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Beyond Definition

Raw Has Never Been So Refined

AXS-R7 – Dockable 4K RAW Recorder
The durable, dust and splash-proof AXS-R7 portable recorder 

attaches seamlessly to the high end F55 and F5 CineAlta 

cameras, speeding up the 4K production workflow without 

compromising quality.

The AXS-R7 doubles 4K RAW recording from 60 fps up to 120 

fps for the F55 camera. For shooting at higher frame rates, 

the recorder captures 2K RAW at up to 240 fps with the F55 

and F5 for super slow motion playback.

Working with high-speed AXSM™ A Series memory cards, 

the recorder features dual card slots for extra security and 

extended recording times. The recorder also offers 4K RAW 

cache recordings up to 30 seconds while in standby mode. 

The tough, all-metal casing makes the AXS-R7 the ideal 

companion to the F55 and F5.

For more information, please visit pro.sony.com.au
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FROM THE EDITOR

Welcome readers to another jam-packed issue.

This quarter’s ACS Brief surveys stories far and wide. 
Featuring work done locally on Hugh Jackman’s latest outing 
as Wolverine, a young Aussie cinematographer’s work on 
a television series for Stan, an Oscar-nominee visiting film 
students in Perth and much more.

Our features in this issue are world-class; James L Brown 
ACS jets off to Colombia to examine violence and vengeance 
in his new film Killing Jesús, Martin McGrath ACS is back on 
the stage with the national release of Dance Academy (our 
cover), while Rodrigo Vidal Dawson is back with his third 
feature film, thriller-mystery Indigo Lake. Toby Oliver ACS 
has huge international success with his thriller Get Out for 
Director Jordan Peele, and Mark Wareham ACS talks about 
the just-released but already award-winning film Don’t Tell, 
and we have some fun with our seventh and final feature, 
chatting to Paul Cameron ASC on his experience shooting the 
big-budget Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Men Tell No Tales 
on the Queensland’s sunny Gold Coast and working with local 
crews.

Film Reviews returns with two gems from this month’s Sydney 
Film Festival, we look separately at some of the short films 
on offer from the festival, and the magazine reviews the new 
Panasonic LUMIX GH5 in our New Gear section.

Now that’s a lot of content! How do we do it? Due to a 
wonderful team of volunteers, without whom this wonderful 
publication would not exist. And you can help support us. 
How? By simply spreading the word; tell all your film-loving 
friends to subscribe, or perhaps suggest to an organisation 
or business they they might benefit by advertising in the 
magazine. This magazine is for you, and we want to be able 
to continue bringing you all this amazing content.

Thank you and until next time.. peace.

James Cunningham 
National Editor,  
Australian Cinematographer Magazine

Greetings my ACS colleagues and friends,

The Cambridge Dictionary describes collaboration as 
“the situation of two or more people working together to 
create or achieve the same thing”. While simplistic in its 
description, collaboration is a universal undertaking, one 
that exemplifies the joining of cultures, artistic pursuits 
and indeed structure to ensure that we at least have the 
common sense and the drive to want to collaborate in the 
first instance.

But collaboration goes much further as we have 
experienced within our own Society. We have learned and 
we have encouraged the collaborative spirit, in order to 
ensure that our industry talks openly and honestly amongst 
itself, our Guilds, funding bodies and individuals.

Without this collaborative spirit we will always simply 
remain a group of singular entities living in their own void, 
and not being prepared to experience and share as a 
collaborative community.

Admittedly, it can be difficult letting go of outdated 
ideas and methods of communication, but we are all 
communicators and we should be accepting and prepared 
to share and to collaborate.

Until next time.

Ron Johanson OAM ACS 
National President, 
Australian Cinematographers Society

FROM THE PRESIDENT
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Judd Overton merges bold cinematic 
framing with an empathetic connection 
to story. A graduate of the Australian 
Film Television and Radio School 
(AFTRS) Overton has lensed eight 
features including the critically-
acclaimed silent-comedy Dr Plonk for 
Rolf de Heer (Ten Canoes).

The cinematographer chose a 
Blackmagic URSA Mini 4.6K EF to 
shoot the second series of No Activity, 
created by production company Jungle 
for the Stan network. Overton served as 
the show’s Director of Photography for 
both seasons and previously used the 
Blackmagic Production Camera 4K for 
select rig shots on season one.

No Activity is a comedy that follows a 
team of police detectives and dispatch 
officers as they investigate crime. 
Written and directed by Trent O’Donnell 
(Review with Myles Barlow, New Girl), 
the show recently debuted its second 
season.

“Going into season two, I was really 
excited to add a Blackmagic URSA 
Mini 4.6K to our shooting package. 
The show is shot at a very quick pace 
with a lot of improvisational humour,” 
says Overton. “We needed a compact 
camera that was easy to use and 
could easily fit into our workflow.” 

COP SHOW
Award-winning Cinematographer Judd Overton (That Sugar Film) talks camera choices  

as he continues to shoot the Stan Original series No Activity – by Vanessa Abbott

A background in documentary has 
developed Overton’s ability to shoot 
quickly ‘from the hip’ when required 
and compliments his cinematic eye and 
dramatic lighting.

Starring Patrick Brammall and Darren 
Gilshenan as detectives Hendy and 
Stokes, season two of No Activity 
introduced several new characters 
including Elizabeth (Rose Byrne) 
whose kidnapping sets the course for 
the show’s season. Heading into the 
second season, Overton and his team 
needed to not only match but also 
enhance the show’s look that they had 
expertly defined in season one.

While No Activity is a comedy, it very 
much has a drama look with its darker 
tones. “We use high-contrast with 
dark shadows to amplify the show’s 
feel, which can be much more dark 
and dry than most comedies,” explains 
Overton. “With the URSA Mini 4.6K, 
we were able to take it straight out 
of the box and get shooting with no 
lag time or learning curve, which was 
really important for our fast paced 
schedule.”

Overton knew he would want closeups, 
so he mounted the camera to shoot 
Byrne for one take and then actor 
Damon Herriman for the second. He 

only ever got two takes, but was able 
to capture exactly what they needed for 
the scene. “A lot of the show is cross 
shooting, playing off two actors that 
are conversing with each other. For 
this season, we had one particular 
scene that was brilliant with Byrne and 
Herriman tied up facing each other in 
a basement. They are both hilarious 
and once they get riffing you don’t 
want to have to start and stop the 
scene,” says Overton.

“Reliability is crucial 
with the show’s 

improvisational nature 
because we can’t miss a 
shot or we risk missing 

comedy gold.”

Overton recently photographed That 
Sugar Film which won the 2016 AACTA 
Award for ‘Best Documentary’ and is 
the highest-grossing Australian feature 
documentary of all time. Most recently 
No Activity earned Overton a Silver ACS 
Award in the ‘Drama or Comedy Series 
& Telefeatures’ category at the 2016 SA 
& WA ACS Awards in Perth.

Vanessa Abbott is a writer and  

journalist based in Melbourne.

Patrick Brammall and Darren Gilshenan sit either side of Overton’s camera - PHOTO Nino Tamburri
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world’s fi rst digital fi lm camera with the features 

and controls of a high performance broadcast camera!

Interchangeable Lens Mounts
With URSA Mini Pro, you get a single camera that works with virtually all 
professional lenses! You can work with high quality EF photographic lenses, 
large PL cinema lenses, and even B4 HD broadcast lenses, all with the same 
camera! URSA Mini Pro comes with an EF mount and you can purchase optional 
PL and B4 lens mounts separately.

Record to C-Fast or SD Cards
You get both dual C-Fast 2.0 and dual SD/UHS-II SD card recorders so you can 
choose the media that works best for you. C-Fast cards are ideal for full 
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for ProRes or RAW HD. With non-stop recording, when one card is full recording 
automatically continues onto the next!

The new URSA Mini Pro is a true digital fi lm camera with a 4.6K image sensor, 
15 stops of dynamic range and a wide color gamut that delivers amazingly rich 
skin tones, natural color response and incredible detail. You also get built in 
ND fi lters, dual C-Fast and SD card recorders, an interchangeable lens mount 
and more! URSA Mini Pro works in both fi lm and video modes, so it’s perfect 
for digital fi lm or broadcast use all while delivering better image quality!

Built in ND Filters
Built in ND fi lters with IR compensation reduce the amount of light entering the 
camera. The fi lters are designed to match the colorimetry of the camera, 
providing additional latitude so you can use diff erent aperture and shutter 
angle settings for shallower depth of fi eld, and specifi c levels of motion blur 
even in bright conditions.

Powerful Features and Controls
Like the world’s best broadcast cameras, URSA Mini Pro features tactile control 
buttons, switches, knobs and dials on the side of the camera, giving you direct 
access to important settings. They’re laid out logically, making them easy to 
remember so you can change settings without having to look at the buttons 
or take the camera off  of your shoulder! Plus, every control is redundant!

Blackmagic
URSA Mini Pro
$9,295

automatically continues onto the next!

Includes DaVinci Resolve 12 Studio 
for editing and color correction.

Viewfi nder, lens and accessories shown, can be purchased separately.Learn more at www.blackmagicdesign.com/au
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LOGAN’S RUN
Adelaide-based visual effects company Rising Sun Pictures reunites with James Mangold for Logan,  

the dark and intense Wolverine finale – by Slade Phillips

Reprising their role on The Wolverine 

(2013). Australia’s Rising Sun Pictures 
joined Director James Mangold’s team 
for Logan, the third and final instalment 
in the Wolverine saga.

Working under Production VFX 
Supervisor Chas Jarrett and 
Cinematographer John Mathieson BSC 
(Gladiator) Rising Sun Pictures (RSP) in 
Adelaide contributed some 230 shots 
to the dark, visceral tale. The work 
ranged from animating the Wolverine’s 
trademark claws to producing finely-
detailed matte paintings of locations.

Logan is a departure from other 
X-Men films in tone and style. Set in 
2029, it reveals a declining population 
of X-Men and a weary Logan (Hugh 
Jackman) with diminishing powers who 
is attempting to hide from the world 
and shelter an ageing Professor X (Sir 
Patrick Stewart).

RSP’s work included the movie’s 
opening scene near the U.S./Mexico 
border. Working as a limo driver, Logan 
is confronted by a gang of thugs. 
Although his skills are rusty and his 
adamantium claws don’t work quite 
they way they should, he dispatches 
his assailants in a swift, violent flurry, 

stabbing one through the arm and 
skewering another straight through his 
head. Visual effects elements included 
not only the animated CG claws, but 
also blood, gore, wounds and body part 
replacements.

Although RSP had created a number 
of claw effects for The Wolverine, the 
speed and complexity of the fight 
proved challenging. “There was a lot 
to work out about the mechanical 
functioning of the claws and how they 
related to the actors and individual 
body parts, and we were given 
considerable license to solve the 
action in creative ways,” notes Visual 
Effects Supervisor Dennis Jones.

“It went beyond tight match-moving 
and claw integration. For some of the 
really specific penetration moments, 
we had to remove, stabilise and 
reposition Logan’s arms, fists and 
claws to suit the compostion and 
timing of the shot.”

RSP’s most visually arresting sequence 
involved Professor X’s application of a 
‘psionic blast’, a huge pulse of energy 
that affects the mind rather than the 
body. In the movie, it takes the form of a 
vortex of violent energy, through which 

Logan fights his way. “The blast was 
the most challenging effect creatively,” 
says Jones. “The sequence was shot 
natively with camera shake and so 
there were no clean takes. Initially, 
we explored effects and treatments 
designed to add tunnel vision 
vignetting, as well as applying blur and 
over exposure, but weren’t satisfied 
with the results.” Ultimately, the team 
chose to start over and stabilise the 
production footage.

The challenges posed by the digital 
matte paintings were more aesthetic 
than technical. RSP was charged with 
replicating several environments so 
that audiences would accept them as 
real. They included a border crossing 
between El Paso and Juarez, Texas, 
that featured a bridge, traffic and guard 
structures integrated with footage shot 
on location in Juarez.

Jones says it was exciting for the RSP 
team to contribute to the conclusion of 
a story they helped begin, “We really 
enjoyed the opportunity to contribute 
to the film and revisit the Logan 
character.”

Slade Phillips is a Melbourne-based  

writer and journalist.  

Hugh Jackman in ‘Logan’ - DOP John Mathieson BSC, PHOTO Supplied
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IS DON. IS GOOD.
Academy Award-nominated Don McAlpine ACS ASC visits with  
film students in Western Australia – by Simon Akkerman ACS

Enthusiastic students of the Western 
Australian Screen Academy (WASA), 
along with eager students of TAFE WA 
and members of the Western Australian 
Branch of the ACS, welcomed 
legendary Australian cinematographer 
Don McAlpine ACS ASC to Edith 
Cowan University for an exclusive 
screening and Q and A last month. 
McAlpine is best known for his work on 
such films as Breaker Morant, Predator, 

Moulin Rouge!, and most recently 
The Dressmaker. But it was his latest 
film Liebe, a collaboration with Writer/
Director Sasha Hadden, which he 
screened for the Perth audience.

McAlpine, just having finished shooting 
Liebe (the German word for “love”), 
treated the lucky audience to a viewing 
of some of the raw footage which he 
had photographed. The film is about 
a seventy-eight-year-old woman who 
walks out of a fifty-year relationship 
with an unsuccessful musician, after 
befriending a young Chinese fashion 
designer who reignites her passion for 
life. Liebe reflects the infamous side of 
Australian culture with regards to the 
way we treat women and it touches on 
other issues around asylum seekers, 
the elderly, and race. It also sets out to 

inspire value in and of our elders, and 
to help generate greater and healthier 
interaction between generations.

There is a strong mentoring component 
to the way Liebe has been structured; 
with a crew that is predominantly 
stepping up into larger roles for the first 
time in their careers and who are ready 
to prove themselves. At the heart of the 
film’s collective enthusiasm is McAlpine; 
an impeccable storyteller with an 
infectious attitude for success. Oscar-
winner Ben Osmo will also mentor the 
film’s sound recordists, so the film will 
both look and sound fantastic.

“The WA Branch of the ACS would 
like to thank Doctor Cathy Henkel 
and Mahmudul Raz Islam from WASA 
for their outstanding efforts in getting 
this most valuable event organised.” 
said Simon Akkerman ACS, President 
of the Western Australian Branch of 
the ACS, “and a huge thank you 
to Mr McAlpine; for his continuing 
dedication to impart years of wisdom 
and experience to younger generations 
of passionate Australian filmmakers, 
sparing his time to conduct workshops 
with our avid WASA students, and for 
sharing his wealth of knowledge with 

keen members of the ACS.”

McAlpine has had an extraordinary 
career, having shot over fifty feature 
films, in diverse genres and styles. 
Inducted into the ACS Hall of Fame in 
1997, he ranks as one of Australia’s 
most respected and awarded 
cinematographers.

He was once asked about his most 
satisfying moment on a project and his 
answer reveals something important 
about being a cinematographer, “There 
is a point in every project where you 
and the director find your relationship 
and connection. At that time, you 
realise what the director needs from 
you and what you can get from him. 
From that point on, the movie is just 
hard work, but we love it.”

McAlpine has just finished shooting the 
musical Broadway 4D for Bryan Singer 
(The Usual Suspects, X-Men) and Liebe 
will premiere at next year’s Berlin Film 
Festival. 

Simon Akkerman ACS is the President of the 

Western Australian Branch of the  

Australian Cinematographers Society.

Don McAlpine ACS ASC - PHOTO Supplied
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KICKING GOALS
Award-winning cinematographer Ashley Barron continues her achievements,  

while imparting her talent to film students in Western Australia –  by Anthony Connolly

The State Suite, filmed by 

cinematographer Ashley Barron, is an 

experimental short film starring the 

infamous barrister and writer Charles 

Waterstreet QC. Shot in a hotel room 

over one evening, Barron describes 

her work on the interesting project as a 

“confined voyeuristic gaze”. A venture 

with production company The Pool 

Collective, the project marks her first 

collaboration with director Juliet Taylor.

Barron and Taylor set out to showcase 

the mysterious and sensuous nature of 

a hotel and to present it as a character 

in and of itself. A character, perhaps, 

that now incorporates us, the viewers, 

into its voyeuristic wormhole. Having 

never seen the location, Barron 

and Taylor had just three hours to 

survey the space, hash out a plan 

and shoot. Lighting the piece almost 

entirely with existing light sources, 

Barron utilised the architecture and 

design of the respective rooms while 

she was composing the shots. She 

then constructed the lighting to her 

advantage by working with the dark, 

earthy tones within the framework 

to create contrast and pockets of 

darkness.

The Sate Suite continues Barron’s 

tradition of producing singularly 

stunning pieces of work, including 

Little Boy Blue, Midnight Walk and The 

Faintest Clasp which saw her earn 

Gold at the NSW/ACT State Awards 

in 2016. So it is no surprise that the 

Western Australian Screen Academy 

(WASA) sought out Barron’s expertise 

to conduct a masterclass at their Perth 

campus.

Each year, six cinematography 

positions are offered into their training 

programs in both undergraduate and 

postgraduate levels. Run by Mahmudul 

Raz Islam, the intensive one-year 

course aims to develop both practical 

and creative skills across a range of 

screen productions.

“Raz and I met many years ago when 

I was just starting out, before I even 

stepped into the camera department. 

It was quite a moment to now be 

asked to pass on my knowledge.” says 

Barron.

Barron’s practical experience as a 

cinematographer spanning over a 

decade made her the perfect fit for the 

Academy’s course on lighting, bringing 

with her past teaching experience 

from her bouts with the American 

Film Institute Conservatory and Global 

Cinematography Institute in Hollywood.

“There is no doubt the quality of 
Barron’s cinematography is world class 
and she has a very unique approach 
to visual story telling. Seeing her 
recent work, I thought she would be 
the perfect inspiring figure for our 
students,” said Islam.

Barron applied an approach she learned 
from her family of mathematicians. Math 
was never her strong suit but Barron 
saw the beauty in having a formula to 
solve any problem. “Understanding 
the nature of light itself, the physics 
of light and its characteristics,” 
she explains, “you can apply to any 
lighting fixture and situation. I wanted 
the students to gain an understanding 
of not just how a particular lighting 
fixture worked, but why.”

The masterclass, conducted in early 
2017, garnered a great response from 
both the students and the Academy. 
“Ashley offered a great insight into 
her approach to understanding and 
controlling light that the students will 
take with them as they embark on their 
career,” Islam says. “It’s fantastic to 
have direct access to someone who is 
dedicated to honing her craft and who 
is clearly at the top of her game.” 

Anthony Connolly is a Brisbane-based  

writer and filmmaker.

A scene from ‘The State Suite’ - DOP Ashley Barron
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Moderated by AFTRS Head of 
Cinematography Kim Batterham 
ACS. ‘Meet the Nominees’ is a rare 
chance for a selection of nominated 
cinematographers to come together 
in an informative Q and A panel 
session, screen their work and discuss 
it openly with an audience of fellow 
cinematographers, like-minded film 
lovers and friends.

Cinekids nominee, and the Society’s 
youngest ever nominee at seventeen-
years-old, Byron D’Arcy kicked off the 
event when he screened a portion of 
his nominated short film Instinct. He 
spoke about his run-and-gun style of 
shooting Instinct as well as his choice 
of using smoke machines to enhance 
light in the background of his shots in a 
dark alleyway. D’Arcy was only fifteen-
years-old when he shot Instinct and he 
later went on to win Gold at the National 
Awards for his efforts.

Drew Englsh was up next screening a 
promotional trailer for a then-unmade 
short film. The film, Holt, about the 
disappearance of former-Australian 
Prime Minister Harold Holt, was to 
be shot and was shot by Oscar-
winning cinematographer Russell Boyd 
ACS ASC (Picnic at Hanging Rock). 
Unfortunately Boyd was unavailable 

GETTING TO KNOW YOU
The ACS presented an outstanding ‘Meet the Nominees’ event in Sydney, just ahead of the prestigious  

National Awards for Cinematography last month – by James Cunningham

to shoot the promo-trailer for the film’s 
Kickstarter campaign, so fortunately 
for English he got the call. Shot on the 
Alexa XT with E-series anamorphic 
lenses, English filmed sets and props for 
the film and there was no professional 
grading on the project. Their Kickstarter 
campaign was successful and Holt was 
financed into reality last year.

Ashley Barron presented her work 
The Faintest Clasp, one of the 
‘Artbreaks’ made for the ABC. Shot on 
a Blackmagic with stills lenses, Barron 
utilised a speed booster which, as she 
described to the audience, magnifies a 
camera’s sensor. Early decisions to opt 
for black and white throughout the work 
were later changed in the edit, utilising 
some of the full-colour shots which she 
had filmed on the day.

Next up was Jordan Maddocks 
presenting a music video for Miriam and 
Olivia Nervo, also known as just Nervo. 
Maddocks had never heard of the pair 
until googling them to discover their 
popularity around 3.7 million followers. 
A ten-hour day saw Maddocks use 
intricate stop-motion animation of 
a melting wax torso with wonderful 
results. He shot the clip on the ARRI 
Alexa using Cooke S4 Lenses, and 
enlightened the audience about finding 

by accident a projector in the studio 
which he later used in the video to great 
effect.

Stephen Cavenagh ACS from the 
Northern Territory brought along a 
clip from his nominated work, an 
interesting 7.30 story for the ABC on 
prison rehabilitation programs. He 
openly discussed the challenges of 
shooting a news article where none of 
the subjects could be identified by their 
faces. Opting to steer clear of pixillation, 
Cavenagh skillfully used focus and 
angles to produce a news story which 
was both visually arresting and fitted his 
strict brief. Cavanagh went on to win an 
Award of Distinction for this work later 
that night.

The award-winning Louie Eroglu ACS 
graciously screened parts of his news 
story, Power to the People. Eroglu was 
the cameraman with Four Corners 
reporter Linton Besser before a press 
conference where Besser asked the 
Malaysian Prime Minister Najib Razak 
about corruption allegations. With the 
dread of Australian journalist Peter 
Greste’s arrest in Egypt fresh in his mind 
(Greste’s was sentenced to seven years 
in an Egyptian jail for ‘defaming Egypt’), 
Eroglu and Besser were arrested and 
detained by Malaysian authorities. They 
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admitted, but it ended up as a pleasure 
for Young as being the Director of 
Photography on a major drama series 
for the ABC, a place where he started 
his career many years ago in the lighting 
department for Brides of Christ. Young 
talked about using Australian artist 
Frederick McCubbin as a reference 
for many of this master, wide and 
establishing shots. He also described 
cleverly shooting location footage of 
actress Sarah Snook prior to the official 
beginning or slate of the scene, withour 
her knowing, which fascinatingly ended 
up making it into the incredible television 
mini-series, for which he also won a 
Gold Tripod.

It was a long session, but an invaluable 
and personable one. It is a testament to 
the dedication and camaraderie of the 
Australian Cinematographers Society 
that cinematographers are freely willing 
to give up their time to share their 
ideas, educate and network. Legendary 
cinematographer Peter James ACS 
ASC (Driving Miss Daisy) was even 
spotted in the audience. Workshops, 
demonstrations, screenings and panels 
like ‘Meet the Nominees’ are regularly 
rewarding ACS members and friends 
across the country.

James Cunningham is the Editor of  

Australian Cinematographer Magazine.

were charged with ‘obstructing a public 
official in the course of his duties’.

In front of a thrilled audience, Eroglu 
described how he, thinking quickly, 
popped the P2 memory card out of 
his camera and hid it in his underwear 
before his camera was confiscated. 
Then, using an iPhone and the 
FilmicPro app he continued to shoot 
his detention, interviews with his co-
arrested Besser, and even cutaways of 
their detention for a final, if hypothetical 
at that stage, edit for the story. He 
described covertly using file-transfer-
protocol (FTP) to secretly upload all his 
footage back to the ABC in Australia 
while in detention, including some 
footage of the press conference that 
would later exonerate them, “Without 
it we were screwed,” said Eroglu. The 
audience was mesmerised, and Eroglu 
deservedly brought home a Gold Tripod 
that evening.

“Without it we  
were screwed.”

Internationally award-winning Australian 
cinematographer Abraham Joffe talked 
to the audience about Tales by Light, 
a collaboration between Canon and 
National Geographic which is currently 
streaming on Netflix. Tales by Light 
is an episodic series which follows 
Canon Master Photographers in the 

pursuit of the craft. The series took 
Joffe to over fifteen countries over the 
course of one year, exploring far-flung 
locales and capturing extraordinary 
images. He screened a segment of one 
episode which saw Joffe snorkelling 
off Tonga with Australian photographer 
Darren Jew, alongside a Humpback 
Whale mother and her calf. Featuring 
incredible visuals and truly inspiring stuff, 
the series is a must-see for all lovers 
of photography and cinematography. 
Joffe, too, picked up a Gold Tripod 
for his work and also scored the 
Society’s highest-honour when the ACS 
presented him with the Milli Award for 
‘Australian Cinemaographer of the Year’.

Ashleigh Carter presented his 
nominated television commercial for 
Nick Scali Furniture, describing how 
he chose to use three old-school 6Ks 
to light a single room of furniture that 
would change dramatically over the 
30-second ad. Shooting as wide as the 
set would allow him, he filled the studio 
with a little smoke for the earlier shots 
which aided what was eventually a 
transition of time within the finished clip.

The final nominee to present their work 
at the event, was Bruce Young for the 
acclaimed television drama The Secret 
River. Young spoke about the tight 
eight-week shooting schedule for the 
show. Producers had big ambitions 
and expectations were enormous, he 
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COLOMBIAN 
CONNECTION
Award-winning James L Brown ACS  

travels to the urban jungles of Colombia  
to help bring a deeply personal story,  

Killing Jesús, to the screen.

- story and interview  
by James  Cunningham



Natasha Jaramillo plays Paula in ‘Matar a Jesús’ - DOP James L Brown, PHOTO Héctor León Alvaraz



Matar a Jesús (the literal translation of the title is ‘To Kill 
Jesús’, however Killing Jesús will be the film’s English 
translation) is loosely based on true events from the life of 
writer/director Laura Mora Ortega, a graduate of the Royal 
Melbourne Institute of Technology (RMIT). Ortega’s father was 
a political science lecturer at Colombia’s National University 
and one of the country’s top lawyers. The inspiring figure was 
assassinated when Ortega was young. 

The trauma of this event influenced her life and her work, 
and while Killing Jesús is not a truly autobiographical piece 
it is an incredibly personal film. The story follows Paula 
(Natasha Jaramillo), the central protagonist, and her family’s 
breakdown, facing a failed system which has no compassion 
for victims and which does not have any interest in solving the 
crime. 

“Her father is just another name in a long list of the 
Colombian conflict´s victims,” explains cinematographer 
James L Brown ACS. 

The film investigates the failed society they live in, the violence 
embedded in the country’s history and Paula’s choice to either 
resist this cycle of violence or enact revenge for her father’s 
death. “It is a very intimate drama about a victim and a 
victimiser,” says Brown. “Two very young souls who have 
been deeply pierced by violence, recognising one another as 
human beings.”

Ortega co-directed the acclaimed television series Pablo 

Escobar (2012) with Carlos Moreno, who sought out her 
talents after seeing her award-winning short films Brotherhood 
(2006) and Salomé (2012). “We shot sixty episodes in ten 
months,” says Ortega of the ambitious Escobar series. 
Moreno teased her about the gruelling experience saying it 
was her ‘baptism in blood’. 

“I’ve been writing this film,” Ortega says of Killing Jesús, 
“for the past ten years but I felt I needed to prepare for it 
physically, emotionally and also technically.“

Ortega met Brown eleven years ago as undergraduate 
film students at RMIT. They shot a few short films together 
and knew that they would collaborate again in the future. 
Brotherhood was a super 16mm black and white short film 
set in the housing commission flats in Fitzroy, a suburb of 
Melbourne. 

“We weren’t the most seasoned filmmakers back then but I 
knew she was going to be incredible one day,” says Brown. 
“We shared a similar visual sensibility that I think really 
cemented our future together.” Brotherhood went on to 
earn Brown his first ever ACS Award, a Gold in the ‘Student’ 
category at the Victorian & Tasmanian State ACS Awards in 
2007.

“I think a big reason I got the gig on this film was a 
camera test of our 16mm rushes from over a decade ago. 
Some rough and ready footage of kids playing a basketball 
game,” says Brown. “It was dirty and instinctual and we 
used it as a visual reference for the film. It reminded us of 
the raw story-telling that we were both attracted to which 
became an integral part of this film’s tone.”

Ortega and Brown stayed close friends over the following 
decade and watched each other grow in their respective 
careers. Killing Jesús was always going to be the collaborative 
project that brought them back together. 

Brown says if the production had more financing he would 
have pushed to shoot 35mm,  however Killing Jesús’ 

naturalistic visual approach, and the fact that they were 
working with non-professional actors and shooting many night 
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exteriors, meant it would not have been possible from an 

economic point of view. 

“Everything was shot with the Alexa Mini, one-hundred 
percent handheld with Zeiss MKIII Super Speeds.” The 

Alexa Mini was a pretty obvious choice for Brown shooting 

digital. “It’s unbreakable, lightweight and I knew how far I 
could push it. We shot about eighty-five percent of the film 
on the 35mm lens.”

Director and Cinematographer ended up pushing the camera 

equipment a lot further than Brown has in the past. “This 
story is rough and urban and it just couldn’t have that clean 
digital look to it,” he says. In pre-production Brown did tests 

to work on bringing out the texture of the sensor and building 

in noise. Trying to degrade the image as much as he could. 

“We settled on a 1600 ISO rating on the camera and then 
designed the in camera LUTs to underexpose the sensor by 
2-3 stops, monitoring it at key level.”

Brown says his time in pre-production was incredibly intense. 

Three months before they ‘officially’ started pre-production he 

flew to Medellín, Colombia’s second-largest city where they 

would be filming, for ten days. “What I found most valuable 
on that first trip was that we didn’t talk shots. We talked 
Colombian history, politics, youth culture and violence, 
along with themes of empathy and revenge. When we talked 
about scenes it was about the meaning and tone of that 
scene rather than the specific coverage.” 

Ortega had been thinking about the story for Killing Jesús for 

ten years, and writing it for six, so the most important thing for 

both Director and Cinematographer was the intent of the scene, 

how they wanted to tell the story. “Then, in theory, I was just 
going to point the camera at that story,” says Brown.

“The world we had to create on a pure location-based 
urban drama meant every location had specifics like social 
class, tone and historical importance within the city,” says 
Brown. “All these aspects combined had to be considered to 
fit the aesthetic and practicalities of shooting.”

From a reference point-of-view there were certain films and 
photography which laid the groundwork for the creative 
team behind Killing Jesús. These included documentary 
photographers Bruce Davidson, Gordon Parks and Stephen 
Shames. 

Colombian war-photographer Jesús Abad Colorado, who 
documented Colombia’s ongoing violence, was also a big 
influence.

Brown and Ortega took inspiration from and discussed 
collaborations like the work of Robbie Ryan BSC ISC and 
his director Andrea Arnold on Red Road (2006) and Fish 

Tank (2009). Also the work of Rodrigo Prieto AMC ASC and 
Alejandro González Iñárritu on Amors Perros (2000), 21 

Grams (2003) and Buitiful (2009). As well as the films Kids 
(1995); cinematography by Eric Edwards, Un Profete (2009); 
cinematography by Stéphane Fontaine AFC, and White 

Material (2009); cinematography by Yves Cape AFC SBC.

“They all had a common style that inspired our approach to 
our film,” says Brown. “We sought out rawness, naturalism 
and honesty. We couldn’t show off, the camera was always 
servicing the action of the characters - never standing out. 
We could talk for hours about a scene; the coverage, tone, 
pacing, blocking, cultural significance… and in the end 
covering it in one shot on the 35mm lens, unrehearsed.”

Killing Jesús was shot entirely hand-held and Brown proclaims 
that his whole camera team was incredible. “At T2-T2.8 
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with non-professional actors, without marks, shooting 
360-degrees my Focus Puller Héctor Usuga - or ‘Hectic’ - 
was always on point. My 2nd AC Alvaro López and Video 
Split Operator Camilo Meneses were a dynamic team, and 
my DIT Laura Camilla always had my back.” 

Having said that, however, Brown adds that he was 
continually pushing the Alexa Mini to its limits and that 
although Camilla would let him know how far he could go. 
“I’d mostly ignore her and keep pushing.” 

Brown says there are zero visual effects in the film, “Probably 
just some post-stabilisation on some of the motorbike scenes 
that I shot handheld off a quad bike.”

“When I watch the 
rushes, I still shiver.”

When asked what were some of the biggest obstacles on 

Killing Jesús, Brown says: “I’m not sure if films are meant 

to be this difficult. Every step of the way it felt like the film 

gods were against us.”

“Medellín is an ever-changing tropical climate surrounded 

20 / COLOMBIAN CONNECTION



by mountains, and without doubt I would wake up every 

morning with extreme anxiety about when during the day the 

weather would decide to move in and ruin us.” If it wasn’t the 

weather that was to effect production on Killing Jesús it would 

be something else; underwater housings flooding, the police 

shutting down locations, and everyday dealings with violence 

in the city made filming extremely difficult. 

“It was all part of the chaos of embracing the city as a 

character in the film, and what made it unique.” says 

Brown. “You will be able to say what you like about many 

aspects of this film, but that sense of place is absolutely 

undeniable.”

Day-by-day, night-by-night, the crew had to build resilience, 

become stronger, problem solve and go into damage control. 

Brown thinks these kinds of obstacles helped create a spirit, a 

spirit that merges into the DNA of the film.

Having a Spanish script, actors and crew, while not speaking 

the language was the most personally difficult part of this 

project for Brown, “It put a lot of pressure on the Director, 

Producer and 1st AC to relay my fast talking Australian 

banter all day. What did I learn? Speak Spanish before you 

do a Spanish-language film in Colombia!”

But there was a positive from this, Ortega and Brown talked a 

James L Brown behind the camera filming ‘Matar a Jesús’ on location in Colombia - PHOTO Héctor León Alvaraz
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lot about instinct and Brown believes that when one becomes 
disconnected from the language and the words it becomes 
more about the feeling and energy of a scene, the cinematic 
language. “Where and when to pan for dialogue is not an 
intellectual decision, it is one which resonates through your 
body and affects choice.”

Brown says he will be involved as much as he can in the 
colour-grading process on Killing Jesús, “I have already seen 
rough cuts of scenes as they edit.” In April he flew to Buenos 
Aires, Argentina, for the grade. “Visually we don’t want to 
push it too far from the LUTs we created because I lit for 
those LUTs and if I push it somewhere completely different 
the whole colour scheme will go out the window.”  

“We battled the sodium vapour street lights that engulf 
Medellín. It was one of our key discussions in pre-
production because we wanted to embrace the feeling of 
the city, but the tone of our film is not one of overpowering 
warmth. So I pushed out the warmth as much as I could in 
the LUTs without changing the feel of the city.”

One of the Cinematographer’s favourite moments in Killing 

Jesús is when Paula is walking back into her house after 
being out all night, right after she has met Jesús (played by 
Giovanny Rodríguez) for the first time. “Her brother is waiting 
for her and for the first time violence enters the family 
home.” Brown understood the energy of the scene and knew 
what might happen, however they did not rehearse. “I lit for 
360-degrees. The Director prepped the actors, and we just 
went for it.” 

Brown describes capturing the energy in this unrehearsed 
scene, “The connection between the script, the actors and 
myself - where it was a dance, a feel, an instinct - comes 

across in the camerawork. The scene is just heartbreaking. 
When I watch the rushes, I still shiver.”

“There are some beautiful scenes in the film that as a 
cinematographer I should be talking about, but it’s not 
really just about making a beautiful scene. It was about 
being unnoticed, working with naturalism, spontaneity, 
harshness and embracing social realism. People could 
watch the film and say ‘he didn’t shoot that very well’ 
however the intent is not to make a beautifully shot film, 
but to enhance the script with the way you shoot it. That is 
what I am most proud of.”

Brown believes that a cinematographer’s perspective on 

a story comes from the life he or she has lived; the places 

you travel, the films you watch, your politics, your empathy 

towards people. So he says a unique perspective comes from 

that.

“Obviously we are cinematographers and need to be 
chameleons to adapt within different visual styles that suits 
each story, but with this project I was lucky enough to 
share my Director’s vision. The camera’s connection to the 
character and movement in a scene was the most important 
part of my job, hands down.”

“I think this is an incredible film,” says Brown of Killing 

Jesús. “The script is outstanding, the performances are 
breathtaking and the Director is an auteur.” He says it was 

his duty to get on board and help create a new dialect with 

Ortega. “She owned the language of the film.” 

But in hindsight, Brown might have done a lot of things 

differently. He says when you are in the moment you only have 

the knowledge you have prepped for. You know the story 

Filming ‘Matar a Jesús’ on location in Colombia - PHOTO Héctor León Alvaraz

22 / COLOMBIAN CONNECTION



better than anyone else and that you are there for a reason, 
“Your instinct has to be the thing you trust, because if we 
don’t have that as storytellers then what do we have?”

Killing Jesús is produced by 64A Films and is set for release in 2018.

James Cunningham is the Editor of Australian Cinematographer.

Filming ‘Matar a Jesús’ on location in Colombia - PHOTO Héctor León Alvaraz
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HORROR 
SHOW

Shot by Toby Oliver ACS and premiering at the  
Sundance Film Festival this year, Get Out,  

an interracial horror film, has received universal  
acclaim from critics and has become the  
highest-grossing debut film. Based on an  
original screenplay, in Hollywood history.

- by Hawkins DuBois

Daniel Kaluuya in ‘Get Out’ - DOP Toby Oliver ACS, PHOTO Justin Lubin



Get Out is the latest in a long line of massive financial 
successes to come out of the horror genre, but unlike many 
of its predecessors, Get Out has curated its success through 
political commentary, in addition to its scares and jokes. 

Writer/Director Jordan Peele does a magnificent job designing 
and orchestrating a perspective into the life of an African-
American man so that audiences can experience the micro-
aggressions and blatant racism that African-Americans face 
on a daily basis. The film has taken in nearly US$200 million 
across the globe and is the first debut film from an African-
American director to earn over US$100 million domestically in 
the United States. 

Oliver’s path to Get Out was far from a straight and smooth 
rise however, which is precisely what made him the perfect 
selection to shoot this small-budget, socially relevant film. 
While Hollywood has had a long-established path to become 
a cinematographer on the industry’s biggest films, as an 
Australian, Oliver worked his own route. Initially aspiring to 
become a writer and director, as so many young cinephiles 
do, Oliver quickly found that he felt more at home working 
directly behind the camera.

Peele does an incredible job telling the unmistakably African-
American story, but the film has a unique unsung hero in the 
form of the film’s Australian Director of Photography, Toby 
Oliver ACS (Beneath Hill 60, Wolf Creek 2, The Darkness). 

Thanks to Oliver’s participation, the film’s visuals build to give 
us a greater insight into the internal and external struggles 
of Chris (Daniel Kaluuya), with a variety of moments that are 
defined by the style of camerawork that Oliver decided to 
employ. Chief among what makes Oliver’s lensing so effective 
for the film is that his lighting and camerawork are designed to 

match the story perfectly. 

Before attending Swinburne Film School in Melbourne, Oliver 
first discovered his adoration of the medium during a class 
project, when he created a music documentary focused on 
members of his high school. He then cemented his dedication 
to the field when he created an original film: a detective/horror 
spoof titled Psycho 2, which Oliver, wrote, directed, and starred 
in himself. From there his passion for filmmaking only grew.

Upon completing his time at Swinburne, graduating alongside 
Australian filmmakers such as acclaimed director Andrew 
Dominik (Chopper), Oliver immediately set his course to find a 
way to shooting movies. 

After graduating, he decided that his best course of action 
for learning how to be a cinematographer would be to work 
at Lemac, a popular rental and production house in Australia, 
where he operated under the tutelage of John Bowring ACS. 
Oliver recognised that in the industry, it’s not about what you 
know but who you know.

“When you’re first starting out you don’t really know that 
much. I ended up shooting lots and lots of short films, 
music videos, all sorts of productions before I got a chance 
to shoot my first movie,” he explains. “I tried to shoot as 
much as I could, wherever I could, and often there’s no 
money involved. Bowring was a huge influence in terms of 
work ethic and technique, and how to get the most out of 
a shooting situation, so I learned a lot when he would take 
me as an assistant on some of the smaller jobs he used to 
do.”

While Oliver avoided the typical hierarchical rise through the 
ranks of the camera department, he still put in years working 
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under Bowring at Lemac, working countless hours, until he 
was finally presented with an opportunity to work with one 
of his Swinburne classmates, Alkinos Tsilimidos. Together 
the pair collaborated to make the film Everynight... Evernight 
(1994), a black and white, hardcore violence, arthouse film. 
The movie received a strong reception on the film festival 
circuit, playing at the Venice and Montreal Film Festivals, and 
earning several nominations at the Australian Film Institute 
(AFI) Awards. 

As a film school student, he took after many of his peers, 
idolising European arthouse cinematographers such as 
Robbie Müeller (Dead Man), but he knew the importance of 
being flexible, and he found plenty of inspiration right at home 
in Australia as well. 

“Legends like John Seale AM ACS ASC and Dean Semler 
AM ACS ASC were establishing themselves internationally, 
so those were guys that you could look up to. But 
personally, aside from Bowring, Andrew Lesnie ACS ASC 
was another who was a mentor to me, as he was to so many 
other young Australian cinematographers,” says Oliver. 
“I learned quite a bit from him. Just working in Australia, 
we came from small, lightweight, fast-moving shoots, so I 
learned to be quite well-planned.  I learned to keep things 
lightweight and go small instead of big when you can.”

As Oliver built up his reputation, he began to gain more and 
more credit for his work. In 2000, he garnered his first major 
award recognition, earning a nomination at the AFI Awards 
for his lensing on the massively popular romantic comedy 
Looking for Alibrandi, and in 2004, Oliver received his second 
nomination for his reunion with Tsilimidos, Tom White. That 
same year, Oliver’s work on those films, as well as many 

others, earned him a place among the prestigious ranks of the 
Australian Cinematographers Society. The accredited Toby 
Oliver ACS had rightfully earned his stripes in Australia.

By 2014, Oliver was thriving as much as a local Australian 
cinematographer could be. But he wanted more. He was 
ready to make the leap to the big leagues and follow in the 
footsteps of predecessors such as Seale and Semler. It was 
time for Hollywood. 

“He opened the door  
at Blumhouse for me.”

“If you’re keen to make that jump to international shows 
and movies, you kind of have to move. The place to move 
is Los Angeles,” says Oliver. “It’s a well-trodden path for 
Australians. I made the decision to come with my family, 
my wife and two children, and to try my luck. It was a bit 
of a risk, giving up a solid career in Australia, but I did feel 
that working in Australia had a ceiling to it. Lucky for me, 
I knew Greg MacLean, an Australian director who’s well 
known for the Wolf Creek franchise.”

MacLean had carved a good niche with horror, and he and 
Oliver had teamed up for the sequel, Wolf Creek 2 (2013). 

“We had a lot of fun with that. MacLean got a movie with 
Blumhouse Productions while he was in Los Angeles with a 
script that became The Darkness (2016),” says Oliver. “He 
knew I was in Los Angeles by then, and asked me if I’d like 
to come and shoot that with him. He opened the door at 
Blumhouse for me.”
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Those opportunities started with his Aussie connection to 
MacLean, but he quickly established himself as a dependable 
cinematographer for horror films. He worked on re-shoots for 
several Blumhouse productions, including Sinister 2 (2015) 
and Incarnate (2016), and when the time came for Blumhouse 
to put together a team for Get Out, Oliver immediately came 
to mind. They set him up with Peele, and very quickly they 
knew that the pair would be an excellent fit. Oliver had the 
Blumhouse experience, and his time in Australia lent itself to 
shooting a socially relevant, fast-paced horror shoot.

Get Out stars Kaluuya as Chris and Allison Williams as Rose, 
a couple who are visiting Rose’s family home so that the family 
can meet Chris for the first time. Rose assures Chris that her 
family is ardently liberal, but once the young couple arrives, 
Chris starts to feel as though something is off.

“ We pushed forward trying to 
achieve this while still being 

cinematic in telling the story. ”
After reading the script, one of the key elements that Oliver 
sought to incorporate was an anchoring in reality, recognising 
that to make this story resonate, people needed to see a 
connection to real life. Making Chris’ struggles appear real, 
despite his existence in a genre film, was the core of Oliver’s 
storytelling game plan.

“I pitched a much more naturalistic approach that 
grounded the main character in the real world. When 
things get crazy towards the end, we diverge out of that 
stylistically,” says Oliver, “but Jordan always wanted to 
be based in a reality that people could identify with. We 
pushed forward trying to achieve this while still being 
cinematic in telling the story.”

By grounding the story and the characters in reality, Peele and 

Oliver push audiences to recognise the truth in the message 
of Get Out. Stylistically, Oliver puts viewers in a position where 
they feel intimately intertwined with the situation, as actors like 
Kaluuya frequently carry entire scenes via the emotions that 
pop up across their faces, delivering a better understanding 
of characters and situations than we could ever receive via 
dialogue. 

And Oliver was immensely proud of the ways in which he 
was able to capture those emotions. But in his eyes, the 
technological aspects of capturing those moments weren’t 
necessarily the key. Oliver consistently shoots on the ARRI 
Alexa mini, and on this shoot he worked with a set of 
Angenieux lenses. 

Though much of the industry has come to a place where 
they’re overly fixated on the technology and deciding which 
camera to use on each shoot, Oliver is at a place where he 
knows there should be far more emphasis on who is shooting 
and how they’re shooting, rather than what someone is 
shooting on. 

“We’re living in an age now where digital technology is 
going crazy, and you’ve got new cameras coming out pretty 
regularly, and there’s all this support technology that’s 
blooming,” he says. 

“I think it’s all too easy to get sucked into the newest, 
greatest technology and really lose track of what the 
technology’s for, which is actually filmmaking. There’s a 
danger that the technology starts guiding the decisions 
about how you’re going to visually realise a story rather 
than the other way around. I think there’s so much 
discussion, often by young filmmakers and aspiring 
cinematographers where they’re really getting caught 
up in the equipment discussion more than the creative 
discussion.” 

“When I first started shooting, people never asked what 
camera did you shoot something on,” Oliver explains, “Often 
these days someone will see a clip or a trailer or something, 

Daniel Kaluuya in a scene from ‘Get Out’ - DOP Toby Oliver ACS
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and they’ll ask what did you shoot that on, and that 
would’ve been a question that to me is kind of irrelevant. 
When I was first starting out no one would ask that 
question. It just wasn’t important, and really it still isn’t. 
One camera might give you an edge in one way or another, 
and there’s certainly a choice for whatever job you’re 
working on, but I do find that there’s that sort of focus or 
level of importance that’s given to that beyond what it needs 
to be.”

“There was a quote from Andrew Lesnie,” Oliver says, 
“about ten years ago. We both sat in on some judging back 
in Sydney for the ACS awards and we looked at a whole 
bunch of stuff and there was some discussion about what 
was used to shoot what camera-wise, and I remember him 
saying, ‘look it’s not the machine, it’s the person behind 
the camera who’s important’, and certainly that’s what was 
important to him. I think people should think about that 
and let that swing back the other way a little bit rather than 
it being so incredibly focused on the gear. It’s really the 
people behind the gear that shoot the movie.”

With the simplicity of Oliver’s gear, it’s clear that so much more 
of the value in his shooting comes from himself, rather than 
his tech. Oliver’s cinematography frequently captures perfect 
moments of tension and emotion, but arguably the most 
demonstrative scene of Oliver moulding his work to match 
the requirements of the scene and character comes about 
halfway through the movie when Georgina, the maid played 
by Betty Gabriel, comes in to speak to Chris. Oliver describes 
the thought process of how he designs scenes in general for 
the film, but also the way in which they came to shoot that 
specific scene.

“It’s always about the characters. We would shoot close-
ups with the camera just a few inches away from the actor’s 
face. It gives you a different perspective, where if you’re 
ten feet away or two feet away the shot might be the same 
size for the closeup, but it gives you a totally different 
emotional feeling. Being a little bit closer with a wide angle 

lens on the characters sort of positions the audience inside 
the character’s head where they’re almost uncomfortably 
close,” he says.

“In the scene where Georgina comes into the bedroom to 
explain why she was unplugging Chris’ iPhone, she comes 
closer and closer, and the camera inches back as she 
makes her way towards Chris, keeping the camera literally 
only a few inches away from her face. Gabriel delivers this 
amazing performance with the camera right in her face 
and that was really amazing. That was one of my favourite 
scenes in the movie,” says Oliver, “and the way those 
elements came together was through decisions that we made 
on the day.”

“During rehearsals, she didn’t come forward at all. She 
just stood in the doorway, and it was a static a scene. I 
suggested why doesn’t she creep forward and we’ll track 
back with her, because she was building up her performance 
towards the end and she gets to this emotional crescendo, 
and then she comes back down again, and to have her 
walking towards Chris at the same time adds this extra layer 
to all of that, and it ended up working really well,” he says.

The film of course, doesn’t limit itself to simply dictating 
character with those wide close ups though, no matter how 
incredible so many of them were. As Oliver tells it, Peele was 
extraordinarily bold for a first-time director and wanted to do 
some different stuff as well. One of the other great shots in the 
film comes early on, where Chris and Rose first arrive at the 
family home, the Armitage Estate.

“We shot that wide shot and let the action all play out 
through the whole greeting and the hellos and grabbing the 
bags and going inside, and all of this plays out in the wide 
shot,” says Oliver. Towards the end of the shot they slowly 
back away on a dolly and we reveal that the groundsman, 
Walter, played by Marcus Henderson, is just standing there 
staring. 

“Jordan was always very clear in his mind that that meeting 

Georgina’s close up shot from ‘Get Out’ - DOP Toby Oliver ACS
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scene would definitely be covered partly, if not wholly in 
that shot. The intention was to use it as a wide shot to 
break up the audience’s expectations, but also to introduce 
that sinister feeling that we’re watching that scene unfold 
from Walter’s perspective, which isn’t a perspective you’re 
necessarily expecting to see it from.”

The shot is effective because of how creepy it winds up 
feeling, especially in retrospect once you understand what 
it means for the audience to be watching this shot from 

Walter’s point-of-view. It serves as a stark contrast to what the 
audience has already seen, and sets the tone for the changes, 
cinematically and tonally, that are about to go down on the 
Armitage Estate.

While the lensing of the story transitions into even more of the 
eerie close/wide shots as the story starts to get weirder, Oliver 
also uses the lighting as a key signifier of how to establish 
the tone of the movie. For the most part, the film takes on a 
relatively muted colour palette, but Oliver explains that there’s 

Bradley Whitford and Catherine Keener in ‘Get Out’ - DOP Toby Oliver ACS, PHOTO Justin Lubin

Catherine Keener, Bradley Whitford, Daniel Kaluuya, Betty Gabriel and Allison Williams in ‘Get Out’ 
- DOP Toby Oliver ACS, PHOTO Supplied
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more to the colours than simply muting everything. Everything 
is built around showing us how Chris is feeling.

One of the aspects of the film that was most visually 
reminiscent with people was the aesthetic of ‘the sunken 
place’, part state of hypnosis and part brainwashing 
technique. The setting has quickly taken a hold in popular 
culture, and it was Oliver’s execution that really helped to wrap 
the entire concept together.

“That was a challenge because we had to figure out how 
to do it,” says Oliver. “You’re going to a representation 
of a guy’s consciousness who has slipped away through 
hypnotism. To practically achieve that on the stage we had 
Kaluuya hanging on a wire in one spot to create this sense 
that he’s falling down, and we moved the camera around 
him because it’s in a black space where we hung big solids 
all around the scene, so it just looked like infinite depth 
with a bright single light source which is suggestive of the 
screen that’s above his head. I shot most of the falling stuff 
at quite high speed at about 200 frames per second to 
achieve that semi-sort of underwater feeling but not quite 
underwater. It ended up working pretty well, and Jordan 
was pretty happy with the way stuff turned out because you 
imagine something like that in your head and when it comes 
to life it’s pretty cool.”

“ That was a challenge because 
we had to figure out how to do it. ”
Oliver’s contributions to bringing Peele’s vision of Get Out to life 
were vast, helping to draw out an intimacy from the characters 
and aiding a first-time director in the technical aspect of 
shooting, but Oliver is more proud that as an artist, he was able 

to work on something that’s so much bigger than he is.

“For me, it’s really important that the movie is so relevant,” 
he says. “That really was what grabbed me and first made 
me want to do the movie when I read the script, because 
you’ve got a film that is a genre piece, a horror piece, that’s 
usually to titillate and scare and entertain audiences, but 
what it really is is a movie that’s making a very powerful 
social comment about race in the United States today. 
That’s what makes someone like me, as a creative artist, 
really excited to be involved with something. The film has 
so many layers to it and it’s got a powerful message and not 
every movie or show that you work on has that. When you 
find a project that is able to have a message and a really 
entertaining story and experience that keeps you on the 
edge of your seat it’s just fantastic. It’s the ultimate really, 
in terms of what you want to collaborate on.”

Oliver is by no means a new face on the block, having built up 
a decades-long successful track record in his native Australia, 
but a recent move to Los Angeles and his phenomenal, 
thoughtful performance on Get Out have set him up as a 
breakout cinematographer; one of the top cinematographers 
to watch in 2017 according to Variety. 

His work on Get Out serves to brilliantly heighten Peele’s 
amazing film and Oliver’s camerawork is something that 
horror audiences should get used to seeing. His upcoming 
slate, includes names such as Insidious: Chapter 4, Wildling, 
and Half to Death. He is highly collaborative and adaptive, 
making him one of the most appealing cinematographers to 
work with. Now with successful films in both Australia and the 
United States, Oliver is sure to be a name to keep an eye on.

Hawkins DuBois is a Creative Development Intern  

at Hyde Park Entertainment in Los Angeles

Milton Howery in ‘Get Out’ - DOP Toby Oliver ACS, PHOTO Supplied
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Gaffer Grahame Dickson with Cinematographer Rodrigo Vidal Dawson - PHOTO Supplied

TROUBLED 
WATERS

When a celebrated artist begins an affair  
with a nightclub owner’s wife, her husband’s  
suspicions soon explode... before he ends up  

at the bottom of a lake. Indigo Lake is the third  
feature film from cinematographer  

Rodrigo Vidal Dawson (Observance, Skin Deep).

- by Rodrigo Vidal Dawson
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Celebrated artist Jack (Andrew Cutcliffe) is hired by a 
nightclub owner Bulat (Marin Mimica) to paint a portrait of 
his beautiful wife Ruby (Miranda O’Hare). When Jack and 
Ruby fall in love, Bulat’s jealousy erupts into violence. To save 
themselves, the lovers are driven to attempt his murder.

I met director Martin Simpson (Gene-X) many years ago. 
Although we had never worked together, we had both wanted 
to collaborate for sometime. Simpson contacted me in early 
2015 with a draft of Indigo Lake. He was looking to form a 
crew. It is unusual to have a cinematographer on a project 
prior to a producer, so I put Simpson in contact with good 
friend and fellow graduate of the Australian Film Television and 
Radio School (AFTRS), Brian Cobb of Cobbstar Productions. 
Cobb and I had worked previously together on the science-
fiction short film Lucydia (2010), directed by Jonnie Peters, 
when we were at AFTRS. The two of us had remained good 
friends and I knew that between the three of us we could 
assemble a team, blended with experience and fresh talent, to 
drive Indigo Lake.

During pre-production, Simpson and I discussed at length 
a range of camera system options that would best suit the 
‘look’ of Indigo Lake. The Director wanted a camera system 
that was versatile, robust, reliable and most importantly a 
camera that would give him creative options with simplicity 
in post-production. One of Simpson’s previous projects had 
caused him some headaches with visual effects in post-
production due to latitude, resolution and codecs. Basically 
overall workflow issues. We also had extensive coverage 
to get through on a tight schedule. We had the pleasure to 
work with the incredibly calm and experienced 1st AD Keith 
Heygate, which gave both Simpson and me the time to 
overcome our creative hurdles. 

My director gave me enough freedom, and trusted me, 
to choose what I thought was the best camera system 
and arrangement of lenses we would need to execute the 
look, tone and feel of Indigo Lake. I subsequently chose a 

combination of ARRI cameras supplied by VA Digital Hire 
at Fox Studios in Sydney. Wanting to keep the glass clean 
and sharp I chose a set of ARRI Master Primes and two 
Zeiss zooms. I wanted the ability to soften the image in post-
production as the primes are pin sharp, while also taking a 
subtle coolness out of the glass.

My A-camera was an ARRI Alexa operated by my good friend 
and fellow cinematographer, Michael Steel. My B-camera was 
an Alexa Mini which, by the time we went in to pre-production, 
had only been on the market for about five months. I trusted 
working between both cameras as I had used them on 
television commercials leading up to the film. We performed 
thorough camera tests and Beyond Screen Production in 
Artarmon were very happy with the results. The cameras 
worked perfectly within workflow expectations, cost projections 
and integrated seamlessly with their existing systems. 

In framing Indigo Lake we wanted to pay homage to the look 
and feel of noir films from the 1940s and 1950s. Films such 
as Double Indemnity (1944), cinematography by John Francis 
Seitz ASC, and Kiss Me Deadly (1955), cinematography by 
Ernest Laszlo ASC. We wanted to play with colour saturation 
and contrast, referencing Brian de Palma’s 1980s thriller-noirs 
Blow Out (1981) and Body Double (1984), cinematographies 
by Vilmos Zsigmond ASC and Stephen Henry Burum ASC, 
respectively. Also trying to display our own Australian touch on 
the look and Simpson’s narrative.

Before lighting Indigo Lake, I had many conversations with 
trusted friend and Gaffer Grahame Dickson. We discussed the 
differing environments in the script, various times of day within 
the narrative, the tone, feel and colour palette. We borrowed 
a few ideas from theatrical lighting, used unconventional gel 
packs on either the key or fill lighting as well as incorporating 
environmental aspects in to the lighting. This made our key 
light flicker to subtly play on the emotional state of certain 
scenes, giving a slightly studio/theatrical feel to the lighting.

In pre-production, we sat down with Production Designer 

David Trethewey (Special Effects) with Rodrigo Vidal Dawson (Cinematographer) - PHOTO Supplied 
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Jamie Cranney and discussed the overall colour palette 
for Indigo Lake. Cranney and I wanted to be as precise as 
possible with colour hue and saturation levels of set dressing, 
especially considering that both ‘indigo’ and ‘lake’ were such 
important terms in the film. It represented not only the name 
of the film but also refers to a physical place. It would be the 
focus of the eyes in our lead character Ruby, the tone of the 
night sky, the painting in our narrative, the calm before the 
storm, as well as death. 

After discussing at length considerations of these elements 
and how they would be affected by the grade, in particular 
the contrast of the lighting and the working LUTs, Cranney 
created a colour swatch for the film. Every department would 
to use this as a starting point. It would help the Make-Up and 
Costume departments understand our colour vision, but also 
how it would affect their creative choices moving forward 
regarding colour reproduction and detail.

“ The paintings of Brett Whiteley 
became references, as did the 

songwriting of James Reyne 
and Australian Crawl, as well 

as old Winfield Blue cigarette 
advertising posters. ”

Within the ‘look’ of the film we all discussed colour schemes, 
contrast and saturation of 1980s Australian pop-culture. The 
paintings of Brett Whiteley became references, as did the 
songwriting of James Reyne and Australian Crawl, as well as 
old Winfield Blue cigarette advertising posters. There is an 
Australian feel to that material, and we wanted to incorporate 
that feel into the ‘look’ of Indigo Lake.

Cranney and I spoke about giving specific importance to 
certain colours at different times of the day. For example, we 
wanted the art studio of Jack’s character to be hot and bright, 
to feel as if there was space to breathe. When it was night we 
wanted the shaft of colour coming from the exterior windows 
to make the same room feel claustrophobic, small and dark. 
We wanted the textures to feel hyper-real during the day and 
a touch off after dark. The environments had evidence of hot 
splashed days, so at night everything had a subtle wash to 
it. Imprinted by dust and discoloured by heat which was only 
evident at night.

We were always going to play heavily in the grade with 
contrast and push shadow areas in our lighting. So Cranney 
made sure certain textures were used on set that had been 
saturated and subtle reflective finishes used, in particular 
the set walls. Cranney did a wonderful job paying homage 
to a very well-known genre, adding a personal touch and 
Australian flare to the scenery.

We did not have too much CGI work, but what we did was 
incredibly important as it was the final fight scene of the film. 
This involved a four handed scene which then broke into two 
one-on-one fights, with gunshots and knives, then people 
falling down mine shafts.

Jacob Ingles was our Visual Effects Supervisor and we 
(Production Designer Jamie Cranney along side Safety 
Supervisor and Stunt Coordinator Mick Hodge) spoke about 
the sequence. The set-build on location was at Manly Dam, 
an area of urban bushland in the Northern Beaches region of 
Sydney. It was integrated with a studio-build at Fox Studios 
at Moore Park. It depicted both ladder climbs and falls as 
Bulat’s character comes back from what seems his final act 
of the film. Once I had the drawings and measurements from 
Cranney’s team we drew up the studio scaffold towers that 
we would have to construct in order to match Manly Dam. 

I plotted my lighting plan, and the possible camera angles 

Producer Brian Cobb (L), Director Martin Simpson (C), and a Continuity Assistant (R)  
behind the scenes on location with ‘Indigo Lake’ - PHOTO Supplied



that we would need coming out of a mixture of Steadicam, 
dolly and handheld-moves. We were able to make some fairly 
accurate decisions five weeks out from the day’s scheduled 
shooting at Fox Studios. We were able to work out lighting-
rigs, camera scaffold towers, support lines for stunts and 
placement of all green-screen and negative fill. We only had 
a half-day pre-light and build and a one-day shoot. It was 
the last day of shoot and the most expensive. Hodge and 
Ingles were invaluable in pre-production. I also have to add 
the invaluable contribution of the on set conversations with 
Armourer, Gideon Marshall, and Special Effects guru David 
Trethewey. 

“ It was the last day of shoot and 
the most expensive. ”

After going into so much CGI preparation for the only scene 
that needed it, Ingles was very keen to see the whole post-
production workflow from start to finish as he too was going 
to manage the post-production. We decided he would be 
invaluable as my DIT and he thankfully accepted. 

I created my LUTs in pre-production during camera tests with 
the assistance of Colourist Michael Graham, who would be 
doing the final grade many months later. Ingles was able to 

create the on-set post workflow, dailies creation and editorial 
packages for our Editor (Julian Griffiths). It was invaluable, and 
whenever I encountered a few set hurdles Ingles was able to 
tweak the LUTs as I needed. It was also a great advantage 
having him, as he would be able to send out screenshots of 
footage, both raw and with LUTs, to the Make-Up, Costume 
and Art Departments to see how it would affect each 
department’s creative decisions. If they had concerns about 
colour reproduction of garments, to pigmentation adjustments 
for cast, I could address the effects of the current look and 
how more refinement would be added down the line.

My favourite shot in Indigo Lake is the interior car scene where 
Bulat is driving a Mustang with Ruby in the trunk. No dialogue. 
I just love every element of this shot, the framing, lighting, the 
actor’s movement and his expression. His look is so powerful 
and his body language says everything you need to know 
about the scene.

As I mentioned, the Director gave me the liberty to put my 
stamp on the look of the film. We spoke in depth about the 
noir looks of yesteryear and how we wanted to push the 
overall conventions of the genre. I was able push the colour 
palette, the detail in the shadow areas or lack of and played 
with non-complementary colours to play with emotion, 
tone and environment with the amazing assistance and 
cooperation of the entire production crew.

A painting scene from ‘Indigo Lake’ - DOP Rodrigo Vidal Dawson

Ruby’s mother (Lauren Clair) in a scene from ‘Indigo Lake’ - DOP Rodrigo Vidal Dawson
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I was fortunate enough to be able to assemble a terrific 
camera crew, full of experience and great personalities. I am 
a big believer you should try to work with as many friends as 
possible. Not just because they are good people and care 
about the roles they do, but also they care about the people 
around them by nurturing and teaching one another. It is a 
mantra I borrowed from John Seale AM ACS ASC years ago 
when he visited AFTRS and I was fortunate enough to steal a 
few seconds of his time when he was buying a coffee at the 
café.

I was incredibly fortunate to have good friend Michael Steel 
as my A-Camera Operator, who has an amazing eye and 
great sensibility with cast. Jonathan Tyler and Tim Walsh lent 
their smooth and steady touch as my Steadicam Operators. 
A-Camera AC and Camera Manager was Fiona Young, who 
I had previously worked with on television commercials in 
Queensland. I absolutely loved her work ethic and attention 
to detail, so I did everything I could to poach her from north 
of the border. B-Camera AC was good friend Sam Vines, 2nd 
AC was Hannah Klassek and we were fortunate to have an 
amazing trainee during the course of the film, Dan Anderson, 
who ran our Video Village.

I learnt a great lesson on Indigo Lake; time in pre-production 
and multi coloured post-it notes are invaluable as I was not 
able to spend as much time as I would have liked in the 

final grade as other project commitments clashed. When 
it came time for the final grade, I reviewed the final cut and 
referred back to all my notes from the many months prior and 
continued the conversation with the Colourist that we had 
back in pre-production.

Prior to sending my notes to Graham, the Colourist, I met 
up with Simpson, the Director, again. We discussed heavily 
the score and sound design that he had been working on. I 
wanted to gauge how different it was, if at all, after ten months 
of shooting. I wanted to know if Simpson had made creative 
changes, subtle or not subtle, after the effects of the near five-
month picture and sound edit process. I wanted to see how 
discussions with the composer had possibly changed his view 
on the look and most importantly the tone of the film. I was 
able to tweak the look to complement the score and flow of 
the narrative. After I had a better understanding, I compiled 
emails for all the environments for Graham for his sessions 
and he went to work. 

I was able to sit in a few short sessions and importantly in the 
final session. The final grade unfortunately was completed 
in two blocks, due to Indigo Lake competing with session 
time with other projects. Graham would email me DPX grabs 
for review. At the time I was on set and out of town on other 
projects. I would send back my notes regarding saturation, 
hue and luminance, overall contrast, how much detail I want 

Jack (Andrew Cutcliffe) and Ruby (Miranda O’Hare) in a scene from ‘Indigo Lake’ - DOP Rodrigo Vidal Dawson

Jack (Andrew Cutcliffe) in a scene from ‘Indigo Lake’ - DOP Rodrigo Vidal Dawson
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to loose in the shadow areas and when I wanted to push 
highlights.

My notes became shorter and shorter as Graham understood 
the finer details of what I was trying to achieve. Towards 
the end of the grade I had complete confidence that all 
the elements of the image were being addressed. The last 
thing we did was set the level of grain/noise to take off the 
sharpness off the image.

In hindsight, there is not a lot I would change as I learnt a 
huge amount during the shoot. Some of the images that I 

am most proud of are either happy accidents due to naively 

experimenting with pushing too much or hurdles that we 

overcame due to the budget and limitations. I believe 

we achieved more than the goals we set ourselves as a 

production team.  

The only thing that I would change is my own personal 

approach of looking after myself physically and mentally 

in preparing myself for the demands of the shoot; be it 

exercising, drinking lots of water or recognising rest is just 

as important as work. One of the things I learnt as the 



Cinematographer on Indigo Lake was to trust your instinct 
and that fear or doubt can restrict experimentation. Embrace 
the negative as well as the positive, your work may be much 
better for it. I’m in development with a couple of interesting 
projects that are in various stages of pre-production and I am 
looking forward to the next set of challenges being thrown my 
way. 

Rodrigo Vidal Dawson is a Sydney-based cinematographer whose  

experience encompasses a wide range of narrative,  

commercial, art and documentary projects.

Indigo Lake is set for release later in 2017.

Marin Mimica prepares for a scene as Bulat as the character’s Mustang is rigged on location - PHOTO Supplied



Jack Thompson plays Bob Myers in ‘Don’t Tell’ - DOP Mark Wareham ACS, PHOTO Hannah Roche



LIVE TO TELL
Mark Wareham ACS films the true story of a landmark legal case  

against the Anglican Church and the sexual abuse survivor  
in Queensland, who found the courage to speak out.

Featuring Jack Thompson and Rachel Griffiths,  
the award-winning Don’t Tell hits cinemas this month.

- interview by James Cunningham
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AC Can you tell us a little about this project?

MW Don’t Tell is a fascinating and important film about a  
 Toowoomba Preparatory School, the Anglican Church 

and the child sex abuse of an eleven-year-old girl. Based on 

true events and the resulting legal case that in 2001 changed 

how Australia handles child abuse claims. This is the story 

of survivor, Lyndal (Sara West) and the last trial by jury of its 

kind. It was the catalyst behind the revolutionary Blue Card 

Childcare System and the role played in bringing about the 

ongoing Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to 

Child Sexual Abuse, still in the news today. It was truly an 

honour to be part of a film such as this.

AC How did you got involved with Don’t Tell?

MW I had known producer Scott Corfield for about ten  
 years and collaborated with him on the feature film 

Crooked Business (2008), as well as the short film Full Catch 

(2011). Corfield telephoned me and mentioned the story 

behind Don’t Tell. He suggested a meeting with Steve Roche, 

the Executive Producer and the lawyer that Aden Young’s 

character is based on in the film. Roche and I sat down for 

coffee in the beautiful suburb of Palm Beach in Queensland. 

We immediately hit it off. I enjoyed his company and truly 

respected his intentions for the film. 

The Director, Tori Garrett, and I have a long history of 

collaboration on television commercials and worked together 

on Foxtel’s teen-drama series Slide (2011). Garrett’s husband, 
James Greville, who co-wrote the screenplay is also an 
old friend. Garrett felt strongly about the subject matter 
and bought a strong female insight into Lyndal’s character, 
who was brilliantly portrayed by Sara West. It was a very 
collaborative working arrangement, which I loved.

AC What factors did you take into consideration when  
 choosing what camera to use on Don’t Tell?

MW The courtroom location in the film had these  
 awesome ceilings, so after first after discussing our 

aspect ratio we decided to shoot 1.85:1 to take advantage of 
their height. It became a spherical shoot. When looking at the 
reference material that the Director had prepared, I was drawn 
to a particular set of Cooke S4s owned by Cameraquip. 
Garrett loves S4s so we went with them. We all were in 
agreement that the ARRI Alexa was going to be the most 
suitable option for this project . There was a lot of handheld 
and car work so the Alexa Mini became the perfect choice.

AC Can you talk about the look of Don’t Tell and what  
 you set out to achieve visually with the film?

MW Our Production Designer, Ross Wallace, and I had  
 known each other from various television commercials 

and I had always enjoyed working with him. The Director 
had prepared very detailed look and style references and we 
were delighted to find fabulous locations around Ipswich and 
Toowoomba which matched those references. I remember her 
saying that she wanted the lighting to be ‘realistic but bold’. 

Gyton Grantley plays Kevin Guy in ‘Don’t Tell’ - DOP Mark Wareham ACS, PHOTO Hannah Roche
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Garrett referenced numerous photographers and also films 
which she found relevant to this story. 

I believe in facilitating a director’s vision and usually find 
myself influenced by their references, and how I can achieve 
that within the time and budget allowed. I will alway make 
suggestions but I try not to get to fixed on them or set on 
certain decisions. A cinematographer has to be flexible to take 
advantage of what actors, directors and even locations can 
present on the day.

We had to be truthful to the story, that was important. We 
referenced press articles  and films set in the time period. 
The colour palette continued through to the costume designs 
of the amazing Paula Ryan (The Hobbit) and make-up by 
internationally-awarded Shane Thomas (Hacksaw Ridge). 

It was a tight budget, a hectic shooting schedule and the film 
features a large cast with many locations. Lighting on a tight 
schedule just really requires some good planning in advance. 
We were both fortunate and blessed to be working with some 
top Australian talent on Don’t Tell.

AC Can you tell us briefly about your crew in the  
 camera department?

MW Don’t Tell was predominately a single-camera shoot  
 with two weeks of B-Camera in the courtroom and in 

Toowoomba. We were fortunate to be joined by Greg ‘Mango’ 
Gilbert who I have had the pleasure of working with for over 
twenty years. He also operated Steadicam.

In addition to that, Jason Hargraves ACS shot some beautiful 
scenic and establishing photography during the Toowoomba 
‘Carnival of Flowers’ six months prior to the shoot. My 1st 
AC was the terrific Dan Clarke with 2nd AC Jeremy Wheatley. 
The shoot went really well. Clark and Wheatley were very 
professional and friendly. 

AC How involved were you in the post-production  
 process on Don’t Tell?

MW Our dailies were processed by The Post Lounge in  
 Brisbane and we used a fairly standard LUT that we 

set up in pre-production. There was a small about of CGI 
in renaming some buildings and some scrub outs that, as 
Garrett would say, ‘maintain her Libran sense of balance’. 

We had some wonderful talent on the grade also with Don’t 
Tell securing the talents of Olivier Fontenay (Australia, Top 
of the Lake, Lion) at The Post Lounge in Melbourne, on the 
DaVinci Resolve. I spent two days with Garrett and Fontenay 
to set up the overall look of the film. Fontenay brought a 
beautiful European sensibility to the colour timing. He later told 
me that he’d cried when he watched the film. More than one 
person has said that to me now and it’s really humbling.

We just screened Don’t Tell at the Newport Beach Film Festival 
where the film won the ‘Audience Award for Best Film’. 
Everything was very enthusiastically received. I should take the 
time to thank Fontenay for his tremendous work. I had great 
confidence from our first conversation and was delighted by 
his consistent artistic and professional quality of work.

Jean Dalton (Jacqueline McKenzie) in ‘Don’t Tell’ - DOP Mark Wareham ACS, PHOTO Hannah Roche





Stephen (Aden Young) and Lyndal (Sara West) in ‘Don’t Tell’ - DOP Mark Wareham ACS, PHOTO Hannah Roche



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

MW Yes, I really enjoy a lot of our shots on Lyndal’s  
 family’s farm. They were unscripted, meaning they 

were simply free of dialogue. They are magic. The shots which 

transition between scenes are shot in beautiful natural light. A 

lot of directors today, with the cameras, believe that you can 

get away with natural lighting in a lot of conditions. You have 

to analyse the classics, the good movies. They all needed 

lighting because it’s like painting. They let the audience in to 

the emotions of individual characters in Don’t Tell. 

An important Australian film like this can only ever be brought 
to the big screen when you have a cast and crew that is 
completely invested in the story, and that’s exactly what we 
had with Don’t Tell. I’m incredibly proud of the work everybody 
put into this heartening true story and am thrilled to be finally 
showing it to Australian audiences.

AC Looking back on what you, and the team behind  
 the film, had originally set out to achieve… do 

you think you succeeded? What might you have done 
differently?

Tony (Martin Sacks) and Sue (Susie Porter) in ‘Don’t Tell’ - DOP Mark Wareham ACS, PHOTO Hannah Roche

Sara West plays Lyndal in ‘Don’t Tell’ - DOP Mark Wareham ACS, PHOTO Hannah Roche
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MW The benefit of hindsight is a great thing. It is  
 interesting how a film evolves through all the 

processes, particularly in the edit. Scenes get combined, 

screen days are taken out, scenes are dropped and beats 

changed. My usual regret is putting effort in to scenes that just 

don’t make the cut. 

AC Finally, what are you working on next?

MW By the time this is published I will be shooting a thriller  
 called The Second directed by Mairi Cameron.  

Then to the Kimberley to shoot a miniseries called Mystery 
Road. There are some exciting projects ahead and I am 
looking forward to the challenges.

One of Australia’s foremost cinematographers,  

Mark Wareham ACS has a diverse list of film and television  

credits including Cloudstreet (2011), Redfern Now (2011),  

Felony (2014), Cleverman (2015) and Jasper Jones (2016).

Don’t Tell was released in Australian cinemas on 18 May.

Aden Young (Stephen) and Susie Porter (Sue) in ‘Don’t Tell’ - DOP Mark Wareham ACS, PHOTO Hannah Roche

A scene from ‘Don’t Tell’ - DOP Mark Wareham ACS, PHOTO Hannah Roche
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MAGIC DANCE
Four years after the last season of Emmy-nominated  

ABC television series Dance Academy,  
cast and crew alike reunite for a drama-filled  

feature film shot by Martin McGrath ACS.

- interview by Jenna McMahon



A memorable performance from ‘Dance Academy: The Movie’  - DOP Martin McGrath ACS, PHOTO Simon Cardwell



Directed by Jeffrey Walker (Ali’s Wedding, Modern Family), 
Dance Academy: The Movie picks up approximately eighteen 
months after the final season ended. For those not familiar 
with the successful television series, Dance Academy follows 
Tara Webster (Xenia Goodwin), a talented small-town girl who 
is selected for Sydney’s National Dance Academy. Tara, like 
many of her new found friends dreams of one day becoming 
a principal ballet dancer but to get a chance of fulfilling their 
dreams they must excel in this notoriously difficult course. 
Each student must discover their own unique path and deal 
with teen dramas along the way. 

Dance Academy: The Movie has been written to be accessible 
to audiences unfamiliar with the series. Shot by award-winning 
cinematographer Martin McGrath ACS (Muriel’s Wedding) the 
film wastes no time in sustaining visual themes seamlessly 
from the series. It stands its ground as an independent work 
and has a highly satisfying narrative arc. Tara questions what 
she wants to do in her future after her dreams of becoming 
a professional ballerina seem all but crippled after an injury 
leaves her unable to dance.

AC You’ve worked on a lot of memorable Australian  
 television and film. Could you tell me how you 

originally got a start in the industry?

MM I got my start at Seven News in Melbourne, I had  
 been shooting my own 16mm films at school and 

worked in a small video production house for a while.

News and the responsibility that went with it really suited me. 
I moved to Nine News and fell in with another bunch of eager 
news hounds; John Bowring ACS, Lee Pulbrook, as well as 
cameramen at other stations like Terry Carlyon ACS, Alex 
McPhee ACS, Dennis Nicholson and Ron Hagen ACS. The list 
goes on. They had a big influence on me. There was a strong 
competitive spirit between us, yet we were constantly learning 
and copying from each other. It set me up really and taught 
me the value of story, and the importance of making your 

chosen approach work.

All up, I spent a decade doing documentary and current affairs 
work before drama fell into my lap. I started working with Yuri 
Sokol, a Russian who worked a lot with Paul Cox. This lead 
me to a mini series in Sydney called Return to Eden (1986).

AC You’ve been with Dance Academy since the  
 beginning. How did you get involved with this 

project?

MM That was a strange one really, right out of the blue.  
 I went to an interview with Jo Werner and Bernadette 

O’Mahony and just got the job. I had never really worked with 
dancers but I had done children’s television before and knew 
the stresses and time constraints. The scripts were really 
dynamic.

AC Did much change in the way you filmed the movie  
 in comparison to the way you shot the series?

MM Ah, this is the heart of it and I don’t know if I will  
 succeed in articulating this well but…the television 

series was soft and light at its core, aspirational and positive, 
never threatening.

The movie is quite a progression in time, the dancers are older 
and they are dealing with deeper issues. There is more of a 
cloud over their world and that world is more complex now. 
There is a sense of foreboding. The lighting reflects this and 
the mood range is enormous.

AC Was there less scheduling and time pressures on  
 the film?

MM Probably, but not that I felt it. The pace is always solid  
 no matter what you do, but there is never panic. Just 

quiet concentration and work.

AC What cameras did you choose to shoot Dance  
 Academy?
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Tara (Xenia Goodwin) and Christian (Jordan Rodrigues) in ‘Dance Academy: The Movie’  
- DOP Martin McGrath ACS, PHOTO Simon Cardwell



MM Jeff Walker, the Director, had only just finished  
 his first feature, Ali’s Wedding, which he did with 

Don McAlpine ACS ASC. They were both thrilled with the 
Panasonic Varicam. I am too now. The tests we did showed 
how easily it handled mixed colour temperatures, and there 
was a smoothness to it that was pleasing. I wanted a bit of a 
fractured vintage optic quality to the film.

It was difficult not to think of the work of Jack Cardiff OBE 
BSC on The Red Shoes (1948). I tried to emulate that in the 
flash backs in the film. 

“It’s the heart of a film for  
me and puts me right  

into the process.”
I wanted to really push the emotive side of the visuals. For me 
that meant a combination of handheld and more formal shots 
and also steadicam, really mix it up. Lemac provided some 
wonderful Cooke Anamorphic lenses which were often used 
at close range so the Focus Pullers (Sarah Hadley and Juntra 
Donovan) were working hard. We wanted colour, energy and 
emotion. I think we got there.

AC Do you operate your own camera?

MM  Yes, I do! I aim to operate at least half of the projects  
 that come my way. It’s the heart of a film for me and 

puts me right into the process. Also, after sixty-five episodes 
of the show, I know these actors well. They give their all as 
dancers and would rather break something than take a rest. 
The operator can keep them fully informed as to when they 
will be required to be up to speed so they don’t give their best 
work in a rehearsal and also I can keep the Director informed 
as to how they are holding up. You get two or three goods 
takes, that’s it. On Steadicam I had Laurie Zaffino who did a 

wonderful job on some very difficult dance numbers. A huge 
physical challenge.

AC Which cinematographers would you sight as  
 major inspirations?

MM I have always been inspired by the greats of course,  
 Conrad Hall ASC, Haskell Wexler ASC, but also our 

local heroes like John Seale AM ACS ASC, Russell Boyd ACS 
ASC and Greig Fraser ACS ASC. There were a few reckless 
mavericks like Brian Probyn, Raoul Coutard AFC who never 
cease to amaze me. Both gone now but remarkable.

AC Can you walk us through your preparation process  
 before shooting?

MM The preparation was focussed mainly in condensing  
 a massive vision into a very tight schedule. The 1st 

AD Matt Enfield and Production Designer Chris Kennedy were 
dragging us through multiple scenarios with Producer Joanna 
Werner and Writer Sam Strauss pitching in. I don’t think I have 
been through a more intense pre-production in my life. It paid 
off. An enormous amount of planning went into the dance 
numbers, choreography, lighting design, and special effects.

AC Do you work from storyboards?

MM I love storyboards, and I also love to ignore them.  
 They are the best prepping tool. I love to do a bit 

of sketching and it’s a great way of articulating a shot so 
everyone knows what’s going on. Then of course you get on 
set and it all blows away but it’s best value may have been in 
narrowing down the discussion process prior to the day.

The notion of having a set of boards like a shot list that must 
be worked through fills me with dread. Often a scene you 
have broken into eight beautiful boards looks best as three 
simple shots on the set. If you see the opportunity to simplify, 
jump on it. Don’t be a slave.
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AC Do you feel that your storyboards are a good way  
 of communicating with directors who may not be 

as visual as others?

MM Yeah, definitely. I also think it is important to talk to  
 directors about their favourite films because there is 

an enormous amount of importance on looking through the 
veil or filter of genre and style. A lot of people ignore this but it 
has to be identified and spelled out. 

For instance, when working with PJ Hogan getting to the 
core of what Muriel’s Wedding was about. By that I mean 
the specific and particular tone of humour that it had was a 
real journey and it was one of the first films I had anything 
to do with. I had worked with his wife, Jocelyn Moorhouse 
(The Dressmaker) so I was aware of their shared wonderful 
and bizarre sense of humour. Yet it’s not clearly the case, 
especially on Muriel’s Wedding, how to achieve it in visual 
terms. So you are often just observing and watching for the 
tone of the readings to get a guide as to what you should do 
visually.

AC How did you work to achieve the Director’s vision  
 while still imparting your own unique perspective?

MM I think they are one and the same. I try to first sort out  
 the Director’s concerns as they have much to 

consider. I have learnt not to ignore or dismiss a Director’s 
taste. There was a time when I felt like everyone was 
conspiring to make my life difficult and retard ‘my vision’! 
Those bastards!!! But now I am able to get more from my 
Director, and very importantly a Production Designer. So 
much of my work is also the work of Chris Kennedy and Tess 
Schofield’s (Costume Designer). These are really experienced 
people, you have to listen. My vision is there but it’s a 
collaborative effort.

AC What was your favourite sequence that you filmed  
 for the movie?

MM Good question. My favourite scene to shoot would  
 have been Tara’s audition for Miss Raine (Tara Morice). 

It’s a manic piece that she performs in a makeshift studio in a 
barn. I managed to follow Tara around on a handheld camera 
trying to stay as close to her as I could without getting kicked 
in the head. We managed it, more a tribute to Tara’s masterful 
footwork than mine. She is a remarkable actor and dancer. A 
real star. We also shot in Times Square, New York, that was 
fun.

AC What was the most challenging sequence that you  
 filmed?

MM Ah, the most challenging sequence was most  
 definitely the final dance number which was so 

incredibly complex for everybody. Lighting effects, snow, 
crane, complicated choreography, but it’s wonderful.

AC Is there talk of another film or a fourth series? 

MM Gee I hope so. This is the most enjoyable project, I  
 really love and respect this incredible cast, they 

make you proud to be in this industry. They work their socks 
off and deserve huge accolades for just getting through it. 
Joanna Werner and Sam Strauss are a brilliant producer and 
writing team. I can see a series of features and a reboot of the 
series… dream!

AC You’ve done a lot of work in both film and  
 television? What do you prefer?

MM I like both. I am always thinking of the best writing.  
 These days I think television writing is about the 

best there is. Features are such a great forum for that which 
cinematographers care most for, images.

Xenia Goodwin as Tara in ‘Dance Academy: The Movie’ - DOP Martin McGrath ACS, PHOTO Simon Cardwell
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AC What genre is your favourite to have worked on?

MM Look, that’s interesting. I was just talking to someone  
 the other day and was saying that if Dance Academy 

was still successful I’d like to live in this world as long as I 
could. There’s something wonderful about dance. There is 
something wonderful about lighter elements of life that suits 
me and I have done dark and dreary films in my life but there 
is something after a while where you don’t want to be there 
forever. You seek out the light where you can. I think there 
are those people that liked La La Land (2016) and those that 
didn’t like La La Land - I’m one of those people that loved it.

AC You’ve worked on Dance Academy, Jack Irish and  
 Banished with director Jeffrey Walker. Do you find 

a change in the approaches that either of you take when 
filming such vastly different stories?

MM He’s a particularly gifted Director who just gets it.  
 I’ve worked with a large number of people and he is a 

person that just seems to gel really well with me in that he has 
a good balance in the things that are important and knows 
when to leave things up to me. 

We have a comfortable enough arrangement where he can 
point things out to me right down to my choice of lens or my 
choice of a light or how the scene is balanced. I’m happy for 
him to tell me ‘no Marty, this is wrong.’ Similarly I can take him 
aside and say ‘I think we need this shot, this shot and this 
shot’ and he will listen to me. 

We’ve just known each other for a long period of time. He’s a 
good listening Director which is a rare thing. Walker is relaxed 
enough to work through the issues and address the problems 
as they arise but also pull everyone together and point us in 
the direction he wants everyone to go. He has worked on a lot 

A scene from ‘Dance Academy: The Movie’  - DOP Martin McGrath ACS, PHOTO Simon Cardwell
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of different shows so he is exposed to a lot of different ways 
of working.

AC Are there any films you would recommend that  
 you’ve seen recently?

MM I really loved Arrival (2016) which I thought perfectly  
 articulated something that a lot of filmmakers and 

writers try and put into film, which is that sense that we’re part 
of a continuum. We live our life, we die and someone takes 
our place. We’re stuck in a time continuum and that’s such a 
difficult concept to convey but I thought they did a wonderful 
job. The Director, Denis Villeneuve, did a wonderful job of 
conveying that and at the beginning I thought it was losing 
itself but just gradually pulled all of the elements together.

AC Do you have any advice for young  
 cinematographers out there looking to get a foot 

in the door?

MM Yes, shoot everything you get offered, money or no  
 money… at least for a while. Then find people who 

write good scripts and stay close to them. If you find a 
director you like working with, be encouraging.

AC Finally, what are you working on next?

MM I am in the United States prepping for a television  
 series, but really looking forward to returning to 

Australia for another and final series of Rake. And possibly a 
Jack Irish telemovie, heaven!

Jenna McMahon studies Psychology and  

Literature at The University of Queensland.





MAN O’ WAR
It’s all hands on deck as blockbuster  

cinematographer Paul Cameron ASC takes the helm for  
Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Men Tell No Tales  

on the Gold Coast for the fifth chapter  
in the mammoth Disney series.

- by David Alexander Willis

Paul Cameron ASC on the set of ‘Pirates of the Caribbean; Dead Men Tell No Tales’ - PHOTO Martin Schaer



With an impeccable eye, breadth of cinematographic 
knowledge and a talent for staying within admittedly large cost 
restraints, Paul Cameron ASC is becoming more and more 
well known for blockbuster productions. Following an 
extensive slate of top shelf, big budget studio projects like 
Dominic Sena’s Swordfish (2001) and Len Wiseman’s redux 
of Total Recall (2012), he very recently set the tone for the 
masterful HBO series Westworld (2016) by filming the pilot for 
director Jonathan Nolan and producer J.J. Abrams. 

Shot on 35mm, his work on Westworld was nominated in 
2016 for the Camerimage International Film Festival’s First 
Look TV Pilots competition as well as by the American 
Society of Cinematographers that same year for ‘Outstanding 
achievement in TV, Movie, Miniseries or Pilot’. Hailing 
originally from Montréal but based for nearly two decades in 
Los Angeles, he was invited as a member of the American 
Society of Cinematographers in 2006. Cameron is also the 
recipient of the BAFTA Award for Best Cinematography and 
the Los Angeles Film Critics Association Award for Best 
Cinematography thanks to his highly regarded work with 
Australia’s Dion Beebe ACS ASC on the Michael Mann film 
Collateral (2004). 

Referring to his trilogy of films with Director Tony Scott as 
“action and adventure with a reality to them,” he says 

it was his work on Scott’s Man on Fire (2004) and Deja 
Vu (2006), both with star Denzel Washington, that most 
helped to put him on the map with A-list directors looking 
for technically proficient, highly stylised camerawork from 
a cinematographer that could also run an efficient crew. 
In 2011, this career trajectory led to Cameron taking over 
the reins from previous cinematographer Dariusz Wolski on 
Disney’s monstrously successful Pirates of the Caribbean 
franchise. 

“The best surprise for me  
was the Australian crew!”

Filmed on Queensland’s Gold Coast and produced by the 
legendary Jerry Bruckheimer, Pirates of the Caribbean: 
Dead Men Tell No Tales once more stars Johnny Depp 
as the famous Captain Jack Sparrow, this time opposite 
Oscar-winners Javier Bardem and Australia’s Geoffrey Rush 
who reprises his role as Captain Hector Barbossa from the 
Pirates of the Caribbean: The Curse of the Black Pearl (2003). 
Directors Joachim Rønning and Espen Sandberg, well-known 
for the ‘Best Foreign Language Film’ Oscar-nominee Kon-Tiki 
(2012), which was shot largely off the islands of Malta and the 
Maldives, were new to the Pirates of the Caribbean films.
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Captain Jack Sparrow (Johnny Depp) in ‘Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Men Tell No Tales’ - DOP Paul Cameron ASC

Geoffrey Rush reprises his role as Barbossa in ‘Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Men Tell No Tales’ - DOP Paul Cameron ASC



Although the fifth chapter in the series featured a number 
of technical firsts under Cameron, including drone work 
which surprisingly had not been used on on Pirates of the 
Caribbean previously. Working with XM2, an exclusive partner 
with Panavision throughout Australasia, he also had to invent 
a new drone system that could employ ARRI’s Open Gate 
format using the modular ARRI Alexa XT M system, used 
alongside the ARRI Alexa XT as primary camera.  

He says that he gladly accepted the opportunity to build on 
the work of Wolski, who had run camera on all four previous 
Pirates films. “I’ve known Dariusz Wolski’s work for many, 
many years,” he says about the Polish cinematographer, 
who is also known for fairly gothic faire like The Crow (2004), 
Sweeney Todd: The Demon Barber of Fleet Street (2007) 
and Prometheus (2012). “We share a lot of similarities 
and certain tastes. But it wasn’t about emulating previous 
Pirates films, it was more about staying true to the 
brilliance,” says Cameron.    

Though preparation for the film had begun four years earlier in 
Puerto Rico and New Orleans, the film was planned originally 
for open water and production faced numerous scheduling 
difficulties as well as weather and location challenges, 
ultimately settling for the Gold Coast. The production was 
given a shooting timeframe of one-hundred days, with 

principal photography beginning in February of 2015. Due to 
a two-week hiatus caused by an off-set injury to Depp’s hand, 
shooting wrapped in July after a 95-day shoot.

The three-time Clio Award-winning cinematographer 
had worked on a bounty of commercials in Sydney 
and Melbourne, but this was Cameron’s first production 
experience in Queensland. Chosen for the ideal 
weather, bright sunlight and the open spaces needed for the 
film’s large sets to be built by local crews, in addition to a hefty 
tax incentive for the production, the majority of the studio 
work was done out of Village Roadshow Studios alongside 
MovieWorld on the Gold Coast. Sourcing the majority of 
the 850-plus crew from local talent, Cameron was overly 
enthusiastic about his experience with the Gold Coast. 

“The best surprise for me was the Australian crew!” 
Cameron says. “I was able to bring down some keys who 
have been part of the Pirates franchise since the beginning, 
but I was able to get Australian-local Shaun Conway as 
Gaffer. That gave me two of the best gaffers in the world!”

“I can’t say enough about the Australian crew, and 
Conway’s expertise and abilities, as well as Toby Copping 
and his crew for key grip,” he added. “He can put a camera 
anywhere, he can fly cable cam, he can do massive green 
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Javier Bardem in ‘Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Men Tell No Tales’ - DOP Paul Cameron ASC

Javier Bardem in a scene from ‘Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Men Tell No Tales’ - DOP Paul Cameron ASC



screens and he does it all with a smile. I can’t say enough 
about those guys.”

Cameron, who had worked on fishing boats when he was 
younger, says that during the initial planning he had expected 
to be shooting six or seven vessels, the final script had 
expanded that cast to a total of fourteen ships. “When we 
tooled back up to do the film, suddenly I got a plane ticket 
to Australia instead of Puerto Rico,” he laughs. “That much 
photography on the water was proving a challenge. We were 
shooting a lot of ships which required blue screens, and we 
had drones, and we had aerials and all that cool stuff. We 
were shooting changing skies, too, so we had a lot of lights 
rigged for chasing backlight… and all of it while shooting 
from the decks!”

“I began conversations with production and soon 
realised that the methodology had changed, and it was a 
much different challenge, a big process, not only in finding 

enough land that was close to the studio but areas that 
would work well without light pollution or below areas 
where it would flood.”

Luckily, he says, Disney and executive producer Joseph M. 
Caracciolo Jr. involved him early on in the scouting process, 
which took more than a week of dedicated survey along the 
Gold Coast. He says that Disney was incredibly supportive of 
his decisions throughout the process, including the choice to 
build not one but two blue screen arenas that would be big 
enough and strong enough to hold the frigates on enormous 
volumes of water as well as the equipment to make it all 
happen. He would also need a fully-reinforced concrete 
parking lot that helped to support the arena system as well as 
stow the assembled ships and gear when not in use. 

“Between Visual Effects Supervisor Gary Brozenich and 
myself we designed open arenas that were literally 600-linear-
feet across and five shipping containers high. They were 
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massive. Two arenas the size of IKEA buildings. Some of the 

ships were planned to be roughly 160-feet and out of the 

fourteen, four of them would also have to be on a gimbal 

in the bigger arena for various action and fight sequences.”

“If the sun went into a cloud,  
we would pan in twelve 18K 

lights and just keep rolling”.
“We were looking south for the most part of the shooting 

day, but I also requested being able to spin the ship to 

the natural light as much as possible,” he says, explaining 

that each of the ships could be manoeuvred 360-degrees, as 

well, to maximise the natural light of the sun. 

He plotted the zenith every day in advance so the crew 

would be able to set accordingly. “I had the second arena 
built so that I could put the larger ships on casters, which 
obviously increased the cost,” he continues. “Ideally, we 
would have just put the ships on scaffolding, but the caster 
system worked out better, because it was quite easy to drive 
an aircraft tug in there, hook up, and tow the ship around 
by 45-degrees, or whatever was needed for best light.”

The construction of the gimbals and caster system required a 
sophisticated degree of planning and execution. They allowed 
the deck and production crew on each of the four ships to be 
raised or lowered by up to an extra forty-feet. To light scenes 
on these principal ships, he used a long soft-box affixed to a 
100-foot spine, which ran roughly 150-feet down the centre. 
The ships themselves of course also required quite a bit of 
meticulous construction with fully-detailed ship exteriors and 
in some cases masts, sails and fully-equipped cannons. 

“It was quite amazing to see the progression of ships during 

Lighting a scene filled with extras in ‘Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Men Tell No Tales’ - PHOTO Martin Schaer
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photography,” he says. “They were all so interesting, 
using much of the same chassis, and much of the same 
exteriors, but unique sails, ropes, banner-drapes and 
banisters. There’s a special ghost ship in this version as well, 
which is just beautiful.” To achieve altitudinal angles, aside 
from drones, Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Men Tell No 
Tales also had Technocranes at 21-feet, 30-feet and 51-feet 
in length, provided by Toby Copping Grip Services in Sydney. 
Cameron says these could be coupled with the gimbaling 
system for even more height. 

“We were up a distance from the main deck,” he says, 
bemused. “It was quite the little dance of equipment there, 
between camera, and visual effects, sliding in extra screens, 
taking cranes up and down, and fans everywhere to blow 
the sails. It was a lot of machinery that would occur in a 
short period of time.” 

At the top of both blue screen arenas, Cameron had 26-foot 
inflatable air-walls installed so he could lower eastern walls in 
the morning and western walls in the evening. That gave him 
extended daylight, roughly forty-five minutes prior of extra 
sunrise plus forty-five more minutes to chase the sunset. He 
also incorporated a silk diffusion system rigged to the masts 
of the main ship that they used during the first six weeks 
of the shoot, since the sun in the Gold Coast was often 
overpowering.

“We frequently had to shoot during the middle of the day,” 
he explains. “It was quite an elaborate system that Copping 
designed, which was basically an overhead truss mounted 

to the mast of the ship. We were able to retrofit diffusion 
or blacks. We also had to have a system where they could 
just hit a button [Cameron snaps his fingers] and pull in 
the barrier to allow the rain to come down, because we did 
get hit with a lot of rain. Quite massive rain in fact!”

Otherwise, he says that the weather in the Gold Coast wasn’t 
too temperamental, though they did have to accommodate 
for rapidly changing cloud cover. For overhead control, 
and simply to shoot when the sun wasn’t an option, that 
included four 120-foot Condors that each held three ARRI 
18K Arrimax HMIs that were used with ARRI MaxMover 
mounts to remotely operate rotation and focus. They also had 
giant soft-boxes on hand that could quickly diffuse the 18K 
systems, plus box lights on lifts for more exact lighting, and 
special effect lights for action sequences and fire flicker.

“I had firepower,” he says. “But, again, these ships were 
160-feet long, and the lights were 200-feet away, so 
at any given time we were chasing the Condors around 
the backside of the arena all day long, everyday. If the 
sun went into a cloud, we would pan in twelve 18K lights in 
and just keep rolling. Then if the sun came out, we would 
pan them away. It was fairly seamless.” 

To construct underwater sequences, Cameron had twenty 
10’ x 10’ water trays with four automated Bad Boy CMY 
fixtures, capable of 48,000 lumens respectively, from FX and 
lighting company Production Resource Group (PRG) Australia. 
Switchable between cyan, magenta and yellow, the Bad 
Boy CMY lights have a zooming range from spot at 7° to 

Filming with drones on ‘Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Men Tell No Tales’ - PHOTO Martin Schaer



Preparing one of the many lighting rigs on ‘Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Men Tell No Tales’ - PHOTO Martin Schaer
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wide flood of 56º, as well as full dimming and remote control 
pan-and-tilt, which gave him a lot of possibilities for shooting 
through water.

“With two world-class gaffers, fortunately I was able to 
get ahead on a lot of sets,” Cameron says, as his crew also 
needed to accommodate several night time sequences on the 
set despite frequently commanding ten-hour days, back-to-
back. “It made my job a lot easier to go in at half the time 
that I usually have to go in while sets are being rigged.” 
In addition to the blue screen arenas, which were built 
in Helensvale, the production constructed a large Caribbean 
town from scratch outside of Maudsland. Both towns lay near 
the Gold Coast. 

“Production Designer Nigel Phelps and the Australian 
Supervising Art Director Ian Gracie, and their teams, 
did a tremendous job designing,” he continues. “I mean, 
these guys pulled off an amazing turnaround!” Second 
unit, under cinematographer Brad Shields ACS, provided a 
number of instrumental shots. The team had minimal location 
work, but Cameron said they were extremely effective for 
secondary coverage during bigger ship sequences, including 
an extended, culminating battle, as well as supplementals for 
a serpentine chase through the Caribbean town. 

Facing several output formats via post-conversion, including 
IMAX 3D and RealD 3D, as well as release via branded Disney 
Digital 3D projection, Cameron decided to go with the ARRI 
Alexa XT for principal photography using ARRI RAW in Open 
Gate which offers full-pixel resolution of the sensor at 3414 x 
2198 photo-sites. Panavision Sydney was heavily influential 
throughout the shoot, providing the ARRI camera systems 
as well as spherical Panavision glass that could cover the 
sensor. Employing Panavision Primo V Primes, which ranged 
between 17.5mm to 150mm, Cameron also had several high 
quality Panavision Primo Zooms on hand, including the 8” 19-
90mm PCZ (Primo Compact Zoom), the SLZ11 24-275mm 
Primo 11:1 zoom and the SLZ3 135-420mm Primo 3:1 zoom. 

“That much photography on the 
water was proving a challenge”.

“Originally, when I started the film, we were shooting 
35mm film, on anamorphic, and for various reasons 
we switched to digital,” says Cameron, who chose a 
2:40 aspect ratio. “We went with Open Gate, because 
you’re getting more resolution off of the sensor. But it’s 
also difficult when you’re shooting Open Gate, spherical, 

Johnny Depp in ‘Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Men Tell No Tales’ - DOP Paul Cameron ASC

A scene from ‘Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Men Tell No Tales’ - DOP Paul Cameron ASC



at 2:40. You’re basically using less of the sensor, obviously, 
than if you were using anamorphic, or even 4:3. Every bit 
of resolution at the pixel can help, and it was definitely 
a challenge for a film of this size. I’ve been doing the DI 
for the last two weeks, and it’s super sharp and visual effects 
are gorgeous. You’d never know whether it was 2K or 4K.”

With unprecedented coverage of the ships and battle 
sequences via drones, the production had to secure 
special permits from the Australian Civil Aviation Safety 
Authority for the shoot. Cameron was at first hesitant to 
employ drones, as he is a great fan of helicopter work and 
the pilots that make those shots happen, but he had to make 
a few compromises after deciding to shoot largely within the 
blue screen arenas. 

“In the previous films, where they were doing ocean 
photography, it was possible to fly a helicopter towards and 
around ships at sea,” Cameron explains. “The challenge for 
me was how to do these aerial shots in and around 50-foot-
tall shipping containers and blue screen everywhere. By the 
time you’ve got a good shot, you have to lift up and get out 
of the way before colliding with the arena walls”

“We tested the XM2 Drone with the flight team in both the 
arenas and the Caribbean town that we built, so I was able 

to show how dynamic the shots were, and how close we 
could get, as well as how proficient we could be in doing 
it. After the first or second day of principal photography, 
suddenly the drone was everybody’s favourite thing. Jerry 
Bruckheimer specifically loved it and said this is the first 
time they were able to get these kinds of shots in a Pirates 
film. The guys at XM2 did a fabulous job,” Cameron says.

When asked if he was able to shoot at any of the iconic 
locations that Australia is known for, Cameron says that 
with such a tight schedule they mostly had to work from the 
two sets and Village Roadshow Studios, but despite the lack 
of location work, he was overjoyed to be able to wrap near 
on Great Barrier Reef. “I think everybody can attest to that 
as one of the most gorgeous places in the world, if not the 
most,” he says, “so that was a fabulous opportunity, to film 
a few scenes with everybody at the end of the shoot, and to 
finish the movie up there.”

Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Men Tell No Tales was 
released internationally last month, and Cameron’s next 
film, The Commuter starring Liam Neeson, is now in post-
production. Lionsgate has scheduled the release for early 2018. 

David Alexander Willis is a filmmaker, journalist and  

photographer based out of Los Angeles.

A scene in ‘Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Men Tell No Tales’ - DOP Paul Cameron ASC

An underwater sequence from ‘Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Men Tell No Tales’ - DOP Paul Cameron ASC
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FILM REVIEWS
Discussing two of the latest releases from the Sydney Film Festival (7-18 June) – by Dash Wilson

BARBECUE - Barbecue is about 

more than grilling a piece of meat. It 

is an act performed religiously around 

the world, and has been for millions of 

years. Whilst nearly every culture on the 

planet has some for of barbecue, what 

exactly is it about cooking meat over 

fire that brings communities and families 

together?

Based on the short film Central Texas 

Barbecue and funded by the South 

Australian Film Commission along 

with Screen Australia, Barbecue 

is the impressive feature length 

documentary debut from Adelaide 

filmmakers Matthew Salleh (Director, 

Cinematographer) and Rose Tucker 

(Co-Producer, Film Editing, Sound).

Travelling the globe for two years and 

filmed in thirteen languages, Barbecue 

visits some of the most remote locations 

on earth. From Africa to Mongolia to 

the borders of a Syrian refugee camp, 

Malleh and Tucker have explored what 

it is that makes us human and what 

unites us in this increasingly divided 

world. The filmmakers look at the 

humble barbecue as not just a cooking 

apparatus but as the tool that brings 
people together. Something that not 
only brings celebration and joy but that 
also transcends cultural differences.

“From the vast and 
isolated planes of 

Mongolia to the bustling 
streets of Tokyo, Salleh’s 
4K photography is quite 

simply, gorgeous”.
In Australia, the barbecue is a place 
of stories, mate-ship and sharing a 
drink. In Sweden, the ‘engangsgrill’ is 
something to look forward as it means 
the cold and long winter months 
are coming to an end. Whether it 
be in Mongolia, Japan or Africa, this 
documentary cleverly demonstrates 
that whilst we may not speak the same 
language or eat the same foods - we all 
share the love of the barbecue.

As first time directors, there is an 
exceptional use of shots in Barbecue 
including the stunning use of iconic 
landscapes that are truly effective on 
screen. Each country is beautifully 

captured and featured for about ten 
minutes each on screen. 

From the vast and isolated planes of 
Mongolia to the bustling streets of 
Tokyo, Salleh’s 4K photography is quite 
simply, gorgeous. 

If you remember anything in this film, 
it will be the cinematography. Teamed 
with Christopher Larkin’s haunting score 
(using the Budapest Scoring Orchestra 
was a stroke of genius), there is a 
realism and authentic beauty that lifts 
Barbecue well above the norm.

It is true that everyone loves a good 
documentary. Whether it be challenging 
climate change, political uprisings or 
showing the raw beauty of our planet, 
there is no end to the scope and depth 
that documentaries can present. 

While many may find Barbecue a little 
repetitive and not quite mainstream 
enough for their tastes, what Barbecue 
does incredibly well is make a relatively 
simple idea beautiful on film - a hard feat 
in any medium.

‘Barbecue’ - DOP Matthew Salleh
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PULSE - There is much recent debate 

as to why female directors are such a 

minority in the film industry today. Since 

the first Academy Awards in 1929 only 

four women have ever been nominated 

for ‘Best Director’. Only one (Kathryn 

Bigelow in 2010 for The Hurt Locker) 

has ever won it. More surprisingly, as of 

2017, not only has no woman ever won 

the Oscar for ‘Best Cinematography’ 

but no woman has ever even been 

nominated!

With this startling gender disparity 

in mind, Pulse is the independent 

Australian debut feature from new 

(and talented) female Director/

Cinematographer Stevie Cruz-Martin 

currently screening at the Sydney Film 

Festival.

Based on an original screenplay by 

twenty-year-old Daniel Monks (who 

also stars), Pulse tells the story of Olly 

(Monks), a disabled teenage boy who 

is devastated when he is neglected 

after his two best friends Luke and Nat 

(Scott Lee and Sian Ewers) start dating. 

In order to find acceptance and love, 

Olly morphs into the body of a beautiful 

woman with the belief that in doing so 

he too will find happiness.

Seven years in the making and shot in 

picturesque Western Australia, Pulse 

has clearly been a passion project for 

Monks and Cruz-Martin. Whilst many 

films have dealt with teenage angst and 

identity to great success (The Perks of 

Being a Wallflower, The Breakfast Club, 

Mean Girls and many, many more), few 

films have ever dealt with the subject of 

being a teenager who has a disability 

and also happens to be gay.

Firstly, it should be said that for such a 

low budget, independent feature, this 

film looks fantastic. There is an effective 

use of close ups and colour, and the 

lighting in the scenes in the nightclub 

and hospital are done particularly well. 

The performances, particularly Caroline 

Brazier as Olly’s mother, are all solid and 

everyone tries really hard. 

The main issue with the film however is 

exactly that - it feels a little stereotypical, 

quite over the top at times and there 

are some scenes that are almost laugh 

out loud funny instead of being quietly 

affecting. Unfortunately, the whole 
‘body switching’ narrative just wasn’t 
believable. Olly is a really interesting 
and layered character but by choosing 
a narrative arc that is pretty implausible 
makes the film loses some of its 
emotional resonance.

With that being said however, Pulse is 
without doubt, a brave, and ultimately 
unique film that has widely universal 
themes. It is a film that addresses 
the issue of how much our bodies 
shape who we are and where we draw 
the line between compromising and 
changing yourself in order to be loved. 
And ultimately that true happiness only 
comes from being who you really are, 
no matter how painful or unpopular that 
may be.

While Pulse probably won’t win 
any Oscars, it is still an impressive 
feature debut by its female director/
cinematographer. Given the right script, 
it will be very interesting to see what 
Cruz-Martin does next.

Dash Wilson is a film-lover based in Brisbane.

‘Pulse’ - DOP Stevie Cruz-Martin
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NEW GEAR
Panasonic launches the new LUMIX GH5 in New Zealand – by James Cunningham

Stunning is a word often overused 
when it comes to describing locations 
and visuals, however the picturesque 
resort-town of Queenstown on New 
Zealand’s South Island is, well, just 
that... stunning. Sitting on the shores 
of Lake Wakatipu and set against the 
dramatic Southern Alps, Queenstown is 
blessed with staggering natural beauty. 
So it is unsurprising that Panasonic 
decided to host its Asia-Pacific Launch 
of their newest camera, the LUMIX 
GH5, in this environment. What better 
way to test out the camera than with 
heart-pumping jet-boat adventures and 
helicopter tours through Middle-Earth 
(not a Hobbit in sight).

The LUMIX GH5 is the fifth in 
Panasonic’s video and stills hybrid 
range. Featuring a 20 mega-pixel 
‘four thirds’ sensor (all 4K footage 
is taken using the full width of the 
sensor, oversampled from 5.1K 
footage) and a very video-focused 
set of features, it is set to pick up 
where the GH4 left off as a favoured 
choice of independent filmmakers, 
videographers, cinematographers and 
stills photographers.

The last few cameras in the GH-series 

have felt somewhat like video cameras 

dressed up as stills cameras. The 

LUMIX GH5 is a much more even piece 

of equipment. It is no doubt one of 

the best 4K camera solutions on the 

market, if not the best. The camera’s 

video capability is supported by an 

outstanding set of features for the stills 

photographer also.

The GH5 weighs in at 725 grams, 

without a lens attached, so it is not 

particularly lightweight. However the 

upside is solidity. The camera is built 

to last, sporting weatherproof seals to 

prevent dust or rain damaging internal 

components and a magnesium-alloy 

frame. It is also freeze-proof dow to -10 

degrees Celsius.

The GH5’s new features moves on 

greatly from its immediate predecessor 

and Panasonic has announced the GH4 

will continue to remain in its lineup as a 

lower-cost option for users who do not 

need the additonal capability which the 

GH5 brings.

Many of the new features and 

alterations have been brought to the 

GH5 by Panasonic designers in Japan, 

in direct response to suggestions and 

comment from consumers. This is a 
camera ostensibly built by you, not 
for you. There is now, for example, a 
full-sized HDMI connector, as well as 
USB Type-C. The shift away from using 
one of the compact HDMI standards 
has been in direct feedback from 
videographers, to ensure that the GH5 
works with existing equipment with 
minimal fuss.

The eye-catching feature on the GH5 
is the camera’s ability to shoot 4K 
footage at up to 60fps. The footage 
is oversampled from 5.1K thanks to 
full-sensor readout, meaning pin-sharp 
footage that takes advantage of the 
entirety of the sensor.

One of the talking points at the New 
Zealand Launch was the GH5’s 6K 
continuous shooting mode. Not a 
video mode, but one from which stills 
can be individually extracted. Simply 
hold down the shutter for as long as 
you want. The GH5 takes stills at 30 
frames per second until you let go of 
the shutter, allowing you to go through 
the sequence and select the frames 
you wish to save as an individual image. 
Very handy for sports or action shots.

For the videographers and 
cinematographers, ‘rack focus’ is 
another interesting and new function. 
It aims to take the guess work out of 
pulling focus; just set the star and end 
focus points and let the GH5 do the 
rest. A real game-changer for amateur 
or student cinematographers. The 
speed of the change can also be fine 
tuned to an individual’s requirements.

The LUMIX GH5 is decidedly not cheap 
but cutting-edge camera technology 
seldom is, and this is most definitely 
a cutting-edge camera. It is, in a few 
words... quite stunning.

James Cunningham is the Editor of  

Australian Cinematographer Magazine. 
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AUSTRALIAN SHORTS
Reviews of the Short Film offerings from this year’s Sydney Film Festival (7-18 June) – by Vanessa Abbott

FAMILY HAPPINESS - Director 
of Photography: Lachlan Milne 
ACS. A story about bullying, small 

cruelties and the power of a brother’s 

unconditional love for his complex little 

sister. 

Family Happiness was lensed by the 

award-winning Lachlan Milne ACS (Not 

suitable for Children, Down Under, Hunt 

for the Wilderpeople) and directed by 

Alice Englert (The Boyfriend Game) who 

also features in the film.

Orphans Romilly and Fiona, separately 

meet their old idol Jay Masbin (Mark 

Bradshaw) formerly of boy band 

‘Boyz Believe’ with whom both have 

charged, though ultimately upsetting, 

experiences. They spend the night in 

each other’s company and perhaps are 
soothed. Family Happiness is quietly 
quirky and endearing, with both Ben 
Wishaw and Englert doing a nice job 
of finding the realism in their respective 
roles. Milne’s sublimely simple 
cinematography and delicate handheld 
work perfectly fits with the narrative, 
balancing humour and tragedy.

“Milne’s sublimely simple 
cinematography and 

delicate handheld work 
perfectly fits with the 
narrative, balancing 

humour and tragedy.”

This little fifteen-minute gem is an official 
selection of the 2017 Sydney Film 
Festival and will have two screenings 
among the festival’s narrative shorts.

SMASHED - Director of 
Photography: Maxx Corkindale. 
Fuelled by jealousy, a group of larrikins 
kidnap footy hero Christian (Leo 
Santangelo) to gain the attention 
of Christian’s girlfriend Jess (Sarah 
Jeavons). Their prank soon swerves 
out of control, trapping the youths in 
a recurring nightmare in the South 
Australian bush.

Cinematographer Maxx Corkindale was 
integral in realising the project. Not just 
in terms of his expertise, but also the 
fact that he shot the film for no fee and 
brought all volunteer camera, grips and 
lighting crew to Smashed. Corkindale 
has received numerous awards from 
the Australian Cinematographers 
Society and received the AACTA 
Award for ‘Best Cinematography in a 

Documentary’ for Sons and Mothers in 
2015.

Smashed was born from Sean Lahiff’s 
(Director) ‘testoterone filled youth’ of 
larrikins, cars, petrol heads and parties 
while growing up in South Australia. 

There are times that the film, at just 
under thirteen minutes, feels like it’s a 
teaser trailer for a feature-length film 
with a story that practically begs to be 
drawn out and characters who manage 
to create intrigue even without the usual 
comfort of spoken dialogue. There’s a 
meditative quality about Corkindale’s 
cinematography, both in terms of its 
look and feel, and even amidst the 
action there’s a perfect frenetic energy 
that seems to accompany the entire 
film.

Smashed had its international premiere 
at the Berlin International Film Festival 
in February and has two screenings at 
the Sydney Film Festival this month, its 
Australian premiere.

‘Smashed’ - DOP Maxx Corkindale

‘Family Happiness’ - DOP Lachlan Milne ACS



      AUSTRALIAN SHORTS  / 69

SUPERHEROES - Director of 
Photography: David Rusanow. 
Surrounded by family violence, ten-
year-old James (Kieran Cochrane) 
uses the power of his imagination as a 
sanctuary for himself, his brother and 
mother from a disturbing reality. He uses 
his amazing talent of drawing his own 
superheroes as a way of keeping his 
hopes for safety and respect alive in a 

household dominated by his father’s use 

of violence as a source of power over 

his family.

Shot by David Rusanow, Superheroes 

is a live-action and animated short 

film which tells the story of a boy’s 

connection to his imagination. Rusanow 

has won numerous awards for his work 

from the ACS and in 2009 received the 

Kodak AWARD for ‘New Director of 
the Year’. He has a particular aesthetic 
vision and meticulously applies his 
cinematography experience and skill to 
create stunning moving pictures. That is 
evidenced skilfully here.

Rusanow’s cinematoraphy is simple yet 
pristine and mood-setting, companion 
to a nearly twelve-minute journey with 
a subtlety that never overwhelms or 
dominates the film. Director Chris 
Busuttil rather sparsely populates 
the film with dialogue, lending an 
intentionality to each word that works 
nicely within the dynamics of each 
unfolding scene.

The film was partly inspired by the story 
of Rosie Batty, who tragically lost her 
son to domestic violence in 2014 before 
shining a national light on the issue. 
Batty was awarded ‘Australian of the 
Year’ in 2015 and the Batty Foundation 
supported Superheroes. A must-see, it 
will screen twice at the festival.

WOLFE - Director of 
Photography: Lachlan James 
Morton. An intimate confessional from 

Nick, who learned through puberty that 

the imaginery friend in his head was 

real, and violent.

Director Clair Randall wanted to make a 

documentary short that strayed from the 

trend of using metaphor or recreation 

to depict the feeling of a mental illness. 

She simply wanted to express it as it 

was, and Randall was lucky enough 

to be living with a man who earnest 

enough to do it.

Wolfe is also part shot footage, part 

animation. The most important step in 

achieving this visually was to ensure 

that the focus stayed on Nick’s story. 

There could be no distractions. “In the 
interview the best way to do this was a 
simple black background and to make 
it seem like Nick was looking directly 
into the camera lens, so the audience 
would be compelled to look Nick in the 
eye as he was speaking.” says Randall.

Lachlan Jems Morton acts as 
cinematographer and animator on 
Wolfe and his biggest challenge may 
have been maintaining his character’s 
humanity, credibility and likeability. To 
his credit, Morton’s lighting design is 
stellar, capturing both intimacy and 
the dark and disturbing nature of this 
aching human drama. His animation, 
too, is solid across the board, providing 
further evidence that one need not leave 
Australian shores to find remarkable up-
and-coming voices in indie filmmaking.

Wolfe will screen twice at this year’s 
Sydney Film Festival.

Vanessa Abbott is a writer and  

journalist based in Melbourne.

‘Wolfe’ - DOP Lachlan James Morton

‘Superheroes’ - DOP David Rusanow
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