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FROM THE EDITOR

Well, another year has past us by, so here is your final 
Australian Cinematographer for 2017.

This issue we cover John Brawley’s work on the new series 
The Warriors, as well as our recent Milli Award recipient 
Abraham Joffe’s new passion project Ghosts of the Arctic. We 
talk about two upcoming short films A Silent Agreement and 
Lost Face, and of course there’s the considerably larger film 
Thor: Rangarok.

In our Features section we look at the epic new drama The 
Mountain Between Us starring Kate Winslet and Idris Elba, 
featuring some stunning work by cinematographer Mandy 
Walker ACS ASC. Bonnie Elliott ACS talks to us about 
her experiences on the much-anticipated and sure to be 
controversial new Stan series Romper Stomper. Judd Overton 
talks to the magazine about shooting new ABC series The 
Letdown, while Sam Cleveland has a wonderful interview with 
cinematographer of the new series The Bureau of Magical 
Things, Andrew Conder ACS SOC. Shelley Farthing-Dawe 
talks about her new film 1%, shot in Western Australia and 
set within the primal underworld of outlaw motorcycle club 
gangs, and former Milli Award-winning Russell Bacon ACS 
writes about cross-shooting camera and lighting techniques 
for television.

That’s a pretty jam-packed issue, and while 2017 has been 
a blast, I look forward to bringing you all the content we can 
muster in 2018.

Until then...

James Cunningham 
National Editor,  
Australian Cinematographer Magazine

Greetings my ACS colleagues and friends,

December already, which affords me the opportunity to wish 
you all a joyful, safe and happy Christmas shared with family 
and friends.

There has been much said about harassment across all 
media platforms, and I am pleased to say that the ACS has 
responded by holding an EGM attended by all the Branch 
Presidents and others to discuss the whole situation in relation 
to the Society and our members. In January, once things have 
been ratified I will advise you all of the outcomes that will serve 
as a guide to an ACS Code of Conduct for all current and new 
members.

I would like to thank our AC Magazine editorial group led by 
James Cunningham, Ted Rayment ACS, Mylene Ludgate, 
Brad Sampson and Heidi Tobin for continuing to present us 
with a publication that gets better with each issue.

Again to you our members, along with our ACS Branch 
committees and our ACS sponsors, a great debt of gratitude 
and thanks for your continued generous support and your 
collaborative spirit.

So this is Christmas
And what have you done

Another year over
And a new one just begun
And so this is Christmas

I hope you have fun
The near and the dear one

The old and the young

John Winston Lennon

Until next year,

Ron Johanson OAM ACS 
National President, 
Australian Cinematographers Society

FROM THE PRESIDENT

ACS CODE OF CONDUCT POLICY
It is the policy of the Australian Cinematographers Society (ACS) that each and every member of the Society and the greater Film and Television industry has the 
basic right to work in an environment free from any gender bias, harassment or bullying of any kind. The Society will not tolerate any behaviour that is considered 
threatening or disrespectful towards any of our members. 

ACS National Executive



Introducing the new SkyPanel S360-C, the biggest and brightest LED fixture ARRI has ever produced.
Forget the generator truck: as bright as three 12kW tungsten spacelights this 4‘ x 3‘ gorgeously soft source only draws 

1500W - safe for any normal household circuit. Plus: full color control, lighting effects with a huge aperture, wireless DMX 
built in,a unique carbon fiber yoke, and much more. The S360-C is truly a beast of a light.

S360-C: SkyPanel on an immense scale

Let there be Sky.

For more information please contact:

Explore the new SkyPanel: 
www.arri.com/skypanel360

@arriaustralia | facebook.com/arriaustralia

Barbizon Australia
Sydney, Melbourne,
Gold Coast

Tel. 02 9700 9590
australia@barbizon.com
www.barbizon.com.au

CERTIFIED 
LIGHTING DISTRIBUTOR

SOFT LIGHTING | REDEFINED



8 / ACS BRIEF

Touching on universal themes of identity, 
belonging, success, failure and the lure 
of fame, The Warriors follows the once-
great Warriors Football Club, which 
pins its hopes and dwindling reputation 
on three untested rookies and a jaded 
star. For the untested rookies, Maki, 
Zane and Scottie, sporting success 
means leaving home and finding a place 
in an unfamiliar world. The change is 
particularly pronounced for the season’s 
number one draft pick, Maki, who 
swaps the remote Aboriginal community 
where he grew up for the bright lights of 
Melbourne.

Working with vision, speed and an 
inherently collaborative nature, the 
show’s Cinematographer, John Brawley, 
has developed a reputation as one of 
Australia’s most talented and sought 
after Directors of Photography. Since 
graduating from AFTRS he has built 
an impressive slate of credits including 
Queen Of The South, Beautiful Lie, 
Hunters, Offspring, Puberty Blues, Party 
Tricks, Underbelly and Hiding.

Filmed on location in Melbourne, as 
well as the remote Kimberley region, 
authenticity and naturalism were key 
elements of The Warriors. Brawley 
explains, “Heightened naturalism is 
what we were going for. We wanted 
to observe this story and also be IN 
the story. We wanted the cameras to 
be reactionary and engaged. To run 
alongside the play, not just watching 

BLACK MAGIC
An authentic, fresh and poignant take on the often public drama  

and big business of professional sport – by Charlotte Jover

from the sidelines.” 

To ensure authenticity shooting hard 
hitting game play, Brawley used a 
number of URSA Mini 4.6K PL cameras, 
as well as Micro Cinema Cameras, from 
Blackmagic Design to capture every 
part of a match and the stars’ reactions 
during a game. This included views from 
the ball itself.

“The URSA Mini was a very flexible 
camera. It has a very high resolution 
sensor that has a really great look 
of its own once you set it up. The A 
and B cameras were built as hand 
held cameras, and the C and D 
cameras were built as production 
mode cameras with larger lenses, rails, 
extension viewfinders etc. This enabled 
us to very quickly change between 
hand held and production mode within 
the scene,” said Brawley.

The Warriors is a landmark Australian 
television project, exclusively written 
and directed by some of the country’s 
finest Indigenous talent, including Jon 
Bell (Cleverman), Tony Briggs (The 
Sapphires) and exciting newcomer 
Tracey Rigney.

The crew used Micro cameras when 
they couldn’t physically get a 4.6K 
camera in the action. Brawley also used 
a Micro Cinema Camera where it was 
built into a hollowed out football so 
he could give the ‘football cam’ to the 
actors, allowing them to pass and kick 

the football giving the audience a view 
of the play otherwise unseen.

Directed by Adrian Russell Wills 
(Wentworth), Beck Cole (Black 
Comedy), Steven McGregor (Redfern 
Now) and straight from a director’s 
attachment on Alien: Covenant with 
Ridley Scott – Catriona McKenzie (The 
Gods of Wheat Street).

As many of the cast were first time 
actors, Brawley tried to cross shoot 
as much as possible so as not to 
inhibit their acting and to make sure 
the priority was always placed on their 
performance. “We wanted to make 
sure we always had a priority on 
performance. A small agile camera 
is perfect because you have much 
longer endurance for operating hand 
held without really sacrificing your 
look… I was able to shoot ProRes 444 
which gives us GREAT flexibility in the 
grade. It means you can handle mixed 
lighting more, and those times you 
sometimes can’t fix things in lighting, 
you have the extra little safety net of 
fixing it in the grade,” said Brawley.

The Warriors was produced by 
Arenamedia with John Harvey and with 
the assistance of Screen Australia, ABC 
TV and Film Victoria with worldwide 
distribution by eOne.

Charlotte Jover is with the  

Red Agency in Melbourne.

Gordon Churchill as Maki Birrawuy in ‘The Warriors’ - PHOTO Supplied
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BEST SERVED COLD
Milli Award-winning Abraham Joffe ACS films polar bears in  

-29°C conditions for Ghosts of the Arctic – by Abraham Joffe

I had shot a few projects at the poles, 
but always had reached the locations 
via ship. It’s the easiest and most 
practical way to see the frozen parts 
of our planet. When the prospect of an 
overland polar bear shoot came up, my 
wonder and excitement was lit. 

The island of Svalbard in the high 
Arctic has the most northern populated 
town in the world, Longyearbyen. It’s 
a last post people tend to head to on 
trips to the frozen northern ice cap 
and the North Pole. It’s also home to 
an estimated population of around 
3000 polar bears. Our mission was to 
capture footage and photographs of 
the bears from ground level during the 
stark beauty of winter. This project was 
self-funded by my production company 
Untitled Film Works. I like to undertake 
usually one special passion project a 
year, and this was something that was 
two-years in the planning. The subject 
of our film was polar photographer 
Joshua Holko. Joining me on the 

production was the only other crew 
member, Cinematographer Dom West.

“When the prospect of 
an overland polar bear 

shoot came up,  
my wonder and 

excitement was lit.”

Due to the nature of the shoot; frozen 
conditions, skeleton crew, and being 
self-driven on snowmobile, meant that 
we really had to choose carefully what 
we shot on. Each day we covered 
around two-hundred kilometres on 
snowmobile, returning each day to our 
camp in town. We were there in March, 
the tail end of winter. Our first day out 
on the snow mobiles actually was the 
coldest day in Svalbard for over two 
years! Temps hovered around -29°C, 

that’s before the wind chill was factored 
in. Cold! 

I had never experienced those kinds 
of temperatures, and neither had our 
gear. We wanted to shoot in at least 4K, 
with our final camera choices coming 
down to the RED Epic W, Canon C300 
and the Sony A7s2. Each provided a 
different feature that we drew upon. 
The Epic, coupled with the stunning 
Canon 50-1000mm Cine zoom was our 
choice for the wildlife sequences which 
we wanted captured in high resolution 
and high frame rate. The C300 provided 
a great hand-held setup for the PTC’s 
with its lovely image and onboard audio. 
The A7s2 mounted on either a Ronin 
M or Pilot Fly, enabled ease of shooting 
on the back of the snowmobile. This 
camera we fed into an Atomos Inferno 
so we could record in 10bit ProRes 
HQ. Finally we flew a DJI Inspire 1 RAW 
which completed the coverage by 
provided us stunning landscape aerials.

Director Gillian Armstrong AM speaking during a panel on Female Filmmakers on the Frontline  
- PHOTO Adam Hollingworth / MEAA

Abraham Joffe filming polar bears in the Arctic - PHOTO Supplied
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The biggest challenge was keeping 
the batteries warm for each system. 
Especially the drone. We solved this 
issue by taping the sides of each battery 
with hand-warmers. The batteries were 
then stuffed down inside our jackets 
and trousers. If batteries went on warm, 
they tended to function well. We did 
however have the 7inch screen on 
our RED shatter in the cold, as well 
as rolling the snowmobile trailer-sled 
on the last day crushing the inspire. 
Our documentary projects are always 
tough on the gear but this was next 
level! Ultimately I was very pleased 
with the combined aesthetic of these 
cameras and I think they all cut together 
beautifully. 

Dom West is a very talented operator 
and has been working for me for a 
few years now. His knack for getting 
the most out of any physical shooting 
situation is brilliant. He also has a much 
better sense of balance from his years 
as a top in-line skater/shooter. Handy 
skills to have when perched filming off 
the back of a speeding snowmobile. 

I have some extremely hard-working 
and skilled crew working full time for 
me. The benefits of working as a team 
every day is that we have learnt to get 
the most out of our varied skill sets. On 
a personal level, we have learnt how 
to keep each others spirits lifted when 

days get tough. This shoot, with all its 
challenges, certainly pushed West and 
myself to the very limits. Things would 
have been easier with at least one more 
crew member, but we did it in the end.

My favourite sequence is in the opening, 
with Holko walking through a ripping 
blizzard, only to drop to his stomach 
and photograph reindeer feeding on 
the frozen ground. It’s always hard to 
recreate the feeling of wild weather, but 
on this occasion I think we managed to. 
The other memorable scene was filming 
Holko traverse an ice-field on his snow 
mobile. I don’t think I’ve been anywhere 
that feels less like this world. It had all 
the features of exploring a frozen moon 
of Saturn. It was moments like this 
when all the cold and effort to get out 
there began to feel worth it.

“It had all the features 
of exploring a frozen 

moon of Saturn.”

We completed the post production 
at our studio in Annandale, Sydney. 
West and I spent a couple of weeks 
fine tuning the edit and had Holko fly 
up from Melbourne to complete the 
recording on the final voice-over. It was 

important, like always, to ensure the 
structure of the piece was just right 
before we got caught up in individual 
shots. It’s quite easy to be too close to 
the cinematography, so I find it great to 
collaborate with an editor who sees the 
material objectively. 

We opted for a final aspect of 2.45:1 
as I felt the grandeur of the landscapes 
warranted it. It also helped having shot 
it mostly in 6K resolution, enabling some 
reframing at times. We had our long-
term colourist Fred El Harris come into 
the studio and help us with the final 
grade. We obviously went for a look that 
enhanced the bitter cold and isolation of 
the landscape.

I am very happy with how this passion 
project came together. We took a 
big gamble that we were actually 
able to track down and film polar 
bears up close. It could have very 
well been a scenic adventure with no 
pay-off. It helped of course having 
the right ground team and perhaps 
the best guide in Svalbard lead us on 
snowmobile. In hindsight I would have 
worn layered head coverings from day 
one to avoid getting frost-bite, but hey, 
you live and learn.

Abraham Joffe ACS  won the 2017 Milli Award 

for ‘Australian Cinematographer of the Year’ for 

his work on the Canon/Netflix series  

Tales by Light.

A scene from ‘Ghosts of the Arctic’ - DOP Abraham Joffe ACS
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THE FUR THIEF
Sean Meehan’s short film, Lost Face brings home thirty awards, twenty nominations  

and is now under consideration for an Academy Award –  by Slade Phillips

With breathtaking scenery, moody 
atmosphere, and impressive production 
design, Sean Meehan’s Lost Face is a 
film that’s easy to fall in love with.

Meehan graduated film school in 
Western Australia before spending a 
decade in the camera department, 
working his way through 2nd AC 
to cinematographer on television 
commercials and feature films. He still 
shoots most of his own work. Meehan 
has been directing commercials for 
fourteen years and has shot and 
directed high profile, big budget 
campaigns for international clients 
including Volkswagen, Pepsi and 
Tourism Australia, winning multiple 
awards for advertising including two 
Cannes Lions.

But recently, his film Lost Face has 
been making a mark around the world 
having earned prizes at multiple festivals 
including Edmonton International Film 
Festival, Calgary International Film 
Festival and Palm Springs International 
Shortfest. The film was selected for 
seventy film festivals! The now award-
winning film is based on Jack London’s 
short story of the same name and is 

currently in consideration for the the 
‘Academy Award for Best Live Action 
Short Film’. Lost Face is Meehan’s first 
short film.

“I first read the short story as a 
teenager,” says Meehan. “Even back 
then it made quite an impression on 
me. Many years later, when I was 
looking for an idea I could adapt 
into a short film, I re-read it and was 
immediately drawn in again by the 
powerful layering of the storytelling, 
the vivid characters and the inherent 
drama of the situation.”

Set in mid-1800s Russian America, 
Subienkow (Martin Dubreuil) finds 
himself the second-to-last survivor of a 
group of Russian fur-thieves who have 
just been defeated by liberators from 
the local tribe they have enslaved as 
forced labour. Now he faces a long, 
protracted and painful death unless he 
can come up with a plan for escape. 
Meehan fell in love with London’s 
story as a teenager. As an adult, he 
adapted it into a screenplay and hopes 
this wonderful story may spark some 
conversations about current indigenous 
issues.

“I did however have one hesitation 
about London’s original story, and 
that was how best to approach the 
indigenous element,” explains Meehan.

“Natives tricked by invaders. It’s a 
touchy subject and one I was keen 
not to trivialise or sensationalise. 
It happened time and again. I was 
lucky that the wonderful indigenous 
cast agreed with me that this was a 
story worth telling. It was always my 
intention not to pass judgement on the 
actions of any of the characters and 
to portray the indigenous side of the 
story with dignity and nuance. I hope 
I have succeeded there.”

The film was shot over the course of 
three days in the Canadian Rockies. 
The crew braved a ‘Chinook’, a hot 
wind that blows over the mountains, 
and other perilous conditions to capture 
the short. 

Kudos to the film’s incredible cast, who 
all give the film an unmistakable aura of 
authenticity.

Slade Phillips is a Writer based in Sydney.

A scene from the short film ‘Lost Face’  
- DIR/DOP Sean Meehan





Ragnarok may be a universe away from 
the leafy streets of Adelaide, but it was 
here that Rising Sun Pictures produced 
almost two-hundred of the final visual 
effects shots for Thor: Ragnarok¸ the 
new film from Marvel Studios. Working 
under the supervision of Director Taika 
Waititi, and Cinematographer Javier 
Aguirresarobe ACS AEC (Vicki Cristina 
Barcelona) Rising Sun Pictures spent 
more than eighteen months helping 
to craft some of the epic film’s most 
memorable, creative and technically 
challenging scenes.

Imprisoned on the other side of the 
universe, the mighty Thor (Chris 
Hemsworth) finds himself in a deadly 
gladiatorial contest that pits him against 
the Hulk (Mark Ruffalo), his former 
ally and fellow Avenger. With Marvel 
properties, as with Betelgeuse, third 
time’s always the charm. Each hero 
starts with a carefully pitched origin 
story; then comes a sequel to raise the 
stakes. But it’s not until part three that a 
series is given free rein to cut loose, let 
its hair down and be a little reckless.

Highlights from their contribution include 
a sequence dubbed ‘Val’s Flashback’ 
involving a furious battle between the 
film’s villain, Hela (Cate Blanchett), and 
an army of Valkyrie. Val’s Flashback, 
which plays out in artful slow motion 

GODS AND MONSTERS
Adelaide’s Rising Sun Pictures hammers out the visual effects for  

Marvel Studios’ Thor: Ragnarok – by Vanessa Abbott

under glittering light, describes a fatal 
encounter between Valkyrie warriors 
and Hela, the Asgardian Goddess 
of Death. The female warriors, riding 
winged steeds, emerge from portals 
in the sky only to be mercilessly struck 
down by Hela using her powers.

Led by Senior Visual Effects Supervisor 
Tom Wood, the team began working 
on the scene in early 2016 during 
pre-production. Artists prepared 3D 
pre-visualisation encompassing every 
element of the sequence to serve as a 
guide for subsequent production and 
post.

“But we also needed  
to accommodate  
Cate Blanchett’s 

performance and the 
action of the scene.”

Production was conducted on a 
soundstage in Queensland. Slow 
motion effects were achieved by 
capturing actor performances via a 
Phantom camera operating at 900 fps. 
The imagery was given a further surreal 
cast through the use of a rotating 
lighting system that bathed the scene in 
undulating patterns of light and shadow.

On-Set Visual Effects, Concept and 

Pre-Visualisation Supervisor Adam 
Paschke headed an on-set team that 
gathered practical data and provided 
technical advice during the shoot. 
Production was followed by months of 
character animation, visual effects, 3D, 
matte painting and compositing at the 
Adelaide studio to produce the finished 
scenes.

RSP was a natural choice for the 
flashback scene due to its considerable 
expertise in slow motion visual effects. 
For the films X-Men: Days of Future 
Past and X-Men: Apocalypse, the 
studio provided the visual effects magic 
for several scenes demonstrating the 
hyper-speed abilities of the mutant 
Quicksilver. Thor: Ragnarok, however, 
takes slow motion into a new, and 
technically challenging, direction. 
“Waititi conceived a fantastic scene,” 
notes Wood. “We pre-visualised their 
concept, attended the shoot and, as 
soon as editing was complete, went 
straight into production. The pre-
vis broke the sequence into multiple 
layers, each of which was shot 
separately, and reassembled bit by bit 
in post.”

The Cinematographer along with 
Production Designers Dan Hennah and 
Ra Vincent dream up a vivid colour-
palette and surreal visual aesthetic that 
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Cate Blanchett as Hela ‘Thor: Ragnarok’ - DOP Javier Aguirresarobe AEC ASC



highlights the material’s science fiction 
and videogame qualities. The effects 
studio also took great care in preparing 
Hela’s accoutrements, including her 
cape, the cowl she wears on her head, 
and her menacing antlers. Artists initially 
developed concepts for Hela’s costume 
for a trailer that screened at Comic 
Con in 2016 but continued to refine the 
look through later stages of production. 
“It was quite tricky,” recalls Head of 
Lighting and Look Development Shane 
Aherne. 

“We needed to remain consistent with 
the assets’ practical counterparts 
and with their representations in 
the original Marvel comics. But we 
also needed to accommodate Cate 
Blanchett’s performance and the 
action of the scene.”

RSP utilised digital characters to 
perform actions impossible for a human 
or to facilitate integration into the 
scene. This was especially important 
for characters that exhibited magical 
powers or super-human strength. In 
most instances, the character’s motion 
was derived from motion capture data 
from the actor. 

“Motion capture will get you ninety-
percent of the way there, but the 
rest has to be sculpted to the CG 

character,” explains Head of Creatures 
Tim Mackintosh. “It’s a labour-
intensive process and one that requires 
artists with a lot of different skill sets.”

‘The Palace Fight’ depicts a 
confrontation between Hela and 
Thor that plays out over some sixty 
shots. Although live-action elements 
were filmed on a practical set, the 
production ultimately chose to have 
the entire background replaced with a 
3D environment created by Rising Sun 
Pictures.

“In the finished scene, 
Thor is the only  

non-digital element.”

In the finished scene, Thor is the only 
non-digital element. “Replacing the 
background in its entirety created its 
own challenges,” observes 2D Lead 
Jess Burnheim. “It meant that we 
had to extract Hemsworth from the 
plate with no blue screen. We literally 
rotoscoped everything, including his 
hair. It was painstaking work.”

Rising Sun Pictures also contributed 
to a scene featuring Hela’s troop 
of skeleton soldiers, which again 
involved the use of digital characters. 
Additionally, artists created a 3D version 
of Thor’s famous hammer for a scene 
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where it is crushed by Hela. Despite the 
project’s complexity, lengthy schedule, 
and growing shot list, the work 
proceeded smoothly. 

Waititi and his Cinematographer give 
the film a completely unique, almost 
dream-like look; the film is just a tad 
brighter and more washed-out than the 
other Marvel movies, so it really does 
feel like you’re watching otherworldly 
beings, and the cinematography is 
enhanced by a groovy synth-heavy 
Mark Mothersbaugh score.

“Animation and creatures are separate 
entities at many studios, but we’ve 
unified the departments in a single 
smooth pipeline,” Mackintosh says. 
“As this was our first Marvel Studios 
show, we wanted to give it our best 
effort,” says Howe. “It’s a big step 
forward for us.” 

This all combines to make Thor: 
Ragnarok one of the best-looking 
Marvel films, free of the parking lot 
grey colour scheme that seems to 
be so prevalent in most of their other 
adventures.

Vanessa Abbott is a Writer  

based in Melbourne.

Chris Hemsworth as hor in ‘Thor: Ragnarok’ - DOP Javier Aguirresarobe AEC ASC
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WHEN SILENCE IS GOLDEN
Cinematographer Bebi Zekirovski shoots the independent feature A Silent Agreement –  by William E. Morris

Films such as A Silent Agreement 
do not come along every day. In an 
Australian first, Auslan (Australian 
Sign Language) is brought to the big 
screen with purpose and poignancy 
in a charming and thought-provoking 
drama, laced with cross-culture 
romance and the universal human need 
to find belonging and fulfilment.

Cinematographer on the project, Bebi 
Zekirovski, got on board after being 
approached by the film’s Writer/Director 
Davo Hardy. The two had worked 
together on a few projects in the past. 
“We know each other’s styles and we 
work well as a team, so that’s why it 
was easy for me to say yes to him on 
this,” says Zekirovski.

A stuttering, socially anxious writer falls 
in love with a profoundly deaf human 
rights activist and together they set 
about pursuing their mutual filmmaking 
and performance ambitions. Reuben 
(played by the film’s Director), learns 
to sign with his new boyfriend. Their 
romance takes on a sweetly curative 
manner as it restores his speech 
confidence with an emotive, gestural 
support structure.

After reading the script, Hardy and 

Zekirovski had a few meetings where 
they spoke about camera, lenses, the 
look of the movie and also the relatively 
small budget of the film. “We decided 
to go with the Blackmagic Mini Ursa 
4.6K. I have previously used this 
camera and I was happy with the final 
result,” explains Zekirovski. “With this 
we had the option to shoot in 4K and 
the look is very cinematic while also 
suited to our budget.”

Having worked with Hardy previously, 
the Cinematographer knows the 
Director’s style and visa-versa. For 
Zekirovski, this made it a bit easier to 
understand what Hardy wanted. “He 
showed me some references that he 
was thinking of and then we both 
sat down and I told him what I was 
thinking about and how I see it,” he 
says.

“My camera crew had never worked 
with me previously,” says Zekirovski. 
“They were all new to me but we did 
work well together. I was then involved 
in the parts of post-production such 
as colour-grading. I saw the whole 
process and I’m happy with the final 
result.”

Looking back now from the very start of 

this project and having that first meeting 
with Hardy, Zekirovski says he thinks 
the team achieved everything they were 
looking for, and definitely thinks they 
succeed. A Silent Agreement now has 
distribution and it will get seen around 
the world. “People will watch it, some 
will like it, some not,” Zekirovski 
continues, “but I think we did our part 
and the project didn’t end up on a 
shelf or in a drawer.”

“What would I have done differently? 
I think every cinematographer is never 
100% happy with his work,” says 
Zekirovski. “It was my first feature film 
and it was a great experience.”

Featuring some authentically deaf 
actors, the cast of A Silent Agreement 
brought rich, passionate performances 
to life and the harrowing journey of 
an aspiring writer as he overcomes 
his obstacles is given a fresh and 
meaningful setup. In this, his third 
feature, Hardy has clearly poured a 
lot of his own personal experience 
and touched on a facet of the human 
experience that will resonate with any 
sensitive and creative heart.

William E. Morris is a former student of AFTRS.

Bebi Zekirovski on location with ‘A Silent Agreement’ - PHOTO Supplied



At the end of November the South 
Australian branch of the ACS held 
an ‘Introduction to Anamorphic’ 
workshop afternoon with talented 
cinematographers Geoffrey Hall ACS 
and Viv Madigan presenting.

Twenty-one South Australian members 
were presented with two sets of 
Anamorphics and a set of spherical 
lenses on three ARRI Alexas.  Of course 
the sphericals were on a 4:3 sensor 
so the different lenses could easily be 
compared. We had a set of LoMo’s 
from Cameraquip, a set of Cookes from 
HyperFocal and local supplier Picture 
Hire provided the standard lenses which 
were all set up in Anifex’s studio.

Both Hall and Madigan screened 
various clips of their anamorphic work 
on the cyclorama and discussed 
why they had chosen anamorphic 
for the productions, or why on some 

SHOOTING WIDE
Award-winning cinematographer Geoffrey Hall ACS (Chopper) leads an  

‘Introduction to Anamorphic’ workshop in Adelaide – by Ernie Clark ACS

occasions, they had mixed anamorphic 
with spherical lenses.

Focus issues, sharpness, length of 
lenses, depth of field, weight of lenses, 
minimum focus issues, macro and 
anamorphics, using split diopters, 
anamorphic flares were just some of the 
subjects covered.

“Twenty-one South 
Australian members were 
presented with two sets 
of anamorphics and a 

set of spherical lenses on 
three ARRI Alexas.”

Then, out to the street to see the lenses 
performing with more depth than we 
could achieve in studio. For the last 
section of the five hour workshop we 
ran sections of some great International 

films to see whether the attendees 
could pick which films had been shot 
widescreen or anamorphic.

The day was very well received as 
for many had never been on set with 
anamorphics before. We wrapped 
up with a wine and a beer and I’m 
sure there’ll be a few up and coming 
cinematographers trying to convince 
producers to shoot anamorphic in the 
future.

Many thanks to all who contributed to 
this free event including Cameraquip, 
HyperFocal, Picture Hire, ProAV 
Solutions, Sony, Anifex & Nima Nabili 
Rad, and of course Geoffrey Hall ACS, 
Viv Madigan and our South Australian 
Committee.

Ernie Clark ACS is the President of the  

South Australian branch, and National  

Vice-President of the ACS.

Geoffrey Hall ACS and Viv Madigan at the ‘Introduction to Anamorphic’ workshop - PHOTO Ernie Clark ACS
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Cinematographer Steve Munro �lming ‘The Rabbit's Foot” on location   Photo Credit: Liam Patrick
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QUEST TO CAMERIMAGE
Cinematographer Meg White attends Camerimage as part of the Drew Llewelyn ACS Scholarship –  by Meg White

Camerimage is a film festival where 
it’s not always about seeing films but 
meeting the people who make them, 
the tools that get used and people 
they with whom they collaborated. You 
could easily spend the week completely 
engaged with the festival and not watch 
any films, a testament to the scale of 
content built into the program. This 
density proved to be an education in 
decision making and prioritising; there 
wasn’t a day where something I would 
like to have seen or attended didn’t 
clash without something else equally 
valuable. 

Despite its focus on the craft of 
cinematography, Camerimage is 
inclusive and celebratory of other art 
forms. As part of the festival, I went to 
presentations from both David Lynch 
and Gregory Crewdson who launched 
their exhibition Silence and Dynamism 
and Cathedral of the Pines in Torún, an 
hour away from Bydgoszcz. I couldn’t 
pass the opportunity to see work of 
these two artists in the one place. It 
was also a unique experience to see 
David Lynch talk about transcendental 
meditation and see the special 
relationship Lynch has with this part of 
Poland and Camerimage.

I attended as many workshops or 

seminars as possible, but found there 
were three which stood out. Like a 
Virgin, was a conversation between 
Anthony Dod Mantle DFF BSC ASC, 
Ed Lachman ASC and Chris Doyle 
that discussed art, politics and their 
approach to new and old relationships 
with directors. A Conversation with 
John Toll felt short after 2.5 hrs of Toll 
and some of his collaborating crew 
telling stories and explaining setups 
from scenes of his most successful 
films. It was nice to hear and see 
familiar names and faces from home in 
this presentation. 

I thoroughly enjoyed The Next Level 
with Rachel Morrison, Nina Badoux and 
Maria Van Hauswolff, a panel of three 
cinematographer discussing their career 
progressions and how they started 
out. This was incredibly insightful, 
entertaining and resonant to my career 
status. Of the technical seminars, my 
favourite was the Panavision one The 
Beauty of 8k Large Format.

Of the films I watched Sweet Country 
and Potentiae were my favourites, 
both winning awards on closing night. 
Warwick Thornton and Dylan River also 
gave a very insightful press interview on 
the shooting of their film. Wayne Isham 
brought his own unique energy to the 

music video completion screening and 
closing ceremony.

My invitation from Illuminatrix, the 
UK based female cinematography 
collective, to attend a dinner for female 
cinematographers, was a standout of 
my experience and not even part of the 
festival program. I have never been in 
room full of 50 plus women who were all 
cinematographers or associated with its 
practice. 

The parties and time spent outside the 
festival program were just as vital to the 
experience of Camerimage. The new 
people I met or old friends or colleagues 
I got to spend time with were the 
most invaluable and memorable parts 
of trip. It was these encounters that 
extended my international network, my 
perspective on future projects and other 
avenues of practice.

The Drew Llewelyn Scholarship was 
undoubtedly an amazing experience, 
not only in extending my knowledge 
base but inspiring my career and greater 
connections with the international 
cinematography community. 

Meg White was awarded the Drew Llewelyn ACS 

Scholarship in 2017.

Meg White with Dominick Aiello from Panavision, at Camerimage in Poland - PHOTO Supplied
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Idris Elba as Dr. Ben Bass in ‘The Mountain Between Us’ - PHOTO Kimberley French



WIDE OPEN 
SPACES

Cinematographer Mandy Walker ACS ASC  
infuses intimacy and scale for  

Director Hany Abu-Assad’s survival story  
The Mountain Between Us.

- by Meredith Emmanuel



Love finds us in mysterious ways, and nothing can be closer 
to the truth than in The Mountain Between Us, a gripping, 
cinematic tale of romance between two complete strangers, 
who endure a life-and-death struggle after their charter plane 
crashes on a snow-covered mountain. 

When an impending storm strands Alex (played by Academy-
Award winner Kate Winslet) in an Idaho airport the night 
before her wedding, the tenacious photojournalist desperately 
tries to find a connecting flight to New York. She decides on 
soliciting the help of Walter (Beau Bridges) and his small Piper 
plane, offering accidental acquaintance, Ben Bass (Idris Elba), 
a children’s neurosurgeon traveling to Maryland, an open seat. 
Flying over northeastern Utah to Denver, their pilot suffers a 
stroke and dies when the aircraft violently smashes off radar. 
Alex and Ben wake injured, taking shelter inside the fuselage 
hoping to be rescued before rations run out. When days pass 
with no aid in sight they turn to each other to make it down to 
safety. 

Adapted from Charles Martin’s book of the same name, from 
screenwriters Chris Weitz and J. Mills Goodloe, the movie 
focuses on the harrowing circumstance and culminating bond 
between Alex and Ben. “Hany Abu-Assad wanted the film to 
be as realistic as possible,” says the film’s Cinematographer 
Mandy Walker ACS ASC, whose credits include Australia 
(2008) and Hidden Figures (2016), the latter receiving best 
motion picture of the year honours. 

In their first collaboration – connected by production 
executives at Fox 2000 – the early discussions with the 
Dutch/Palestinian Director and two-time nominee for the 
Academy Award for Best Foreign Language Film (Paradise 
Now, Omar) had little to do with visuals. “We spoke about 

story. How this is really an emotional journey of the 
characters and the enormous obstacles they encounter,” 
says Walker. “You needed to feel the elegance and beauty 
of the environment but also the danger of the situation.” All 
of this is very much at the heart of the film as the two distinct 
yet deeply complementary protagonists trek their way through 
bottomless snow and the vast, brutal landscape high in the 
Unitas Wilderness (located in northeastern Utah) towards 
civilisation. 

To capture the spectacular, pillow white surroundings and 
vivid blue sky, they wanted to shoot nature’s splendour on 
an epic digital Alexa 65mm widescreen canvas and reflect 
intimate moments with digital Alexa 35mm anamorphic. The 
circumstances the characters face in the film changes them 
both physically and emotionally. Walker continually asked 
herself “where are we at on this journey” to connect the 
audience to the page. “Abu-Assad wrote me slug lines for 
each scene in the movie describing what he was trying to 
say in terms of storytelling and journey of the characters,” 
she notes. “I always carried that in the back of my mind on 
shoot day to weigh how the camera should cover a scene 
and how you make the audience feel.” 

The Mountain Between Us is an aesthetically emotional 
triumph but a logistical one as well. Abu-Assad did not look 
to green screen or fake landscapes to mimic mountainous 
terrain, but elected to find practical locations to build an 
authentic look. The Purcell Mountain range with peaks above 
3,353m (11,000 ft) in British Columbia, Canada provided 
the picturesque vistas and rugged environment needed for 
exteriors.

Before heading to elevation, the terrifying plane crash was 
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Cinematographer Mandy Walker ACS ASC with A-Camera First Assistant Doug Lavender shooting 
‘The Mountain Between Us’ - PHOTO Supplied



shot first on a Vancouver sound stage. A broken down 
fuselage without wings or tail section was mounted on top 
of a gimbal 4m above the ground to simulate the flying then 
falling aircraft. The gimbal was driven by a model version of 
itself, operated by the Special Effects team. To illustrate a 
sense of being trapped inside, the sequence was shot in one 
continuous take without cutting to exteriors. The four and a 
half minute scene demanded thorough coordination from the 
entire crew. Actors had to climb through a small side window 

of the plane and inside Walker mounted an ALEXA Mini on a 
Libra Mini stabilising remote head paired with a Panavision 
C-Series 55mm lens. Panavision’s Vice President of optical 
engineering Dan Sasaki brought the focus forward so it could 
focus close to the lens but didn’t focus past 5m, allowing the 
adjusted lens to sit close to the actors’ faces. The camera 
was then strung from an I-beam allowing it to move up and 
down the length of the aircraft on an XY axis and pan 360 
degrees. 
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Idris Elba and Kate Winslet in ‘The Mountain Between Us’ - PHOTO Kimberley French

Kate Winslet as Alex Martin in ‘The Mountain Between Us’ - PHOTO Kimberley French



Positioned outside a window, Dolly Grip Ryan Monro was 
controlling the move of the camera from outside one of the 
windows and importantly kept the camera from bumping into 
the actors. “Abu-Assad wanted the audience to feel like 
they were in the plane. He didn’t want to manipulate the 
angles to what was happening and to shoot it in real time,” 
expresses the Cinematographer. 

After two days of rehearsal, the one-er was shot twenty-four 
times over a single day. It’s a horrifying amusement park ride 
that takes viewers through the fuselage where crew timed 
the entire nose to breakaway letting the camera swing out 
to show the pilot before moving to the rear to see Alex and 
Ben clamouring for their lives. During the four and half minute 
scene (only one tiny hidden cut), the small aircraft crumples 
apart, skating to its messy end atop the remote mountain 
range. The crash was shot against a white background 
instead of green screen so the interior could be lit for 360 
degrees and the plane would do 30 degree tilts. If we had 
green screen there would have been no place to hide lighting. 
Then visual effects layered the background into the white and 
pieced it all together over three months.

Shooting in the Purcell Mountains proved to be difficult 
with Walker recognising this early on during scouting. 
Temperatures can plummet to -40°C in the high altitude, 
pushing equipment to its limits. Safety was another big 
concern as production placed survival huts at every location.

Staging base camp nearby at Horsethief Creek, the area 
acted as an on-location back lot, allowing Abu-Assad 
to continue to shoot even if the mountain locations were 
inaccessible. With such adverse weather conditions, First 
Assistant Director Paul Barry needed to prep four different 
daily call sheets while Executive Producer Becki Cross Trujillo 
handled the logistics, consulting with helicopter pilots and 
Location Manager Robin Mounsey to determine if it would 
be safe to film. If favourable, Bell Helicopter would initially fly 
Abu-Assad, Walker, Mounsey, and Barry to ensure the actors, 
essential crew and safety teams made it to the top of the 
mountain. 

Two ALEXA 65s and Panavision Sphero 65 lenses captured 
the grandeur of the Purcell scenery. “Once you get over 
11,000 feet there isn’t much atmosphere and it’s very high 
contrast,” says Walker. “I did some testing in Vancouver 
and the ALEXA 65 gave much more detail because of the 
size of the image you’re shooting. It allowed greater scope 
for skin tones between our actors and added more detail 
in the shadows and highlights between the white snow 
and Elba’s face.” The Cinematographer also preferred the 
artefacts of the older glass. “Abu-Assad explained to me 
about the effect he wanted to make between macro and 
micro within each scene. He wanted it to be grand in scale, 
yet intimate in the detail.” 

Cold conditions didn’t make anything easy as cameras had 
to be switched on 24 hours a day or they would freeze and 
batteries had to be packed in heaters. The custom made 

Panavision 2700mm, which was used for super-long shots on 
the mountain, experienced trouble in the brisk weather. “The 
lens couldn’t focus up to infinity. So on a Sunday we took 
it to a ski repair shop in Vancouver and the ski engineer 
somehow shimmed 2mm off the lens so it would focus to 
infinity,” says Walker. 

The crew needed to find a way to film without adding 
footprints to the fresh powder as the actors had to appear 
in an untouched, pristine environment. “Abu-Assad desired 
a moving camera on the actors as they ventured down the 
mountain to be travelling with them, so we designed camera 
moves to accentuate the emotional beats of each scene,” 
explains Walker. The snow was too deep to lay dolly track. 
Cameras were instead fixed to a Libra remote head and built 
on a sled dolly built on snow boards for use in deeper snow 
and a smaller one for when the snow was more packed 
down. A modular crane was also flown up in parts over 
three days and assembled by the grip department to stay 
on location for the eight-day shooting schedule on top of the 
mountain. There, they were limited to six hours of daylight 
each day, due to safety concerns. 

While the majority of post-crash interior scenes were shot on 
stage, an area only 3.5m on the mountain staged the action 
for when Ben reaches the top of the mountain peak, this 
shot was done on steadicam. The fuselage, including part of 
a wing and the engine, was carried by helicopter to the top 
with the tail section, which was torn away in the crash, being 
placed at another location. Because we shot the interiors first 
and it would be impossible to match the lighting of the set 
and the exterior mountain location, Walker and Production 
Designer Patrice Vermette decided the windows of the aircraft 
should be frosted so no direct sun would shine in. They also 
tilted the aircraft so the windows on the south side would be 
buried in the snow. “We made it so the windows would glow 
but never receive direct sunlight. This way when we cut 
between both you don’t have changes in the continuity of 
the light.” 

Walker physically couldn’t bring big lighting equipment nor 
did she use special filters on the mountain, but used flare and 
a white, 4x4 and 8x8 bounces close to the actors for close 
ups to bring out the eyes. Grips wore white suits to act as 
reflectors too sometimes on difficult locations. “By having the 
Alexa 65, the right lenses and Leon Rivers-Moore, a very 
good Digital Intermediate, I feel like we got the look we 
wanted in difficult lighting situations,” says Walker. “The 
most difficult thing was maintaining enough light on Elba 
and detail in the snow. We managed to do that using a very 
precise exposure when the light was going up and down.” 

Rehearsals were non-existent as well, though they didn’t 
want the film to look like a documentary but rather elegant 
and composed. Roughly half the shots were planned with 
one in particular being when Ben walks out of the crashed 
plane in the morning. The Cinematographer wanted it to be 
like “a little mouse coming out of his hole for the first time 



Kate Winslet trudges across peaks alongside a yellow Labrador, played by two dogs named Raleigh and Austin,  
in ‘The Mountain Between Us’ - PHOTO Kimberley French



seeing the great big wide world.” The tandem only 
storyboarded four scenes; a cougar encounter where 
Alex fires at the animal with a flare gun, Ben falling down 
the mountainside, an underwater scene where Winslet 
herself plunges into frigid waters, and the aforementioned 
plane crash. “We didn’t stop working and didn’t break 
for lunch when we were up there,” says Walker. “The 
elements would change so we would change on the fly 
in response to the talent’s natural performances and the 
conditions at hand.”

As Alex and Ben make it to the lower elevations the 
journey intensifies and the camera pushes in and moves 
faster with the characters. When they reach below the 
tree line, the camera crew used a Technocrane attached 
to a Taurus tractor that could drive through the 1.5m thick 
snow for tracking shots so as not to create footprints. 

Production was able to find or build many of these 
locations all within a half-hour from its home base, 
including the stump-root shelter and entrance to the 
snow dome cave. The largest build is the desolate cabin 
where Alex and Ben take shelter. It was constructed 
on the same Vancouver stage as the fuselage and 
transported to Horsethief Creek in December, a full 
month before shooting to make it look like it was part 
of the landscape. A single Alexa SXT (Super Xtended 
Technology) and Panavision C-Series lenses grabbed the 
reins in the lower altitudes and interiors. “We had two 
cameras running up in the mountains for time more 
than anything else as we only had six hours on the 
mountain of day light, but only one below because Abu-
Assad wanted the actors to only have to be aware of 
one camera angle at a time,” says Walker. 

While the Visual Effects team performed footstep clean-
up on the mountain and other areas, only the fuselage 
and cabin scenes played VFX-heavy for Visual Effects 
Supervisor Kevin Hahn and Visual Effects Producer Korey 
Jame Cauchon. “It’s very important to create a close 
relationship with those guys early on and talk about 
the visual language of the movie so we are all on the 
same page to well serve the story,” explains Walker. 
“Involving them on set, especially if it could possibly 
have VFX in it, is crucial and we did that during 
production.”

For Walker, the film was about what was going on 
emotionally for the characters at the time. “There are 
so many ways to shoot a scene – the lighting, the 
composition – it’s about deciding how you want to make 
the audience feel and being technical about it and 
working out how to achieve that, comes afterwards. 
Everyone on the crew did a remarkable job from start 
to finish supporting our incredible vision and story.”

Meredith Emmanuel works for Emmanuel Bates Communications and 

is a valued contributor to Australian Cinematographer Magazine.
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HATE CRIME
Picking up twenty-five years after Geoffrey Wright’s  

1992 film, new Stan television series Romper Stomper,  
shot by Bonnie Elliott ACS, follows a new  
generation of Australian far right activists.

- by Bonnie Elliott ACS



Lachy Hulme filming a scene from ‘Romper Stomper’ - PHOTO Supplied



I was at a dinner party earlier this year and heard that Romper 
Stomper (1992) was to be adapted for television, as part of 
a lively conversation on the relative merits of so much classic 
Australian cinema being remade. Some months later producer 
John Edwards approached me, and I must admit I was a 
little surprised! I had previously shot Second Unit for other 
shows he produced; Puberty Blues (2012-2014) and Offspring 
(2010-).

We had only met briefly. When he told me the original director 
of the film, Geoffrey Wright, was involved as set up director 
and story producer I became very interested, especially 
because the show is not a remake, but a continuation of the 
story into the present moment. Twenty-five years later the 
skinheads have evolved into ‘Alt-Right Patriots’, the show sets 
out to explore their clashes with left-wing Anti-Fascists, and 
takes a look at media manipulation via Right Wing shock jocks 
with Muslim characters caught up in the crossfire. So a real 
broadening of the canvas. 

I met with Wright, who has a very provocative and compelling 
take on the world. I felt it was something I wanted to be 
part of. We are living in strange times, and I thought it was 
exciting to see Australian television tackle such themes of the 
moment.

Romper Stomper is a film that stays with you. I had seen it a 
long time ago, and my lasting memory of the film was of this 
strange love triangle in the disturbing Skinhead world. The 
emotional resonance of that had lasted for me, and of course 
I remembered the intensity of the filmmaking, the strong blue 
colour wash and the energy of the camera. 

When I revisited the film before committing to the project I was 
struck again by its visual boldness and the visceral use of the 
camera. The violence is palpable, which is a large part of its 
notoriety, and its impact. I really admired the work of the film’s 
cinematographer Ron Hagen ACS, and that he hadn’t been 
afraid to push the imagery out of naturalism. The influence 
of Stanley Kubrick’s A Clockwork Orange (1971) was really 
evident to me, and after working with Wright, he is clearly 
a crucial figure in this cinematic evolution along with Martin 
Scorsese and Ridley Scott.

The show was commissioned by Stan, who are modelling 
their delivery requirements on the Netflix 4K HDR model. 
They haven’t got a list of approved cameras like Netflix yet, 
so I did push to shoot on ARRI Amiras in their 4K UHD 
mode which involves an internal up res from the native 3.2K 
sensor, however they remained firm on wanting native 4K 
origination. I do find the obsession with resolution frustrating  
as it really isn’t the whole picture of image quality, as most 
cinematographers well know.

I looked into the new Panasonic VariCam, as I was intrigued 
by the possibility of the 5000 ASA option it has, given our 
show had a lot of night work. But there were availability 
issues; we needed to be able to service a two-camera shoot, 
have another body dedicated to Steadicam, and then two 
days of Second Unit per shooting block. 

I chose to shoot on RED Dragons. I have used RED cameras 
quite regularly in my career, and felt the new sensor had 
evolved to a very good place, with low light markedly 
improved and better skin tone rendition. RED cameras can be 
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a little more temperamental, and one of my focus pullers was 
quite traumatised from a recent shoot in high summer where 
they had a lot of overheating issues, but with our Melbourne 
winter production I figured we would be okay. We were, the 
cameras were absolutely well behaved throughout the nine 
week shoot. 

The High Dynamic Range (HDR) delivery was one of the 
biggest technical aspects to deal with, as this was to be the 
first show in the country to do a true Rec 2020 HDR grade, 
rather than a conversion. I watched some other shows that 
had been mastered in HDR like David Michod’s War Machine 
(2017) and new Netflix series GLOW (2017-), and observed 
the way highlight information was much expanded, but also 
popped off the screen in an almost brutal way at times. 

I then shot my own tests and this informed the way I exposed 
Romper Stomper, trying to retain highlight information as 
much as possible, and shooting with Glimmer Glass filters to 

give subtle halation on highlights to soften the practicals in 
shot, which is something I always embrace in my work. Large 
areas of burnt out windows or sky in a frame are something 
you have to think carefully about in the HDR context. As I 
was going for a darker, moodier feel, this didn’t suit the show 
anyway, but it’s an interesting new photographic conundrum 
that HDR delivery poses for us cinematographers.

I had been fortunate to work with legendary Production 
Designer Jo Ford on Seven Types of Ambiguity (2017-), and 
was thrilled Ford was part of the team on Romper Stomper. 
Ford is a force to be reckoned with, an amazing energy and 
vision, and depth of experience. I had been struck when re-
watching the original film how the costume designer Anna 
Borghesi had used dramatic pops of colour in her costumes, 
most memorably the red jacket that Hando (Russel Crowe) 
steals for Gabe (Jacqueline McKenzie), so we were fortunate 
to have her involved in the show, bringing her powerful and 
distinctive aesthetic.
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Toby Wallace plays Kane in ‘Romper Stomper’ - DOP Bonnie Elliott ACS

John Brumpton reprises his role as Magoo in ‘Romper Stomper’ - DOP Bonnie Elliott ACS



During our first meeting all together with Wright, he spoke of 
his desire for this next chapter of Romper Stomper to have its 
own visual language, and to not feel slavishly devoted to the 
original. He wanted it to “look like a medieval fever dream in a 
winter city.” What a great creative provocation! l spent some 
time thinking on this.

For me, a fever dream is a heightened state, where your 
senses are amplified, your skin and eyes feel more sensitive, 
and the world has a heart racing intensity. I felt moments of 
colour saturation and dramatic contrast would speak to that, 
as well as energetic and kinetic camera movement. The show 

was to be alive, like a heartbeat, hand held and Steadicam, a 
constant pulse, with adrenaline-fuelled spikes.

The medieval aspect spoke to some of the shows deeper 
themes, of the ancient conflicts between tribes. This I 
interpreted visually as a strong use of darkness, oppressive 
moody skies, and almost metallic skin tones, like you used to 
get in bleach bypass processing. The rich blackness of Film 
Noir also inspired us, as well as classic films like Taxi Driver 
(1976) and Blade Runner (1982). We liked the idea of creating 
a futuristic version of Melbourne, a moment in time almost 
upon us, a new darker age.

A tense scene in ‘Romper Stomper’ - DOP Bonnie Elliott ACS
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I find reference boards a deeply informative part of my 
process. When I start a new project I collect a lot of images, 
from photography, art, and films.

I then synthesise them into collages, to help express where 
I am heading, but also to find my way there. I did an initial 
mood board, when Wright and Ford responded positively 
to that, went further with a whole set that looked at specific 
character worlds within the show. I wanted to have thematic 
colours for different characters, an idea that goes through the 
costume design too. 

The Patriots wear a lot of blue, the Antifascists are black and 

red, and the lighting and colour ideas of the photography had 
to work in with amplifying that. During that process I came to 
realise that the character worlds were always mixing, and that 
the show was really about the clashing of these energies. I 
wanted the colour and the light in the show to express that, 
so decided to use mixed colour temperatures whenever I 
could, the vibration of different lighting frequencies matching 
the conflict of our tribes. I have always loved the way 
cinematographers like Robby Müller NSC (Dancer in the Dark) 
and Chris Doyle (In the Mood for Love) embrace that in their 
work so wholeheartedly.
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I was fortunate to assemble a very experienced and 
enthusiastic camera team for the show, most of whom I had 
worked with before at some stage. Steadicam and B-Camera 
Operator Peter Barta and I had previously collaborated very 
happily on Spear (2015), and during the Romper Stomper 
shoot I often sent Barta off to collect atmospheric shots 
while we blocked and talked through larger sequences. He 
managed to get so much gold for the show, he has a great 
eye and is a wonderfully positive person to have by your side.

A-Camera First Assistant Camera, Chris Child, had assisted 
me on Second Unit on The Slap (2011). Child is a remarkable 
Focus Puller and I have tried over the years to work with him 
again, and was delighted that the timing finally worked out for 
this one. When you shoot hand held you need a Focus Puller 
who is really in sync with your dramatic sensibilities, and Child 
was always at the right place at the right time. 

B-Camera First Assistant Camera, Cameron Dunn, and I had 
worked on Seven Types of Ambiguity last year and he brought 
his trademark wit and general excellence to the job. Second 
Assistants Camera Karin Christensen and Lisa Cushing are 
both brilliant technicians and wonderfully supportive people, 
and hard working Video Split Felicia Smith rounded out the 
camera department and tipped us over into a majority female 
team! I have been more conscious recently to always aim 
for gender parity in my camera departments. The numbers 
will never change unless we are proactive about it and it’s 
certainly one area where I can do something about this 
myself.

I am always deeply involved in the grading process, and on 

Romper Stomper it was critical to be involved to achieve the 
heightened look we were aiming for. Grading in 4K at Blue 
Post we had to deliver both SDR and HDR versions of the 
show. After testing in pre-production we decided to tackle the 
SDR version first, and Colourist Annelie Chapple and I started 
grading Episode 1 the week after we finished shooting. Last 
year we graded Seven Types of Ambiguity together, and I 
found her a wonderful collaborator.

Romper Stomper was in some ways a tougher assignment: 
huge fight sequences with massive amounts of cuts shot over 
many days, in crazy Melbourne weather of sun, wind, rain, 
hail. Chapple has done a great job to massage all that, and 
has been very committed to helping achieve my vision for the 
show, pushing the images to maximise contrast and drama.

One of the most challenging and satisfying sequences 
to shoot was the battle on the beach at the beginning of 
Episode 4. A standoff of the Patriots and the Antifascists on a 
small pier at St Kilda beach develops into an operatic brawl. 
Working with legendary Stunt Coordinator Chris Anderson 
(the original Mad Max amongst a lot of other films!) was such 
a pleasure. His team are so generous and kind in the way they 
work together, so filming violent action is never as traumatic 
as it might seem, as soon as cut gets called everyone is 
checking to make sure no one is hurt, and just their general 
sense of camaraderie was beautiful to observe. 

We had very tough filming conditions, Melbourne really gave 
us a pelting, and at times I felt like a General, after a squall 
would pass I’d have to say, okay everyone, lets get back 
out there! But it’s a really memorable sequence, with a lot of 

A scene from ‘Romper Stomper’ - DOP Bonnie Elliott ACS
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detailed psychology to the camera coverage, the Second 
Block Director James Napier Robertson (The Dark Horse) 
had a very structured and powerful vision for how the battle 
was to unfold. There is one slow motion shot of Kane (Toby 
Wallace), our young Patriot protagonist, moving down the 
length of the jetty, with the Australian flag fluttering behind him 
and so much mayhem and fighting around him that is really 
very chilling, especially with the sound track of ‘God Save 
Australia’ playing over it.

I think one of the biggest challenges of shooting television is 
working with multiple directors, and the dramatic changes of 
perspective this can bring from one block to the next. Coming 
from feature films this has been the biggest learning curve, 
as my experience has always been about the auteur vision, 
and getting inside one director’s head. Making sure the overall 
visual tone of the show is kept consistent within the desires 
of individual directors is a delicate balancing act at times. 
However I think if you stick to certain core visual principals 
then you can accommodate the predilections of different 
directors within a show.

On Romper Stomper we had three very dynamic directors 
all with their own distinct approach. Set up director Wright 
liked to move very fast, not getting bogged down in too many 
takes, shooting for a raw intensity – like how The French 
Connection (1971) was made. Then second block director 
James Napier Robertson liked longer, evolving shots. We did 
one MMA fight scene inside the octagon all in one shot. That 
was a fun dance! Third block director Daina Reid (Secret River) 
loved intimate macro details, and graphic overhead shots. But 
we maintained the overall policy of hand held and Steadicam, 

and kept the lighting style consistent, and of course my eye is 
always there. You have your own instincts for composition and 
shot design that run through everything you do. Sometimes 
you’re not even aware of it, but of course it’s there. My sister 
tells me she can see it very clearly in my work!

When I first spoke with producers John Edwards and Dan 
Edwards they said we must be bold! Certainly the subject 
matter of Romper Stomper is not for the faint hearted. I 
weighed up carefully getting involved, as I knew at times the 
material would be intense. But we are living in very strange 
times, and I think it is important we don’t look away from what 
is happening here in Australia and all around the world. The 
rise of the Alt-Right is a disturbing phenomenon, as is the use 
of physical violence by the Anti Fascist left in retaliation. For 
me, this next chapter of Romper Stomper is a meditation on 
extremism, and the complex reasons people become involved 
with different ideologies.

One of the strangest moments of the shoot was filming the 
opening fight sequence in Episode 1, a clash of Patriots and 
Antifascists at a Halal Food Festival, and a week later the 
Charlottesville riots involving White Supremacists and Antifa 
happened. Script scenarios discussed as being a slightly 
futuristic, were playing out right now. No doubt this new 
incarnation of Romper Stomper will divide people, as the 
original did. But I hope it makes everyone open their eyes a 
little wider, rather than burying their heads in the sand!

Bonnie Elliott ACS is a cinematographer who works across the fields of 

drama, documentary, commercials and video art. Bonnie has received 

recognition from the Australian Cinematographers Society on numerous 

occasions for her work.

A scene from ‘Romper Stomper’ - DOP Bonnie Elliott ACS
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BABY ON 
BOARD

Judd Overton chats to  
Australian Cinematographer  

about shooting the new  
ABC series The Letdown.

- by Meredith Emmanuel

Audrey (Alison Bell) and Stevie Nicks in ‘The Letdown’ - DOP Judd Overton





Winner of a South Australian ACS Gold Award earlier this year 
for his project En Route, Judd Overton is on a roll. Overton 
had been working with director Trent O’Donnell on television 
series as well as commercials for many years when he was 
approached to shoot the pilot of The Letdown in 2015 for the 
ABC’s Comedy Showroom.

Few series could boast a more auspicious birth than winning 
the ‘AACTA Award for Best Screenplay in Television’, for a 
pilot episode not yet green-lit for a full series. Such was the 
happy fate of Sarah Scheller and Alison Bell’s The Letdown.

Early meetings with the producers and creators revealed the 
desire to make a show with a strong local voice, but with the 
quality and sophistication an international audience expects.

“The series starts with warm colours; there is hope and 
wonderment about the possibilities of new motherhood,” 
says Overton. “As the show progresses, some of the warmth 
and saturation dissipates and the audience gets to see life 
through a sleep-deprived eye, as the challenging reality of 
raising a new born baby takes over.”

The key through-line is of course Audrey, Jeremy and Stevie’s 
story and their rollercoaster of insomnia-fuelled emotional 
struggles. The situation for each mother in the group becomes 
the backstory to each subsequent episode. Whatever persona 
these new parents show to the world is stripped back to 
reveal a commonality in the struggles which bonds them all 
together.

“The moments of warmth are added back in as Audrey and 
Jeremy’s relationship starts to rebuild,” notes Overton. 

“In the final parents’ group meeting, situated outside in 
a park, there is champagne and celebration. The parents’ 
group have made it this far, forming bonds that mean there 
is always going to be someone to call – another person to 
understand what they are going through.” 

When preparing for the series, the crew spoke at length 
about what they liked about the pilot. One of the main things 
everyone agreed upon was the ‘rock bottom’ moment Audrey 
has on the bus before the beautiful and teary connection with 
baby Stevie looking up at her. Each mother’s story tries to find 
this moment.

“HBO series Girls (2012-2017) and BBC comedy series 
Fleabag (2016-) were inspiration points, whereas a show 
like Netflix’s Love (2016-) is more of a what-not-to-do,” 
says Overton. “Both Bell and Scheller wanted the show 
to embody real woman, looking and being authentic. The 
comedy comes from the relate-ability and often it’s the 
dramatic beats that serve to ground the show, a response we 
have had from anyone who is a parent.”

That said, the look of The Letdown is not documentary. It 
shifts to match the changing emotional states and is cooler 
by degrees with dark inky blacks and desaturated highlights. 
Overton wanted to keep the faces and skin tones as natural 
as possible and to have the show look like it is lit by the 
environment: daylight coming in windows, practical lights 
in houses and sourced from wherever they could motivate 
lighting organically.

Director Trent O’Donnell had been shooting in the United 
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Judd Overton behind the camera on ‘The Letdown’ - PHOTO Daniel Asher Smith



States on television shows New Girl (2011-) and Brooklyn 
Nine Nine (2013-), which always have three cameras rolling. 
This allows more freedom for the actors to improvise and 
work off each other. As a result, it was decided most of The 
Letdown would be shot with two cameras for cross coverage.

The whole project spanned ten weeks; four weeks prep and 
a six-week shoot. That delivered six episodes, plus a bunch 
of pickups for the first episode, which has had some cast 

changes since the 2015 pilot. Green screen work and digital 
trickery helped to tie the changes together. It was a fast shoot.

Netflix, which streams The Letdown internationally after 
its ABC release, provided a guidebook on the technical 
specifications and cameras it required for 4K delivery. For the 
two main cameras, Overton chose to shoot on the Panasonic 
Varicam 35LT with Panavision Primo Zooms and Primes.
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Alison Bell stars as first-time mum Audrey in ‘The Letdown’ - DOP Judd Overton, PHOTO Supplied

Lucy Durack in ‘The Letdown’ - DOP Judd Overton



Having shot two seasons of No Activity (2015-) for Stan, 
Overton was familiar with the demands of 4K delivery, despite 
Stan being happy with UHD.

Admiring Cinematographer Andrij Parekh’s work on 13 
Reasons Why (2017), Overton discussed the Panasonic with 
him. Keen to experiment, he tested the Varicam LT on his 
recent short film, Remembering Agatha, which premiered at 
the Adelaide Film Festival in October 2017.

Overton loved the look of the Varicam 35LT and its native 
5000 ISO sensor. Aside from creating a couple of extra steps 
for his ACs to get their heads around (such as power cycling 
between speed changes), the camera proved to be a great 4K 
option. It was a perfect camera choice for The Letdown.

The motif that ties the show together is the parents’ group 
meeting that happens in each episode. Overton and his 
crew had their hands full over four busy days shooting these 
scenes with the six mothers, babies and Noni Hazlehurst as 
their Councillor.

They used three cameras for the scenes and gaffer Russell 
Fewtrell built an overhead soft box with a 20’ Scrim and four 
Arri Skypanels. It was a large set up that required a rigging 
team to come in to assess the support beams in the church. 
Also a big pre-rig, but after talking through all the options with 
production, it was clear this was the best solution.

The soft box overhead rig allowed the crew to shoot 360 
degrees and easily adjust colour temperature and exposure 
throughout the day. This was the only way they could shoot to 
such a tight schedule.

“All of our big sequences, such as the parents’ group, the 
‘nurse in’ and other large crowd scenes, were covered with 
three cameras,” says Overton. “Meg White did a great job 
handling C-camera on our big days, before splintering off to 
shoot all of the poetic establishers and transition scenes.” 
These were shot on the Blackmagic Design Ursa Mini 4.6K in 
RAW.

Rushes were transferred from SSD on a Blackmagic SSD 
deck and then graded in Resolve at The Gingerbread Man 
by colourist Billy Wychgel. “On set, the crew loaded up my 
LUTs to both the Odyssey and Terradeck transmitters, so 
everyone on set was seeing the same image and so the look 
was consistent from on-set to editorial to the final show,” 
says Overton.

“Despite the fact we were shooting an ambitious schedule 
with the three big no’s – babies, animals and (im)practical 
locations – the show proved to be absolutely no letdown!”

Meredith Emmanuel works for Emmanuel Bates Communications and is a 

valued contributor to Australian Cinematographer Magazine.

Filming on location with ‘The Letdown’ - PHOTO Supplied
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REBEL REBEL
Set within the primal underworld of Australia’s outlaw motorcycle gangs, 
Stephen McCallum’s debut feature 1%, shot by Shelley Farthing-Dawe 
(Pawno), recently premiered at the Toronto International Film Festival.

- interview by James Cunningham

Matt Nable as Knuck in ‘1%’ - DOP Shelley Farthing-Dawe





1% is set outside the law, and on the on the conflicted 
loyalties of biker brothers Paddo (Ryan Corr) and Skink (Josh 
McConville). While Copperheads Motorcycle Club president 
Knuck (Matt Nable, who also wrote the screenplay) has been 
doing a three-year penitentiary stretch. Paddo has been 
looking after the gang’s interests, bringing in new members 
and refining its business practices until the group is flush 
with cash. It’s all jeopardised however, when developmentally 
disabled Skink gets caught stealing a heroin stash from rival 
gang members the Devils, prompting their leader Sugar 
(Aaron Pederson) to put a price on his head by demanding the 
rights to launder the Copperheads’ ill-gotten earnings.

It should be noted about the film’s title, that some outlaw 
motorcycle clubs can be distinguished by a ‘1%’ patch worn 
on their colours. This is said to refer to a comment by the 
American Motorcyclist Association that 99% of motorcyclists 
were law-abiding citizens, implying the last one percent were 
outlaws. The world of Australian motorcycle gangs is initially 
intriguing as we discover the burly, tattooed macho men 
operating like mobsters, riding their bikes in packs when 
they’re not fraternizing with strippers or hazing new recruits. 
However 1% eventually soars above these over-simplified 
architypes when it becomes clear that these people are not 
simply genre clichés, leaving great room for surprise and 
nuance.

Cinematographer Shelley Farthing-Dawe shoots the Western 
Australian locations with a lurid, vibrant tone, lending a 
gangland vibe to the material. Especially when the inevitable 
bloodshed begins.

We catch up with the cinematographer behind 1%, Shelley 
Farthing-Dawe, to talk about her work on the film.

AC How did get involved with this 1%? Had you  
 worked with any of the producers or creative team 

previously?

SFD I hadn’t previously worked with the director or  
 producers of the film but I had come recommended 

from a few shared contacts from the commercial world. I met 
a few times for coffee with the Director, Stephen McCallum, 
and we chatted about the story and particularly the characters 
of the film. 

I was really interested by the female characters within the 
script and their power within the very masculine world of 1% 
bikie clubs. It’s always great to get on the same page, story 
wise, with a director even before you start thinking about look, 
I find it makes all the decisions down the road much easier 
because they come from a sound base.

“Keeping the camera small and 
nimble was important as we 

wanted the cast to have a bit of 
freedom with their movement.”

AC Let’s talk about cameras. What factors did you  
 take into consideration when choosing what 

cameras to shoot with, both aesthetic and financial?

SFD We had some early discussions about formats and  
 we decided pretty quickly on shooting on the ARRI 

Alexa Mini. I have worked extensively with the system and it 
seemed like the perfect option given we wanted to shoot the 
film predominantly handheld. Keeping the camera small and 
nimble was important as we wanted the cast to have a bit of 
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freedom with their movement. We kept the camera completely 
wireless and often it would just be me and the actors in a 
room together. We tried to create 360º sets as much as 
possible which, I think, allowed everyone on set that feeling of 
being in the world rather than a film set. 

Lens wise we spoke about a few anamorphic options but in 
the end decided on spherical master primes with a series of 
diffusion filters. A great deal of the film was going to be lit to 
quite low levels so I wanted glass that wasn’t going to break 
up too much wide open and using the diffusion filters I could 
add or decrease softening as desired.  

AC Can you talk about the ‘look’ you set out to  
` achieve on the film?

SFD Going into the film I really wanted to incorporate a  
 great deal of my lighting into the sets, so I work quite 

extensively with the production design team to source and 
create light fixtures for all our locations. The look we wanted to 
create was one that wasn’t necessarily a true representation 
of contemporary bikie clubs but more of mix of some of the 
more nostalgic and iconic looks from throughout the history of 
bikie culture. 

We tried to find as many real life locations that fitted our world 
and but the main clubhouse we had to create from scratch in 
a disused industrial warehouse complex.

A great deal of the film was set inside this clubhouse, in 
particular a fifteen-page party sequence at night, that we had 
to shoot both night-for-night and day-for-night. After quite a 
few conversations about blocking for the scenes, within the 
night sequence, I had the art and electrics departments install 
and pre-rig huge amounts of practicals into the set which 
really made you feel like you were in the world. 

AC Can you speak briefly about your own crew in the  
 camera department? Had you worked with any of 

them before, and what was your working relationship with 
them like?

SFD I was fortunate to have my go to First Assistant  
 Camera on the film, Matthew Jenkins, who I have 

worked with for quite a few years now both commercially and 
on previous films. It was quite a challenging job with lots of 
long continuous takes that changed constantly with actors 
going with something in the moment. He was fantastic in 
adapting to that way of working and was a real asset to the 
film. Our Second Assistant Camera, Andrew McKenzie, and 
Digital Intermediate Technician  (DIT), Sam Winzar, provided 
really great support to both myself and Jenkins throughout the 
film.

“This really helped push the 
archaic and violent nature of 

these initiations.”

AC Had you worked with at on-set DIT before, and  
 how was that experience? 

SFD Winzar was our DIT on the film. Having someone  
 technically-minded checking and doing dailies on-

set was a great advantage, and reassurance when you are 
working at the pace that we were. I had created a show LUT 
in pre-production which we were viewing both in camera and 
Winzar would simply add it to the dailies. So much of the film 
I was pushing the darkness so it was really great to jump over 
to the DIT and just have a play around with some levels just to 
make sure I wasn’t going too far, or knowing that I could push 
it even more. 

Abbey Lee as Katrina in ‘1%’ - DOP Shelley Farthing-Dawe
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AC Do you have a favourite shot or sequence in the  
 film? Why?

“Throughout the process you 
will always leave your mark 

on the project, and I think 
directors love the input of their 

cinematographers if it is  
serving the story.”

SFD My favourite sequence in the film is the initiation  
 scene where the character Noisy (Sam Parsonson) 

gets  beaten by the other members of the club. We wanted 
this scene to feel tribal, violent and didn’t want to shy away 
from the hits. We blocked this scene out early on in pre-
production and we came up with a plan to shoot continuously 
for the whole scene. I really felt like this approach heightened 
everything, we shot a couple of extra angles but the main 
action all works in the one shot. Credit to Parsonson for taking 
an absolute belting that night. With my Gaffer, Dan Spriggs, 
and some practical fire pits we created a look that felt like it 
was lit just with fire light. This really helped push the archaic 
and violent nature of these initiations. 

AC How involved were you in the post-production  
 process?

SFD During the film I was constantly getting raw footage  
 from some of the key sequences and putting it into 

Resolve. I would do some temporary grades, which I kept 

Cinematographer Shelley Farthing-Dawe - PHOTO Supplied

for the final grade just as a good starting point. We were 
incredibly lucky to get Trish Cahill (The Hobbit, Hacksaw 
Ridge) to colour the film who has a great eye and really 
understood where we wanted to head with the film. The film 
was graded over two weeks at Spectrum Films at Fox Studios 
in Sydney. 

AC As a cinematographer how do you work to  
 achieve an overall vision on a film, while still 

imparting your own unique perspective?

SFD As a cinematographer I think you are always  
 serving the vision of the director which is why the 

initial conversations about the film and the approach are so 
important. Throughout the process you will alway leave your 
mark on the project, and I think directors love the input of 
their cinematographers if it is serving the story. I’m definitely 
a ‘story first’ cinematographer, which I think really helps in 
putting your ideas into the film. 

AC Finally, looking back on what you had originally  
 set out to achieve in 1%, do you think you 

succeeded?

SFD The process of filmmaking is always one of discovery  
 and I think we were able to create a film that definitely 

creates the response from audiences that we set out to 
achieve. Our film is best described by our director as  
“a cinematic kick in the teeth” and that’s what we are most 
proud of.

Shelley Farthing-Dawe is a cinematographer from Melbourne know for his 

work on Hannah and the Hasbian (2011), Pawno (2015)  

and That’s Not Me (2017).
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DANGEROUS 
GAMES

After a series of murders bearing all the 
markings of a familiar killer, detectives find 

themselves chasing the ghost of a man 
who has been dead for over a decade. 
With Ben Nott ACS behind the lens on 

Jigsaw, they become embroiled in a new 
game that’s only just begun.

- by James Cunningham

Carly (Brittany Allen) in a scene from ‘Jigsaw’ - DOP Ben Nott ACS, PHOTO Supplied





Almost seven years after Saw stopped being a Halloween 
mainstay on our cinema screens, Jigsaw arrives in grand style 
to remind us why we love John Kramer’s twisted games.

Twisted and wince-inducing, Jigsaw plays like a greatest hits 
of the Saw series, if not a series high, certainly a return to 
form.

Cinematographer Ben Nott ACS (Predestination) came to 
the Saw franchise by way of his relationship with the Michael 
and Peter Spierig. Known together professionally as the 
Spierig Brothers, the German-born identical twin brothers 
are Australian film directors, producers and screenwriters. 

The Brothers made their directing debut in 2003 with Undead 
(2003), and won Best Visual Effects at the Australian Film 
Institute (AFI) Awards for their second film Daybreakers 
(2010). Nott shot Daybreakers for the Spierig Brothers, and 
later shot Predestination for the duo, which earned him ‘Best 
Cinematography’ at the Australian Academy of Cinema and 
Television Arts (AACTA) Awards in 2015.

“Jigsaw was our third collaboration, so the short hand in 
our relationship was well and truly developed which served 
us well over a brief preparation period,” says Nott. 

The award wining cinematographer explains that the the 
Spierig Brothers were bought in as ‘guns for hire’ to direct 
Jigsaw while they were prepping on another film, Winchester, 
starring Helen Mirren and due out next year. “Michael was 
editing in Toronto while Peter was in pre-production in 

Melbourne,” he says. 

The film’s biggest strength is that it successfully plays as both 
a soft reboot of the franchise and as a satisfying continuation 
for fans. While certain reveals will have more impact with 
prior knowledge, you don’t need to go rushing to watch (or 
rewatch) all seven previous movies.

“A super tight schedule, an 
incredibly dense script laced 

with complex physical and 
visual effects...”

Nott explains that early discussions about the look of Jigsaw 
focused around bringing a refreshed visual style to the 
franchise. Together, the Brothers storyboarded the entire film 
and every frame appears in the film. “A super tight schedule, 

an incredibly dense script laced with complex physical and 

visual effects,” Nott explains, “and the Saw audience’s lust 

for the intricate mechanical detail of each trap dictated 

that generating a comic book frames to be used as a visual 

road map was the only way to go.” Production Designer 
Tony Cowely and Nott worked closely together during their 
brief pre-production. The storyboards allowed them to 
concentrate their efforts and tailor the sets accordingly. 

Matt Passmore as Logan in ‘Jigsaw’ - DOP Ben Nott ACS, PHOTO Supplied
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Set ten years after Kramer’s death at the end of Saw III, 
Jigsaw finds the police baffled by a series of corpses showing 
up over the city, all with the telltale missing jigsaw piece of 
flesh. 

As the police chase a seemingly dead man, a new game has 
begun with five unfortunate souls waking up with buckets 
on their head and chains around their neck, leading them 
towards deadly buzzsaws. In order to survive a series of 
gruesome tests, they must figure out what sins they have 
committed that have drawn them to the killer’s attention. 
There will be blood... but is the Jigsaw Killer behind it all?

“The Saw franchise,” Nott opinions, “had become quite 
formulaic in the way it was produced. That is to say that 
each script backed into a number, $10 million, and a 
schedule, about 30 days, regardless of the content.” The 
cinematographer continues, “They also backed into a date… 
Halloween.” This meant that principal photography had to 
be underway in January in Toronto when it is bitterly cold, 
so writing was tailored toward interiors that can be shot on 
a stage. Meaning filmmakers were presented with climatic 
restrictions.

The success of the Saw franchise, produced with those 
boundaries, led to the producers adopting this formulaic 
approach and subsequently to ‘the Saw way of doing things’.  
Consequently, the Australian trio were presented with a lot of 
existing baggage when beginning their journey. “That’s not 

how we do things here at Saw”, was a phrase constantly 
repeated by production.  

“Peter and Michael’s vision for this film was a definite 
departure from the ‘Saw way’,” says Nott. “They briefed 
me that they wanted to visually up res the project, take it 
to location rather than base it on stage and give the film 
it’s own visual style. To their credit the boys stuck to their 
guns and made this film their own whilst acknowledging the 
franchise has a dyed in the wool audience that has certain 
expectations.”

“Thirty-two days was quick 
going for the density of this 
script and I need a nimble 

camera system to keep up.”
It was a given that Jigsaw was to be acquired digitally, and 
the ARRI Alexa was the camera of choice by all. Nott chose to 
shoot on the Master Primes for their speed and ability to close 
focus. Various traps in the story required great visual detail 
as part of the storytelling. “I didn’t want to be constantly 
messing with diopters if I shot Anamorphic,” he says. 

“Thirty-two days was quick going for the density of this 
script and I need a nimble camera system to keep up. The 

Anna (Laura Vandervoort) in ‘Jigsaw’ - DOP Ben Nott ACS, PHOTO Supplied
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Laura Vandervoort as Anna in ‘Jigsaw’ - DOP Ben Nott ACS, PHOTO Supplied

Alexa Mini, with it’s internal NDs and ablility to break down 
to a very compact rig camera, was the perfect choice for 
both A and B cameras.”

Nott did all crew interviews via Skype from Cape Town and 
consulted about key members of all departments with Toronto 
local and First Assistant Camera Christopher Raucamp, with 
whom Nott has worked with on three projects. 

“Matching personality plays such a big part of building a 
successful team and I find this even more so when engaging 
the Grip and electric teams in North America,” says Nott. 
“Their system relies heavily on the Key Grip and the Gaffer 
working in tandem to light a scene.”

“The Gaffer places the lamp and the Grip dresses the 
colour, diffusion, bounce and neg. IMDB is a wonderful 
tool for assessing experience but I was lucky to have one 
of the best ACs in town to help me with build a team that 
worked well together.”   

Visual direction of Jigsaw was established very early in pre-
production by a ‘look book’, and with the storyboard frames 
produced by the Spierig Brothers. “By his own admission 
Michael is a ‘crap’ storyboard artist,” says Nott, “So I 
was afforded plenty of interpretive artistic slippage when 
composing each frame.” The trio’s relationship is now so 
well-established that the Brothers trust that Nott will stay the 
course of their vision, allowing the cinematographer enormous 
creative freedom along their journey.

“I chose to shoot ProRes at 3.2K using the XQ codec 

rather than RAW to maintain a little control if my schedule 
did not fall into line with the colour timing window,” says 
Nott. “As it turns out I had one day in the suite in Toronto 
to review and was lucky that the digital neg had the intent 
baked in.” Previous films in the Saw franchise have tended 
to be very heavily affected in the colour suite, and this time 
the team were not so keen to go down that path. “I was 
keen to have the look we toiled hard to maintained on the 
set make the jump to the DPX. As always, the Colourist 
needed to do a pass to balance exposure/colour variations 
between cameras but more than the bones of intent are on 
the screen.”

Jigsaw has taken more than $90 million at the worldwide box 
office worldwide since its release, so Nott believes there is 
a very good argument that they succeeded. “I think I will 
always have moments of 20/20 hindsight when looking back 
on what I could have done better. The important thing is to 
deposited them in the bank of experience ready to be drawn 
upon next time.”

Nott and the Spierig Brothers have finished filming 
Winchester, of which Nott says he is proud of. “I am now 
working on a Chinese Language feature shot on the Gold 
Coast.” Nott concludes, “I am forever thankful that I 
stumbled into such a wonderfully diverse job that affords 
me an opportunity to work in and around many different 
countries and cultures and don’t for a second take it for 
granted.”

James Cunningham is the Editor of Australian Cinematographer Magazine.



Hannah Emily Anderson as Eleanor in ‘Jigsaw’ - PHOTO Supplied



SHOOTING 
STAR

Andrew Conder ACS SOC 
catches his breath after wrapping 

a whirlwind first season of the 
new Australian fantasy series 

The Bureau of Magical Things.

- by Sam Cleveland

Behind the scenes on ‘The Bureau of Magical Things’ - PHOTO Supplied





The Gold Coast-based Cinematographer shot twenty 
episodes in eighty-six days, for prolific Queensland producer 
Jonathan M. Shiff, who’s sold childrens’ television to more 
than 170 countries.

Conder had operated the camera (and DOP’ed individual 
episodes) on previous Shiff series including The Elephant 
Princess (2008) where Liam Hemsworth and Margot Robbie 
got breaks, and H2O: Just Add Water (2006-2010). He was 
booked to DOP the full season of The Bureau of Magical 
Things once the decision was made to give the new series a 
bolder, more international look.

In the show, a teenage girl name Kyra (Brisbane’s Kimie 
Tsukakoshi) discovers a secret world of magic all around her, 
and becomes embroiled in a hidden struggle between elves, 
fairies and humans. The key visual challenges on The Bureau 
of Magical Things, says Conder, were defining distinct looks 
for the two worlds the story takes place in. The mundane 
world and the fairy realm, and delivering on the producers’ 
mandate to deliver a more dynamic product on a tight 
television schedule.

Conder started in the early 1980s as a Lighting Cameraman 
on Seven Network’s Wombat (1979-1990), then entered the 
film industry as a Second Assistant Camera for David Eggby 
ACS on the Queensland-shot features Survive the Savage Sea 
(1992) and Fortress (1992).

While developing his own cinematography, Conder also 
progressed a parallel career as one of Australia’s most 
respected camera and Steadicam operators, shooting for 

heavyweights including Don McAlpine ACS ASC and Darius 
Khondji AFC ASC. He was accredited by the US-based 
Society of Operating Cameramen (SOC) in 2007 and got his 
ACS letters a year later. 

In the lead-up to The Bureau of Magical Things, Conder had 
shot four Queensland feature films including Punishment 
(2008), Bullets for the Dead (2015), Nice Package (2016) and 
Red Billabong (2016), as well as the ABC docu-drama Blue 
Water Empire (2017) on the Torres Strait.

AC Congratulations on The Bureau of Magical Things,  
 how did you come to get the job?

AC I’d operated on quite a few of Jonathan Shiff’s previous  
 series and DOP’ed a few episodes, then the Bureau 

directors requested a new look for the show. They wanted 
fresh eyes and a different approach – a distinctive look from 
previous Shiff series – and they knew I could work quickly and 
handle the show’s increased visual effects component.

“Lots more camera movement  
is part of a new look.”

Netflix ,video-on-demand suppliers and broadcasters want 
nicer-looking product. Audiences expect it these days. We’re 
outputting at 2K and the show doesn’t look like anything Shiff 
has done before, and the financiers and Shiff are loving what 
they’re seeing.

Lots more camera movement is part of a new look. Shiff’s 
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previous shows have been quite formal, but on this one I’ve 
been able to move the camera a lot more, mostly on cranes 
and Steadicam.

AC When did you fall in love with Steadicam?

AC I don’t think I’ve ever been in love with Steadicam!  
 (laughs). I love good Steadicam operating, but I didn’t 

want to be ‘the Steadicam guy’, I wanted to get work as a 
DOP, so it was an operating tool I avoided for a long time, but 
eventually I had to add that string to my bow as I was being 
overlooked for jobs without it.

“We used the BlackMagic URSA 
Mini. It’s a great little camera 

and the very best match for the 
ARRI Alexa look I’ve seen.”

AC Did Bureau’s VFX component play a big part in  
 your process?

AC We’ve had to deal with a relentless amount of VFX, it’s  
 actually massively influenced the look of the show 

within itself, just because the design and style of the effects is 
such a dominant element in the picture.

And then technically I’ve had to consider the effects 
component on so many shots… it’s played into the sizing, 
the blocking, the shot selection. I want to say the other big 

contributor to the look of the show is production designer 
Michael Rumpff, his sets have been amazing and his work has 
made my job so much easier.

They planned a new look for the series – a more international 
feel – and a lot of work went into the main magical library 
interior. We started with five weeks on locations while they 
were still building the set, and that arrangement did cost us 
some lead time planning how to light it so we had to work out 
an efficient lighting plan to do the set justice.

AC Was the ARRI Alexa Classic your first choice?

AC I actually wanted to shoot on the VariCam because of  
 its low-light capacity. My initial plan was to shoot 

natural light with less supplementary lighting, cut the lighting 
budget and move quicker through our days. We scouted 
Brisbane city locations before we settled on the Gold Coast. 

I wanted to find a contrasting look between the human and 
the fairy worlds of the story by capturing harder and colder 
light in the city with reflections from the buildings. But the 
visual effects department had a solid Alexa workflow in place 
– Jonathan’s used Alexa for the past four or five years, before 
that he shot 16mm – and as the show had a heavier VFX 
component than any other Shiff series that’s where we ended 
up. 

AC Did your approach change on the Alexa?
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AC I love the Alexa, it’s got a great sensor and it’s beautiful  
 with skin tones. I’m shooting young actors with 

flawless skin so I’ve been able to get away with no filtration for 
the non-magical, real-world scenes. I needed to give the two 
story worlds distinctive looks and I tested a bunch of different 
softening filters to give the magical world a nice romantic 
glow.

I ended up using Tiffen’s Warm Pro-Mist, a filter I used in the 
1980s when early video cameras looked really cold and hard. 
Something about that old style looked the most ‘magical’ to 
me. It really softens the elves and fairy characters and makes 
the highlights bloom.

Here and there I even used an old-school eight-point star filter 
that pinged the highlights out like starbeams. That’s not a look 
you’ve see around much since Young Talent Time!

AC What was the volume of work like on Bureau? 

AC We did twenty 30-minute episodes in 86 days,  
 averaging fifty setups a day. There was some studio 

work but largely Gold Coast locations and we’ve had pretty 
easy access, Gold Coast City Council has helped a lot. In 
Brisbane we built a really nice exterior to the show’s magical 
bookshop at the base of the Story Bridge.

Making our days came down again and again to the camera 
department, the grips and the lighting teams. They kept 
up with the nonstop pace every day and always had the 
forethought to have gear ready ahead of time. I can’t really 

remember a single time over the season we were waiting on 
them for anything.

AC Where are you doing the stagework?

AC Schiff shoots in his own warehouse studio on the Gold  
 Coast. For The Bureau of Magical Things it held about 

a half a dozen sets and huge green screen. The big challenge 
is that the warehouse doesn’t have a gantry so there’s 
nowhere to hang lights and they’re quite big sets.

“Certainly operating gives you 
an incredible relationship and 

rapport with the talent.”
Mick O’Brien (Gaffer) and I solved that on the main library set 
by using four scissor lifts with a Dinette (12 x 1K lamps) on 
each so they could be re-positioned and gelled or diffused 
easily and efficiently. These rigs also meant that I could go 
from 1K of light to 12K of light on each scissor lift at the flick 
of a switch on the switchboard. 

The solution gave us a big American-style system with lights 
everywhere, but it was quite cost-effective and efficient. It’s 
also given the directors freedom with the actors. I try not to 
light from the floor anyway, so the scissor lifts give me quick 
options to light from above.

Behind the scenes on ‘The Bureau of Magical Things’ - PHOTO Supplied
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AC What’s your basic camera setup on the show?

AC Alexas for A and B and we’re almost always on two  
 cameras for coverage. C camera is the Steadicam. 

I wanted a body on the Steadicam all the time to give us 
flexibility and keep our pace up. We couldn’t get a third Alexa 
so we used the BlackMagic URSA Mini. It’s a great little 
camera and the very best match for the ARRI Alexa look I’ve 
seen. We’re very happy with it.

We had zoom lenses on everything to save time, and zooms 
are much more like adjustable primes now. They track better 
and breath less. There’s almost no compromise in the image.

AC How has your background operating shaped your  
 work as a cinematographer?

AC Certainly operating gives you an incredible relationship  
 and rapport with the talent. I find that on all my jobs 

I get close to the actors and that’s developed from working 
long hours together in very close proximity. The biggest 
professional advantage for me was the opportunity to work 
with other cinematographer’s and see how they light and 
choose the camera for the job.

Whenever I worked for a prominent cinematographer I 
researched their work; if you go in cold, you don’t know if 
you’re doing the right thing to suit their approach or style. So 
my lighting has evolved over time by working with these guys, 
seeing how they light and incorporate that into my next job.

To be honest, what you learn as you’re coming up is their 

demeanour on set, the politics of being a cinematographer. All 
the best DOPs are very calm and very pleasant, and they get 
great respect from their crew because of their nature.

AC Who were the big influencers?

AC I learned a lot about lighting operating for Darius Kondji  
 AFC ASC on a film called The Ruins (2008), but his 

style was very different to Don McAlpine ACS ASC, who I shot 
Peter Pan (2003) with on the Gold Coast. I like to think I can 
blend the best of their techniques into something that’s a little 
bit my own. From McAlpine I learnt about soft light and colour 
separation. With Kondji I learnt about the darkness, and not 
being afraid of the dark.

“Operating gives you an 
incredible relationship and 

rapport with the talent.”
Some of my early work in Brisbane was as an Assistant 
Camera for now ACS National President Ron Johanson OAM 
ACS. He has this incredibly soft touch and from him I learned 
about lighting talent, especially the women and being very 
kind to the lead actresses.

Another big early figure in my career was David Eggby ACS. 
I worked on Fortress after shooting for Seven Network with 
basically a station wagon full of gear. Eggby was the first big-
time cinematographer I worked for, so seeing him confidently 

Andrew Conder ACS SOC on location with ‘The Bureau of Magical Things’ - PHOTO Supplied
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light these huge sci-fi sets with huge lights cemented him in 
my head as the blockbuster Hollywood guy, this figure I could 
aspire to become.

AC Are you still tuned in to good operating when you  
 see it?

AC I’ve been around around a long time, so I think I’ve  
 seen every style come and go. Nothing’s ever really 

new, just recombinations of old ideas. Sometimes done well, 
sometimes not.

For a while shooting action was about shaking the camera 
around, maybe it started as a way to hide an actor’s stage-
fighting ability and caught on from there. Lately longer takes 
have come back, until you get films such as Birdman or The 
Unexpected Virtue of Ignorance (2014), a whole film made to 
look like one take. 

AC Do you bring a style to your operating?

AC You can’t beat classic framing and good classic  
 storytelling. Fundamental film language is understood 

by audiences all over the world so maybe it’s not something to 
muck with too much.

“Fundamental film language  
is understood by audiences  

all over the world so,  
maybe it’s not something  
to muck with too much.”

David ‘Daisy’ Williamson was one of my mentors, I shot B 
camera on Crocodile Dundee in Los Angeles (2001) and 
Jindabyne (2006) with him. He’s probably Australia’s best 
operator in my opinion and my style of operating came from 
how he worked. He’s very good at blocking action and in 
particular he never over-operates.

AC Over-operates?

AC There’s a tendency I see with newer operators to over- 
 operate and not just leave it alone. You even see wide 

shots that move unnecessarily. Better gripping gear that lets 
you move the camera more easily – Movis and Easyrigs and 
drones – has probably made it worse. 

As you get more experience, you tend to let the actors move 
within the frame a bit, rather than force the camera into 

an unnecessary move. My tendency now is to spend time 
making beautiful frames and letting the actors play in them.

AC Has the decision to stay based in Queensland  
 influenced your career?

AC It is quite political up here and a lot of good  
 technicians have had to leave the state to get bigger 

opportunities. You always feels like you’re behind the 8-ball 
because of your post code. I started getting good traction 
as a cinematographer just as the Australian Dollar rose 
and production in Queensland slowed down, so that was 
frustrating. I certainly like shooting here more than anywhere 
else: the weather, the locations, the hard-working crews.

We do get a good amount of big Hollywood films and smaller 
domestic jobs to keep us going, it’s just harder to get the 
break because producers tend to look interstate for senior 
crew and heads of department. Then it gets harder and 
harder as the credits stack up for interstate crews and they’re 
booked on subsequent big jobs.

AC Do you think access to HD consumer gear has  
 levelled the playing field in terms of industry entry?

AC The digital world has opened the doors to a lot of  
 younger guys shooting now on small HD cameras. The 

Sony A7 series is incredible. Some of these guys are great at 
lighting and shooting, but knowing how to run a set is key.

I think there is a learning curve to understanding that the job 
is as much about completing a schedule, running a crew and 
solving problems efficiently when they come up. You can’t talk 
about a problem for an hour, you’ve got to fix it immediately.

You might be able to make beautiful images with consumer 
gear, but often these guys are working as solo operator / 
DOPs and not learning how a camera and lighting department 
integrate. Creatively, our job is about finding a look that fits the 
story, not just image-making.

AC Well that’s a tidy soundbite…

AC There’s a mantra I stole from David Fincher that  
 influences my shooting more and more… “People 

can forget that the art of photography is first and foremost 
about manipulating emotions. All the ones and zeroes and 
pristine glass and titanium fittings do not matter unless they 
help to impact the viewers feelings.”

Sam Cleveland is a Director at HITMARK  

Creative Media on the Gold Coast.
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FILM REVIEW
In consideration for the Academy Award for Best Documentary, we look at Sherpa (2017)  

by Australian filmmaker Jennifer Peedom – by Richard Kuipers

Completed prior to the devastating 
Nepal earthquake on April 25, 2015, 
Sherpa began filming as a portrait of 
the ethnic group whose skills in perilous 
conditions make the Mount Everest 
climbing industry possible. The subject 
matter is a natural for Peedom, whose 
credits include Miracle on Everest 
(2007) and The Sherpa’s Burden (2004).

The scope of Sherpa broadened 
dramatically during production when 
sixteen Sherpas were killed on April 18, 
2014, at Khumbu Icefall, a treacherous 
passage near the mountain’s base 
camp. 

Enhancing viewers’ understanding of 
Mount Everest from the Sherpa point-
of-view is testimony from Phurba’s wife, 
Karma Doma Sherpa. She explains that 
the mountain they call Chomolungma is 
regarded as a mother of god of earth, 
and some believe it’s not proper to walk 
upon her head. Urging her husband not 
to climb to the peak yet again, Karma 
fears he may suffer the same fate as 
her brother, who died on the mountain 
in 2013. 

All the film’s fascinating strands come 
into sharp and powerfully emotional 
focus when news arrives of the tragedy 
of Khumbu Icefall. With the invaluable 
contribution of editor Christian Gazal, 

Peedom expertly balances intimate 
human stories with coverage of rescue 
efforts and political fallout from the 
disaster. Central to everything is the 
reaction of Phurba and fellow Sherpas, 
whose profound grief coupled with 
newfound confidence in standing 
up for their rights raises the hitherto-
inconceivable prospect of strike action 
bringing the climbing season to a half.

“Cinematographers 
Ken Sauls, Hugh Miller 
and Renan Ozturk have 

beautifully captured 
the many personalities 

of Mount Everest/
Chomolungma, and the 

faces of those whose 
livelihood depend on it 
and whose spirits are 

connected to it.”
Surrounding this compelling narrative 
core is intelligent analysis of historical 
and political factors at play. Douglas 
provides a concise overview of Nepal’s 
troubled political past and its recent 
transition from absolute monarchy 

to multiparty democracy. He credibly 
suggests these events, combined 
with increased access to the internet, 
have raised Sherpas’ awareness of 
their pivotal role in the mountain-
climbing business and resulted in a 
push to shake off their image as smiling 
and uncomplaining servants. With 
the addition of punchy on-the-spot 
footage of government officials visiting 
the disaster zone to answer tough 
questions about an industry worth 
more than $350 million annually, the 
impression is that the Sherpa message 
is hitting home.

Produced by respected documentary 
veteran John Smithson (Touching the 
Void) and noted Kiwi-Aussie indie figure 
Bridget Ikin (Look Both Ways). Sherpa 
boasts first-class visual and technical 
qualities.

Cinematographers Ken Sauls, Hugh 
Miller and Renan Ozturk (who is also 
credited as high-altitude director) 
have beautifully captured the many 
personalities of Mount Everest/
Chomolungma, and the faces of those 
whose livelihood depend on it and 
whose spirits are connected to it.

Richard Kuipers is a writer with Variety.

A scene from ‘Sherpa’ - PHOTO Supplied
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MAGIC AND MIRACLES
Society of Motion Picture and Television Engineers (SMPTE) releases a new book,  

100 Years of Moving Image Science and Technology – by Slade Phillips

In 1916, expansion of the nascent 
motion picture industry was stymied 
by a lack of technical standards. 
Following two failed attempts by 
industry trade associations, inventor C. 
Francis Jenkins placed his professional 
reputation on the line and invited a 
number of his industry colleagues to 
form a motion picture engineering 
society.

For more than one-hundred years, an 
organisation consisting of engineers, 
technologists and production personnel 
in the entertainment industry has 
been bringing moviegoers, television 
audiences, and owners of smartphones 
the increasingly rich viewing and 
listening experiences we’ve all come to 
take for granted. By creating standards 
for how these technological wonders 
are rolled out a mass scale, the Society 
of Motion Picture and Television 

Engineers (SMPTE), has played an 
enormous role in making every major 
technical advance in motion pictures, 
television, and digital video accessible 
to audiences around the world. 

Magic and Miracles: 100 Years of 
Moving Image Science and Technology, 
tells the story of this remarkable 
organisation and its contributions, 
ranging from the advent of talking 
motion pictures in the 1920s to the 
networked media infrastructures of 
today. 

Lavishly illustrated with hundreds 
of colour and black-and-white 
photographs, Magic and Miracles offers 
self-contained chapters on all of these 
advancements in addition to a historic 
overview of SMPTE and its agenda for 
the future. It’s an indispensable resource 
for industry executives, creatives, 

technologists, researchers, students, 
or anyone interested in the history and 
future of the moving image.

Magic & Miracles is a 350-page 
commemorative book that highlights the 
history and work of the Society and its 
members in the development of motion-
picture, television, and digital media 
technology using essays contributed 
by SMPTE members, descriptions 
of landmark events, insights into the 
Society’s standards development work, 
and archival material that documents 
the course of moving-image technology 
evolution.

Section titles include; Motion Picture 
Magic, The Miracle of Television, Digital 
Dawns, A Media Multiverse and The 
Next Century.

“Magic & Miracles is a must-have for 
any friend of SMPTE and actually 
anyone interested in the history of 
film and broadcast technology, as 
well as the media technology of the 
future,” said Barbara Lange, SMPTE 
Executive Director. “With remarkable 
photographs, movie stills, and personal 
narratives reflecting on the past and 
future, this historic book will be a 
valued addition to any library.”

The book’s Editorial Director, Philip 
J. Cianci, began his involvement with 
television at the age of 11, when 
under the tutelage of his father, a radio 
technician in WWII, the two installed a 
high-gain antenna on the roof of their 
apartment building in Harrison, New 
York, aimed it toward Connecticut, and 
watched blacked-out New York Giants 
home games in the comfort of their 
living room. 

Since 2002, Cianci has been assisting 
in the development of an HDTV archive 
with the Smithsonian Institution. He 
joined SMPTE in 2002, and serves on 
the Board of Editors of the SMPTE 
Journal and also the International 
Journal of Digital Television.

Slade Phillips is a Writer based in Sydney.
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CROSS SHOOTING
Milli Award-winning cinematographer Russell Bacon ACS explores using multiple cameras  

and cross-shooting techniques on television drama – by Russell Bacon ACS

In the production of television drama it 
is a prerequisite for a cinematographer 
to produce high-quality images and 
sequences on time, and on budget. 
In the 1970s and early 1980s, only 
four minutes of screen time was, on 
average, a reasonably busy day on a 
high-end miniseries, and was often 
achieved with a single film camera. 
Today, television drama schedules have 
become tighter, with the expectation of 
achieving twelve to fifteen minutes of 
screen time per day.

Of course, multi-camera studio/location 
video productions achieved more 
screen time, but these were often - but 
not always - lit in a flat, shadowless 
fashion from above, giving the cameras 
more freedom. Today, two cameras are 
standard on television drama and more 
often than not, one of these can be a 
Steadicam.

It is, therefore, imperative that 
cinematographers develop a technique 
and style to facilitate this fast pace while 
still producing stunning, cinema-quality 
images.

A great many meetings are generally 
conducted, on all projects, during 
pre-production. It is vital for a 
cinematographer that a style meeting be 
arranged early so that crew members 
are on the same page. In terms of two 
camera cross-shooting, it is advisable to 
broach the subject as soon as possible. 
Sounding out a director on his or her 
thoughts regarding a shooting style, as 
always, should be the first priority. Then 
involve the other heads of department 
as follows; the director, then production 
designer, then crew.

Many directors like to cross-shoot, as 
it gives their cast a flow of performance 
and the freedom with sound to overlap 
dialogue. Often a cinematographer 
will be asked up front if it is possible 
to cross-shoot a particular scene 
for performance reasons, so it is 
necessary to be thinking along those 
lines right through the process. This 
requires an understanding with the 
director, that some limits may be put 
on the movement of the cast, but with 
smart planning this should not be too 

restrictive. Discuss with the director in 
advance, the best possible area and 
axis within the set to play the scene, so 
they can incorporate this into blocking.

During the block, it is better to let the 
cast move naturally and watch closely, 
thinking in terms of camera position and 
light source. Be sure to maintain the 
agreed upon style of the production. 
Don’t get so involved in the process of 
cross-shooting that the overall look of 
the picture is changed. This can be a 
trap. It should not be obvious to anyone 
that cross shooting is being used, the 
look must be seamless.

“There are some scenes, in 
performance terms, where you’ve got 
two actors who are working on a really 
critical scene, and I think that’s where 
it becomes really important to be able 
to cross-shoot,” says Tony Tilse, who’s 
directing for television credits include 
Wolf Creek and Underbelly. “To get 
that wonderful binding performance 
and emotional continuity… emotional 
continuity, that’s one of the great 
benefits of cross shooting.”

Some directors will not want to restrict 
their actors at all, so cross-shooting 
may not be possible, but be on the 
lookout and always offer up the 
other camera if the possibility arises. 
Reassure your director that this will not 
compromise the cast’s performance or 
the look of the show. And then make 
sure it doesn’t!

“If you can optimise every setup 
and get more coverage - more ‘bang 
for your buck’- that helps create 
performance with the actors,” adds 
Julie Money, who’s credits as Director 
include work on Amazing Grace, Home 
and Away, Wonderland, and Police 
Rescue. “The more coverage you can 
give to the editor the better it is for 
everyone.”

A great working relationship with the 
production designer, too, and his or 
her art department is crucial. A good 
designer makes a cinematographer 
look good, and vice versa, so a close 
understanding of where each other are 
coming from is important.

If you are fortunate enough to be having 
sets built, it is good to be involved 
as early as possible with various 
placements. Windows, doors, camera 
ports and floating walls should be 
thought about and discussed at this 
point. Identify parts of the set that will 
be used often and make sure windows 
and source lights are all placed to best 
advantage. Back and cross light is your 
friend, so furniture and practical lights 
should be placed thoughtfully. Once 
you and the designer see how each 
other work and what your both trying 
to achieve, this process should flow 
smoothly.

Working outside of the studio can be 
more difficult, as there are many factors 
to consider before selecting a location 
interior. The designer and location 
manager will do the early scouting and 
its important they know what you are 
aiming for. They are your eyes at this 
stage. As well as the look of the project, 
the location manager has to deal with 
a great many other factors; parking, 
council approval, unfriendly neighbours 
etc. So let them know your wish list 
early. Consider sun position, time of day 
to shoot, space to swing two cameras 
and window positions. Remember, it 
is difficult to reject a location if it fits all 
other criteria, so sometimes you just 
have to use your experience and make 
it work.

“I reckon it’s one of the most 
important things. If you don’t 
have communication with the 
cinematographer when your designing 
the set in the initial stages, you’re 
in trouble,” says Samuel Rickard 
Production Designer on shows such 
as Packed to the Rafters, Wonderland 
and Mary: The Making of a Princess. 
“Working out where to have camera 
ports, glass, places for light to 
come through, windows, even vents. 
For me, it’s the most important 
thing, along with the director, to 
have good communication with the 
cinematographer because if you 
don’t your sets are going to look… 
ordinary.”

Get the gaffer and key grip involved. 
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Let them know from the outset your 
intention to cross-shoot wherever 
possible. These crew members go from 
project to project and consequently 
know their own jobs better than you. 
You may have an idea of how a rig or 
setup could be achieved, but listen to 
your key people because they will make 
it happen for you.

You can learn so much from a good 
gaffer if they know what you are trying 
to accomplish, and will usually come up 
with a great plan when they are kept in 
the loop.

Forget about the sound department at 
your peril. Discuss with the recordist 
your intentions so they can be prepared 
as well as possible; second boom, extra 
radio microphones etc. It is frustrating 
for everybody, if at the block-thru stage, 
your plans are scuppered because 
sound cannot be covered. Light with 
the boom in mind and be prepared to 
help alleviate shadows with cutters. 
Once again, communication is key. 

The figure below depicts a studio set 
with the blocking of a simple two-
handed scene. There are two opposing 
cameras on tracks/wheels. Both 
cameras are long lensed as much 
as possible, without mismatching 
lens sizes overly. The longer the lens 
however, the easier it is to frame out 
the other camera. Both cameras have 
matching over the shoulder (o/s) shots 
in two different sizes to begin, and as 
the scene progresses the cast move to 
the second position with the cameras 

following action and tracking to make 
matching o/s to complete. 

Careful choreography between the 
camera operators and dolly grips is 
required to keep each other out of shot 
and the eye lines tight. Two passes (mid 
and tight) plus a wide shot and any 
cutaways should complete the scene.

In terms of lighting, 5k or 2k tungsten 
Fresnel lamps are put through each 
window. These lamps may be softened 
depending on the exterior conditions 
you may have to match. Windows are 
dressed with sheer curtains or venetian 
blinds. Sheer or lace curtains soften 
the light beautifully and the blinds help 
control the intensity. This gives a natural 
feel to the area with fill light added as 
required. On this set we have a batten 
rigged across the top, from which 
softened LED lights are hung to achieve 
a gentle fill, without losing style or 
contrast. Other smaller units shape the 
background where necessary.

Know when to stop. Each light creates 
its own shadow problems so do not 
overdo it. You don’t want to end up 
in a sea of cutters. Keep it simple. 
Careful monitoring is vital to ensure 
both shots look good, and one is not 
compromising the other. Monitoring can 
be tricky if you are operating one of the 
cameras, so make sure you can switch 
your monitor between shots easily. 
Assign a button on the camera within 
easy reach if possible.

Tips when cross-shooting:

• Sometimes with a little softening or  
 cutting, one person’s backlight can  
 be another’s fill, if carefully angled  
 and blocking permits.

• On location, ‘goal posts’ or  
 ‘polecats’ are a good device for  
 rigging (ask the grips).

• Be careful not to overcomplicate.  
 It has to be more time efficient than 
 swinging the whole rig around.

• Get a gaffer interested in the  
 challenge.

• Watch the block through, see  
 where the cast want to move and  
 start planning. Perhaps suggest,  
 that with a little tweak we could  
 cross shoot.

• Keep the cameras free on a dolly,  
 jib or Steadicam.

• Never compromise the close ups. If  
 you cannot light the close ups  
 properly don’t cross shoot them. 

Cross shooting gives emotional 
continuity for the actors, seamless 
cutting for the editors and is great for 
action sequences and noisy difficult 
environments. Have fun!

Russell Bacon ACS is one of Australia’s leading 

cinematographers having worked on classic 

dramas such as The Magistrate, Brides of Christ, 

Joh’s Jury and Police Rescue, Packed to the 

Rafters and Sea Patrol. In 2002, Bacon was 

awarded the ACS Golden Tripod for the classic 

My Brother Jack as well as earning the Milli’ 

Award Australian Cinematographer of the Year’ 

that same year.  

www.russellbacon.net
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