.

SUBFERATU
When writer/director Patrick Penta pitched his feature film Subferatu he described it as  

Das Boot meets Gilligan’s Island with Nazis, time-travel and vampires - by Craig Melville

A scene from the film ‘Subferatu’ - DOP Craig Melville



Catherine (Elle Fanning) and Peter (Nicholas Holt) in series ‘The Great’ - DOP John Brawley, PHOTO Nick Wall



THE GREAT
From Oscar-nominated Australian writer Tony McNamara (The Favourite)  

comes the wildly comedic rise of Catherine the Great (Elle Fanning)  
and Emperor Peter III (Nicholas Hoult), in a genre-bending, anti-historical  

ride through eighteenth-century Russia. We learn how  
Australian cinematographer John Brawley brought  

the hit Hulu series The Great to our screens.

- by John Brawley



I’d previously worked with the creator/writer/producer of The 
Great, Tony McNamara back in Australia on Puberty Blues, 
Tangle and Offspring. I already knew McNamara was a brilliant 
writer and that it was going to be a really special project to 
be part of. There wasn’t really an interview, just the two of us 
chatting over the phone a few times. He sent me the scripts, 
along with the pilot which had already been shot by Anette 
Haellmigk and directed by Matt Shakman, both Game Of 
Thrones alumni. The pilot was already really strong out of the 
gate though we did end up re-shooting about twenty-percent 
of the pilot episode.

My first thought reading the script was this is not your normal 
costume drama, this was something else. It was like nothing 
that I’d read or seen on television before. It has an amazing 
rhythm and cadence to the dialogue and the way McNamara 
wrote the characters. Hulu describe the show as genre-
bending, and I think that’s more than just a marketing phrase.

McNamara and I talked a lot about the tone for the series 
straight away. He used phrases like ‘punk period’ and ‘anti-
history’, and we wanted to shy away from anything traditional 
and expected with period dramas. We didn’t want it to look 
‘chocolate box pretty’. It’s meant to feel contemporary and 
naturalistic. 

At one point, when I asked straight away what The Great 
was about, he described it as, “A woman wakes up and 
realises she’s in a really bad marriage, and everyone in the 
apartment block she lives in knows her business.” The fact 
that this story plays out in a royal court setting in 1850 is very 
much secondary to that storytelling imperative.

In fact tone was really the most important thing to get right for 

McNamara, who ended up writing nine of the ten episodes. 
That was one of the major changes from the pilot, to veer 
towards a lighter and more comic touch. The thing about The 
Great is that you can have these absurd moments, but also 
there’s a genuine underlying pathos that comes from genuine 
truth. We never thought of The Great as ‘comedy’ to be 
played for laughs.

Just being a costume or period drama show also creates a lot 
of expectations for the established audiences of those shows 
and we wanted to be really upfront visually that this was going 
to be a very different experience. This wasn’t a BBC period 
drama and we needed to slap the audience in the face with 
that right up front.

We deliberately decided we weren’t going to make any use 
of the usual tropes and visual signatures of period shows. We 
actively avoided sweeping crane shots and beautiful staging 
where everything is packaged and presented to the camera. 
Where you’d expect to see lots of smoke or atmosphere 
we would chose to keep it clear, when you’d expect a dolly 
shot we’d go more handheld, and so we just actively tried to 
take the road less travelled in terms of what traditional period 
dramas would normally do. We really were trying to make it 
just feel very contemporary.

Most of the references for the show came from the many 
discussions about story tone rather than for visual reference. 
Amadeus (1984, cinematography by Miroslav Ondricek ACK 
ASC) and Barry Lyndon (1975, cinematography by John Alcott 
BSC) were the obvious ones that did actually reference visual 
approach for us as well as the storytelling approach. However 
Marie Antoinette (2006, cinematography by Lance Acord 
ASC) also for little for things like the non-period moments and 
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mini-series was set and shot in Melbourne. 
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historically inaccurate approach. That film famously has a pair 
of Converse dressed in a shot of her extensive shoe collection.

Production designer Francesca di Mottola did a fantastic job 
and the sets were amazing to shoot in. Everything is real and 
authentic without being specifically accurate to period. As we 
did with camera staging, she approached the design in trying to 
be true to the tone of the script rather than historically accurate. 

The pilot episode was shot over twenty-one days entirely 
on location and a lot of it was shot at one of the most 
photographed historical homes in the United Kingdom, Hatfield 
House, doubling for Peter’s Palace. Once the show was green 
lit it would have to be shot on stage instead of location.

For the production of the series we would have only twelve 
shoot days per episode and most would be done on stages. 
We ended up recreating some of those rooms and spaces from 
Hatfield fairly accurately, including the huge large hallway. At 
one point the art department had purchased and used all the 
gold paint in the United Kingdom and they had to stop work on 
painting the beautiful ceilings till they made some more. 

One thing I talked a lot to di Mottola was having realistic sets 
with actual ceilings. If you go into a lot of homes and palaces 
from those periods the spaces are vast and the ceiling often 
has had a lot of effort and detailing. Given that so much of the 
show would be on stage, I wanted to be able to feature the 
ceilings and make the most use of those huge spaces. The 
palace sets, built in London’s 3 Mills Studios, are deliberately 
disheveled and dirty with food left everywhere and people 
fornicating in corridors in the background. It has the feel of a 
run-down share house. 

The set dressing too was also an attempt at an honest 
approach on what it was in that era, without glamorising it. 
We wanted imperfections, the rawness, rough looking, a bit 
haphazard and unplanned.  There’s scuffs on the floor and 
sections of wall that have been burned by fire. 

In pre-production, I did do a lot of testing with di Mottola 
around the curtains and drapes and the window treatments. 
We had enormous windows that were going to be the main 
source of daylight, but we didn’t have the room or budget for 
even scenics or translites, so we needed to find ways to be 
able to light through the windows and not really see out of 
them too well.

There’s incredible detail to the sets, with a lot of plaster and 
hand painted designs along with the suitable ageing and 
treatment. At one point we had 450 people doing construction 
and set decorating. It was massive, and the tight deadline 
meant as we neared production they started working in shifts 
around the clock to complete the sets in time for us.

The whole show was such a huge undertaking with such a 
tight schedule that many of the sets were still being finished 
as we started shooting so that gave us the opportunity 
sometimes to make small changes to the sets to benefit the 
shooting style as we were shooting within them. 

On my last couple of shows I’ve been using an app called 
Basecamp to co-ordinate and share information. On The Great 
I added the production department to this and this meant a lot 
of the conversations and visual references that di Mottola and I 
came up with were in one location that everyone could access 
and look at. The production design department was so huge, 
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there were dozens of people, so it was great to have a way 
of talking about where we were going with the visuals and for 
everyone to be able to see that. 

Later on as I developed the visual manifesto with my co-
cinematographer, Maja Zamojda BSC, and we were also able 
to keep sharing that information and have it also go to the 
makeup and costume departments as well.

The pilot had been shot using ARRI Alexa SXT with Cooke 
S5s but I was keen to explore our options. I’d talked to Tony 
Mac, about looking at larger format and so I organised a pretty 
extensive test of the larger format cameras. We tested ARRI 
Alexa 65, Panasonic DXL2 and Sony Venice along with a 
bunch of different lenses.

On my last few shows I’ve done these as a kind of typical 
scene from the show, almost like shooting a scene as it would 
be shot. I feel like it’s a better way to ‘test’ everything because 
you’re also prototyping how things work on set as well as the 
end pictorial result. I get the stand-ins for the lead to wear 
costumes, and stand-in sets, or at least set dressings and light 
it the way I’m expecting to approach the lighting of the show. 
After shooting with each camera and lens combo, I do a quick 
edit and make a blind test and take it all the way through post 
testing our whole workflow.

As this would also be my first HDR finish, I wanted to make 
sure I was across all of that as well. After a lot of scrutinising 
of the finished material - without anyone except me and the 
colourist knowing which footage was from which camera - we 
all decided we liked what the Alexa 65 offered with the ARRI 
DNA primes.

Then, of course, the studio found out! Our post-production 
turnaround time was so tight that we would be on air only 
four weeks after we wrapped, and considering the post was 
between London and Los Angeles, there was a lot of concern 
about being able to move the Alexa 65 files around fast enough.

That news came quite late to us, actually the day we were to 
start in-person pre-production at ARRI Rental UK, so at the 
last second we went back to what was used in the pilot; SXTs 
and Cooke S5s shooting ARRIRAW. Despite Hulu’s usual 
requirement for a 4K camera, they gave us a free pass.

Alongside the SXT we also added the Blackmagic URSA Mini 
Pro 4.6K G2 cameras and ZEISS Super Speed lenses for their 
smaller size.

Throughout the testing I really was happy with the Alexa’s 
ability to nicely hold the candle flames which was also a 
comfort going into my first HDR finish. The Ursa Mini Pro G2 
can also cut so seamlessly with the Alexa SXT footage that it 
also opens up a whole different way of using the camera to 
get to the style that we were wanting to find. I’d say that about 
seventy-percent of the show is Alexa and thirty-percent is Ursa 
Mini Pro G2. 

Early on, the setup director, Emmy-winner Colin Bucksey 
asked me about ‘the football’. I’ve always been camera 
agnostic and like using different builds of different cameras 
to do different kinds of shots. On my previous show The 
Resident, for FOX, I’d ended up shooting a lot of it on a 
Blackmagic Ursa Mini Pro G2. Bucksey happened to be good 
friends with Emily Van Camp, one of the acting leads from The 
Resident and she’d told Bucksey all about the ‘Football’. So 
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an actor told the director that I’d never worked with previously 
about a shooting approach I’ve been using for the last few 
shows.

The Football is a nickname one of my first assistants camera 
gave the G2. I guess because of the way I carry and operate 
it is similar to the way American’s carry their footballs. I started 
using it as a way to quickly get inserts or details. Often on the 
crazy episodic television schedule you don’t have a lot of time 
for those kinds of visual embellishments that don’t have cast in 
them, so you try to get it right then if you can as quickly as you 
can. I started going in at the end of the regular coverage of a 
scene and doing what became known as a ‘football pass’.

Usually by this point the actors know the scene well and are 
almost throwing it away. During the coverage I’d watch what 
the actors were doing and make a little laundry list of shots 
and story moments I can get and then I run a couple of takes 
at the end but just with a kind of freeform and improvised 
operating style with the camera and steal all those little 
moments on the fly.

We’d do it at the end of the Alexa SXT takes, when the actors 
have already expended themselves, and they tend to throw it 
away a little bit more and you can get very loose. Interesting 
things can happen. We’d run a couple of takes and I would 
jokingly say to the actors, “I’ll go to whatever’s good. If you’re 
interesting in this take, I’ll be on you.” I tried to make it a bit 
competitive with them. They actually started performing to 
camera. 

Some of the most important and charged moments in The 
Great are from Football/G2 passes. It’s a great way for the 
editor to cut to a shot that will give you a totally different 

energy. It kind of becomes a visual seasoning or condiment 
to the main coverage. You wouldn’t aim to cover a whole 
scene this way, but it gives you a very different kind of 
coverage, a shot that’s more hyper-subjective. It gives you 
great transparency and insight into what a character’s thinking. 
Director Shawn Seet (The Code, Underbelly) described it as 
‘visual jazz’ and I think that’s a great term for it. You never 
know what you’re going to get!

I went in not expecting to use the G2 as much as I did on 
The Great, but once Bucksey discovered the football, he 
really liked it and used it a lot, and it became part of the visual 
manifesto and then part of the show’s language.

The URSA Mini Pro G2 has such a small footprint and the built 
in monitor allows me to get unconventional shots by getting 
the camera into places and move it in a way that I couldn’t do 
with a larger camera. You can’t even get an Alexa Mini this sort 
of adjustable on-the-fly in such a minimal size, believe me my 
camera assistants have tried to take it off me on every show.

I love that the G2 shoots RAW and that the built-in monitor 
allows me flexibility to pivot during improvisational shots in 
a very short amount of time. They do not look like regular 
television coverage. They’re very unconventional shots that 
you’d never bother setting up specially, but I can find them 
very quickly in the moment by being able to move the camera 
around.

In short, the idea is to provide overlapping coverage. We 
would shoot the scene in a regular way with the SXT, and then 
we’d go back and overlap the coverage with the G2. Then the 
editor could choose to use it or not. Choose to ‘season’, so to 
speak.   

Peter (Nicholas Hoult), Arkady (Bayo Gbadamosi), Grigor (Gwilym Lee) and Georgina (Charity Wakefield) in ‘The Great’  
- DOP John Brawley, PHOTO Ollie Upton
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We had no issues inter-cutting. It’s pretty seamless a most 
people can’t tell how many and which shots are which. Most 
don’t even notice that there’s two different cameras being 
used in the final grade.

Haellmigk shot the pilot episode and then, as always happens 
with pilots, they wanted to change some scenes going 
forward and so I shot the reshoots for that episode. Shooting 
alternating cinematographers is fairly commonplace on larger 
scale television shows and allows for the cinematographer to 
work more collaboratively with the director in pre-production 
rather than just putting it altogether on the first day of shooting.

We did block shooting in two-episode blocks, I did blocks 
one, three and five. Maja Zamojda did blocks two and four. 
There are definitely challenges in continuity and consistency 
of look and tone as each block you have a new director, first 
assistant director, cinematographer and editor too sometimes 
so there’s a lot that is very different. Zamojda and I together 
in pre-production put together a manifesto of bendable 
rules to follow throughout the show and hopefully help us be 
more consistent in the look together across all five blocks. 
This sometimes worked and sometimes didn’t but that’s like 
filmmaking in general where it’s collaborative problem solving 
and as each of us were reacting to the performance of the 
same actors and script written entirely by the same writer it 
naturally created consistency.

I’m very, very story driven in my own process and so 
everything I do is with the aim to create the best space 
possible to enable the actors to tell the story. This show 
already had an amazing script and with an absolutely 
incredible ensemble cast led by Elle Fanning and Nicholas 

Hoult, my process was all about making sure that they had 
what they needed to really thrive and to give them the most 
encouraging and safe space possible for them to work in. 
It’s a comedy of the absurd, though I never really saw it as a 
comedy but tried to simply approach it as drama.

I think the most important part of my job as cinematographer 
is to create a safe space for the cast and a collaborative space 
for the director to get what they’re needing and really go for it 
to find where those moments are. I think the most underrated 
part of the process in making any show is blocking and 
staging, especially in television where there usually aren’t any 
rehearsals in pre-production like you’d have on a film. 

I really try to emphasise how important that is in giving the 
actors and the director that time to really nut out the scene. 
That allows me then to plan coverage and light the whole 
space for that performance so that once the cast are back 
from costume and makeup we can just go go go to get as 
much as we can on camera. I’ll always choose to get more 
takes and setups over tweaking lights once cast are on set. 

Something I’ve been doing for a long time is to start with 
the closer coverage first and then work back to the wider 
shots. This way you’re spending more of your time on the 
performance and I find the actors really start to like it. They 
come onto the floor ready to go at it from the start and it’s a 
very energising way to shoot.

I also take a lot of stills on set. I love operating but now on the 
shows I work on I have two or three full-time operators and 
so I only get to operate when it’s in ‘football’ style and I think 
there’s such an important connection between operators and 
actors that creates a huge amount of trust. I can’t always do 

Nicholas Hoult is Peter III of Russia in ‘The Great’ - DOP John Brawley, IMAGE Hulu/MRC Television
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that these days but I find that taking photos between takes or 
right before action is called helps me to bond with the actors 
and gain their trust as well as helping me with my lighting 
process. 

I’m not a cinematographer who likes that whole digital imaging 
technician (DIT) tent on set. I prefer a simplified workflow not 
an extra circus you have to drag around with you. I would 
much rather work like we did in the film days with a lot of 
testing in pre-production to understand what the camera 
could and couldn’t do and you just expose and shoot with 
that in mind without needing to tweak or grade it on set. That 
way, you can spend time with the actors and director on the 
floor. I’d rather do another take than go into a dark tent and 
look at a waveform of some shot that might change in the 
edit anyway. I feel like I wanted to be connected to what’s 
happening out on the floor and you lose all that in a DIT tent. 
I’ve always had this philosophical idea to treat the digital 
intermediate (DI) like film and to leave the grading until you 
are sitting with someone like our colourist Paul Staples who 
knows what they’re doing and you’re also doing it within the 
context of the final cut. Taking the stills helps me feel good in 
the moment about what’s going on in the lighting. 

At the end of the week I’ll also email out the photos to the 
producers and heads-of-department and it gives everyone 
such a boost to look at the successes that we had during a 
long week of shooting. Sometimes we can get so lost in the 
battles we didn’t win during the week that it’s easy to forget 
all the great stuff that we were able to get on camera. I like 
reminding everyone of that.

I was lucky to work with some great directors on this show; 
Colin Bucksey, fellow Australian Ben Chessell and Geeta Patel. 

They were all very talented directors with totally different ways 
of working. 

Normally on the shows that I do it’s single episodes that each 
director does and there’s no pre-production with them. You 
sometimes feel like you’re just getting to know them right 
when it’s all about to end. This time, I was in pre-production 
for four weeks and then shooting for five or more weeks. I was 
really able to get to know them and the ways in which they 
like to work. I really valued having that extra time to be able to 
understand how to really help get to where they wanted to be 
for a scene. Our schedule was so tight for a period show and 
so we had to be creative in how we best managed our time 
and got the best performances and be adaptive on the day. It 
can literally take two hours for a costume change on a period 
show. All three directors were very collaborative and I was very 
lucky to have their trust. Each episode block has its own style 
and tone and I think that adds to the story arc of the whole 
season. Audiences can get bored if it’s all expected and each 
of these directors brought something new. 

When I was brought on as the lead cinematographer, I wanted 
to work as much as I could with Zamojda to put a camera 
department together that would be first class. She was a 
London local so I leant on her a lot for some help there with the 
local knowledge. We also managed to find a lot of antipodeans 
which was really nice to hear the accents every day. 

We had two full-time camera crews; James Layton ACO who 
was our A-camera and Steadicam operator, a very experienced 
and excellent local. Greig Fraser ACS ASC had just finished 
Dune so I was able to nab some of his crew, like New Zealander 
Phil Smith who came on board as our key first assistant 
camera. I got some of Fraser’s electrics team too. My regular 
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B-camera operator, Jessica Clarke-Nash, filled the B-camera 
spot and did some awesome second unit cinematographer 
work as well.  She brought over Charlie Whitaker from Sydney 
as her first assistant camera as good crew was in short demand 
in London at the time we went into production.

More days than not we had a third camera team that was 
made up of dailies but we had our regulars who would be 
there most of the time. One of which was Claudio Napoli 
who was able to be with us in his home country of Italy when 
we were shooting there which helped with overcoming the 
occasional language barrier. 

“It was like nothing that I’d read 
or seen on television before.”

The United Kingdom has a great system for the camera 
department that I would love to see adopted elsewhere. They 
have an attachment to each camera which allows people to 
be trained on set by the camera department, and so have 
valuable experience before being put into such a vital role as 
a second assistant camera. This role was incredibly important 
and they were such a valued part of our team with the whole 
shoot running that much smoother with that extra set of hands 
per camera. On The Great we were joined by Julie Sande, 
Camilla Piana Brizia and Ella Mills in those roles. 

Almost all interiors from Episodes 2 to 10 are on stages built 
in London’s 3 Mills Studio. It was a challenge right from the 
get go as we were building very grand and huge sets inside of 
what is really a small group of stages, which was originally a 
gin distillery so wasn’t really purpose built for what we needed. 

Most of our sets went right up to the fire lane in most places 
and were so tall that there wasn’t much space above so that 
presented me with huge challenges with lighting. I couldn’t 
put stands inside the fire lanes to light through the windows 
and I couldn’t hang much from the roof as there wasn’t a 
grid and the ceiling wasn’t built to withstand those weights. It 
took some creative thinking along with my gaffer and rigger to 
come up with what we did.  

We essentially built a series of chain motors on sleds we could 
drag along on tracks. We could then raise or lower the light 
via the chain motor and drag it into position on the sled. It was 
pretty crude but it allowed us to use the space above the fire 
lane to rig lighting.

I always wanted to light from outside the set and only have 
practical lighting within the set. This allows the cast to move 
freely around the space and operators aren’t hindered if an 
actor veers off course as there are no ‘unlit’ areas. 

On The Great, all the practical lighting was candles or fires and 
the benefit of shooting in the United Kingdom was that they’re 
very well prepared for period shows and so they just turn up 
and present single, double and triple wick candles knowing 
from experience that we would need a mixture. We did some 
testing and mostly settled with double wicks for on camera 
and we had some single wicks in the background sometimes. 
The triple wicks just weren’t realistic in the way they would 
flicker and ran down very quickly. 

We had a candle maker on the job and from memory it was 
an eight-week lead in for candles. In the end we used over 
100,000 candles over the course of filming The Great. 

I’d also often use candles for lighting off camera too as we 

 THE GREAT / 31

Elle Fanning shooting a scene in ‘The Great’ - PHOTO Nick Wall



32 / THE GREAT

had characters with glasses and it was much nicer to see the 
reflections of a real candle than the straight lines of a lighting 
grid. It just felt to me like a much more authentic way of 
lighting and would use silver reflectors behind them to increase 
level rather than introducing a light. 

We’d continue with candles on our location work which 
presented challenges. We’d have too as we’d have people 
from English Heritage watching our every move and we 
would only be allowed to have six candles lit at any one time. 
Sometimes we’d have to add a few Astera tubes with a candle 
flame effect cycling on them. This worked to some degree 
but I feel like they don’t quite look the same when you see the 
reflection in an actor’s eyes. 

For all my lighting from outside windows I mostly used a lot of 
Tungsten lighting just because they look so beautiful for skin 
tones. Our lead actress chose very bravely to wear barely any 
makeup and so it was on me to keep her glowing as much as 
possible. LEDs are great but when it comes to skin tones and 
beauty I find they can have a kind of pallid effect and she was 
already very pale and translucent and so I tended to try to use 
real tungsten. 

Between the tungsten and the candles you might call it old 
fashioned vintage lighting but I found the simplicity of it helped 
sell the tone we were striving for. Comedy lighting is often 
brighter and higher key but that wasn’t what we were going 
for and I guess that’s when we really honed in on this being a 
drama that was funny rather than a straight out comedy and 
so we decided to light it and treat it like a drama. 

Trying to light like this in a dramatic way but with naked flames 
with candles and fires certainly gave me new challenges, 

delivering in HDR and with not having access to good HDR 
monitoring on set I have to admit I was pretty nervous about 
it all. My starting point was to expose the candles flames and 
let everything fall in underneath that. Since candles are usually 
the brightest object in the scene and I wanted to retain detail 
in them I began by setting the exposure so that the candles 
weren’t clipping with then everything else being lit up to those 
levels. That was my primitive, lay person, no HDR monitor, on-
set logic, which I think worked out pretty well in the end.

We had some amazing locations both in the United Kingdom 
and in Italy. The exterior of the Peter’s Palace was shot 
at Caserta Palace in the south of Italy and it was truly an 
amazing place to shoot. It’s often used as a location for 
filming in Europe and so they’re well set up for film crews. 
It was incredibly grand and spectacular and for us that was 
almost a problem, that it was too beautiful and too grand 
and would make our sets back in England look tiny and not 
as impressive. We had to choose where we shot within the 
grounds to make it fit in with our stages and not just go for 
‘epic grand palace’ shots. 

It was really hard as it’s just so beautiful and as a 
cinematographer you want to show off such a beautiful place. 
We had local crew too who were just fantastic and made 
it such a delight to shoot there. We ended up at Caserta 
as it was the right era of architecture and there were less 
restrictions on filming than in other places. We had hundreds of 
background talent, extras, as well as horses and other animals. 
We had to make sure we were allowed those numbers of 
people and that we could have equipment on floors, and block 
access to public. Caserta was the best of all that.

Peter (Nicholas Hoult) and Catherine (Elle Fanning) in a scene from series ‘The Great’ - DOP John Brawley, PHOTO Nick Wall
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One of the great locations that I had on one of my blocks was 
The Russian Front which was actually just a field on a farm in 
Kent that we had to make from scratch to look like the border 
of Sweden and Russia at war. We dug up the whole field and 
made it muddy and war torn. In the schedule we only had one 
day to shoot there but it took them three weeks to build that 
location. Having to battle the mud and elements of shooting 
in England in December, forces some decisions in how you 
have to shoot something when you’ve got so much to do 
and so little time. We were forced to adapt but that added a 
roughness to the footage that helped with telling the story and 
how unsteady the characters were feeling too. 

We also went back to some of the locations from the pilot, 
which were some trust houses and some privately owned 
houses like Hatfield House or Wrest Park. They’re all amazing 
as they’re just so intricate and detailed with their individual 
craftsmanship. Each of them come with their own set of 
challenges as they all have different rules of what you can and 
can’t do. It’s a balancing act of trying to get what you need 
for lighting and shots for telling the story whilst making sure 
nothing is damaged and that all the rules are followed but 
really they’re all beautiful to shoot in.

I think that it adds something to the show to be on location 
as everyone’s behaviour is different and the actors feel it too. 
It creates authenticity in the way we shoot too. You can’t just 
float a wall you’re confined by where you are and so can only 
show that location in a truthful way. An actor can look out a 
window and see trees rather than a concrete wall and so it 
helps everyone I think to shoot on location for authenticity 
even though it’s expensive and makes life harder for crew 
most of the time. 

We had the great Paul Staples as our colourist. He and I 
worked together first in pre-production setting up the look 
of the show and the look-up tables for each camera that we 
would be looking at on set. Then throughout the shoot as we 
had a tight schedule we were grading early episodes while 
still shooting later episodes and so I’d go to the grade before 
or after our shooting day or occasionally on weekends. I was 
always present for the grades as it’s such an important part 
of getting the look right on a show like this. For the last two 
episodes, I had to grade remotely because of Covid-19. He was 
at home but operating his suite remotely in London, and I was 
in New Orleans giving notes. It was pretty crazy but it worked.

At the end of each episode we’d have a screening for 
the producers and then make any final adjustments. We 
stuck pretty true to what we established as the look in pre-
production and so there wasn’t too much deviation from what 
we saw on set, which I liked. 

“Hulu describe the show as 
genre-bending, and I think  

that’s more than just a  
marketing phrase.”

I think all the scenes that come together for the last five 
minutes of Episode 10, the season finale, would be my 
favourite. There’s so much energy that’s built up. From the 
calmness of a moment on a Steadicam shot with General 
Velementov (Douglas Hodge) surveying the guards and 
troops, to the extreme close-up on Catherine when she finally 
takes control of who she is going to become. Across the five 
minutes there’s every kind of shot from low extreme wides, 
to fast action Steadicam on a tracking vehicle to handheld 
closeups and long lens dolly shots but somehow they all work 
together to build a crescendo of the series and really tells the 
story with energy when it needs it and observational calmness 
too when it’s called for. It was shot across a number of weeks 
in lots of different locations and was meticulously planned by 
Geeta Patel and myself and it worked out fantastically. I was 
very happy when I saw it all come together in the edit that it 
worked. 

Of course looking back you always think you’d like to change 
something here and there but really it’s a collaborative process 
that we all come together on the day due to circumstances 
and creative discussions to get to what is captured on 
camera. If you changed something here then maybe 
something else would have changed in some other way there 
and so looking back I’m not sure I’d change much at all. I’m 
so happy with how it turned out and of course very happy that 
people seemed to have really taken to it in a positive way.

John Brawley is one of Australia’s most sought after cinematographers.  

He shot the first six seasons of the beloved Network Ten series Offspring,  

and prior to that shot both series of acclaimed series Puberty Blues.

A two camera setup, behind the scenes on ‘The Great’ - IMAGE Hulu/MRC Television



Shooting ‘K-12’ on location in Hungary - PHOTO Supplied

BABYTEETH
When seriously ill teenager Milla (Eliza Scanlen) falls in love with 

smalltime drug dealer Moses (Toby Wallace), it’s her parents’ worst 

nightmare. Already a winner at international film festivals, and co-starring 

Essie Davis and Ben Mendelsohn, Babyteeth sees Milli Award-winning 

cinematographer Andrew Commis ACS behind the camera.

- by James Cunningham



Milla (Eliza Scanlen) in ‘Babyteeth’ - DOP Andrew Commis ACS, PHOTO Lisa Tomasetti



Seriously ill teenager Milla (Eliza Scanlen) has fallen in love with 
the drug dealer Moses (Toby Wallace). As Milla’s first brush 
with love brings her a new lust for life, things get messy and 
traditional morals go out the window. 

What might have been a disaster for their family instead leads 
to letting go and finding grace in the glorious chaos of life. 
Babyteeth joyously explores how good it is not to be dead and 
how far we will go for love.

Director Shannon Murphy met cinematographer Andrew 
Commis ACS a few years back at the Melbourne International 
Film Festival. Commis had been taking part in their Accelerator 
program, doing a talk during a cinematography workshop. 
“We ended up chatting afterwards and realised quite quickly 
that we were both interested in each other’s ideas and 
perspectives,” tells Commis. 

Murphy is also a theatre director, and Commis has shot a 
number of films now with directors who have come from 
theatre background; including The Daughter for director Simon 
Stone and Girl Asleep for director Rosemary Myers. “I just 
love their approach and process. A lot of it simply comes 
down to the common inspiration of storytelling that’s not 
predictable,” says Commis.

“In essence, that’s really what this film is,,” he explains. “On 
one hand you could say the narrative is relatively simple; a 
teenage girl, who may or may not have a terminal disease, 
is challenging herself and those around her how to live life. 
Her parents, Anna (Essie Davis) and Henry (Ben Mendelsohn), 
who are busy enough trying to navigate themselves let alone 
Milla’s developments. The story is also theirs as they contend 
with these issues that are compounded by the situation that 
Milla has befriended Moses.” 

“To a degree,” says Commis, “you can imagine a familiar 
interpretation of that already. However the way Rita 
Kalnejais’ script disarms those expectations and injects an 

unexpected honesty and bent humour was really inspiring 
and invigorating.”

Commis knew Murphy was drawn to the fact that the 
cinematographer’s film choices tend to be distinctly different 
from each other, and that he doesn’t try to impose an ‘Andrew 
Commis look’ on any of his films. “Personally, I just love 
interpreting someone else’s ideas visually, responding to 
what those ideas are and finding what the story needs,” 
says Commis. “We were looking to challenge ourselves and 
discover something new.” 

The cinematographer had also worked with producers Alex 
White and Jan Chapman previously on The Daughter, meaning 
it was a collaborative working environment from the start.

The cinematographer spoke very early with Murphy about how 
they wanted Babyteeth to feel ‘immediate’. The pair wanted a 
strong sense of perspective, largely Milla’s, and they needed 
a responsive energy. “We wanted the human presence in the 
film to be really strong. It instinctively felt like the camera 
should be on my shoulder so I could be the one responding 
rather just following,” says Commis. “No blanket rules 
though; I love contrast and I never want the approach to be 
one note. Life isn’t like that and neither is a film. You need 
the calm to offset the peaks.”

The ARRI Alexa Mini was pretty much a given for Commis, “I 
just feel so comfortable with that sensor and what I can do 
with it.”

Commis had shot two films prior to Babyteeth with 1.66:1 
aspect ratios, both for very different reasons. Coincidentally, 
he was liking the idea of it, again, for Babyteeth. “Widescreen 
felt like too much of a ‘cinematic statement’, so too the 
Academy ratio of 1.33:1 in a current context and then 
1.85:1 just felt too ‘normal’,” says Commis. 

Commis was looking to heighten this world and make it slightly 
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Cinematographer Andrew Commis ACS with director Shannon Murphy and production designer Sherree Phillips  
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off-kilter, but without making it feel forced. “The 1.66:1 ratio 
is also known historically as ‘European widescreen’ and 
many amazing films have used this ratio. But it’s not so 
common now,” he says. “I suggested it to Murphy and she 
loved the idea. It’s there, but you don’t obviously notice it.”

The cinematographer conducted numerous lens tests like he 
normally would before a film. “Initially,” he says, “they’re 
always a creative search more than a technical exercise. 
I’m hunting a little and always have a few ideas on what I 
think might be right but also like to put things in that might 
surprise me,” he explains. Commis also does his lens tests 
‘blind’, meaning he doesn’t label the lenses but discreetly puts 
a letter or number on screen that he can refer to later. “Then, 
when we project them, particularly with the director, we just 
feel what looks right for our story.”

One of Commis’ visual keys was to not make Babyteeth 
‘glossy’ or ‘slick’ in any way. He needed to have the 
imperfections of life. “My initial instinct was something like 
Super Baltars,” he says. “They’re a pretty unique lens set 
made by the optical company Bausch & Lomb in the 1950s. 
It was their one and only foray into photographic lens 
production. I don’t use them often but I really love their 
character. There’s a softness to them which makes them 
very flattering and they have a great warmth. I felt this was 
really important.”

Commis and Murphy spoke early about how the film should 
never look ‘grim’ or ‘gloomy’. The filmmakers did not want to 
telegraph what might or might not happen to Milla. “All this 
was confirmed in the blind lens tests and we went with the 
Super Baltars,” says Commis. 

“Technically, they’re a bit of a tricky lens. You can’t shoot 
them anywhere near wide open. I had them sitting at T2.8-
4, but I also knew that we would end up outside at night 
and needed to take advantage of some of the available 

urban light. I just felt more freedom switching out to Zeiss 
Super Speeds in those situations. They too are a long time 
favourite. They’re much cooler or neutral than the Baltars 
but you get a couple more stops and I felt like they would 
marry well.” Commis used the Zeiss lenses for all the night 
scenes, including interiors, leaving the Super Baltars for 
around seventy-five percent of the film.

The cinematographer designed the film as a single camera, 
which is always his preference, and he knew he had to 
operate the camera himself. “It was going to define the tone 
of the film and I had to provide the instinctual response,” 
he says. “We also knew that some key scenes were 
ensembles, and in some cases went for six or seven pages. 
With the nature of how we were trying to construct the film 
it was obvious that we needed two cameras on occasion to 
capture that energy.”

Commis was looking for a camera operator that was ideally 
also a cinematographer in their own right. He knew he was 
never going be in a position to monitor or review what they 
were shooting. Anybody operating a second camera would 
have to make their own informed decisions, and Commis 
needed them to have a sense of the lighting and look out for 
that side of things as well, rather than just finding the shot. 

“An extreme example of this is a particular scene towards 
the end of the film where we not only needed two cameras 
but we had them in separate rooms, in the same take,” says 
Commis. “The cast would move from one to the other so it 
could run in a real time. A very real overlap.” 

“I think you can sense a lot of a cinematographer’s 
personality in their work and I’d been aware of Emma Paine 
for a little while,” says Commis. “Paine was such a great fit. 
She came up with some magnificent frames that, as I was 
hoping, surprised and excited us. She completely understood 
the tone.”
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Milla (Eliza Scanlen) and Moses (Toby Wallace) in a scene from the film ‘Babyteeth’ 
- DOP Andrew Commis ACS, PHOTO Lisa Tomasetti





Commis had worked with first assistant camera Nillis 
Finne before on commercials, and was just waiting for the 
opportunity to do a film where he could employ her. “She’s got 
a brilliant sense of story and rhythm,” he says. “She almost 
becomes invisible to the process. She has an amazing work 
ethic and runs a super-efficient camera department. I’m 
very grateful she came aboard.” 

Adding to Commis’ camera department were second 
assistant camera Tommy Rolfe, then Joel Eames came on 
board as first assistant on B-camera with Danielle Payne as 
his second assistant. “A shout out too for our impromptu 
trainee Saxon Welsh who proved himself to be great value,” 
says the cinematographer.

Commis can’t speak highly enough of the film’s production 
designer, Sherree Philips. “She has an amazing eye and a 
fantastic energy,” says Commis. “Philips was just so in tune 
with the characters and with what those spaces needed. 
Her team on scant resources were dynamite. Australia is 
blessed with some truly amazing production designers. 
Great production design is an almost unspoken secret to 
successful cinematography and they rarely get the credit 
they deserve.”

“Meanwhile, also having costume designer Amelia Gebler 
throw up these amazing ideas,” says Commis, “I could 
basically compose a frame based on her characters costumes 
alone! Philips and Gebler had such a fantastic synchronicity 
and I have to mention our hair and makeup designer Angela 
Conte, too. There’s a brilliant journey with the wigs that 
Milla’s character wears and Conte was heavily involved with 
the designers to make that work in the palette.”

One of the director’s requests was for herself, Commis, 
Philips, Sherree and Gebler to go away for a weekend well 
before official pre-production started. The creative team had 
not worked collectively before, so it was a way to connect 

and share ideas as a creative team early on. They threw ideas 
at each other and, according to Commis, it made a huge 
difference. “We became a tight unit and instinctively we 
knew the right way to approach decisions from that point 
on,” he says.

“A huge part of that conversation was tone and palatte,” 
Commis explains. “We were searching for colours that would 
have resonance and weren’t too safe. William Eggleston, 
and the palette of his 1960s chrome photography definitely 
was an influence. So too Olivia Bee for some of her 
colour compositions and energy. And photographer Rinko 
Kawauchi for her sense of light.”

The team of creatives watched films like A Woman Under the 
Influence (1974, cinematography by Mitch Breit and Al Ruban), 
Christiane F. (1981, cinematography by Justus Pankau and 
Jürgen Jürges), Breaking the Waves (1996, cinematography by 
Robby Müller NSC BVK), Morvan Callar (2002, cinematographer 
by Alwin Küchler, BSC), Victoria (2015, cinematography by 
Sturla Brandth Grøvlen, DFF) and also American Honey (2016, 
cinematography by Robbie Ryan ISC BSC).

“Not all obvious points of reference,” Commis says, 
“but they all have a momentum and energy that we were 
channeling, along with distinctive palettes and tone. In 
hindsight, they all have female protagonists too. In the end 
we put together a pretty comprehensive look book and style 
guide. Those decisions were never going to be worked out on 
the fly.”

The location of the family home in the film house had been 
found before Commis started pre-production. “It was very 
unique in its layout,” he says. “It was mid-century with a 
large centre atrium that had floor to ceiling glass and sliding 
doors. All the rooms opened onto it, so you could stand 
anywhere in the house and see depth.” 

The location allowed natural light to exist constantly in the 
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house. This presented Commis with a challenge in how to 
control it, so too the reflections. However with the amount of 
script set in the family home location Commis says his team 
felt it was a gift. “It allowed so many opportunities as to how 
we could stage action and not repeat ourselves,” he says.

“The home also really needed to be painted and we needed 
to move away from its white world bones,” says Commis. 
Both the cinematographer and production designer spent a 
lot of time working out how wall colours would work against 
skin colours. “We painted large swatches in the home, in 
different light situations, then photographed them to see 
which colours and tones were working best.”

From a lighting perspective, Commis didn’t want the film to 
just feel ‘natural’. “I want to shape it with a sense of drama, 
but also for the lighting not to feel too formal or overly 
theatrical,” he says. “It had to be eclectic. It couldn’t 
be one note.” Babyteeth is entirely shot on location, and 
probably half the film is shot in the house, so Commis knew he 
would need flexibility to create plenty of variations.

The ceilings inside the home were low and there was no inbuilt 
infrastructure to hang anything. More importantly, Commis 
wanted to see the ceilings and he didn’t want to have to point 
away from them. One of the challenges on a technical level 
was working out how to manage that. 

“I knew that I needed a flexible scrim system so I could 
balance and control daylight as it moved not only through 
the day, but from sun to cloud,” says Commis. “My gaffer 
Yoshi Kwan came up with a system of eight custom-sized 
frames that we could configure. Sometimes we used one 
or two, for example in a corner, or one half of the atrium 
and sometimes all of them. I suggested a fabric for them 
called Tyvek, which is actually a relatively cheap building 
material.”

Commis used it initially on the feature film Girl Asleep. “What 

I found particularly great is you can literally cut and paste 
it to any size, plus it’s really durable and it breathes,” he 
says. “It’s white and equates to a very heavy diffusion so 
essentially kills a shadow, which is what I needed. In full 
sun it would even out the contrast in the house.”

A huge amount of effort by the crew was put into the practical 
lighting in the house. “Along with the production designer 
and my gaffer, we designed quite a few pelmets that were 
sympathetic to the period of the house,” says Commis. “We 
attached these to the walls and placed a battery operated 
Quasar LED behind them. That meant I could change the 
colour temperature and ambience to have light source 
options in almost every direction we looked. After a bit 
of negotiating, we were also able to replace some of the 
existing ceiling lights in the home with our own.”

“The next challenge were lengthy dusk scenes, and then 
night scenes that just had to be scheduled as day for 
night,” says Commis. “Basically blacking the whole house 
in the middle of summer! Due to the atrium, it would need 
ambience from above as well as some of the windows. 
Kwan, along with our key grip Dave Griffiths, came up with 
a beautiful enclosed truss system above the atrium which 
allowed us to turn it into a studio with predominantly hard 
blacking around the perimeter of the windows. Kwan and 
Griffiths are not only great guys but great creative thinkers 
and I couldn’t have achieved the results we got without 
them.”

The gaffer hung an array of his great homemade LED diffused 
box lights off the truss that he could run remotely off an iPad 
so that Commis could dial in a night or twilight ambience 
at a flick of switch. “The budget was struggling,” says 
Commis, “However I knew it was going to be the most cost 
effective way to get through those scenes with a minimum of 
interruption.”
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In terms of the shooting process, nothing in Babyteeth was 
storyboarded which was a specific decision. They had plans 
for each scene as well as a sense of the blocking but it was 
important for them to be spontaneous and react to what was 
going on in each scene. The cinematographer didn’t want 
to limit being able to see something unique evolving. During 
pre-production stand-in actors were used, who are not in the 
film, to run through a handful of key scenes in the film’s main 
location. This enabled key crew to work out basic pre-blocking 
of how they could stage certain scenes. 

“In my experience, actors who really trust their director 
are more than happy to take stage direction, especially in a 
complex emotional piece,” says Commis. “There’s enough 
going on for them and that can be one less thing to think 
about as long as they believe the action. We can suggest 
positions rather than it be a complete free-form scenario. 
That’s the essence of cinema to be honest, it can’t just be a 
performance alone.”

“The great thing about working with Murphy and this cast 
is how in-sync they were,” he says. “I’d worked with both 
Essie Davis and Ben Mendelsohn before, and Toby Wallace 
and Eliza Scanlon are so experienced too. They all knew the 
energy of the script and I had to be ready for that, I wasn’t 
going to interrupt any of that once it was up and running.”

Commis says the actors in Babyteeth made the world they had 
designed come alive. The director also encouraged them to 
try variations in their performances too. “She wasn’t seeking 
the ‘perfect take’, and that went for the camera too,” he 
explains. “I wouldn’t try to lock in and perfect things too 
much. It was quite liberating in that sense. After a number of 
films behind me now I had the confidence to trust that idea. 
I think you can really feel that energy in the final cut.”

“Working out the tone of this film is not something you 
could really do completely on paper,” says Commis. “You 
couldn’t fully realise that until you’re assembling it as a 

whole. The tonal shifts are so complex. This process allowed 
Murphy and editor Steve Evans the flexibility to navigate 
those threads in the edit.”

Commis was invited in towards the end before lock off to offer 
some feedback. “I was absolutely blown away,” he says. 
“It moved me in a way I didn’t expect, and I was able to 
surrender to watching it as a film and not just the work that 
went into it.”

Billy Wychgel was the colourist on Babyteeth. “Wychgel is a 
real artisan,” says Commis. “A long-term collaborator and 
friend. I think this is our fifth feature film together so we’ve 
got a great shorthand. It was also a good chance to mix it 
up as I generally like working chronologically in a grade 
and Wychgel often suggests we bounce around and look at 
something over there, then bounce back to here. So I took 
him up on that! Essentially the grade for me was largely 
making sure all those creative decisions and thousands of 
conversations we had were honoured.”

“Like most of my previous films I’ve worked out how it 
looks pretty much before the grade through lens choices 
and particularly light,” says Commis. “Not so much with 
look-up tables (LUTs), however. I generally use a pretty 
standard LUT with a little less contrast and don’t complicate 
it too much. To use the old film language, I’m pretty much 
shooting to a one light.”

Commis says there’s a sequence in the second half of 
Babyteeth which could be the most satisfying of his career. 
“It’s Milla’s big night out with Moses and they end up at a 
party,” he says. “We wanted the feel of an art school party 
more than a club, it needed to feel overwhelming but also 
immersive with a license to be bold. This was a brand new 
world for her.”

“There was the initial technical challenge, and that was one 
part of it, but the magic of the scene came about by the 
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creative synchronicity of coming up with the idea, which 
could fail, and then just going for it. The end result became 
so much more than we hoped for. It transcended,” he says.

The crew filmed the scene at Sydney College of Arts in 
Rozelle. A gathering of old stone buildings with massively 
thick walls and spans. The crew designed the scene so Milla 
and Moses could enter from stairs before passing through 
a waiting zone of sorts, and then into the party itself. The 
important thing was that it was also a journey, so even 
once Milla entered the party she would go further in before 
something else would reveal itself.

“I was absolutely blown away.”
“It was particularly important to feel this with Milla’s 
perspective,” explains Commis. “I was responsive in a sort 
of gliding style of handheld. We were playing the music that 
was the actual track in the final film so I could really lock in 
to that feel when I was operating. It was designed largely as 
one shot to accentuate the experience with Milla and I was 
preparing to see everything in every room.”

Philips had felt projections would help define the space and 
they became the key design motif, which soon became the 
key lighting motif. “I spent quite a bit of time in the space 
well before we shot,” says Commis. “Often just by myself, 
pre-visualising how we could transform and light what was 
in essence a really blank white space; four large rooms in 
a u-shape. It was a tricky space too with nowhere to really 
hang lights, especially film lights.”

Commis spent a huge amount of time with Philips and her 
team choosing and testing projectors, and the material 
that would be played on them. They would become the 
cinematographer’s key light sources and Commis treated them 
that way. “How they would flare, the colours, the intensity… 
everything would be based off these projectors in terms 

of exposure and additional lighting. I then supplemented 
with things like rope lights, existing gelled practicals, gelled 
windows and a couple of small LED Quasar units that we 
could sync. Just trying to make sure I had depth both in 
colour and light throughout the space.”

“I kept some lasers up my sleeve too as an additional ‘icing 
on the cake’. I don’t find excuses to light with them that 
often. I love using them, especially as a key source. My 
gaffer sourced me a couple of gems, so again we could 
program the colour and shape of the laser.”

Commis mixed all these ingredients together, then with the 
addition of the main cast and party extras it created a beautiful 
alchemy which the cinematographer says he couldn’t quite 
have predicted. “We searched for a few moments where the 
sync of a projection was timing with an emotion and we got 
some magic,” he says.

“The film lent itself to being bold and exploring. This was 
a real methodology we ran with across the board. Any 
challenge could generally be overcome with a new idea. We 
honoured our creative decisions,” says Commis. “Obviously 
that doesn’t always happen, but in this case we definitely 
achieved that and I’m really proud of.”

 Babyteeth has since been the darling of the international 
festival circuit, screening in competition at the Venice 
International Film Festival late last year where it was nominated 
for the Golden Lion and Toby Wallace picked up the Marcello 
Mastroianni Award for Best Actor.

Babyteeth received its Australian release on 23 July.

Andrew Commis ACS is a highly accomplished cinematographer,  

winning the coveted Milli Award for Australian Cinematographer of the Year 

in 2010 for his work on the film Beautiful Kate (2009).

James Cunningham is editor of Australian Cinematographer Magazine.
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SAVAGE
With cinematographer James L Brown ACS behind the camera,  

and inspired by the true stories of New Zealand’s gangs over thirty years, 

feature film Savage follows Danny (Jake Ryan) at defining moments in his 

life as he grows from a boy into a violent enforcer of a street gang.

- by James L Brown ACS

Danny (Jake Ryan) in a scene from the film ‘Savage’ - DOP James L Brown ACS





Director Sam Kelly was in the process of interviewing 
cinematographers when he saw some of my work. We jumped 
on Skype and hit it off.

I was immediately drawn to his passion and it was quickly 
obvious that we shared a common sensibility about film and, 
more importantly, the world. When you connect on the basic 
moral principles behind a project, that’s a great way to start 
the journey. 

Savage is about gang culture in New Zealand, set over three 
decades. It explores the causes of systemic abuse of young 
men and the lasting effects that has on society. When I first 
read the script, I loved that it tried to explore and understand 
New Zealand gang culture rather than simply condemn it. 
When we see what these characters have gone through, 
we understand how and why they ended up where they did 
twenty years on.

Visually, the world appealed to me on many levels. Bringing 
life and authenticity to a gritty subculture across multiple 
decades was hugely challenging. I researched it as if it 
was a documentary, focusing on historical photographs 
and references that transported me into the lives of these 
real people. My goal was to create the same feeling for the 
audience; that they were witnessing something authentically 
real.  

On an initial reading of a script, rather than getting caught 
up in what i think is right or wrong or concentrating on the 
logistical challenges, I try to focus purely on story. I want to 
understand the world and the writer’s and director’s intention. 
Then on subsequent readings I start to allow myself room to 

think about how that intention can be realised. 

In early pre-production, I flew to Wellington for a ten-day 
location scout with Kelly, the director, and as we drove around 
finding locations and taking hundreds of photos, we also 
found a common cinematic language. We shared our ideas 
and started to settle on the best way to tell the story. 

“When I first read the script,  
I loved that it tried to explore  
and understand New Zealand 

gang culture rather than  
simply condemn it.”

Kelly already had a well-developed ‘bible’ filled with imagery 
and references when I came on board. Originally he was 
looking for the cinematography to be more heightened, with 
beautifully choreographed and lyrical moments, whereas I 
thought the story leant itself to a slightly rawer, naturalistic 
approach. It was a great starting point. 

On top of this, we were making an historical story, so that also 
influenced our choices at every stage. We had people involved 
who had actually lived these stories and their guidance on 
lighting, colour, and staging rooted the film in the truth of 
history. 

We had days long conversations around the best approach 
for each scene and then digging down into every shot. Certain 
scenes called for a long, single steadycam shot that takes 

Actor Jake Ryan films a scene, Dana Little on Steadicam while key grip Paul Murphy spots- PHOTO Chris Moss
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the audience from one story point to another, and other 
scenes wanted a raw and instinctive handheld approach that 
would create room for performances and influence how the 
camera reacts. 

What we landed in the end on was a compromise of these 
approaches that gives the film its uniquely stylised yet 
authentic aesthetic.

Whenever I got too caught up in filmmaking problems like 
schedules, budgets, crewing or gear, I would return to the 
work of photographers like Nan Goldin, Tish Murtha and 
Bruce Davidson. Connecting with imagery and the emotions 
they inspired would remind me about what’s really important. 
The truth of the image or getting the feeling of a scene right, 
rather than obsessing over logistics or gear.

On a practical level, I shared these lighting and art references 
with heads of department as its usually the most efficient way 
to express what you are thinking and for everyone to get on 
the same page. Some days you can exercise control that 
gets you to the right place. Other days you need to let go 
and let the location or cast guide how the scene should be 
captured.  Usually when I ‘light myself into a hole’ it is because 
I am forcing a pre-conceived idea into a space that doesn’t 
call for it. That’s when everyone needs to breathe, step back 
and be malleable. Stubbornness is my worst enemy on a 
drama.

Given the nature of the story, we also spent much time 
considering how we would visually portray gang culture 
without sensationalising or exploiting it. Anyone with a camera 
probably understands on some level the inherent power of the 

captured image, and it’s a balancing act to create epic images 
that don’t trivialise or romanticise genuine societal problems. 
We were very aware of this responsibility every day on set and 
we worked hard to stay focused on the story; of boys who 
lose everything and find a new family to protect them.

My love for storytelling is rooted in a need to tell stories that 
matter. I am inherently drawn to projects that merge the 
political and the cultural, and Savage does exactly that.

“Stubbornness is my worst 
enemy on a drama.”

Much of Wellington hasn’t changed much in the last forty 
years so it was the perfect place to shoot period without 
huge resources. We had input from current and former gang 
members on the spaces they spent time in and again would 
refer back to the historical images to source authentic 
locations.

Obviously wardrobe and hair is also key here, and we relied 
heavily on the brilliance of costume designer Bob Buck, 
makeup designer Stefan Knight along with production 
designer Chris Elliot and his team. 

For camera, we decided early on to maintain a consistency to 
the cinematography and grade throughout the eras, with only 
subtle shifts in the lighting colour scheme to subconsciously 
telegraph the differences in time. I didn’t want to process and 
force a vintage look as you find in some television shows. This 
would have felt contrived and outside of the reality we were 
attempting to capture.

Actors James Matamua and Jack Parker in a scene from the film ‘Savage’ - DOP James L Brown ACS
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Danny (Jake Ryan) in a scene from ‘Savage’ - DOP James L Brown ACS



This is Danny’s story, depicting him from boyhood to his 
thirties as he is pushed and pulled between his biological 
family and his new family, the savages. So the point-of-view 
of the camera became one of the most important aspects to 
bringing Danny to life.

We elected to shoot most of Danny’s singles on 35mm across 
the board for consistency, usually handheld or on Steadicam 
so that we could follow him and stay connected. But we 
shifted the height subtly across the story to create different 
sensibilities  In chapter one, we played just above his eye line, 
which showed his vulnerabilities and as the story progressed, 
we lowered the camera under his eye line and embraces the 
ended as a large and imposing character he was.  

Ninety-five percent of my work over the last five years has 
been on an ARRI Alexa and I didn’t see the need to journey 
from that. For lenses, the choice to shoot spherical was not 
one taken lightly. We spent a lot of time with location imagery 
and watching films we liked and spherical felt like it connected 
our characters to the locations over anamorphic.

I flew to Auckland and tested plenty of Panavision glass 
looking for a combination of grittiness, speed and light-weight. 
Paul Lake really went out of his way to find the right glass and 
we ultimately settled on Panavision Ultra Speeds. They’re 
super fast with medium contrast and, they’re lightweight. 

Rounding out the kit was a couple of Super Speeds, including 
a 55mm 1.1 which we used on select portrait moments. 
It’s one of my favourite spherical lenses and needed to be 
reserved for a moment when we wanted to isolate a character 
or find a bit of magic. 

Using glass from the 1970s and early 1980s also really 
helped bed in the period aesthetic and mitigated some of the 
modernity of the Alexa.

We did camera tests that pushed the Alexa into a territory 
where it almost fell apart. By creating a look-up table with Park 
Road Post in Wellington that would underexpose the sensor 
and then push up the on set monitoring as to bring out some 
of the texture in the digital. Ultimately the false colour was 
usually purple and I failed basic cinematography-101 every 
day. But we wanted to bake a look into the rushes on set and 
leave less room for someone to take over later.

I love pre-production. Sometimes. Finding the language of a 
film with the director is one of the most interesting parts of the 
process and then watching your dreams be crushed by the 
reality of a budget and schedule is one of the most painful. I 
try to pre-produce as much as I can.  

Kelly and I planned the blocking, lighting and moves on every 
location as much as possible, whilst also allowing room for 
invention and happy accidents. I would then create a camera 
blocking for every scene in Shot Designer. It’s a rudimentary 
program but when you’re designing plots for hundreds of 
scenes, the simplicity means it’s efficient. For complex scenes, 
nights and interiors, I designed lighting plots in Illustrator. 

By the end of pre-production, I had a miniature bible for every 
shoot day that was about four to six pages long with notes, 
lighting references, camera and lighting plots and the shot list 
which my crew and all the heads of departments would have 
access to. This was imperative with such a tight schedule and 
it helped the entire crew understand what Kelly and I had been 
conjuring up. Then on set I would always carry an iPad so I 
could access my own thinking and remind us what type of 
genius we had thought up at 2am in the production office. 

Creatively, I believe consuming all the research imagery up 
front really helped me understand and settle on an aesthetic 
so I could focus on story rather than spending all my energy 
every day on visuals. This full-on level of planning allowed us 
a lot more freedom as we went. As problems arose, we found 
solutions faster because we knew what we were trying to 
achieve and if it meant getting to that place in a different way, 
then so be it.

“I like to work super fast  
and change my mind  

mid-take sometimes.”
I’ve only done a couple of jobs in New Zealand and it was 
so busy over there with a heap of Hollywood productions 
going on that were were fortunate to secure the incredible 
talent we ended up with. My Steadicam and B-camera 
operator, Dana Little, was a real gift. I trusted his eye; he 
always had my back and he has the demeanour of a Saint 
which helps to set a tone.

Richie Elworthy and Nicki Winer were my A-camera first and 
second assistants camera, respectively. Both hugely talented 
humans and who managed the camera the department like a 
well-oiled machine.

I like to work super fast and change my mind about shots mid- 
take sometimes. Having a focus puller that can be malleable 
and roll with the punches is imperative and Elworthy was 
always on point. His intuition is one of those things that can’t 
really be taught and he’s as good as they get. 

My key and dolly grip Paul Murphy was a great part of the 
team. He’s a storyteller at heart so his intuition about camera 
movement and placement was a great support. I’ve always 
heard that New Zealand crews are not only exceptional 
technicians but also some of the most generous and 
collaborative people in the world… and this crew exemplified 
that.

Eighty-five percent of Savage was shot on locations in and 
around Wellington. We built two sets for the boys home in 
chapter one, but only because we couldn’t find the perfect 
locations that were era specific. I love real locations, they 
have restrictions that make you problem-solve in a way that 
can lead to something genuinely truthful. A window in the 
wrong place, a low ceiling, or a dodgy green oven light in the 
background can restrictions that guide your hand. All these 
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things create ambience and soul that is impossible to replicate 
in a studio on a tight budget.   

For the sets, production designer Chris Elliot and the art team 
did an incredible job pulling off a set that accommodated 
numerous long Steadicam shots with practicals built into 
the design.  Full with texture and again that completely 
encapsulated the era and the story.

For lighting, Kelly and I talked a lot about playing with 
shadows. Danny’s story is pretty dark but we tried, where we 
could, to find little moments of hope where he connected with 
other people. In these moments, we made the lighting richer 
and more saturated, added a bit of fill and made the space 
feel safer. 

I’m incredibly indebted to gaffer Adrian Hebron and the 
lighting department who all did an awesome job on the 
film. There was a heap of lighting to do on almost every 
setup and they worked so hard with limited resources and 
time. The night exteriors were challenging as we needed to 
shoot 360-degrees with long Steadicam shots. Thanks to 
Wellington’s wild winds, I couldn’t fly overhead soft boxes 
so we often needed to build in industrial practicals to cover 
the scene. These were often mixed colour temperatures and 
dimmed at different levels to deliberately give the sense of the 
lighting not feeling too crafted.

The gang’s pad night time exteriors in chapter three was 
our most difficult location. It was extreme weather right on 
the coast and the action happens over an enormous space. 
Winds coming through each night would shut down most 
shoots but in Wellington it’s just in their DNA. We had a base 

lighting setup of the night exteriors of a T12 and some 6K par 

cans up on a mountain for general underexposed ambience 

and then a series of about fifteen specifically placed industrial 

practicals to light the set along with three fires with flame bars. 

From there we would float around a couple of S60 Sky Panels 

or 4x4 Light RGB light matts for the controlled lighting.

“I’m excited to see where 
lighting is heading in the  

next few years.”
For interiors, Hebron used custom RGB, DMX-controlled light 

matts and they became my go-to lamps. We had the colour 

at about 10,000k with a touch of green and usually rigged 

into the roof for freedom. For room tone, we inserted Phillips 

hue lights into the practicals at every location which gave us 

incredible freedom to tweak the interior colour and level of the 

space. The result was a slightly muddy amber green feel to the 

practical lights, which was perfect for this story.  

I’m excited to see where lighting is heading in the next few 

years. Wireless, lightweight solutions have transformed the 

way we work, and putting the camera and lighting crew on 

headsets has also improved the energy. Everything is a lot 

calmer and respectful to the actors and you don’t have a 

bunch of big egos running around on set competing to be 

heard. On a film like Savage where a scene might include 

untrained actors, a large number of extras, as well as 

actual gang members, the last thing you need is more big 

personalities yelling across the room.

Lily (Italiyah Wilson) and Red (Poroaki McDonald) in a scene from the film ‘Savage’ - DOP James L Brown ACS
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During pre-production, we created look-up tables with our 

colourist, Claire Burlinson, at Park Road Post. Then on set, 

we under-exposed the log by between one to two stops, 

working with these pre-determined look-up tables. We 

deliberately destroyed the image as much as we could in-

camera to bring out some texture in the digital sensor. Post-

production producer Amanda Heatley and the whole team 

were an amazing support. When you walk into Park Road 

Post you are in a facility that is amongst the best in the world 

and that support allows you to be even more gutsy in your 

approach.

“It was one of the simplest 
scenes in the film and one of  

the most effective.”
Once the edit was locked, I spent a week grading Savage 

in Wellington. Burlinson is a skilful colourist and has a 

great sensibility for the story we were all trying to tell. There 

was a pretty engrained look so we didn’t redraw or question 

our original approach to the colouring. In the end the focus 

was more in matching the two cameras and the crazy 

Wellington weather going from full sun to rain to sun within the 

scenes.

To give the images some grunge, especially day scenes, we 

tested a variation of Park Road Post’s own process of using 

the Sapphire plugin on SGO’s Mistika suite. This is a plugin 

that reacts to the RGB layers that was closer to the way a film 

stock would react.

There is a scene outside the gang’s pad in chapter three 
where all the lights are out and we are in this big wide opens 
space with single source 12K lighting the carpark. Danny pulls 
Red (Poroaki McDonald) outside as he has just been taken 
advantage of. 

We’re seeing Red become a man under the older 
brother mentorship of Danny and the camera is intuitively 
communicating the emotion of the scene as it evolves. The 
director just let me go for it instinctively as the performance 
evolved. It was one of the simplest scenes in the film and one 
of the most effective.

Of course knowing what I know now, I may do things 
differently because thats the nature of filmmaking and 
cinematography. With a different lead up we might have shot 
on 16mm pushed two stops, or even an iPhone! All you 
have are your instincts in the moment about what the story 
demands. We worked hard to make the best decisions for the 
story and, right or wrong, I don’t think you can regret that. 

In the end it’s the vision of Sam Kelly and producer Vicky 
Pope. These two wonderful people fought every step of the 
way to pull off this beast. Kelly is as dedicated as they come 
and pope was the most supportive producer I have ever 
worked with. 

I’m very proud of the film and feel it’s such an 
amazing achievement for everyone involved.

James L Brown ACS is an award-winning freelance cinematographer  

based in Sydney, known for his work on feature film Matar a Jesús (2017) 

and short film Black Lips (2018).

Danny (Jake Ryan) in a scene from ‘Savage’ - DOP James L Brown ACS
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I AM WOMAN
Cinematographer Dion Beebe ACS ASC and Director Unjoo Moon tell the 

incredible story of Australian icon Helen Reddy, and a song that changed 

the Women’s Liberation Movement, in I Am Woman.

- by Sarah Jo Fraser



Tilda Cobham-Hervey plays Helen Reddy in ‘I Am Woman’ - DOP Dion Beebe ACS ASC, PHOTO Supplied



If you don’t know the name, you’ll know the song. ‘I am 
woman, hear me roar,” is the opening line of the hit song ‘I Am 
Woman’, written by Helen Reddy and released in 1972 through 
Capitol Records. It had well and truly become an anthem of the 
Women’s Liberation Movement by the time of Helen’s iconic 
performance at the 1989 ‘Mobilize For Women’s Lives’ rally in 
Washington DC, marking a moment in history that would define 
the women’s movement and Reddy’s life, forever. 

Packing up her life and landing in New York with her three-
year-old daughter and $230 to her name, Reddy was broke 
within weeks. Five years later she would become the first ever 
Australian Grammy Award-winner and one of the biggest stars 
of her time. But Reddy’s journey began in Australia, so it’s only 
fitting that her story begin here. 

I Am Woman, directed by Unjoo Moon, is Dion Beebe’s first 
foray into the ARRI Alexa 65 and large format cinematography. 
Having seen other projects use the format with great success, 
Beebe was curious about the large sensor’s ability to play with 
depth-of-field, in this case paired with ARRI Prime DNA lenses. 
“When you’re in a world with very quick drop-off it becomes 
an intimate format. Yes, it’s Helen Reddy. She’s a singer, 
and the period is important. But at its very core is this 
relationship between her and her husband Jeff Wald (played 
by Evan Peters). The director and I really saw it as a way to 
focus on the people, and the intimacy of their relationship,” 
Beebe explains. 

Beebe and Moon didn’t want to over-stylise the film, and 
shooting in large format allowed them both to pursue that. 
“We both felt that Reddy (played by Tilda Cobham-Hervey) 
and her story wanted more of a classic approach to the 
camera. We wanted to give the film as big a canvas as 
possible,” says Beebe. And there’s no doubt the ARRI Alexa 
65 is a much bigger camera, “which is certainly something 
to consider. It’s sort of like an ARRI XL on steroids; it’s 

chunkier, it’s heavier. You have to consider how you’re 
going to move it, and how much hand-held you’re going to 
do. But from my experience on this movie it’s really totally 
manageable.” 

However the size of the camera wasn’t the only consideration. 
Large format cameras can chew up a serious amount of 
data, meaning more time in post-production and more money 
handling large files. “There’s a trickle down effect that people 
see costing a lot of money,” says Beebe. “But it’s worth 
looking into, because you can mitigate some of that cost.” 

“The director and I really  
saw it as a way to focus on the 

people, and the intimacy of  
their relationship.”

Shot on a relatively modest budget, I Am Woman was 
completed on a tiny thirty-day schedule in Sydney, plus three 
days on location in Los Angeles. It was not a slow affair by 
any means. “This was how I started making movies,” Beebe 
reflects. “The director and I both understand what it’s like 
to work with those sorts of constraints.” Beebe and Moon 
have the unique benefit of also being husband and wife, 
which afforded much to the production’s success in running 
smoothly. 

“Really, we were talking about the movie a year before it 
started,” says Beebe. “When you’re literally 24/7 in the 
company of your director it means you’re never going to 
escape the film no matter what time of day or night, or what 
day of the week it is. But on a movie like this where time 
was critical, when you’re really facing that time crunch on 
set, you really do have to be prepared, because if you start 
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Director Unjoo Moon and cinematographer Dion Beebe ACS ASC discussing a shot - PHOTO Hugh Hamilton



falling behind you’re just not going to make your day and 
you’re also not going to get a chance to come back to that 
location necessarily and pick that up the next day.” 

As on any production, a camera is only as good as the crew 
behind it. A-camera’s first assistant was Ricky Schamburg, 
accompanied by B-camera’s first assistant Sally Eccleston. 
Both took the challenge of fast lenses and shallow depth-
of-field in their stride. “I was very lucky to have two of 
Australia’s finest,” says Beebe. “I was really able to push 
the envelope a lot in terms of our F-stop. Schamburg and 
Eccleston did an incredible job that and allowed me to 
really push that shallow focus.” 

Schamburg noted, “Dion was constantly pushing us to a 
limit and beyond but it was still a very enjoyable process, 
both challenging and rewarding. He constantly amazed me 
on this film with his lighting, just how quickly and simply he 
could turn a shot into something special. It was such a great 
experience for me to watch a cinematographer of his calibre 
work under such tight restraints in terms of time and budget 
and still achieve such great results.”

Key grip John Balbi had his work cut out for him and his team. 
“We had to move fast,” Beebe explains. “Yes, the Alexa 
65s are a very workable camera but they’re bigger, they’re 
heavier. We couldn’t afford to be swinging around on remote 
heads all the time, or use the sort of equipment that often go 
with those bigger format cameras on larger budget films. We 
were on fixed arms primarily, and often times just dollies.” 

Beebe and Moon settled on a two-camera for I Am Woman. 
Weighing up budget limitations with time and location 
constraints, they felt two cameras would allow more freedom 
to capture performances. “We had some quite intense 
dramatic sequences and we just had limited time to do all 
of this so we really felt that having two cameras would allow 

us to focus on performance and particularly our big musical 
performances,” explains Beebe.

Beebe’s approach for selecting his B-camera operator were 
precise. “When looking for any sort of operator you really 
want to find someone who has a connection to the material, 
and has an understanding of the story,” he says. “This 
isn’t an action movie. It didn’t require a lot of complicated 
camera rigs and remote work. Instead what it did need 
is a sensitivity to the material, to this relationship. Our 
B-camera operator Velinda Wardell ACS was great. She 
really had an understanding of what we were trying to do 
and that leant into what the director wanted.”

“Oftentimes because I was operating A-camera,” says 
Beebe, “the director and I would both communicate 
with Wardell, but this also meant that the director could 
communicate directly with Wardell when she needed if I was 
busy doing something else.” 

I Am Woman is set over a span of thirty years. When it came 
to showing that journey on-screen Beebe and Moon chose 
to have a clear, consistent look. Instead of separating the film 
into visually defined periods of time, the film was constructed 
around the emotional journey of the characters. 

“In New York, as Reddy struggles to find her voice, it’s a 
slightly more claustrophobic and closed down world that 
we’re in. She’s a single mother; she’s struggling. It’s a little 
cooler, it’s a little darker,” says Beebe. “As she travels to 
California and arrives in Los Angeles the colours become 
warmer, brighter. There’s a sense of hope, a sense of things 
starting to happen. The film kicks into a different gear and 
the look changes. But this was more of a tone and colour 
shift than a dramatic lighting change. As their relationship 
starts to fall apart, the lighting changes to reflect that too.” 

Gaffer Steve Daley developed a system of LEDs with best 
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Tilda Cobham-Hervey as Helen Reddy in ‘I Am Woman’ - DOP Dion Beebe ACS ASC, PHOTO Lisa Tomasetti



boy Joel Klinger. It allowed a lighting setup that was both 
lightweight and low profile; the lighting package wasn’t 
exhaustive, with the odd HMI on bigger interior or exterior 
scenes and a few clusters of parcans, utilised as on-
screen lighting to create a period-specific touch to certain 
performance pieces. “When we moved inside, particularly 
in New York, we were able to keep the package small 
and intimate,” says Beebe. “Once we moved into our 
Los Angeles period, we used the bigger 12-18K HMIs to 
maintain the hard California sunlight.” 

Beebe and Moon discussed the idea of creating a database of 
archival footage and building cues from that footage into I Am 
Woman. “When we were developing the palette of the film, 
inspiration came from period references that we looked at, 
discussed and tested,” explained Beebe. In the end, however, 
the pair decided it wasn’t right for the film. “We needed to 
rely less on those stylistic elements. What was important 
for the director was that we serve the character. Yes, we’ve 
added strong visual elements to the film, but we were always 
careful not to let those elements override Reddy’s story or 
Tilda Cobham-Hervey’s performance.” 

Beebe reflects that actors Cobham-Hervey and Peters both 
had very different approaches to their performances.

 “Cobham-Hervey is a very prepared actor. She did a lot of 
study and worked her director to develop an interpretation 
of Reddy’s mannerisms,” he says. “Whereas Peters had 
actually met Jeff Wald, he is an actor that really works from 
instinct. He doesn’t necessarily like to rehearse that much. 
So Moon was always riding that balance in terms wanting 
to rehearse and understand blocking and not wanting to 
have Peters lose his spontaneity and his need for this sort of 

discovery that he enjoyed.” 

Camera movement was an important story element in I 
Am Woman, used largely in the third act as the relationship 
between Reddy and her husband begins to deteriorate. “We 
wanted movement, flexibility and energy in these scenes 
and the hand-held camera was a way to facilitate that,” 
says Beebe. “It allowed Peters more freedom in terms of 
performance and movement. The reality is when you go 
hand-held you move between setups quicker. My approach 
to these would be to light the room 360-degrees so the 
turnaround was really quick; we wouldn’t lose energy. We 
could keep the momentum that had been created.” 

“As their relationship starts to 
fall apart, the lighting changes 

to reflect that too.”
With such a rapid shooting schedule it would be tempting to 
utilise hand-held more heavily as a means to buy time, but 
this doesn’t always work to the favour of the film; as Beebe 
explains. “You want to use it with some degree of caution. 
Once you’re on a handheld camera, it’s pretty hard to back 
out of it because the energy of hand-held can be a little 
bit intoxicating. It can be an easier way to get through a 
scene. You can get seduced by it and there’s a danger you 
just keep leaning on the handheld camera and forget about 
how the camera can work in other ways to compose a shot 
and create isolation and space, and not constantly having 
this moving agitated viewpoint. There’s a lot of choices we 
can make with camera and when we choose to just go on 
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Evan Peters as Jeff Wald in ‘I Am Woman’ - DOP Dion Beebe ACS ASC, PHOTO Lisa Tomasetti



Tilda Cobham-Hervey as Helen Reddy in ‘I Am Woman’ - DOP Dion Beebe ACS ASC, PHOTO Supplied

the shoulder there is a lot of freedom and there’s a lot of 
freedom and energy, but it can also become a single note.” 

In the end, there was one element that defined Beebe’s 
approach to the film as a whole. “When Moon and I first 
started to discuss the film, discuss Reddy’s story, we talked a 
lot about visual aesthetic. We pulled a lot of visual reference 
from the period, and because Reddy’s story is also the story 
of the sixties and seventies we really wanted her personal 
story to reflect this period,” says Beebe. 

“The first time Reddy sings the song ‘I Am Woman’ in the 
Washington Club, to the building of the montage of that 
song, and as it explodes across the United States and 
ultimately beyond, is again a certain sort of ‘performance 
peak’, which ultimately leads us to her performing the song 
again at the end of the movie at the Washington Memorial.”

“We wanted that movment, 
flexibility and energy in these 

scenes, and the hand-held 
camera was a way to  

facilitate that.”
“To get to that performance at the Washington Memorial, 
where she sings a song that she’s sung so many times but 
she sings it with a totally new perspective on her life, on 
the impact of that song on the women’s movement and 
how that song has impacted so many lives. That was such 
an important part of Moon’s vision for this film,” the 

cinematographer finishes by reiterating. “The journey of the 
songs - that was the point. That moment on the stage at the 
end of the movie where Reddy sees a song that she thought 
she knew, that she wrote, has taken on its own meaning.” 

Dion Beebe ACS ASC received the Academy Award for Best Cinematography 

in 2006 for his outstanding work on the film Memoirs of a Geisha.

Sarah Jo Fraser has worked on multiple Australian productions 

 in the camera department. She worked as a camera attachment to  

Dion Beebe ACS ASC on I Am Woman.
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AIYAI: WRATHFUL SOUL
A neighbourhood is plagued by mysterious tragedies when a young man 

becomes the conduit for an unknown spirit.

Aiyai: Wrathful Soul is a pyschological, supernatural mystery thriller shot 

by Australian cinematographer Damien Beebe, brother of  

Academy Award-winning cinematographer Dion Beebe ACS ASC.

- interview by Slade Phillips



Behind-the-scenes on ‘Aiyai: Wrathful Soul’ - PHOTO Kristopher Bos



AC How did you get involved with Aiyai? Had you  
 worked with any of the creative team before, or did 

you have to pitch yourself for the job?

DB My involvement with the film started with a phone call  
 from a colleague asking if I was interested to meet Alan 

Arumugam, the film’s writer and director, to hear about his 
independent psychological, supernatural mystery thriller due 
to be shot in Brisbane in 2019. I had just moved to the Gold 
Coast I thought it would be a good opportunity to work on a 
local project; I asked to read the script.

AC What were your initial thoughts when you read the  
 script?

DB Probably my first thought reading the script was that  
 the project was very ambitious for the budget they had 

allocated. That itself made it appealing to me because it was 
a good story and I took it as a personal challenge to make it 
happen. The script had a few points that could be improved, but 
overall it was an interesting and entertaining story and I could 
see a lot of potential from a cinematographer’s point-of-view.

When I met Arumugam for the first time, his enthusiasm and 
commitment to the project were refreshing and infectious. That 
in itself convinced me that I wanted to be be part of the film. 
That despite the team being a little bit on the ‘green’ side, as 
well as Arumugam being a first time director of an Australian 
feature film.

AC Can you talk about choosing your cameras and  
 lenses for this film? What did you decide and why?

DB Budget tends to play a large part in a  
 cinematographer’s decisions. Using the ARRI Alexa 

Mini was the best and most versatile camera to use for me. 
The film needed movement and not having the luxury of time 
my choice was to use the Móvi Pro and Steadicam systems 
to achieve this. I needed fast lenses so I was given the 
opportunity to work with the Sigma 1.5 high-speed lenses 

which I was very happy with. The use of filters also became 
important when creating the film’s look and using the high-
speed lenses.

AC What was your collaboration like with production  
 designer Tim Hodgman and the production design 

team? Did you have any specific cinematic references?

DB Hodgman’s eagerness to deliver was refreshing. We  
 had a crematorium set built and I sat down with him to 

get the layout right for those scenes. Arumugam allowed for me 
to sort out the crematorium to my filming needs, which was really 
great. We used various  filmic references but Martin Scorsese’s 
Shutter Island (2010, cinematography by Robert Richardson 
ASC) was the best reference for the ‘mood’ of the film. 

AC Who made up the crew in your camera department?

DB The crew in my camera department were young,  
 talented and enthusiastic. I can  certainly work with 

that. This film was a good opportunity for those who may not 
have had the opportunity to work on a feature film before to 
step up and they didn’t disappoint. The only one I had worked 
with before was first assistant camera, Estaban Rivera. He and 
I have worked on a few projects together now.

AC Did you ever operate the camera yourself?

DB I love operating myself. If I have the opportunity to  
 operate a camera myself, giving that job to somebody 

else is still hard for me to do.

AC You mentioned the crematorium set, how many sets 
  were built for the film?

DB The only set that was built was the crematorium. The  
 rest was filmed on various locations around Brisbane. 

The biggest section of the film was shot at Jimbour House, 
a heritage-listed homestead and one of the earliest stations 
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Cinematographer Damien Beebe between takes with a Steadicam on ‘Aiyai: Wrathful Soul’ - PHOTO Kristopher Bos



established on Queensland’s Darling Downs, about 240km 
northwest of Brisbane. The place was absolutely perfect; as if 
it had been specifically built for our film. 

AC How did you approach lighting on location?

DB Although we did use natural lighting in some locations,  
 for the most part I do like to create my own lighting for 

each scene. The crematorium set was altered, to accomodate 
some specific lighting needs. One location that we were 
excited to have access to was the Brisbane cemetery that 
feature some very old and interesting… and spooky… 
elements for us to use in Aiyai. 

Arumugam wanted our main character Kiran (Kabir Singh) 
to get pulled deeper and deeper into the dark side as the 
film progressed. The night shoots gave us the opportunity 
to create a lighting to emphasise the eeriness of the location 
while showcasing the cemetery itself.

AC How many practical special effects versus digital  
 visual effects work were you preparing for on the 

shoot? 

DB Most of our special effects were done in camera, with  
 very little digital visual effects used. The old smoke and 

mirrors.
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Albert (Richard Huggett) in a scene from ‘Aiyai: Wrathful Soul’ - DOP Damien Beebe

Willie (Marco Sinigaglia) in ‘Aiyai: Wrathful Soul’ - DOP Damien Beebe
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AC Did you work with a digital imaging technician (DIT)  
 on set? 

DB We had a DIT on our team for the entire shoot. Simply a 
  must when shooting in ARRIRAW format.

AC Tell us, how involved were you and how did you  
 approach post-production on Aiyai?

DB Post-production was hard as I could not be there as  
 much as I would have liked. However I made myself 

available whenever I was free to meet and consult with 
Arumugam and the film’s editor Roberto Merlini. It was 
important for me to be more involved with the post-production 
of Aiyai, as during filming.

During filming, Arumugam was very open to discussing ways 
to add complexity to the original script. We have collaborated 
to create shots that were above and beyond the script. I 
wanted to be there for the process of implementing those 
changes with the director.

AC What was your intention going into the grade? Who  
 was your colourist?

DB Early on we considered two different grades; one for  
 cinematic release and one for  an on-demand release. 

That is the reality of films nowadays. Not too dark and not too 
light, something in-between to make everyone happy. Our 
colourist was Pablo Mejia-Lopez, my first time working with 
him. I could not be with him as much as I wanted but all thing 
considered Mejia-Lopez did an excellent job.

AC How did you achieve the director’s vision, while still  
 continuing to impart your own unique perspective 

on the film?

DB The film industry is mostly about personalities and their  
 wants and needs. Getting to know what people want 

early on in any project is important, as is getting along. 
Sometimes the most creative people find it hard to express 
what they want. I have been in the film industry for over thirty 
years and in that time you get to know what directors or 
producers want, most of the time. 
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As a cinematographer, being able to bring their vision onto the 
big screen with the parameters you have been given is what 
will keep them wanting to work with you. Being able to create 
a style and look is what every cinematographer loves to do, 
and when everyone is on the same page, everything falls into 
place. For me, communication is the key, it can make or break 
a movie. Also keeping an open mind. 

AC Do you have a favourite shot or sequence in Aiyai?

DB Coming up with different ideas and ways to make a  
 scene unique is always fun. There is a scene in the 

film where the camera flies down a long hallway toward the 
subject before he exits the house. I used a Segway with a 
Steadicam to fly down the narrow passageway at full-speed 
before stopping inches from the door closing. And it worked. It 
was a fun shot to do. Timing is everything.

AC Looking back with hindsight, what would you have  
 done differently?

DB There are always things one considers doing differently  
 when looking back. In this case, perhaps more pre-

production, I feel this is lacking in a lot of smaller films. Having 
more time for shooting, yes, but the reality of it all comes down 
to budget. It’s being able to do your best within the budget 
you have been given. 

As a cinematographer, having a good team around you is key. 
It allows you time to create the scene you want. Hopefully, in 
the end, everyone is happy.

Damien Beebe has over thirty-years experience as camera operator and 

cinematographer on blockbuster feature films and television series.

Slade Phillips is a writer based in Sydney.

Filming ‘Aiyai: Wrathful Soul’ on location in Brisbane - PHOTO Kristopher Bos



I’m sitting in my hotel room in 
Melbourne the day before all of the 
mayhem really kicked off. My flight for 
two weeks work in Los Angeles was 
booked, my following job was to be in 
Papua New Guinea. Instead, like many, I 
ended up out of work instantly.  

The screen industry is one of the few 
industries in which the consumption of 
its products has sky-rocketed due to 
the pandemic. Netflix almost doubled 
their expected subscription growth 
adding 15.77 million subscribers in the 
first months of the pandemic. 

The need for new productions should 
be rising in all parts of our industry. 
Netflix said its catalogue will last around 
three months and then it is in need of 
new content. “The screen industry has 
historically had a crucial role to play 
in boosting morale and building social 
cohesion during times of upheaval,” 
writes the industry in a plea-letter on 
the 20 March to The Hon. Paul Fletcher 
MP, Minister for Communications, 
Cyber Safety and the Arts. It might 
not be essential work; it will help with 
the recovery and mindset of all. With 

states opening up and others imposing 
stronger restrictions we still have a long 
way to go, but there are some positive 
developments.

During the first months I noticed a 
building site near our house. They still 
worked? Why couldn’t we? I checked 
the official websites frequently and 
spoke to several producers. They all 
wanted to work but insurance was 
complicated and numbers of people on 
set a real issue.

A month later my first commercial 
appeared on the horizon. We knew we 
had to be creative. Checking Covid-19 
safety plans on the website daily and 
frequent online meetings followed. The 
loud noises from the construction site 
next to me made it hard to hear the 
conversations on the video call. The 
agency changed the script to minimise 
crew. The location adapted and the 
crew call times were staggered. Pre-
lighting to minimise crew on site. I wore 
a mask and gloves and used longer 
lenses. It was me and just one actress 
in the room. The set was silent and 
happy. 

The first assistant camera was in the 

kitchen on a wireless, the gaffer in the 

garden, director in the hallway. The art 

director and set dresser were on the 

driveway. The client was on a conference 

call feed. All the freelancers on set felt a 

sigh of relief that they were back.

To be honest; the physical distancing 

made it a very pleasant and calm set to 

work on. It felt somehow less stressful. 

The inevitable distancing brought 

tranquility to the set which was a benefit 

to the performance of the actress and 

myself. The controlled environment of a 

video conference call even seemed to 

consolidate the feedback from the client.

It wasn’t the first time that we had to 

discuss the perception of distance vs 

choice of lens but probably the first time 

we had to consider health and safety on 

screen and off screen.

Our next challenge was travel. The job 

in Papa New Guinea was to be adjusted 

and shot in Queensland. The creatives 

wanted to minimise the changes to 

the script and the producers came up 

with the magic of green screen. Social 

PROFESSIONAL DISTANCING
Waiting for the tail slate on Covid-19, the positive influence of the  

pandemic’s restrictions on set-life - by Patrick Van Weeren

Cinematographer Dean Semler AM ACS ASC - PHOTO Supplied

Social distancing on set with gaffer Glenn Jones and art director Adam Head. Note the extended ‘social distancing’ handlebar 
on the dolly for dolly-grip Nick Karam - PHOTO Patrick Van Weeren
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distancing? Check. Travelling across 
borders? Check. Large crew in a green 
screen studio space? Not really.

However, at the time they were easing 
restrictions and we could gather 
more people outdoor than indoors. 
Next step? Shoot the green screen 
outdoors so that we have a chance 
to maintain the amount of crew, work 
with crew from within the local area and 
comply with the regulations and social 
distancing measures.

Green screen filming always feels a 
bit like grocery shopping for someone 
else’s dinner party. The visuals don’t 
merge until post-production puts the 
ingredients together as some kind of 
wizard pastry-chef but it felt good to be 
on set and it really helped with travel 
restrictions and physical distancing.

Talking to the post-production 
companies, I noticed that they had 
been affected heavily just like the rest of 
the industry. However, their lockdown 
contained lots of re-editing of existing or 
stock footage and animation seemed to 
have kept them going reasonably well 
in the first months. At least some of my 
jobs ended up in the hands of skilled 
animators.

These new rules made crew members 
creative and some of the quick 
innovations will probably never go back 
to normal. All over the world crews are 
trying to make it work. From free eye 
cushions with your rental to customised 
3D printed face shields with your 
camera hire.

Director and Steadicam operator Dave 
Chameides has been working on a face 
shield which you can wear easily with 
glasses; which don’t fog up and reduce 
glare from the often bright movie lights.

The initiative of MEAA for paid 
pandemic leave for screen workers in 
Australia is one of those good ideas to 
keep us safe, especially with most of 
us self-employed and we are learning 
rapidly to adapt to the new regulations.

But the most interesting topics are how 
the filmmaker community adapts and 
uses its creativity and technology to 
make the most of the situation. Remote 

viewing via video conference call seems 
to work not only for clients but even 
for directors, when multiple webcams 
are placed on set. One Brisbane based 
producer worked with a well-known 
table top photographer from Europe. 
He continued to work from home via 
live feeds and several webcams on set 
without the need for any intercontinental 
travel, saving time, money and staying 
safe.

The advantages of remote viewing have 
been around for a long time but we 
never thought of streaming the camera 
feed off-site via conference call software 
until the pandemic hit. It reduces 
people travelling time and money while 
decisions can be escalated quickly if 
needed as the platform is accessible to 
many. 

An unexpected advantage of the 
streaming ‘video-assist’ is that we 
watch the scene on our own mobile 
phones on set as well. We don’t all 
have to lean over to video-village or the 

directors monitor. Even the lighting-
assistant in the truck can see what’s 
going on and what the t-stop is.

Gaffer Glenn Jones from Shedlight 
explains, “We have gone back to the 
old-fashioned way of blocking scenes.” 
More pre-production, pre-lighting 
and blocking of a scene with only 
the bare essential filmmakers on set, 
before the technical crew takes over. 
“Once the crew is ready, we bring the 
cinematographer and director back 
in.” The physical distancing creates a 
calmer set. 

We still light the same way but the 
communication and the logistics have 
changed in a positive way. “We made it 
better,” says Jones. Calmer sets and 
more preparation. Hopefully that will be 
all that lasts.

Patrick Van Weeren is a cinematographer 

from The Netherlands who recently moved to 

Australia. He is a former writer for  

Dutch photography magazine ‘Focus’.

Cinematographer Dean Semler AM ACS ASC - PHOTO Supplied First assistant camera Adrian Eyre moves in to adjust the wireless equipment 
mounted on the camera during one of the first commercial shoots in the pandemic - 

PHOTO Patrick Van Weeren
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THE SAND THAT ATE THE 
SEA - In the opal mining red dirt 
of Andamooka, South Australia, a son 
faces the memories of the mysterious 
disappearance of his father in a great 
flooding storm, while the same storm 
appears on his own horizon. No 
stranger to striking cinematography, 
Aaron McLisky (The School, Nursery 
Rhymes) presents a film that is not short 
of incredible for what the filmmakers 
have managed to achieve.

The Sand That Ate the Sea evokes 

fragments of post-apocalyptic 
Australian classics such as Wake in 
Fright (1971, cinematography by Brian 
West) and the original Mad Max (1979, 
cinematography by David Eggby ACS). 
There is a disturbing beauty in McLisky’s 
wide-shots and landscapes. McLisky 
beautifully uses his close-ups, hand-
held and with a shallow depth of field, 
to great effect. The cinematographer’s 
control silhouettes is particularly 
outstanding.

Director Matthew Thorne’s preferred 

style takes the form of docu-narrative, 
which meant embedding himself into 
the town of Andamooka and casting 
real members of the community to tell 
this intimate story. 

The project was undertaken over 
four years and is presented in 
multiple formats; narrative film, music 
video, photography, and installation. 
Newcomer Nicolai Lafayette, who 
portrays the older version James in The 
Sand That Ate the Sea, is also terrific in 
one of the film’s key roles. Watch this 
film if you get the chance.

AUSTRALIAN SHORTS
We look at an outstanding selection of Australian short films which screened recently at  

Revelation Perth International Film Festival’s online event ‘Couched’ - by James Cunningham
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AUDIO GUIDE - 

Cinematographer Kym Vaitiekus cleverly 

uses washed-out colours and a delicate 

approach to grading to imbue the world 

of Chris Elena’s short film Audio Guide 

with a sense of otherworldliness and 

fairytale.

Ostensibly, the film is about a young 

woman (Emma Wright) who is told 

secrets through an art gallery-issued 

audio guide. Shot on Super 16mm film, 

Audio Guide looks gorgeous. The film 

features a piece of modern technology 

describing and documenting history 

and the past, and this juxtaposition is 

important. Director Chris Elena then 

felt it important for the film to feel like it 

could have been shot years ago, hence 

the decision to shoot on film. Elena 

also self-funded Audio Guide, allowing 
the freedom to shoot on film, with 
both Panavision and Kodak coming 
on board with assitance and support. 
Elena regularly shoots projects on Super 
16mm.

“Shot on Super 16mm 
film, Audio Guide  
looks gorgeous.”

Vaitiekus, the film’s cinematographer, 
has worked for many years behind the 
camera, and has made a number of 
short films himself, as director. 

Audio Guide won the Best Actress prize 
for Wright at the Sci-fi Film Festival in 
Sydney recently, and premiered in the 
United States at Cinequest in March 
this year. “I wanted this film to feel 
personal and timeless and hopefully 
mean something to somebody like 
those stories did to me,” said Elena.

Nicolai Lafayette plays James in ‘The Sand That Ate The Sea’ - DOP Aaron McLisky

Kyle Chen in short film ‘Idol’ - DOP Max Walter

Kai Lewins plays Julian in ‘Broken Line North’ - DOP Jack McAvoyEmma Wright in short film ‘Audio Guide’ - DOP Kym Vaitiekus
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BROKEN LINE NORTH - 
Sunday Emerson Gullifer’s short film 
Broken Line North sees two broken 
people - Lao-Australian woman Lia 
(Alice Keohavong) and a young Aussie 
hitchhiker named Julian (Kai Lewins) 
- navigate grief and isolation, before 
developing an unlikely connection 
forged over a night at a roadside motel.

Partly funded by the Lexus Australia 

Short Film Fellowship and presented 
by the Sydney Film Festival, Broken 
Line North sees cinematographer Jack 
McAvoy create an authentic world for the 
characters to inhabit. It’s a simple film on 
the surface, but its simplicity belies the 
complexity of its themes that lurk below 
the surface; and this is where McAvoy’s 
cinematography works so well.

The lead actors also bring a lot to their 

roles, with Lewins and Keohavong not 
only having great chemistry with each 
other but also being great on their own. 
Both play rather flawed and lonely 
characters, but they manage to make 
them genuinely likeable and relatable, 
with Lewins’ layered performance 
coming across as effortless on screen 
and Keohavong proving herself very 
capable of being a lead.

Broken Line North manages to do 
everything it sets out do do with a 
decent amount of efficiency and style. 
That being said, it also manages 
to handle its subject matter with a 
commendable amount of respect and 
compassion. For the filmmakers, both 
Gullifer and McAvoy, have shown that 
they might have the knack for perfection 
when it comes to storytelling.

The Revelation Perth Film Festival ran this year’s 

festival as an online event called ‘Couched’.

James Cunningham is editor of  

Australian Cinematographer Magazine.

IDOL - Alex Wu’s Chinese language 
short film Idol is a single-take film. 

However it shies away from the 
complicated, single-take logistics 
of film’s such as Victoria (2015, 
cinematography by Sturla Brandth 
Grøvlen DFF) or the Australian-
produced Watch the Sunset (2017, 
cinematography by Damien Lipp). Idol is 
one-take, hand-held, and focuses solely 
on its protagonist’s face for almost 

eighteen minutes.

The film’s Australian cinematographer, 
Max Walter (Two Piece, Locker Room), 
has deftly created his own masterwork 
in capturing with his lens the story of a 
young Chinese celebrity (Kyle Chen) who 
is called onto an emergency phone call 
after one of his fans commits suicide.

The delicate movements of Walter’s 
camera beautifully emphasise the subtle 
emotion of Chen’s performance. It’s 

clever, because an untrained-eye may 
not notice this effect, or even that the 
film has been shot in a single take. 
Sometimes, with single-take films, the 
‘gimmick’ of the single-take can take 
away from what the filmmakers’ are 
trying to achieve in telling a story. This 
doesn’t happen with Idol.

“The delicate movements 
of Walter’s camera 

beautifully emphasise 
the subtle emotion of 
Chen’s performance.”

Idol is a film about how as fast 
recognition and influence grows 
amongst young people, so, too, do 
levels of loneliness and isolation. It 
is the story of a lonely young man, 
burdened with carrying the weight and 
expectations of thousands of people 
who are just as - if not more - lonely as 
he is.

Kyle Chen in short film ‘Idol’ - DOP Max Walter

Kai Lewins plays Julian in ‘Broken Line North’ - DOP Jack McAvoy



SPOTLIGHT ON BRAZIL
Cinematographer Azul Serra (Liquid Truth) shoots the groundbreaking series  

Boca a Boca (Kissing Game) for Netfix – by James Cunningham

In a cattle-ranching town in Brazil’s 
countryside, adolescents panic when 
they are threatened by the outbreak of 
a contagious infection transmitted by 
kissing. In a contemporary and dark 
plot, the series portrays the desires 
of digitally connected youth within 
a physical reality filled with fear and 
mistrust.

When director and creator of Boca 
a Boca, Esmir Filho, invited Brazilian 
cinematographer Azul Serra to 
photograph the series their first 
conversations immediately led to a 
visceral search for textures, colours, 
smells, sweat, saliva and sensuality.

“The series is about a sensory and 
intimate group of characters,” 
explains the cinematographer. “We 
began our cinematography journey 
with the understanding that the script 
presented two different worlds.”

One of these worlds was the traditional 
city of Progresso; the school, the farm, 
the streets. The other world is bordered 
with the unknown; a place in the 
middle of the forest, where mysterious 
characters search for a different way 

of life, mixing hyper-technology with 
knowledge of nature.

“There they have hidden parties, 
where the teenagers of the city feel 
free, explore their bodies, their 
emotions, their inner lives and 
movement,” says Serra. “My challenge 
was about how to create those two 
different approaches using camera 
movement, colour, density and 
lighting.”

During pre-production Serra tested 
several lenses. When everybody saw 
the tests in high-dynamic-range (HDR), 
imaging it was a unanimous decision; 
the cinematographer would film Boca 
a Boca with Zeiss Supremes and RED 
Monster 8K. The idea of   following the 
Large Format path was consolidated 
when he defined his window, 2.00:1, 
because that way he would be able to 
make an almost complete use of the 
camera’s sensor.

“We were dealing with a modern, 
hyperconnected world, where 
technology was part of the narrative,” 
he says. “It is important to note 
that for our plot, the way that the 

bodies of the characters related to 
space was crucial. I suggested to the 
director that we film the series in 
Large Format. The reason for this was 
that we would be able to join high 
definition with a spatial strangeness.”

With the Zeiss Supremes lenses, 
characters in focus immediately stand 
out and detach from the background. 
This helps in the narrative of the 
script because we become intimately 
connected to the characters; we could 
feel their breath, skin texture and sweat. 
“This characteristic of Supreme 
Primes extends even in open lenses,” 
explains Serra. “The most used lenses 
were 29mm and 35mm precisely 
because they brought this strangeness 
of depth-of-field.”

One crucial visual aspect that Serra 
fought for was the choice of a bold 
colour pallet throughout the series. The 
main colours of Serra’s palette were 
pink and blue. These colours feature 
very prominently throughout the series. 
Production design and art direction 
brought surgical control over the colours 
in every frame. “Our idea was that the 
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presence of pink and blue would be 
our ‘photographic paper’, the basis of 
our home,” says Serra. “We wanted to 
convey that everything was seeped in 
these colours, without it being overt.”

Some of the most striking shots in the 
series involve digital projection onto 
trees, at various dance parties in the 
forrest at night. In the story, when 
the characters cross the border with 
the unknown, they encounter other 
mysterious characters that inhabit the 
forest. Here the camera is released 
and then floats. “Everything is about 
lightness and fluidity,” says Serra. 
“It was important that it be extreme. 
We wanted to explore new angles and 
oddities, strong pulsating colours. 
The camera had to become one of 
the teenagers. It was glued to the 
characters’ faces, moving intimately 
with them.”

The production saw visual artists Bianca 
Turner and Felipe Craca create all the 
projections in the background of these 
scenes. Serra and Filho conducted 
tests with different projections and we 
decided to use three projectors, each 
consisting of  20,000 lumens. 

“Each was positioned in a ‘half moon’ 
angle related to the trees, so in that 
way we could have depth,” says Serra. 
“Projections are tricky. Sometimes you 
find good exposure, but colours don’t 
respond well. We did many tests before 
the shoot and we found out that we 
would have to push colours and some 
contrast during post production.”

In the traditional town of Progresso, 
Serra’s camera was stable. It moved 
only when the cinematographer wanted 
to accentuate some emotion, in a subtle 
and subliminal way. “We used a lot 
of tracks, camera coming out from 
behind the walls, going through layers, 
acting like a mysterious guest,” says 
Serra. “We wanted to give a feeling 
of stable, rigid, solid and established 
compositions. A representation of 
social structures. Compositions using 
empty spaces in the frame, high 
ceilings, wide space between the 
characters, for example.” 

Everything was used to intensify the 
empty spaces that characters inhabit, 
and how far apart they are from each in 
those places.

Serra says he is incredibly proud of his 
camera department. “First assistants 

Felipe Rodrigues and Mariana Tozzato 
led a tremendously talented crew,” 
he says. Most of the series was shot 
with just one camera, and Serra was 
operating the main camera with a 
second unit led by cinematographers 
Rodrigo Reis and Fernanda Tanaka.

Series creator and director Esmir Filho 
is highly connected to music and 
sound design, explains Serra. “On 
all his previous projects, soundtrack 
is key to intensify the narrative and 
give layers to the characters.” Boca 
a Boca is no different. “Filho had his 
‘wish list’ of song choices even before 
filming began. We used most of those 
tracks on the final edit. There were 
sequences that we played the tracks 
just before the camera roll, so the cast 
and crew could get in the right mood.”

“Everything is about 
lightness and fluidity.”

“Being familiar with the music before 
hand helped us to understand layers, 
moods, atmosphere that the director 
was leading us to,” says Serra. “It’s a 
powerful instrument of communication 
between the director’s feeling and 
the rest of the crew. At the end of the 
day, our main role is to interpret and 
materialise what is inside the director’s 
mind and heart. What could be better 
than music to do so?”

It’s interesting to talk about the 
dreaming sequences throughout the 
series. Due to the mysterious infection, 
the characters have visions. Serra 
decided to create a strong visual 
stimulus, a unique look that would 
always refer to that narrative space. 
Colours would be radically modified and 
the entire spectrum would be just pink 
and blue. 

“Researching possibilities, we found 
references to old images that used 
infrared,” says Serra. “They fit 
perfectly with what we were looking 
for. So we tried to understand how 
to emulate this effect using digital 
cameras, and the best results always 
came from 35mm film and films. I 
didn’t want to do this effect in post-
production because I knew it wouldn’t 
be as radical as I would have liked. It 
needed something that would actually 
change the colour spectrum, but that 
would maintain a naturalistic skin 
tone.”

Serra discovered a specific infrared 
chrome filter that worked for modified 
still cameras, but there was still no 
success with sensors in digital cinema 
cameras. Most cinema cameras 
have a protection filter that filters out 
infrared, ultra-violet and low waves. The 
consequence of removing this filter is 
that several possibilities of imperfections 
present themselves. Raphael Varandas, 
who worked supplying camera 
equipment and as an image consultant 
during the series, brought the idea of   
taking the low pass and replacing it 
with infrared chrome and letting it go full 
spectrum.

“The result of the chromatic 
aberrations was so incredible that 
we decided to incorporate it in other 
moments of the script,” says Serra. 
“We wanted to break with moving 
lights and create another kind of 
sensation. We sought to create 
optical distortions, flares, mapping 
projections, all with the infrared 
effect. The result was shocking for 
us. Colours reacted exactly inside our 
palette, pink and blue.”

Post-production was completed by 
Quanta Post in São Paulo. Serra and 
Filho worked with Sergio Pasqualino, 
the colourist behind the Academy 
Award-nominated film City of God 
(2002). 

“It was important for us to create a 
particular look for the series so we 
added a subtle cold bluish tone in the 
shadows and magenta in the middle 
densities,” says Serra. “During the 
party scenes, we created a particular 
look using a ‘compressed contrast’, 
almost scratching the images to get 
some weird texture.”

Looking back, Serra and the team 
behind Boca a Boca are all really proud 
of the final result. “It’s rare to work in a 
project that pushes all the departments 
to their maximum potential with 
freedom to create inventive solutions,” 
he says. “This happened with all of 
us, casting, direction, art direction, 
sound design and soundtrack and 
cinematography. Hope you all can see 
our hard work on the screen and enjoy 
it!”

Azul Serra is an award-winning Brazilian 

cinematographer known for his work  

on the film Liquid Truth (2017).
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It was in the early 1960s and I had 

just turned 23-years-old. I was in my 

second year as a news cameraman 

at NWS9 Adelaide, one of Rupert 

Murdoch’s first television stations. 

For a young cinematographer it was 

an incredibly exciting job; murders, 

politicians, movie stars. I had only just 

filmed The Beatles arrival in Australia, 

their press conference and the show. 

What a fantastic experience!

Having said all this I was already looking 

further afield for more challenging work, 

and had applied for a position as a 

cameraman at the Government Tourist 

Bureau. Classic Australian landscapes 

all over South Australia. This would also 

mean shooting documentaries in colour, 

as until then I had only been shooting 

black and white reversal.

I held out very little hope of getting the 

position as I knew there were several 

other heavy hitters applying. 

As luck would have it, however, the 

Bureau was opening a new office in 

Adelaide and Bill Davies – the boss 

at Channel Nine at the time – insisted 

that the event be covered for the six-

o’clock news. I waved my hand in the 

air like a school kid who knew the right 

answer, and was subsequently given 

the assignment.

All the important dignitaries were there; 

mayors, politicians, heads of police and 
fire departments, even church leaders… 
and did I put on a show for them!

 I set up my two lights, used a tripod 
with my trusty Bell & Howell Angénieux 
Zoom, and even put a 400-foot 
magazine on top to make it look less 
‘dinky’. I made certain to carefully light 
the event and got fantastic close-ups of 
those being interviewed.

I drove back to Channel Nine in my 
bright blue, flashy NWS9 minivan feeling 
as cocky as a rat with a gold tooth. I’d 
tried hard to impress, and felt I now had 
a good chance of being selected for the 
coveted job that I wanted.

“I’d tried hard to 
impress, and felt I now 
had a good chance of 

being selected.”

“How’d you go, mate?” the news 
editor asked me. “No worries, no 
worries at all!” 

I opened the camera to unload the film 
and that’s when the expletives began. 
In my sheer excitement and enthusiasm 
I’d forgotten to put film in the camera. 
Seriously.

The news editor fell about laughing and 
the rest of the news room soon joined 
in. I suppose it was funny to them. But 
not for me. Especially when I was sent 
back to re-shoot the story. With film this 
time.

I could still hear them laughing as I 
walked to my van. And guess what? I 
didn’t get that job.

Dean Semler AM ACS ASC was awarded an AM 

(Member of the Order of Australia) in the 2002 

Queen’s New Years Honours List for his services 

to the arts as an Australian and internationally 

acclaimed cinematographer.

ANECDOTES
Oscar-winning cinematographer Dean Semler AM ACS ASC (Dances with Wolves)  

shares stories from an illustrious career - by Dean Semler AM ACS ASC

70 / ANECDOTES

Cinematographer Dean Semler AM ACS ASC - PHOTO Supplied






