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BY DEFINITION of the Australian Cinematographers Society’s 
Articles of Association “a cinematographer is a person with 
technical expertise who manipulates light to transfer visual 
information by the use of a camera into aesthetic moving 
images on motion picture film or electronic recording systems”
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06 / FROM THE EDITOR

How can you if you haven’t got the balls?

Help change the world that is . Some of you may recall a plea 
from me in this magazine at the beginning of the year for 
Aussie cinematographers to help enrich the lives of 
thousands, maybe millions of poverty stricken children 
around the world, simply by taking one of these balls when 
next you’re working in a 3rd world country and shooting 
some footage of poor children kicking it around. I’m trying 
to help a friend of mine who invented the One World Futbol, 
the ball that never defl ates. Stab it, pepper it with lead from 
an AK47, run over it… it will just pop right back up and be 
ready for a kid to kick and get joy from immediately. For every 
ball purchased my friend gives one away to poor children. 
Google One World Futbol for more info. 

The last time I asked for Aussie cinematographers to come 
forward, I had one person contact me, and sadly that shoot 
fell through. Thank you that one, kind  person. Maybe you 
missed the story, were too busy, broke both legs ski-ing 
down a mountain with a Go Pro strapped to you head… 
I don’t know, but I just refuse to believe that we are a cold 
hearted bunch of selfi sh bastards who don’t give a shit. Now 
I know that most of you don’t go near 3rd world countries 
on a regular basis, but some do. Just one ball, a few feet of 
great footage of kids playing with it and you’ve raised your 
karma signifi cantly. Love to hear from you. 

DM Ed.

FROM THE EDITOR

FUNNY STORIES  DM Ed.

I cast the 4 year old son of a good mate of mine in a 
100% role in a TVC. He was exceptional, and I told 
him so.

So, as one does, I cast him again, but this time in a mute 
role. Again he was very good, but… When he went home 
his dad asked him how it went and he was upset and not 
overly willing to discuss it. When pressed, he said “I don’t 
think I did too well dad. The fi rst commercial Mr. Marks 
said that I was 100%, but this time he didn’t even give 
me a score!”.

I was shooting a doco on the Krait, the famous Malay 
fi shing boat that the Z Force used during WW2 to sail to 
Japanese occupied Singapore harbour and blow up 5 
enemy ships. Sir James Killen was the Defence Minister 
at the time and we had him on board to shoot an 
interview in Sydney Harbour. As we rolled, I could see a 
small navy boat with about a dozen sailors on board 
approaching and informed the minister. He glanced over 
his shoulder to look at the approaching boat, and saw 
the whole crew forming a line down the side of the boat 
facing us. He went straight into Defence Minister mode, 
turned on his heel, went rigid and got ready to take the 
salute. As the boat came alongside us, all the sailors 
turned their backs on the minister, dropped their pants 
and mooned him. And a full moon it was too, I can 
assure you. The naval brass who were accompanying Mr. 
Killen on board our boat went  into spasms of apologies, 
foam fl ecking at the corners of their mouths. Pity the 
moon boys later.

In the mid 90’s I was represented out of New York by a 
NY production company and was directing and shooting 
a TVC for them in Sydney. The female producer, a very 
spunky young New Yorker, came out to run the shoot, 
assisted by a local Sydney guy. After the shoot, both he 
and she jetted to Mirage Port Douglas for a well earned 
rest. As they lolled by the pool, she (spunky NY producer) 
recognised a famous rock band propped up around the 
in-pool bar and decided to wade over and join them. This 
left the Sydney producer a bit miffed, so he decided to 
play a joke on her. He rolled away from them and started 
to stuff fi st fulls of tissues down his budgie smugglers. 
As he was doing so he glanced up and notched that a 
young woman on a nearby deck chair was watching him. 
Too late now, better to just get on with it. So he stood 
up, crotch bulging hideously and slid into the pool. He 
waded across to the bar and sidled up to join the hip 
group. As she introduced him to the band, they started 
to laugh uncontrollably and couldn’t look at him. She 
glanced down and noticed that his crotch was jettisoning 
small pieces of white tissue, creating a swarm of ‘fl akes’ 
swirling around his pneumatic bulge. Done like a dinner! 
 Kill me now!!!

Photo: Aron Leong ACS





FROM THE PRESIDENT
Greetings ACS colleagues

I’ve just returned from Poland representing the ACS at both 
IMAGO and Camerimage, and there will be much to report in 
the coming weeks on agenda items and what we trust will be 
mutually benefi cial outcomes. 

It was fantastic to see Dean Semler ACS ASC awarded the 
ASC Lifetime Achievement Award, which will be presented at 
the ASC Awards in Los Angeles next year. Dean is certainly a 
great ambassador for our Australian industry.

This time of year highlights the achievements of our ACS 
members, and it is my privilege to be able to attend the 
State and Territory Awards. The level of entries this year was 
outstanding, and my warmest congratulations go to the 
recipients of all awards.  

Ron Windon ACS was the Guest of Honour at the 
Queensland - NT awards. This man, who has given so much 
of himself to the Society for over 52 years, was welcomed 
with resounding applause, and his address, revealing the 
passion he has for our craft and all of those who participate, 
was received in absolute silence.

The Society has been asked to contribute to discussions 
regarding the issue of International cinematographers and 
other crew working on Australian feature fi lms, which are 
partly funded by our Federal Government or State bodies.

This is something that has concerned us all for some time, 
as we believe we never hear the real reasons why this is 
deemed necessary.  We have to question the statement that 
is usually offered, that there is no resident Australian cinema-
tographer available, or that none would do it for the money 
that was on offer. 

We have had discussions with the MEAA and provided a 
letter in support of their view, stating that the ACS cannot 
condone the importation of International DoP’s on these 
fi lms, when our own members are equally qualifi ed, available, 
and eager to undertake the work. We do believe there should 
always be open and honest discussion as to the real reasons 
behind the need before decisions are made, particularly 
when it involves the Camera Department. 

If an overseas cinematographer must be imported, then we 
believe there should be an automatic trade off, where there 
are two paid attachments assigned to the camera 
department of that fi lm. We think this is a fair and reasonable 
request. However, in a perfect world we would prefer a local 
cinematographer and the two attachments.

The Society has recently been instrumental in placing some 
of our members as attachments on a number of Australian 
feature fi lms with well-known ACS accredited DoP’s. We 
believe that these attachments are an important step in the 
education of our members. 

The ACS believes morally and ethically that Australian 
productions with funds provided by the taxpayer should 
employ Australian crew. 

If we to want to produce our own stories, and to achieve 
this need to divert public money away from other important 
infrastructure, it is important that we guarantee the future of 
our industry and those young technicians by using local key 
crew when and wherever possible.

Our industry is so tiny, by comparison with almost all other 
western countries, that any opportunities denied to 
Australian cinematographers on Aussie fi lms has a 
disproportionate detrimental effect on our industry. We’re all 
acutely aware that the work currently available is very slim 
indeed, and any loss is felt very badly and has a ripple effect 
that hurts the whole industry now, and into the future. 

Cinematography in Australia, whilst lauded right around the 
world, is a very fragile environment in which to survive.

Until next time…

Ron Johanson ACS
National President

08 / FROM THE PRESIDENT
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Two Daoist monks were walking through a remote forest 
when they came across a beautiful young woman by the 
edge of a fast fl owing stream. One of the monks asked what 
she was doing there and she replied “I’m afraid to go into 
the water, as I cannot swim.” He offered to carry her across, 
which she gratefully accepted. He deposited her safely on 
the other side, then bid her a safe onward journey.

The two monks had walked for a couple of hours in silence 

before the second monk suddenly asked “Why did you carry 
that young woman across the stream? You know we’re 
not allowed to touch the fl esh of a woman.” The fi rst monk 
replied ”Put her down! I did, two hours ago”

When I decided to interview David Brill for AC Magazine, this 
story immediately sprung to mind. Just the idea of being 
capable of ‘putting what’s in your mind down’ seems remote, 
when one considers the terrible events David has focused 

THE MORALS OF SHOOTING 

WAR, FAMINES & DISAS
A difficult journey with  a gentle man - David Brill

BY Dick Marks

10 / WAR, FAMINES & DISASTERS

David Brill in war-torn Viet Nam in the 70’s



his camera on during his extraordinary 45 year journey as a 

war, famine and disaster cinematographer. Of course he has 

photographed many other stories that didn’t involve violence, 

cruelty, starvation, deprivation, torture, suffering and death, 

but these are the images that worm their way deep into the 

dark recesses of ones mind, curl up in a seething, squirming 

mass and refuse to leave. So how does David do what he 

does and emerge the quiet, sensitive, caring and extremely 

polite man that he is, still to this day. 

He collects... and more than just dark memories from the 

most violent and tragic places on earth. But when I fi rst 

entered his riverside apartment in Hobart, looking out over 

a sparkling River Derwent to the casino, what immediately 

stands out are his other collections… of books, paintings, 

carvings, masks, fi gurines, rugs, military hats and caps, 

classical CD’s, DVD’s (mainly French and Italian movies), 

photographs … the list goes on. No darkness there, just 

wonderful, happy memories of a life lived large, unless one 

can read between the lines. Most of the colour photographs 

are of David’s daughter, a beautiful Australian/Chinese 

woman in her early 30’s who lives and works in New York 

as a fashion designer. In fact in all her photographs she is 

beautiful and smiling… happy. Their relationship is a work in 

progress, David confesses quietly. ‘She loves me but says 

she doesn’t know me that well… I’ve been away a lot.’ is 

tagged on some time later, suggesting that happier times are 

yet to come. Although David is as honest and open a man as 

I have ever met, I respect him too much to delve any deeper. 

Back to the sunny things in David’s life. Oh, his collection of 

cameras… and light meters, and bottles of lens cleaning fl uid 

and cloths, which are also in abundance. You suspect that 

he has never had a dust fl are on his rushes or a hair in the 

gate and I can assure you that when David was not 

shooting he was cleaning and maintaining his gear. 

Immaculate. Nikon, Canon, Leica, Hasselblad, Rolleifl ex; all 

the big names are there, lined up and shiny like a Chinese 

military parade. He also still has his original16mm Bolex fi lm 

camera, which is kept in its immaculate hand stitched leather 

and red velvet case. And wouldn’t you just know it, a brand 

new (well it was in 1967 when he bought it) 100 foot spool 

of Tri-X, still in it’s yellow and red cardboard box. Always 

ready to roll! This is also refl ected in his perfect wall of books, 

his voguish groupings of picture books, his neat towers of 

biographies (mostly of people he’s either met or worked with 

like Hunter S. Thompson, Daniel Ellsberg, Walter Cronkite, 

Brett Whiteley), rows of fi gurines, clusters of carvings. David 

is surrounded with order; his order. And I have to say, happy 

memories, as there is a lot of joy emanating from his home. 

You see, I don’t believe, as others do, that David is defi ned 

by, nor is he shackled to, the horrors of his past, but more 

by his optimism for the future. You see,He doesn’t focus so 

much on guns and killing, but what’s going on in the back-

ground and the aftermath. He seeks hope, humility, pride, 

resilience, empathy, love and the dignity of others… he seeks 

the core of humanity. Now he just wants to be happy, to be 

at peace. As he says many times during our conversation 

“I’ve done my apprenticeship, I think it’s time to fi nd some 

serenity… time to refl ect.” 

People can lie to themselves or about themselves, but in the 

end, their life offers up the truth. David Brill’s life has been 

picked over by many, but his truth is kindness, empathy and 

love of the human spirit.

STERS. 

WAR, FAMINES & DISASTERS /         11
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““

AC:   A lot of people would know of you; they may have 
read the book The Man Who Saw Too Much, listened to 
Margaret Throsby interview you on her morning radio 
show on the ABC or seen you on Australian Story, but 
can you just give me a brief summary of your career so 
far. Can you start by listing all the  wars, famines and 
disasters you’ve photographed.

DB:   Well I don’t want to come across as a war junkie, but 
obviously I have covered a lot of wars.  It’s not because I like 
wars, but as a photo journalist I believe that the story is as 
important as the fi lming. It all started with the Vietnam War, 
then Cambodia, Laos, all through the Middle East, Israel/
Palestinian confl icts, wars all through Africa… Idi Amin’s 
brutal rule in Uganda, the wars in the former Yugoslavia, 
in the Balkans, all the wars there… Somalia; I spent a lot 
of time in Somalia with the Australian troops. Other media 
rushed in for the fi rst week and then left.  I stayed. And that 
was an amazing experience. Then I covered the war in the 
Falklands... the Malvinas, but mainly from Argentina, we 
didn’t get into the Falkland Islands themselves.  And then 
even the little one called the Grenada Invasion, the 
Americans did.  I covered El Salvador, Nicaragua, 
Guatemala, all those wars in Central America, very 
dangerous little wars; I nearly got killed there, a very 
dangerous place, nastier than Vietnam.  Iraq, a few times 
to Iraq for Dateline, Afghanistan – the last time I went to 
Afghanistan I was nearly 68, and I must say it was very hard 
putting the old fl ack jacket on in that heat.  But I’ve covered 
everything basically from Vietnam; I was there for the fall 
of Saigon as well, I fi rst went there in 1969 and covered it 
through to the fall of Saigon in 1975.  And of course Iraq and 
Afghanistan. 

It’s been amazing really, over the years a lot of my colleagues 
have been killed but for me, it’s been a lot of luck.  And also I 

He’s tough going... but they don’t come 
much better.”
You don’t go out for a walk in the 
countryside when you go out with 
Brillo. You go out for a fairly intense, 
busy, committed day and when it’s all 
over he says he’s got it... ‘I’ve got it.’
Ray Martin.

Photo: Warwick Curtis

David with Soviet troops in Azerbaijan 1989
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must say it’s the advantage of having had a lot of 
experience… having that gut feeling, Richard. It really is a gut 
feeling and that only comes with experience.  And I managed 
to survive long enough to get that experience.  

AC:   It must frustrate you to still be putting on a fl ak 
jacket to cover wars!

DB:   It goes on forever.  It’s something I can never under-
stand that we can be so kind to each other and good to 
each other in many ways, but we still kill each other. But even 
in wars I have found people with incredible humanity.  

My old line is anybody can fi lm guns going off, but it’s what 
those guns do to people, innocent people, that matters. The 
refugees, the effect it has on families.  I’m a people cinema-
tographer, a storyteller.  Of course I want to have good 
pictures and I always try to do the best I can do with the 
equipment I have and the speed I’ve got to work.  But it’s the 
people I really care about, what makes them tick.  And it all 
goes back to that little girl in Vietnam who had her leg blown 
off… I talk about her a lot. She came to the hospital on her 
grandmother’s back, carried her in to be fi tted with an 
artifi cial leg.  And there was no expression; she just kept 
staring at me, and she was the most beautiful child.  And 
once they put the leg on and she had her balance, she 
smiled just a tiny bit and that just made me feel really... It 
disturbed me, I mean, the impact that fi lm made was much 
more powerful than any number of guns going off; when 
people sitting in their comfortable lounge rooms at home 
saw that beautiful little girl with her leg blown off.  Just one 
person.  [David shows a black and white photograph of the 
Vietnamese girl in a book]. I do care.  That’s why I do it.  I 
wouldn’t run around at my age doing all this if I didn’t care.  
What for, the money?  I sure don’t do it for the money.  I do it 
because I really do care.  She was a tiny example of 
hundreds, thousands, millions...  in fact two million 
Vietnamese died in that war.  

AC:   Have you ever thought about trying to fi nd her?

DB:   Yeah, yeah.  Many times… I’d love to. (David stops 
talking for a moment, then changes the subject)

I’ve been to about fi ve or six major earthquakes.  The last 
one was in Indonesia two or three years ago.  And the 
horrible thing is, often the people who survived the earth-
quake are just walking around and some of their relatives are 
under the smashed concrete… still inside their destroyed 
homes. The bodies are still in there, and you know this.   
Sniffer dogs… people calling out for any survivors.  Just 
horrible. But again, the best comes out in people in those 
situations.

It’s not an adrenalin kick for me. It’s just I feel it’s my 
responsibility, even at 68, to put a fl ack jacket on and go out 
in a tank, to try and explain what’s going on.  Just me and 
my camera… raw fi lm making, I call it. And now and then 
you can make a difference.  Old cliché I know, but you can 
and I have.  And I’ll keep doing it as long as I can.  

AC:   Do you have any rules when it comes to covering 
such events? 

DB:   I try to treat everyone with dignity. Most of them have 
lost everything, but a lot are professional people; like doctors 
or schoolteachers or whatever they might be.  And you can 
see it in their faces, that dignity, pride… I deliberately carry 
the camera down by my side.  And I say to them, “I’m here 
to show the outside world what a dreadful state you’re in and 
what’s happening to you”.  And normally they’ll invite me in 
for a cup of tea.   And I’ll have a cup of tea and after I’ll ask, 
“Can I do a bit of fi lming now?”  I’d never barge in with a 
camera and just start fi lming.  And I won’t do that because 
they’re human beings.  We’re all human beings.  And these 
are people in a dreadful situation. 

I remember once in Africa, in Chad, Dateline producer Geoff 
Parrish and I were at a refugee camp and this family was 
living in a broken tent with some rags over the top to keep 
the sun off them during heat of the day. A very intelligent 
family – schoolteachers and one of the sons was a doctor.  
They’d lost absolutely everything, but they still said to me, 
“You can stay overnight in our tent and we will sleep outside; 
you are our guest.”   “Guest?!”  And I said, “No, no, no, I 
could never...”.  And then they made me a cup of tea and 

“When I’m really happy for a few moments, I feel like this can’t last, I shouldn’t feel happy like this.” DB. Photo: Dick Marks
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“ “

AC:   But all that stopped when the body count went 
against them?

DB:   Yeah, that and people back home in America seeing 
all those dreadful images.  I don’t know if you know the story 
when I had the Éclair (French 16mm fi lm camera)… this was 
in Viet Nam, I was on a tank going into a battle with Mike 
Willesee and sound recordist Robert Sloss and my camera 
jammed.  “Brrrrrr!”.  And oh no, so I called out, “Stop! Stop 
the war!”.  And they stopped!!!  Mike Willesee talks about it... 

It was so important to him, at the time, 
to get the pictures. It would never have 
occurred to him that this is rather 
unusual to be able to stop a battle if he 
couldn’t get the pictures. What was the 
point of having the battle?
Mike Willesee. 

And so I dive into the changing bag and in the 40 degree 
heat, the core fell out of the 400 foot roll of fi lm. Disaster. 
The troops are waiting to start the battle again. Eventually I 
reloaded the magazine - clapper board, slate 23 and away 
we went -  start the battle.

AC:   Did you ever fear going on assignment? 

DB:   If anyone says they don’t get scared in a war...  You 
worry about losing an arm or a leg.  The tension day in, 
day out, is... getting shot at… it happens every now and 
then.  Or if you’re unlucky enough to walk on a landmine 
or something or a car bomb and get blown up.  But it’s the 
tension when you get up in the morning not knowing if you’re 
going to come back that day.  With it all going on around 
you, you can feel it – the smell, the noise, the fear in people, 
the machinery, the big tanks.  It’s ugly, it’s ugly, it’s war!  It’s 
a killing machine; war.  It’s a killing machine.  That’s very 
hard to explain to someone unless they’ve been there.  And 
as a video journalist or a cinematographer you’ve got to be 
out there all day – the tension… not knowing.  Don’t worry 
about losing your arm.  If a bullet hits your arm now it’ll take 
your arm off and the shock will kill you nine times out of ten.  
So don’t worry about just getting a fl esh wound.  It doesn’t 
work that way. It’s the not knowing....  But once I get there, 
I’m ready. I get going, camera loaded, everything’s ready to 
go, checked everything out, cleaned the lens... Focus.  And 
I’m very, very calm under those conditions.  And I’m very 
confi dent. It’s funny that.  

AC:   Can you block out the idea of not going home?

DB:   No, it’s always there… ticking away.

AC:   Then why are you so confi dent?

DB:   I don’t know, it’s an interesting point.  I feel very 
confi dent in those situations.  

AC:   Do you ever stop working in your own mind?

DB:   No.  I’m always working and thinking about story ideas 
and things like that.  

AC:   Do you still have fl ash backs?

shared a bit of food.   I mean, that is really humbling Richard.  
That is really humbling.  That puts everything into 
perspective.  And then they’ll open up because they trust 
me. But it’s not about rushing to get the story – it’s human 
being to human being.  

AC:   I’ve seen set-up shots of a large group of supposed 
photo-journalists all photographing a soldier spraying a 
few bullets around a corner. A bit of Bang! Bang! to feed 
the 24 hour news beast. 

DB:   I’d never do that.  I learnt from Neil Davis that if all the 
press went to the right, the whole group, he’d go to the left.   
And I try to do the same thing.  But I know what you mean 
by that; the setup stuff.  And a lot of it’s happening now 
because of the 24 hour news networks– they’ve got to get 
something quickly. 

AC:   It’s like generic war library footage isn’t it?

DB:   Yeah, but it’s nothing to do with anything, really. You’ve 
got to get in amongst the real action.  My stories are always 
long fi lms, long stories, not little news clips of a minute and 
a half, two minutes.  Sure I’ve got to get a bit of action… if 
it’s happening, but it’s building up sequences of all the other 
stuff around it –building a story through your camera, your 
heart, soul and your head.  And the camera becomes an 
extension of you.  It’s a beautiful instrument, I love it dearly;  
seeing the results you can get.  

AC:   Covering the Vietnam war must have been 
different, as it was pretty much open slather over there 
for a while, wasn’t it?

DB:   Oh, it was extraordinary… it was free for everyone to 
go in.  The Americans would give you the rank of a major 
if you were a Vietnam war correspondent, they’d lay on a 
helicopter for you… and ice cream.

Great cinematographer, shame about the tie.
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DB:   Yeah I still do, a few things, yeah I do.  I think it’s a bit 
worse than what it ever... Well not worse, but only because 
you get a bit older and you’re probably a bit wiser and you 
think a bit more about things… yes, things do come back.  I 
mean, I’ve seen quite a bit of death and people laying around 
with their stomachs ripped open and things like that and also 
people dying in front of me from lack of food, from poverty.  I 
mean one story, it was in Malawi, a very big famine there... 
Or Sudan... And I was staying at a Hilton down the road 
from this refugee camp, so had a four/fi ve course lunch from 
a buffet – you know, beautiful food and some ice cream for 
dessert – got in the car, went up to this refugee camp and 
there’s a mother there in the hospital, a little makeshift 
hospital, with her baby in her arms and her baby died in front 
of me.  After me just having fi ve courses down at the Hilton 
hotel.  But this baby died of starvation ten minutes up 
the road from where I was.  So I mean there’s something 
wrong there, fundamentally wrong.  And I did this incredible 
sequence – this little baby holding on for life to her mother’s 
little fi nger, holding on like that [holds up thumb and 
forefi nger clinging to other fi nger] until she just passed away.

AC:   Being a cameraman in a war zone was never safe, 
but today it’s extremely dangerous as fi ghters are 
targeting the media, especially the ones with the 
cameras. 

He was the best cameraman of his era.
He has the great ability to capture what 
has happened in one take. A take that held 
longer and told you more. He was a strange 
combination of artist and action man.
Mike Willesee.

DB:   It’s incredibly dangerous and there’s more people doing 
it. Phillip Knightley, who wrote The First Casualty, said to me 
a few years ago that it’s more dangerous now being a 
journalist or a cameraman in a war because they know 
you’ve got money, US dollars, you’ve got expensive 
equipment, they can sell all this stuff.  They’ll rob you and kill 
you.  And we’re also being targeted because they don’t like 
the information we’re putting out. 

AC:  Do you fi nd the presence of a camera changes an event?

DB:   Yes, you have to be very careful.  As you know 
yourself, the camera’s a very powerful tool.

AC:   Have you had instances when your arrival has 
started violence?

DB:  They rev up, yes.  A lot of them will start carrying on as 
if it’s a Hollywood movie; start fi ring guns off… you’ve got to 
be very careful.

Photo: Dick Marks
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AC:   It could cause people to lose their lives.

DB:   Yes, and it has done.  And that’s why you’ve got to use 
it with great respect and responsibility.

AC:   Let’s go back to where it all started… as a boy 
growing up in Tassie. Did you ever fantasise about 
escaping the island and travelling the world?

DB:   I don’t know whether I did or not, I’ve often thought of 
that myself.  You know, coming out of small town in 
Tasmania ending up doing what I did, what I’m still doing in 
fact?  Roaming the world for the last 45 years.

AC:   A bit of a nomad?

DB:   Well I don’t know.  I had two great loves – I’ve said this 
before – one was to work for Life magazine and one was to 
work for Four Corners.  Well, I achieved Four Corners but I 
never achieved Life.  I used to get Life every week, I couldn’t 
wait to get down to the newsagency in Longford to go and 
buy Life.  All those wonderful photographers; Larry Burrows, 
who I’ve met briefl y in Vietnam, who was killed there 
unfortunately – a brilliant photographer, a brilliant 
photographer.  But I loved that; the glamour of those people.  
They were my heroes.  And in the movie business of course 
there was Damien Parer – and Neil Davis, obviously he had 
an effect on me as a young guy.  Whether I went the right 
way I don’t know.  I’m quite envious at times of people like 
Dean Semler and Johnny Seale... Don McAlpine, who I 
respect enormously, but then again, I don’t know if that 
would have worked for me, sitting around waiting, all that 
type of thing.  

AC:   You spend a lot of time alone. Do you like your own 
company?

DB:   I am a bit of a loner, I was brought up in a country 
hotel, I had my own room in the hotel and my meals were 
served to me in the room by a maid wearing a black dress 
and white apron… things like that.  I enjoy it, being on my 
own, because I’m totally in control in the fi eld.  I’m now a 
video journalist with Dateline at SBS, but it’s not easy doing 
everything on my own, it’s very demanding, but I do have 
tremendous support from the producers, researchers and 
editors back in Sydney.  But there’s something about it – 
you’re responsible for getting all the material and make a 
story out of it.  

AC:   You’ve brought quite a bit of the world back here to 
Hobart, haven’t you?

DB:   Yes. It’s part of who I am. 

AC:   Have you always liked David Brill?

DB:   I don’t think I... Not really... Um...I’m starting to like 
myself a little bit better as I get older but... No I didn’t, I didn’t 
think people liked me much.  I always had a bit of an 
inferiority complex.  Insecure in many ways as a human 
being.  And I don’t mind talking about that because I think a 
lot of us suffer from various things and it’s just part of who we 
are.  It doesn’t make me a bad person.  But I think a lot of it’s 
to do with your upbringing. I have achieved a bit and people 
have told me that.   I’ve had a book written about my life, the 
ABC made an Australian Story TV program .... I must have 
achieved a little bit... I don’t mean that in a showing off way, 
but…  but I still don’t believe it!

AC:   What stops you?

DB:   I don’t know, I can’t... When I’m really happy or 
something for a few minutes, I feel like this can’t last, I 
shouldn’t feel happy like this.  

AC:   Really?

DB:   Yeah.  And I do worry what people think of me.  You 
know, I hope they like me, I hope I wasn’t rude or this and 
that.  And you go through life like that and it’s not very nice.  
I mean, as Margaret Throsby said to me after she’d inter-
viewed me on her morning program on the ABC, “David, 
you should sit back and feel happy about yourself”.  And 
that was 7 or 8 years ago.  But it’s... I don’t know... there’s a 
small part of me that says why not just sit back and enjoy it?  
Life! A bit of contentment would be wonderful.

AC:   You’re an intelligent, a gentle and very creative per-
son, but you’re also extraordinarily sensitive, wouldn’t 
you agree?

DB:   Over sensitive.  I’m aware of that.  And I’m trying to 
change it.  It’s hard to change.  

AC:   But you’ve subjected yourself to the most 
insensitive world. How does that work?

DB:   Yes, I know, that’s right... I don’t know how that works.  
I’ve thought about all this. Intellectually, I’ve... It goes through 
my brain all the time those things.  I mean a lot of people 

Photo: Dick Marks
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would have gone mad to have done what I’ve done. I mean 
some people have, as you know.  I mean, I don’t know, it’s.... 
Somebody said to me once the reason why a lot of your 
stuff stands out is because you’re over sensitive, so you can 
relate to people and really feel their pain.  But over 
sensitivity it a horrible thing. It’s quite a selfi sh thing too 
because all you do is think about your self sensitivity.  It’s a 
horrible thing, you go through life in pain most of the time. Or 
worried about what’s happening.  I’ve done the best I can. I 
haven’t had too many out of focus shots.

He’s been there and done it all. He’s 
somehow survived... battle scarred and 
deeply troubled, there’s no doubt about that; 
seeing all those dead bodies affects you. 
But at the end of the day he does get into 
another world when he presses that button 
and fi lms. But he goes back to the bar or his 
hotel room and it leaves a terrible dark 
imprint. He wouldn’t be human... 
part of his greatness is that he feels.

Ray Martin.      

AC:   To prepare for this interview I’ve looked at a large 
amount of your work and it’s incredibly well crafted. You 
construct and tell stories beautifully, even if the subject 
matter is anything but. 

DB:   Thank you. You’ve just got to get the shots that tell the 
story, haven’t you? 

AC:   You’re 68 now.  What are you going to do now for 
the rest of your life?  You’re getting on...

DB:   [laughs]  No I’m not, I’ve just started!  What do you 
mean “getting on”!  Everyone’s trying to  make me old all of a 
sudden; “You’re getting on”!  They’ve been trying to stop me 
all my life - “What do you want to do that for?  Why do you 
want to go there?”.  

No seriously Richard, if I can keep on doing this, if they allow 
me to do it at Dateline – I do only six stories a year – well 
that takes time, by the time I get organised... I mean, I love 
it.  With all the frustrations and the hassles and staggering 
around the place in the heat, in the jungles of Sumatra, 
perspiration pouring off you.  I’m 68, I fi nished my 
cadetship ten years ago, and now I want to do something 
with it all.  I want to give it all back, for what it’s worth.  If 
young cinematographers think that what I have to offer is 
interesting enough.  

AC:  Do you have children?

DB:  I’ve got a daughter, yes, in New York. She was born 
there, she lives there.  She’s in design and things like that. 
She’s now an agent for some of the world’s greatest portrait 
photographers, as well.  When I got separated, she stayed 
there and I came back here.  But we’re trying to mend all 
that.    We just don’t know each other that well.  She says, “I 
love you Dad but I don’t know you that well”. So I’m going to 
try and work on that I bit I think...

AC:   What would you like inscribed on your headstone 
David? How would you like to be remembered?

DB:   That he was very proud of Tasmania.  Very proud to 
be a Tasmanian.  And I hope some of the stuff that I’ve done 
will be held in the archives or somewhere so people can look 
back on it if they want to know about those times and what 
was happening around the world.  Those dramatic times 
like the Berlin Wall coming down, when Australia won the 
America’s Cup in Newport, Or the Vietnam War.  Or 
Afghanistan.  Or Iraq.  Or Idi Amin.  I was there.  

AC:   How about two simple words – “He cared”.

David with his much-loved Sony PX 10 shooting in a refugee camp in Darfur, Sudan.
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DB:   I do.  I do care.  That’s what drives me.  And I meet 
some wonderful individuals who also care.  I mean, this 
Harvard trained economist I met in The Philippines a few 
weeks ago who’s doing this Litre of Light project, making 
lights for the slums out of one litre plastic drink bottles. He 
doesn’t have to do that, he could go and make millions being 
an economist.  But no.  And I hope that there will always be 
some young cinematographers who are interested in telling 
these stories… I really do hope so. You know, I’m extremely 
fortunate, as Dateline and SBS believe that the stories I do 
are worthwhile… and I seriously doubt that the commercial 
networks would bother. Thank God for the ABC and SBS. 

It’s a fairly thankless task. At the end of 
the day it’s going to be some reporters 
mug up there who gets the glory… who 
gets up to collect the award. Meanwhile, 
you know, still dodging bullets is the 
cameraman... and that was Brillo.

Ray Martin
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I spent a very pleasant day in the city a few months ago, 
celebrating my son, Christopher’s, 15th birthday. We had our 
usual browse through Dymocks bookstore and headed off to 
walk through the Strand Arcade to the Pitt Street Mall. 

We encountered a pavement artist, James Kite. He was 
happily sketching a very impressive mural on white A3 sheets 
joined together to create a larger ‘canvas’ ... with only a 
black Bic pen. Impressive is an understatement. He calls 
these epic drawings ‘panoramas’ and they can extend up 
to 16 feet (about 5 metres). Passers-by basically witness a 
continual work in progress. The artist draws, chats to people, 
gives away free prints, and gets back to work. 

Christopher and I found it fascinating. The work itself was 
excellent. Clearly James Kite has talent. But he’s giving lovely 
A5 prints away for free. How on earth does he make money? 
I thought he said “three” instead of “free” so I donated six 
dollars for two prints. 

The panorama in progress was half fi nished. It would take 
James another week (weather permitting) to complete it. So 
that’s roughly two weeks of between six to eight hours a day 
… and all done solely with a Bic pen. No Textas, no paint. 
Just an ordinary household pen. 

Of course it wasn’t just one pen. There must have been 
hundreds of pens, with many hundreds still to go. 
Interestingly a discussion on the merits of the Bic pen 
followed. Of all the pens he had tried, the standard garden 
variety Bic was by far the best.

“You should get Bic to sponsor you,” I offered. No doubt 
he’d heard that line a thousand times.

“No, not interested,” he said, “if they gave me the pens, I’d 
be beholden to them.” I’m not sure if these were James’ 
exact words, but they were to that effect. What about 
commissions? Perhaps book illustrations? Surely there is 
scope for an exhibition and then sales? I’ll quote the artist 
directly this time: “Others felt I was obligated to sell my work 
because I am an “artist” and that is what artists do. The 
view being that art can be sold for a lot of money and being 
wealthy is everyone’s objective. But money is not everything. 
That is perhaps the biggest revelation I have had since taking 
up busking. To experience simple joy and knowing others 
approve of who I am has taken the edge off the need to 
pursue money. … Yes I have an objective… It is a simple 
one… Satisfaction.” (jameskite.wordpress.com)

Always on the lookout for a new approach to this column, it 
struck me that the James Kite experience is nicely 
paralleled by that of the independent fi lmmaker. According to 
The Complete Film Dictionary, an independent fi lmmaker is 
a person or persons who make a fi lm with no connection to 
the Hollywood scene or the established studio system.

Historically, these people have raised funding for their movies 
in a variety of ways including personal loans, credit cards, 
money raised through requests by the fi lmmaker via personal 
letters, fi nance from family members, even money earned by 
being a medical research subject. 

And what are the benefi ts of independence? Well freedom, 
for one … and probably much like James Kite, 
satisfaction. A sense that what one is doing creatively is 
worthwhile. Looking at it that way, the equation is quite 
simple. Freedom of expression equals risk. Unfortunately, it 
is very diffi cult for a commercial enterprise to take the same 
level of risk as an independent company. Commercial 
enterprises, I imagine, need to answer to their stakeholders. 

Imagine if MGM’s next blockbuster is about a mime 
pretending to be a statue standing on a ball – one single 
shot, no cuts, for three hours. The investors would be slightly 
nervous. 

..oOo..

So which will it be: the creative freedom of independence or 
the struggle to meet a deadline imposed by someone else? 
In my world, both have a place. I suspect that in the world 
of fi lmmaking (and indeed theatre) both will continue to exist 
together … as they always have.
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AC:   57 movies over 43 years, including The Getting 
of Wisdom, Breaker Morant, Patriot Games, Clear and 
Present Danger, Romeo and Juliet, Moulin Rouge, The 
Chronicles of Narnia, X-Men Origins: Wolverine and 
more recently an Aussie fi lm called Mental and now 
Ender’s Game, plus a few TVCs here and there along the 
way.  Are you a bit weary now?  A bit tired?

DMcA:   Tired?  Only because I’ve spent a day on our roof.  
We’ve got an earth covered roof and I’ve been tending 
the plants on the roof.  So, no, it’s been amazing.  I start 
these movies and I don’t know what it is, I seem to have as 
much energy - probably more - than I had at the beginning 
because I probably don’t waste as much energy as I used to 
in my early days.  In other words, I’ve learnt slowly where to 
expend the energy on a movie.

About the only thing the crew let me do is stir my own coffee!   
[laughs]  I mean, you do have to be physical but basically 

mine is a cerebral job.  You know, you’re just sitting there try-
ing to work out what’s going to go wrong and what’s going 
to go well.  [laughs]  And try to lead it into the course of the 
second!

AC:   You do a lot of pre-production. Is there anything 
specifi c that you prioritise. 

DMcA:   Pre-production for me is really trying to understand 
what the director is hoping to get out of the script.  In other 
words, trying to see the movie that the director’s seeing in 
his head.  If I achieve that, then all the technical things fall 
into place incredibly easily.  If you don’t achieve that, then 
you’re really just a blind man in a china shop.  You’ve failed 
before the movie starts.  

So, to me that’s the critical thing; to spend as much time 
with the director.  You know, you go through a lot of practical 
things but in that process you actually begin to really com-

Ender’s Game
Don McAlpine ACS ASC
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prehend at all different levels what this man has in his mind.  I 
mean the big problem is on one or two occasions when I’ve 
had a director who didn’t have a movie in his mind... [laughs] 
But that’s pretty rare.  And in that case you  know you’ve 
signed a contract and you’ve just got to get through the fi lm, 
and generally you make the fi lm that’s in your mind.  And 
generally it’s a disaster! [laughs] 

AC:   I won’t ask you the obvious question...

DMcA:   [laughs] The obvious answer would be, “I don’t 
remember”!

AC:   In 1976, when I was just starting my career, you 
rolled into the Gold Coast to shoot a fi lm called 
Surrender in Paradise. For me it was like Hollywood had 
arrived. Did it feel like that to you at the time?

DMcA:   It was an amazing experience because the director 
was a bright young man who got some car yard owner to 

back this movie, and asked me to come and shoot it.  And 
it was great – some guy would wander up and he’d say, 
“I’m the grip.  What do I do?”. [laughs] It was a lot of fun, the 
energy and enthusiasm was fantastic. The fi lm was, 
considering the total ignorance of everyone on the crew and 
to a degree myself, it was pretty amazing.  It’s one of those 
little things that you remember fondly.

AC: At a directors’ conference that I attended some time 
ago Peter Weir said that the hardest thing he ever had to 
do was maintain his passion for making movies.  Now, 
he was quite a young guy when he said that, but you’re 
nudging 80… it’s a tough, mentally tiring game, so 
obviously you haven’t had the same problem?

DMcA:   No.  Another life begins for me the moment I walk 
onto a movie set.  It’s the excitement, the opportunity, the 
whole mystery of the world that you’re just about to visit.  
It’s still amazing to me.  And then just to sit back and watch 
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so much effort and energy being put into a scene from the 
script, the scenery, the hair, the makeup, the wardrobe, the 
whole shebang.  And you’ve got to fi nd a way to get what 
you believe is the best way to record this scene.  And you 
know, that challenge and that excitement is probably 
stronger today than it was at the beginning, because it was 
just a jumble at the beginning – you’re on the playing fi eld 
and you really didn’t know which way to go.  [laughs] 

AC:   Movies like Romeo + Juliet and Moulin Rouge 
would have heightened that enthusiasm I imagine?

DMcA:   Baz is an exceptional director.  Basically his great 
talent is that he’s the greatest conman that I’ve met!  He can 
actually con the best out of everyone around.  He really is 
brilliant at getting work out... In other words, he lets you know 
what he wants.  And that’s a team; he and Catherine Martin. 
Together they have absolute, defi nite, precise and unique 
visions.  And it’s just great to be part of it.  They were fun.  

AC:   Let’s move forward to 2012. I want to discuss 
your two most recent fi lms, Mental and Ender’s Game.  
They’re two strikingly different fi lms and I presume 
radically different cinemagraphic styles and creative  
approaches.  Tell me about those fi lms and how they 
compare.   

DMcA:   How do they compare?  Well, fi rst of all Ender’s 
Game is a science fi ction fi lm based on a novel of the same 
name.  It’s set seventy years from this point in time, and it’s 
basically the superkids of the future selected as frontline 
troops because of their ability at playing computer games.  In 

other words,  they can operate the fl eets of drones that the 
world has at that time to fend off an attack from a galactic 
force that is about to re-attack the world.  The fi lm is not that 
“action” at all.  That big battle takes a very minor place in the 
fi lm at the end.  And in actual fact the kids don’t even know 
that the major battle they fought was the battle, they thought 
that it was just another training practice, a simulation.  But 
the fi lm is actually about the relationship between these kids 
who are in this sort of weird and wonderful highly competitive 
world.  And of course they’re supposedly the cream of the 
world; they’re intelligent and all the rest of it.  So it really is 
just an interplay amongst the kids.  I think we’ve done a 
great job.  They’re now virtually putting in the background 
of space and the spaceships and all the rest of it.  But most 
of the fi lm is live action drama, and supported by the visual 
effects.  So I would call it more of a true drama than a visual 
effects movie although there is going to be a hell of a lot of 
visual effects.  But they’re the means to an end…  

AC:   So you weren’t trapped in green screen hell for 
months and months and months?

DMcA:   We were to a degree, but we always had the 
foreground pretty well established.  There was very little 
acting in a vacuum.  [laughs] Most of it’s performance related 
and a lot of it takes place in an amazing set.  One set on a 
big stage had over 6,000 circuits, switchable circuits.  All 
computer controlled, totally controlled.  It was amazing. Most 
of it was done with LEDs that we constructed into the set, 
which were fantastic.  

AC:   And comparing it with Mental?
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Mental...  I believe it has the potential to 
capture a world market.       Don McAlpine



DMcA:   You can’t get two more different movies, I would 
say.  Mental is basically about a family who live on the Gold 
Coast, in one of the outer suburbs of the Gold Coast.  And 
it’s the story of these fi ve girls, the mother and the father.  
The mother is institutionalised because of a breakdown and 
the girls all believe they’re mentally ill, and one of them 
actually is.  The father, who’s a pretty hopeless local 
politician, gets in a minder for the girls.  And of course she is 
more crazy than anyone.  Anyway, that’s the general 
storyline.  It’s basically laughing about insanity.  

And it’s autobiographical, and PJ’s (Hogan - Director) gone 
on record quite often, I mean three or four times, he’s spo-
ken to audiences who’ve attended his fi lm pointing out that 
it is actually his life; he has a sister who is institutionalised, 
he has a brother who needs daily care, and another brother 
who is not employable I think.  And he has a couple of chil-
dren who are affected to various degrees, one severely.  

And I think he’s adopted the attitude that if you can’t fi nd the 
funny side in it, you’re doomed.  And he has found the funny 
side.  And I think there is a message in it, but it is an 
outrageous, shocking comedy.  It really is... He basically 
says, if I offend a few people I’ll be quite happy. [laughs]  I 
mean, how audiences take it really is going to be a gamble.  
I think there’s going to be enough people there... I believe it 
has the potential to capture a world market.  But I’m really on 
edge to see how it goes.  

AC:   Were both fi lms shot digital, Don?

DMcA:   They were both shot on RED Epic.  I got the 
cameras for Mental -  got one on the Thursday and one on 
the Friday, and we shot on the Monday.  And I’d never had 
my hands on a digital camera before. But it was no problem.  
Absolutely zero problem adapting to it. 

AC:   Did you light any differently?

DMcA:   See, the difference between digital and fi lm – well, 
there are many differences, and the arguments go on 
endlessly – but the irrefutable difference is that digital is an 
absolute precise instrument.  I mean, to the tenth decimal 
place, because that’s the way it’s built, right?  It’s totally 
structured that way.  Whereas fi lm is pretty organic.  By the 
time you get a particular batch of a certain stock (they’ve 
ironed out variations to a degree, but they still happen), by 
the time it’s processed at a different lab or at a different time 
in the lab, then add the judgement of your timer… then the 
worst thing about fi lm for me is that you get a near perfect 
print, and they do about 12 copies in the States and they all 
go to the major cinemas.  Then the rest of them are 
processed in the thousands in Canada or Peruvia or 
wherever, and they’re generally pretty damn terrible.  Then 
the majority of people around the world see a fi lm that looks 
nothing like the one you shot.  

Whereas digital - they see very, very close to exactly the 
output you’ve done at your fi nal timing.  And to take it a step 
way back, on the set, if you know enough about digital pho-
tography, if you get a certain image on the set – that is an 
image that contains all the material on the fi le, then you know 
exactly what you can do with it in the timing.  If you want 
to push it one way or the other.  In other words, you know 
exactly the material you’ve got to work with virtually before 
the actors speak!  [laughs]  

This level of security means lots of things because you can 
work to margin, to the edge.  You can work to a precise 
number, if you want to think of it as a number.  Or a precise 
level.  And know that you’re going to get away with it right 
down the line.  You don’t have to sort of hedge your bets 
to anywhere near the degree you did with fi lm.  On Mental 
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“ “LED’s are totally dimmable, they 
don’t change colour, no heat, zero 

heat, don’t screw up like fl uros, 
switchable... I mean everything.

Don McAlpine.
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I’ve shot stuff that I think looks fantastic, but I used almost 
no light because it was low budget.  I shot stuff in a forest 
at night basically lit by practical LED light and a couple of 
skypans strung up in trees.  Compared to something like 
Wolverine where I did a night scene and I have four 
supersuns on Condors about half a mile away! [laughs] And 
still terrifi ed that it’ll go over the edge.  That, you know, you’ll 
lose it.  So that’s digital to me.   

AC:  What was the ASA rating in the forest scene on Mental?

DMcA:  I never took it off the native.  Ever.  Basically because 
it doesn’t affect the fi le.  I mean all you’re doing is winding up 
the image that you’re looking at.  So I thought if I stick at 800 
and there’s something there, I can wind it up to 1600 later.  
And occasionally the producer would say, “That’s a bit dark”, 
and I’d say, “Well here, here’s 1600”, he’d say “Shit, that’s 
too bright.” I adopted the attitude that I did with fi lm; that I left 
it on 800, or with fi lm it was 500, and sort of made the mental 

adjustments to adapt to it.  That’s just my approach.  

AC:   And the contrast ratios…?

DMcA:   Basically, it’s almost as with fi lm – it comes back 
to, does it bloody look good? [laughs] Does it bloody look 
good?  And I’ve been using a digital stills camera on the last, 
maybe twenty fi lms. I’ve got a system with the Canon that 
I could say to the director, “This is what it’s going to look 
like” and I’d put it on the big monitor… it’s not scientifi c but 
it damn works.  But I used to have to work within broader 
tolerances with the Canon. 

AC:   Do you use the Canon to check lighting set-ups?

DMcA:   Yes, but just for quick lighting checks. But I never 
use the stills camera on the set.  Once I had the Epic there, 
that was it, we just shot off that.  So I really didn’t get my 
stills camera out on a normal shooting day.  It does take 
energy and time and all the rest of it.  If there’s no point to it, 
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then you know, don’t do it.  As it was with fi lm, it’s only an 
approximation, a transition. 

AC:   How has digital capture changed what 
cinematographers do?

DMcA:   When I fi rst started, you lit the set.  And nobody had 
any idea.  The operator looked through the camera, nobody 
had any concept of an image at all really of what’s going 
to be at the dailies.  Particularly on the fi rst day they didn’t’ 
know what the dailies were going to look like.  Nobody had a 
clue.  Even the director.  I mean, based on experience they’d 
have some idea, but precisely they wouldn’t.  And nobody 
knew what had actually been shot, even the DP, because 
the only one who knew was the operator.  So between the 
two of us, you had this magic.  And you had it to yourself.  
[laughs]  This was your secret!  If that was the word.  

And then the fi rst thing that happened was we got video split 
and the poor old operator lost his magic! [laughs] And that 

got better and better and better.  And we diminished the 
magic even more when we started using digital stills.  And of 
course it totally evaporated the day the digital camera came 
out.  Because now everyone’s looking at a corrected monitor 
on the set and they know it’s going to get bigger, but they 
know it’s not going to get any better!  [laughs] 

And so all that magic has dissipated, vanished.  Which I 
think is a good thing because it was bullshit anyway.  I think 
it added to the mystique of the cameraman, but if you’ve 
got to survive by mystique then maybe you’re in the wrong 
business.  

AC:  That said, how do we maintain the integrity of our 
craft?

DMcA:   We do what we’ve always done.  As I said, 
pre-production, try to understand what fi lm the director’s got 
running through his mind. They’ve all got a vision; then make 
the lighting and the camera express that vision as close as 
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On set, on a big stage, we had over 
6,000 circuits... switchable circuits!
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you can to what you believe he intends.  And add in your 
own interpretation, or extra, because you can get his vision 
and you can get an even better version of that vision by 
adding your own little bit of... magic!  [laughs] Or experience, 
or judgement, or artistry, call it what you will.  That’s really 
what I’ve done from the very fi rst fi lm I worked on and it’s 
what I did on the last fi lm.  And that’s what I’m paid to do.  

And so I don’t see any great need to defend our position.  
And you know, the truth is, if we can’t hold that position 
in the environment we’re in, then we shouldn’t be there.  I 
mean, in other words, if they don’t need us we’ve go to go!  
The director would take over the whole shebang if he wanted 
to... But I’ve never seen anyone who has done it 
competently.  Well, I wouldn’t, by fact I wouldn’t be there! 

AC:   Let’s go back to the lighting of Enders Game and 
that intricate lighting you mentioned before.

DMcA:   We had this amazing team of designers… 
everything was computer generated. All the time on pre 
production they were talking to me about lighting, you know, 
myself and my gaffer, who was also on pre production.  We 
spent a lot of time with them working out how we were 
going to put the lights into the sets.  And the real problem 
was on a lot of the sets the kids were wearing some sort of a 
lightweight spacesuit which included an acrylic mask across 
their face.  So, you know, refl ections were a monstrous 
problem.  And everyone was absolutely terrifi ed, as I was in 
the fi rst part of pre production.  And then fi nally I did a whole 
lot of tests and it dawned on me one of the greatest assets 
I’ve got are these refl ections in the mask.  We even designed 
more lights considering that they would then refl ect in the 
masks and produce all sorts of marvellous, almost militaristic 
patterns in their visors.  And it ends up being one of the really 
strong visual qualities of the fi lm.  Also in these spaceships 
there are running lights which show them where they move 
from this location on the spaceship to the other, green 
tracking lights to orange tracking lights.  And switching from 
day to night – even when they’re in space they try to keep 
up a 24 hour day for everyone on the spaceship.  All that 
subtext is going on and so we just had all these lights built 
in.  And the great thing was they were all LED.  We had miles 
and miles of LED ‘ribbon’ which they used to put up to six 
side-by-side so we got about a four inch band of light.  You 
know, like a fl uro tube.  The wonderful part about it, they’re 
totally dimmable, they don’t change colour, no heat, zero 
heat, don’t screw up like fl uros, switchable... I mean 
everything.  And I had this board operator with a little laptop 
alongside me, and I’d say, “Just take that row down 20%” 
or “change the fl ash rate on that from once every second to 
every 1.25 of a second”.  And he’d go boom, boom, boom!  
Just while we sat there!  I mean it was just magical what you 
could do.  You know, if the refl ections were a bit strong in 
the visor I’d say, “OK, take all that section down” and the 
refl ections were instantly reduced, or inversely you could 
bring them up.  So it was really just an unbelievable set up. 
I honestly don’t know what the budget was, but I wouldn’t 
be surprised if we spent $2 million on lighting.  Most of it 
would have gone into labour, the building... and all the rest of 
it.   These LEDs... on one massive set we used fl uro tubes in 
the roof.  And the only other lights that I can remember using 
were some 10K and 24K HMIs for big light sources.  Suns, 
things like that!  But it was all so quick.  This is the point the 
producers made, no matter how massive the situation, there 
was almost zero waiting for light.  Zero.

AC:   I guess lighting Mental was almost the opposite 
approach?.

DMcA:   Everything was shot on location, except for a 
couple of small sets in the Gold Coast studios. Which are 
probably the best studios in the world. [laughs] I used a 
lot of practical lights in the house.  There were fl uros in the 
house, which we changed to kinos.  I used a lot of Source 
Fours, like spotting and bouncing.  The rooms were small, 
they were chockablock full of people.  We used endless wide 
lenses because PJ, quite rightly, wanted this sort of total 
interaction between the players.  And it did give a sort of 
reality, the whole madness.  We shot so much on the 24mm 
lens… it was pretty amazing.  And it really was basically 
almost back to the level of, say, my fi rst few movies.  I mean, 
we didn’t quite do what we did in the good old days where I 
used to get into the powerboard and put in a big variac and 
light the house to about 270 or 280 volts.  You can’t do that 
anymore!  The Getting of Wisdom and My Brilliant Career, a 
lot of the sets were lit at 280 volts.

AC:   You don’t have a problem moving from a fi lm like 
Enders Game to Mental?

DMcA:   Ender’s Game was done with director Gavin Hood.  
Gavin asked me to do Wolverine and we became a very 
good team on that fi lm and great buddies.  And I think 
basically one of my main functions on that fi lm was to help 
Gavin through the political minefi eld that he’d found himself 
in the midst of.  You know, a fi rst time director at any of the 
major studios is just considered “game”! [laughs] 

And so we had an endless struggle to try and make the fi lm 
that he wanted.  I mean they actually asked him to do this 
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Wolverine as more of an adult drama.  And of course after 
the fi rst week they realised they didn’t want that, and they 
wanted it to be just the classic kiddies’ action movie.  So 
to still make a presentable movie and stay employed by the 
studios was quite an interesting battle.  But out of that came 
a very strong friendship and a very strong teamship.  And 
fortunately, as soon as he got Ender’s off the ground he 
asked me to do it straight away.  

And of course with the other one - PJ Hogan told me about 
the script years ago, I can’t remember exactly when. And I 
said as soon as it’s written send me the script.  And he did.  
And as soon as I read it I knew it wasn’t going to be a nor-
mal fi lm.  It’s one of those we’re going to be talking about, or 
someone is, in 20 years.  Or it’s just going to be a total 
disaster.  And I think they’re the far more interesting fi lms 
to work on.  You know, with all it’s machinations, in some 
ways it’s far more exciting and, to a degree, challenging than 
something like Ender’s Game which was a different level of 
excitement and a different level of challenge.  They’re totally 
different.  You do the fi lms for entirely different reasons.

AC: So there is no such a thing as the Don McAlpine ‘look’?

DcAM:   It’s totally driven by the day.  On Ender’s Game of 
course everything’s planned.  Sure you’re still trimming and 
switching... but nothing’s left to chance.  

Whereas on Mental, Carl, my gaffer and I, would have at 
least seen the set and might try to get there an hour before 
work or after work or something, and he’d have a best boy 
to come in and sort of pre-wire it and rig it.  Because we 
were on an incredible time schedule on that movie.  But still, 
each day you’re winging it all the time because you’re never 

absolutely certain how the scene’s going to play.  And you’ve 
just got to go with it, like every low budget movie anybody 
every worked on.  You just fl y by the seat of your pants and 
love it. [laughs]

AC:   So you still enjoy the low budget movies?  
You still enjoy that ride?

DMcA:  Oh yeah!  In many ways far more energy and 
excitement... I mean, the machine on something like Ender’s 
or Wolverine or Narnia is just amazing, you know.  It’s 
fascinating, but it’s ponderous.  [laughs]  And you know, 
you’ve got to do a whole other mental drill there to make sure 
you’re not weighed down by this.  You’ve got to make sure 
you’re still going to do what you do, and forget about all the 
time and effort and money that’s being spent all around you.  

AC:   Any plans to put the slippers on, relax in a Lazyboy 
recliner and sip on a nice red wine?

DMcA:  I’m going to have a scotch as soon as we hang up! 
[laughs] 

No, no, while ever I’m fi t and I feel I’ve got the energy… 
I mean, it’s very interesting… in Show Me the Magic, the 
documentary that has just been made about me, there’s a 
little scene on the fi rst day when I head off to shoot Mental.  
And I had discussed with my wife quite clearly, I said, “Today 
we’ll fi nd out whether we’ve made a big mistake”.  See 
whether I can go the distance. [laughs]  And I did, and I think 
I still can.  

I spend a lot of time trying to keep physically fi t.  Mentally fi t’s 
another problem, but I still think the marbles rattle reasonably 
well.  You know, while ever they ask me, I’ll be there.  

f

Don lit Ender’s bedroom with warm tones to contrast blatantly with the cold space station/military 
school. Ender’s sister grieves his absence. PHOTO Don McAlpine ACS ASC.
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In 2007, renowned documentary director Rebecca Barry 
(Footy Chicks, Inspiring Teachers, The Surgeon) idly sat 
fl icking through a magazine, when she discovered a beautiful 
photographic essay about being born a girl in the world and 
what that meant in today’s society. Even though the article 
contained striking images of girls from various countries, the 
reality was not an uplifting one.  Rebecca realised that if you 

I AM A GIRL 
SEVEN VOICES FOR CHANGE
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are born female, then you are, in reality, set up for a life of 
disadvantage and often prejudice. After going through a 
process of denial, Rebecca came to the conclusion that a 
documentary had to be made on that very topic, “I went 
through this thought process of “that’s just absurd”.  I grew 
up in a middle class environment in a wealthy country and I 
guess I was really surprised that not everyone had the same 

kind of life that I’d had; which is really naïve I know, but...  I knew 
that there where other places in the world where there were 
problems, but it just really hit home, the article really moved me 
and I sat there looking at the faces of these girls and I cried. It 
broke my heart.“  Life, of course then took over; Rebecca 
directed some drama, including 15 episodes of Home and 
Away, as well as concentrating on other documentary work. 
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In 2009 Rebecca went on a holiday to Samoa with her 
partner, composer John Gray and a few days into the holiday 
a tsunami hit.  They narrowly escaped with their lives.  
Suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder, Rebecca re-
evaluated her life and her work. She thought about the ‘girl’ 
documentary she had felt so passionate about and decided 
that she had no other choice; she had to make the fi lm. As 
soon as she had committed to making the documentary, the 
resources she needed started to fall into place. I am a Girl 
was born.  Rebecca stresses the importance of the fi lm and 
why she is so passionate about getting the fi lm made, “This 
isn’t just an issue for girls in developing countries, it’s also an 
issue for girls in our country; equality in our country.  And not 
just for girls, but women as well.  Things are a lot better in 
Australia, but there are issues of equality that we’re still 
dealing with, and professionally we deal with it a lot. This is 
just a reminder that the fi ght’s not over.  We’re not equal yet. 
I think a lot of people just look at their own surroundings, 
look at their own experience and go, “Things are OK”, but 
in actual fact, in many countries around the world this is not 
so… they are a few steps behind. It just doesn’t make sense 
to me that it’s like that, so... I just really felt “what can I do?  
OK, I’m a fi lmmaker, I’ll make a fi lm”.

In 2010 Rebecca contacted me and told me she’d like to 
travel to India and Cambodia and make a trailer for the 
documentary. Rebecca was looking for someone to 
collaborate with, someone sensitive to the issues and to the 
girls, and someone to go on an adventure with her. I had 
admired Rebecca’s work from afar and this subject is close 
to my heart, so on a shoestring budget I agreed, we became 
running mates and we set off to fi lm two stories. In both 
countries we were looking at stories on prostitution. In India 
we found a girl named Jaya who, as part of the tradition of 
the Domora caste, was pre-destined as the eldest surviving 
girl of the family, to go into prostitution to support the entire 
family. Jaya moved us to tears in the interview as she 
described the intense pressure she felt having to feed 15 
children, one living with HIV, and to earn enough money to 
send them all to school.  In Cambodia we met 14-year-old 
Kimsey, who’s father had died, and in order for herself, her 
2-month-old baby and her mother to survive was prostituting 
herself at Phnom Penh’s waterfront park. We travelled for 3 

weeks, shooting interviews and the lives of these two girls. 
It was an amazing experience, but Rebecca had to come 
back to Australia and raise the money to make the rest of 
the fi lm. Now in 2012, through hard work and determination, 
Rebecca has raised the funds and we are shooting the fi lm. 
These are the stories of seven girls, in seven different 
countries; all seven are voices for change. 

Rebecca is very excited about how she has funded this 
fi lm through non-traditional means. “The fi lm was fi rst of all 
selected for the Documentary Australia Foundation list. The 
Documentary Australia Foundation is an amazing 
organisation, which has been running about three years. 
It’s an organisation that facilitates philanthropic donations 
specifi cally for documentaries. Donors, whether or not 
they’re individual or a foundation or a company, can donate 
to particular fi lms and get 100% tax deduction.  Then that 
full amount comes through to the fi lmmaker. So people give 
you the money, and depending on who it is and how much 
they give, they might get really excited about the market-
ing campaign, but often they’re really in awe of the art-form 
of documentary making and they want to connect with the 
subject matter and they help you make it. It’s really reward-
ing.  They really trust your creativity.” 

Rebecca’s fi rst donor was the Intrepid Foundation, which is 
the philanthropic arm of Intrepid Travel.  This money 
facilitated the fi rst trip to India and Cambodia in order to 
develop the trailer and the fi rst phase of the website 
www.iamagirl.com.au. Then the money started to trickle in. 
I am a Girl was then invited to the Hot Docs Forum in 
Canada, which created a great buzz around the fi lm. Then 
Plan Australia stepped into the picture, as did other private 
donors, until Rebecca found herself planning her next big 
trip to fi lm the bulk of the documentary. “It’s just a completely 
different way of getting your fi lm made. You have to get into 
a different headspace because as a fi lmmaker you say, “the 
traditional way to do it, I’ve got to do my fi lm like this, I’ve got 
to get the distributor, etc”, but you don’t have to.  You just 
want to get as many people watching your fi lm as 
possible.  This is an issue-based fi lm so there’s a real 
incentive, because I want people to have the same 
awakening as I did when I read that magazine article.  So the 
fact that other people responded to the issues, just as I had 
done, was just really exciting.”  

I am writing this article on wobbly plane tables, as we fl y 
between countries, when I’m not trying to catch up on 
some sleep. We have chosen subjects in seven countries, 
Afghanistan, India, Cameroon, Papua New Guinea, America, 
Cambodia and Australia.  The shoot so far has been very 
interesting from a documentary ethical standpoint, and so I 
am going to bring Rebecca in here directly so she can help 
me explain some of the tricky ethical situations we have 
found ourselves in the middle of in this last month and a half.

ND:   Hi Bec, thanks for talking to AC. Before we get into 
the complicated ethical situations of this shoot can I 
start by asking you why did you pick these seven 
countries to be featured in the fi lm?

RB:   We picked Afghanistan because it is one of the worst 
places in the world to be a girl under the Taliban rule. Things 
are getting better, but under the Taliban girls just weren’t 

Kimsey - Cambodia.   PHOTO: Nicola Daley
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Rebecca Barry and Nicola on location in New York. 
PHOTO: Japanese tourist.

Habiba - Cameroon.   
PHOTO: Nicola Daley

Manu - PNG.
PHOTO: Nicola Daley

Azziza - Afghanistan.   
PHOTO: Nicola Daley
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allowed to go to school, if they weren’t covered properly they 
would be whipped on the street, horrendous things were 
happening and still are happening. You only have to look in 
the newspaper today; I read online about this poor young 
woman down in the South who was shot by the Taliban for 
having an affair. So it’s pretty rotten here being a girl. 

I chose Papua New Guinea because it’s Australia’s closest 
neighbour and it has a lot of challenges.  The culture is very 
male-dominated. In PNG we wanted to tell a maternal health 
story, which is a huge problem along with HIV. The statistic 
is if you’re under 18, having a baby or pregnant or going 
through childbirth, then this is one of the biggest killers of 
girls.  When I read about that statistic I was amazed, but it’s 
true.  It’s a simple thing to have safe birth, and yet it kills so 
many young women. 

In Africa we wanted to look at the issue of early marriage. We 
hit the jackpot there because we found a wedding 
happening over the week of our stay. Their weddings go for 
four days! For many girls, marriage is seen as the only option 
and what usually happens is if they get married young, they 
have children young.  If they have children young they fall into 
risks like maternal health and dying in childbirth.  If they have 
large families, the whole family suffers because of the income 
that’s required to sustain the size of the family.   It also means 
often the girls in the family don’t end up going to school. So 
it’s this repetitive cycle. It’s not just an issue of early marriage; 
the on-going effects reach out into many different areas.  

In the USA we’ve found a girl who is very media and online 
savvy. I want that story to illustrate how that puts young 
women at a certain amount of risk in terms of cyber bullying 
or peer group pressure. As an offshoot of that, problems with 
body image, early sexualisation and self-esteem arise.

In Australia, we’re still searching for our story at this point in 
time!  When we get back from this trip we’ll be fi nding our 
Australian girl.

In South-East Asia I wanted to include the issue of underage 
prostitution and the effects of that.  We have been fi lming 
with an amazing girl, Kimsey, who is really suffering. 

ND:   Talking of Kimsey, we faced an ethical dilemma at 
full force in Cambodia; can you tell me a little about the 
situation?

RB:   I didn’t expect to land in the middle of what was 
happening. We had met Kimsey two years ago, on our fi rst 
trip to shoot the trailer, so we’d had some history with her.  
All of the pressure was on Kimsey to earn the money for 
the rest of the family. Really quickly the family allowed us 
back into their lives, which was quite amazing.  This time we 
arrived in the middle of a drama and it was compelling to 
watch it unravel. 

What transpired on this particular day was that you and I 
were up early fi lming the sunrise. We had fi lmed Kimsey 
going off that night to work on the streets, but when she 
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came back and she was really scared to go into the house.  
We met her outside, and then the mother came down and 
the ‘husband’ came down, and they start screaming at 
her. Eventually the fi ght moved inside, where the yelling 
got even more heated.  You and I didn’t really know what 
was going on, we just though they were angry with her for 
coming home late. When we realised what had been said in 
the argument, there had been several threats on her life by 
the ‘husband’ telling her he would slit her throat, and if the 
fi lm crew weren’t here she would have been certainly been 
physically attacked. So we took her aside and said, “What 
do you want to do?” And she said, “I want to leave, I want to 
go now and I want to take my 2 year-old daughter”. So we 
decided to help her.  After some negotiation we extracted her 
from the situation. She left with her child, and the clothes on 
her back. That’s all.  

We took her to a great NGO run by Somaly Mam, called 
AESFIP, that helps young women who have been locked 
in brothels, abused, beaten, raped or are on the streets. 
AESFIP helps them to learn new skills, get an education, and 
provides them with counselling. It is an amazing place. 

During the interview a few days beforehand, Kimsey revealed 
to us that six months previously she’d had another baby, and 
that baby had been sold for $300, without her prior consent.  
That was pretty shocking, actually.  From what I can gather, 
the rest of the family didn’t really work, and all of the pressure 
was on Kimsey to earn the money.

ND:   Have you ever been a similar situation like that 
before?

RB:   I think as documentary fi lmmakers we are always in the 
situation. Ultimately if you’re really, really honest with yourself 
you are changing things by being there with a camera. If that 
situation had happened and we weren’t there Kimsey would 
have been physically beaten by the husband. I think it comes 
down to; here’s a life threatening situation – you’re a human, 
I’m a human, camera and fi lm aside, what are we going to 
do?  I just can’t even question it, getting involved a little bit, 
because you are already involved. When I fi lm something 
there’s defi nitely a duty of care.  This girl let us into her life to 
fi lm. It’s just the right thing to do, it really was. 

ND:   What are the ethics of documentary fi lmmaking?

RB:   Well the rule is that you’re not supposed to pay people 
to appear in your fi lm.... and I understand why, if you’re 
paying someone to be in your fi lm they’re going to say and 
do things that alter their behaviour.  I always make it clear to 
people, particularly in developing countries – most people in 
developing countries think that if you’re from the West and 
you’re white, then you’re wealthy.  So I always make it very 
clear that I’m not a wealthy person and we may or may not 
be able to give you a gift.  I try to emphasise what the fi lm 
is about, as the reason why they should be in the fi lm.  But 
ultimately you get to the end of the week and you go, “Gosh, 
they’ve given me their time, I’m going to give them 30 bucks 
for their rent for the month.” Why not?  It makes their life a 
little bit easier.  Then maybe Kimsey won’t have to go out on 
the street as often.  I don’t think any of the small gifts ever 
really infl uences the outcome of anything, but you do have 
to be really careful about managing expectations of your 
subjects.  

ND:   What are your coping strategies?  How do you 
process emotional events like the one that happened in 
Cambodia?

RB:   I can feel empathy for someone, and I can try and 
understand what their life is like but it’s their life, it’s not 
actually happening to me.  So I don’t need to internalise their 
problem as if it’s my own.  But what I can do is keep in touch 
and keep the communication open.  I think that’s how I cope. 
It’s actually very disrespectful to submerse yourself in their 
problem.  It’s far more respectful to empathise and listen and 
honour their story than collapse in a heap and cry because 
you’re so sad for them. 

ND:   Tell me about your doctorate.  What are you 
studying at the moment? 

RB:   I’m doing a doctorate at the University of Technology.  
My thesis is called “The Process of Consent; working with 
women in developing countries and documentary.”  I am 
examining different ways of setting up a set of guidelines that 
fi lmmakers can apply to the process of consent.

ND:   Why is it such a slippery notion, the idea of gaining 
consent?

RB:   The traditional mode of getting consent in Australia 
is that the participant signs a release form, which is a very 
intimidating bit of “legalese” to legally allow the fi lmmaker to 
fi lm you. All the broadcasters ask for releases, and I think it’s 

Manu, Port Moresby PNG.
PHOTO: Nicola Daley
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important, I think consent is important.  Our system is a very 
western system of consent. There are several 
problems you face as a fi lmmaker when you travel to different 
cultures; many people have different levels of education, a 
lot of people are illiterate, often you are dealing with people 
who have been colonised, and so they’re presented with this 
piece of legal jargon that they don’t understand; they don’t 
know if they’re signing away their house or their child.  

The process that I’m developing is more like a meeting of 
consent, which is a videoed consent with the girl, a member 
of her family, maybe a member of an NGO, the translator and 
myself. We just sit down, and I talk to them about what the 
fi lm is about and what’s involved and I explain where the fi lm 
will screen. Often what transpires is that they don’t 
understand what the internet is. So you have to spend a 
bit of time trying to explain, that, which is hilarious because 
it’s actually quite a diffi cult thing to explain. Then I ask them 
do they have any questions or concerns? I make a verbal 
promise to them if they want me to stop fi lming at any point, 
if they feel uncomfortable, to say so, and we’ll stop fi lming 
and we’ll talk about it.  It’s a conversation of consent.

AC:   Tell me about the challenges of low-budget 
documentary fi lmmaking?

RB:  Well I’m recording the sound! So that’s a huge challenge!  
Sorry to post production; there’s some cleaning up to do! You 
have to ask favours of people.  It’s exhausting.  I’m producing 
and directing, which is a huge challenge.  I’m also managing 
fi ve different organisations and 87 individual donors that have 
donated to the fi lm.  So, there’s a lot of admin!

In terms of technology and equipment, what could we afford 
to shoot it on is a big question. That’s the great thing about 
the 7D that we can make some really beautiful images with 
a relatively small kit.  We’ve got three lenses, a 7D, a GoPro, 
and a rig made from a pram handle that the Grip, Tony 
Bosch kindly made for us. It is a sawn off pram handle and it 
allows us to do smoother jibs up and down for our transition 
shots!  In the edit these transitions will connect the different 

countries. I really wanted to get these shots where we’re 
coming out of the earth and then the location is revealed, 
for example we’re in Yaounde in Cameroon and we see 
the mosque, and the township on the hill.   Then we hang 
there for a bit, and then we move up into the sky and twist 
around and then transition back down out of the sky and we 
are somewhere new.  It might be in Bamyan in Afghanistan, 
and we hover there a while, then we go back down, maybe 
underwater this time. We’ve also been doing some 
steadicam shots with the GoPro on the small steadicam 
smoothie.  So there are some beautiful POV shots, for 
example moving through the labour ward in PNG to discover 
Manu in the full force of her contractions.  

I always like constraints. Constraints force you to be creative 
in ways you hadn’t considered.  

AC:   The 7D and our small kit also allows us to travel 
without drawing attention to ourselves.

RB:   Yes, I agree.  I actually think even if we had a sound 
recordist the dynamic would be different.  Now it is just you 
and I, there’s an intimacy with the characters and the 
participants and the families.  It’s very non-threatening. 
We are fl ying under the radar here in Afghanistan, and we 
do in most places we go to.  Maybe it’s the way you and 
I work, but we were just absorbed into that community 
pretty quickly. We just become part of the furniture in these 
people’s lives.

ND:   Thanks so much Bec for talking to us, it is much 
appreciated. When is the fi lm’s release?

RB:   Thank you for being part of my fi lm, our fi lm.  Thanks 
for being a trooper, and making beautiful pictures, for 
being a good sounding board and a collaborator.  The fi lm 
is scheduled for a November cinema release in Sydney and 
Melbourne, and Plan Australia and the Intrepid Foundation 
are heavily involved in the launch and publicity of the fi lm’s 
release. It’s going to be very exciting. I can’t wait to share our 
amazing girls with the world. 

Grip, Tony Bosch, kindly made a sawn-off pram handle and it allowed us to do smoother jibs up and down 
for our transition shots!   PHOTO: Rebecca Barry
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Will Mark Wareham ACS,  
Ben Nott ACS & John Stokes ACS 

make the grade?

Great or even pretty good Cinematographers are a lot more 
than a great eye. They’re the complete package. The art they 
throw their heart and soul into is not complete until the nal 
colour grade. To not include the Cinematographer is like not 
allowing the Director to work with the Editor. It’s an insult 
and it hurts. So please, when you go into a creative partnership 
with a cinematographer, make sure you let them complete their 
work– make sure they’re at the grade. Probably end up making 
you look pretty good too.

Respect the art.
   THE LOOK. THE SHOOT. THE GRADE.

AN ACS INITIATIVE
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Every now and then the ACS head quarters groans under 
the sheer weight of its heavyweight cinematographers, and 
on those special occasions it does indeed become a special 
place. Recently I was present at such an event and the one 
thing I noticed immediately was just how well our compact, 
cool and sophisticated little HQ measured up to their 
imposing presence. Indeed, it felt like the home of high art, 
a space comfortable in it’s skin. I’m not a Sydneysider, and 
previously wondered if an ACS head quarters was necessary, 
viable or even a good idea, given the Sydney-centric nature of 
its location. But when I witnessed the rooms fi lled with some 
of our best cinematographers, judging the work of those who 
may, one day, rise to take their place, it did indeed show its 
true colours. It proved to me to be not only worthy and 
appropriate, but a decision the ACS administration got right.

It was the most important gathering of the ACS calendar 
year, the ACS Accreditation week-end. From my point of 
view, anyone can nominate their work for ACS awards and 
some will win, but only those deemed worthy by their peers 
get to put ACS after their names. 15 cinematographers from 
many different imaging disciplines, submitted samples of 
their best work before a panel of 12 ACS accredited cinema-
tographers. And what a panel it was. Oh to have my work 
judged worthy by these fi ne cinematographers. 

I went to the accreditation week-end for one reason only, 
and that was to fi nd out what the above panel look for when 
making their ‘letters or no letters’ decision. Now I wish I 
could say it was simple, but it’s not; it’s complex. And the 
reason is because it’s totally subjective, as every panellist has 
their own standards, which are never questioned or disputed 
by the other panellists. It’s a simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’ vote. It can 
be secret or declared. They also look for different skill levels 
for every different category of cinematography, eg they don’t 

THE CLASS OF 2012 - 7 AUSSIE DOP’S GET THEIR LETTERS.      

necessarily look for excellence in lighting if you’re a news 
cameraperson, as most news, by it’s very nature, is shot in 
natural light; ie whatever the location provides. Whereas a 
feature fi lm DOP will defi nitely be judged on his or her 
lighting, as well as many other craft skills. And I have to 
assure you that there is no big book of rules, just the 
standards by which each individual judge measures the 
applicant’s ability. To be awarded your letters, 8 out of the10 
judges have to give you the thumbs up. If you score an ‘oh 
so close’ 7, the fl oor is opened and a very serious 
discussion takes place, following which the Accreditation 
Chair (in this case Ernie Clarke ACS) will ask if any of the 
panel would be willing to review their decision in order to get 
a pass. If a panellist who voted ‘no’ feels that his or her ‘no’ 
should not be the reason the applicant fails, he or she is free 
to change their vote to a ‘yes’, thus awarding the applicant 
their letters. This stalemate occurred twice whilst I was there 
and one applicant was successful but the other was not. In 
the case of the latter, the ‘no’ judges felt strongly that the 
work was not good enough, so the ‘no’ stood and the 
applicant was unsuccessful. I was amazed just how seriously 
the entire panel took their responsibility. ‘Run that clip again’, 
‘ Go back to the close up of the woman in the bar’, ‘Can you  
freeze on the wide shot of the night street exterior’… Nothing 
was skimmed over, zipped through, overlooked, missed. 
And Don McAlpine ACS ASC and Andrew Lesnie ACS ASC 
 were right in the thick of it. Well they might sit back and fl ick 
pass a tough decision to someone else, but I can assure you 
that did not happen. I was particularly impressed with the 
seriousness of the discussion when one point meant a pass 
or fail. But absolutely no coercion. 

It’s so important that future applicants don’t think that their 
work wouldn’t be good enough. I’ve heard so many DOP’s 

L to R: Garry Phillips ACS, Alan Cole ACS, David Wakeley ACS, Ellery Ryan ACS, Anna Howard ACS, Geoff Burton ACS, Andrew Lesni
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say that they shoot docos or news, ‘so what chance would I 
have?’ As good a chance as someone who shoots features, 
is the straight out answer. The panel looks for different skills 
in the various categories of image capture. I witnessed an 
applicant who never pulled out a light get a successful score 
of 8 out of 10. And I know cinematographers who, in my 
mind, would get their letters if they applied, but fear rejection. 
My advice to them is ‘Give it a go’.

ACCREDITATION & AWARDS JUDGING

Two of the most subjective issues that confront us regularly 
are Accreditation and Awards judging.  Accreditation is the 
highest honour that can be bestowed on an ACS member 
and Awards judging is close to all our hearts as it refl ects 
directly on our abilities as cinematographers.

The Accreditation process should begin at a Branch level 
where the work to be submitted is, where possible, screened 
to simply confi rm all material has been shot by the applicant 
and to offer any general assistance and advice relating to the 
submission.

The President of the Branch can discuss the submission 
with the applicant. It may be   felt the submission should 
be strengthened, changed or even suggested waiting for 
another year before submitting.  Once deemed suitable, the 
submission is sent by the applicant’s branch to the NSW 
branch for that years round of Accreditation assessments.

Accreditation assessments are not cloaked in mystery. It is a 
simple process that involves a panel of 10 ACS Accredited 
cinematographers, which includes as many Accredited 
Presidents as possible, then the balance of the panel by 

ie ACS ASC, Ted Rayment ACS, Don McAlpine ACS ASC, Ernie Clark ACS (Chair), Ron Johanson ACS

invitation. They screen and then assess the submitted works 
of those cinematographers applying for Accreditation.

Accreditation submissions are not by invitation, therefore any 
cinematographer who has been a full member for a mini-
mum of three years can apply or be encouraged to apply 
for Accreditation. The panellists are a cross section, where 
possible, of each genre. They all are Accredited members of 
our Society with vast experience and credibility.

To gain Accreditation 80% of the panel must be in agree-
ment. The standard is very high and the attrition rate can 
also be high. We currently average around a 45% positive 
Accreditation result.

Each submission is viewed at length, giving every submission 
equal opportunity and each submission is judged entirely 
on it’s own merit.  It is not a competition against the other 
submissions and the decision is by a secret ballot and no 
discussion is entered into, unless there is a borderline vote 
(70%) and even then, that requires minimal discussion.

On average, we receive approximately 15 submissions each 
year. The process of assessing these submissions usually 
takes a good day and a half to complete.

I cannot emphasise the fact that each submission is decided 
upon its merits on the day and we encourage applicants to 
enter only their strongest work. Work that they are MOST 
happy with. It is not about volume, although it is about 
substance.

Keep in mind that a news/current affairs cinematographer is 
not necessarily assessed the same way as a Features or a 
Drama cinematographer, as their work style is very different. 
It is however all about the way the applicant handles and 
visually presents the material. * Although there were 12 judges in total, each day only 10 

sat on the accreditation panel.
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Consideration is given to various criteria including the way 
the applicant composes, shoots, exposes, operates, lights, 
how they use available light to advantage (not everyone 
has a truck full of lights available to them) and fi nally how 
the story itself is told and visually constructed. The work 
submitted needs to demonstrate more than just professional 
competence. Creativity and aesthetic innovation are some of 
the qualities sought by the Accreditation panellists.

It’s only natural that if you are unsuccessful it can feel very 
personal. That is certainly not the intent of the process. It is 
no sleight on the work presented, it’s simply that on this oc-
casion the work was perceived as not being of a consistently 
high enough standard to gain Accreditation.

I have received one of those dreaded letters that let you 
know you were unsuccessful, so I do understand how it 
feels. There have been other well known cinematographers 
who have as well, but then most of them have now achieved 
Accreditation after resubmitting. 

You can rest assured, that every applicant is given the same 
unbiased assessment by a panel of their peers.

Phil Pike ACS one said this about Accreditation. “Creative 
craftsmanship are two words that seem to put it all together 
when talking about Accreditation. That means interesting 
angles, creative lighting, good operating, a feel, a mood, a 
style, no matter what genre.  Maybe you can’t achieve all 
these things on every job you do, but perseverance can raise 
your standards and maybe produce inspired camerawork.  
‘Inspired camerawork’ you say… how can anyone produce 
‘inspired camerawork’ when you are working against the 
clock, have no budget, an uncreative director who yesterday 
was a plumber, minimum lights, no assistant, a client who’s 
only interest is reading the label, minimum grip equipment 
and no grip? I can’t answer that but occasionally someone 
does, and it shows”

As I said before, I do know what it feels like not to be granted 
Accreditation but I urge you not to become disillusioned and to 
try again as soon as practical. In fact our Accreditation applica-
tion fee allows you to reapply for Accreditation after 12 months 
but within two years without having to pay another fee. 

I have absolute faith in the Accreditation assessment system 
and believe it serves us well.

I’d like to take this opportunity to sincerely thank all the 
Accredited members who have given up days of their time to 
be involved in Accreditation or the State & Territory Awards 
judging sessions.

Ron Johanson ACS
National President.

ACS ACCREDITATION GUIDELINES 

The recommended guidelines are:

 The most basic one is that you have to have been a full 
member for three consecutive years.

You can submit on pretty much anything, but DVD’s must be 
properly authored, formatted, chaptered & fi nalised. Mini dv’s 
don’t show your work to advantage on the large monitors 
we view on. If you have dubs rather than fi lm prints, that will 
make it much easier for the Accreditation panel. However, 
fi lm prints are accepted.

Show reel montages are not accepted.

The Accreditation committee looks for examples of your 
range work eg. If you shoot feature fi lms, two or three 
examples, followed by your other work, say, a documentary, 
a few music clips and commercials.

If your background is Documentaries, then submit a number 
of examples. If you shoot commercials only, then you would 
need to present at least 15 to 20 fi nished commercials, or if 
you shoot primarily music clips & commercials, then 4 or 5 
clips & 10 commercials.

If your background is factual television acquisition - News, 
news magazine, current affairs etc, the committee looks for 
your ability to tell a story, your creative use of light, whether 
it be artifi cial or available. Successful applicants in this genre 
are Andrew Taylor ACS & Louis Eroglu ACS - both having an 
uncanny ability to use the surroundings available to them, 
both in light & composition, for a creative result.

The overall recommendation is: “less is more”. Don’t submit 
everything you have ever shot, submit what you have been 
happiest with. You need to be very objective with your 
submission and don’t be afraid to ask for assistance when 
selecting your material.

David Wakeley ACS - Accreditation Chair f
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SHORT FILMS
CINEMATOGRAPHERS STATE ROUND-UP 
BY NICOLA DALEY

FIRE DANCE     DOP SIDAT DE SILVA (NSW)

Fire Dance is an exploration of two 
entities - a dancer and the fi re she 
controls around her. The fi lm focuses on 
a woman as she performs fi re poi, an 
offshoot of an ancient Maori art. 

Director Carlo Ledesma wanted to 
fi lm this art ever since he saw it being 
performed. He was enthralled by the 
rhythmic patterns the balls of fi re 
created and wanted to shoot it in a 
manner that captured the elegance and 
grace of the art. Shooting in high speed 
was defi nitely the way to go as Carlo 
wanted to show how close the fi re 
actually gets to the dancer’s body. 

Enlisting the help of fi re dancer Cat (who 

happens to be Carlo’s wife; which made 
convincing her to stand on the freezing 
shores of Freshwater Beach so much 
easier!), and a small but talented crew 
which included cinematographer Sidat 
de Silva, gaffer Richard Hawkins, and 
visual effects supervisors Matthew 
Graham and Jimmie Shen from FX 
PHD, the crew were able to capture 
several sequences in one night. 

Carlo wanted to use the RED EPIC due 
its ability to shoot at 300fps. However, 
this requires shooting at 2K with the 
resulting crop factor. Sid did some 
testing and found that the level of noise 
in the shadows is extremely high at 

2K. He recommended the 2K shots be 
minimised and as they were shooting 
for the small screen Sid knew he could 
‘get away with’ some noise.

“I could see that I’d have to rate the 
camera at least a stop slower to make 
use of the EPIC’s 300fps mode while 
also getting a clean image”, Sid noted.

“In other words, the amount of light 
equivalent to shooting at 600fps! 
Because noise makes itself most 
present in darker areas, shadows would 
need to be fi lled similar to fi lm, rather 
than relying on a ‘digital roll-off’.”

The fi re itself was going to be Sid’s 
moving key light. He also utilised 
battery-powered LED 1x1 panels with a 
gel pack for rim and backlight, with silver 
bounce board for some fi ll off the key. 

Sid used the Zeiss Ultra Prime lenses, 
due to their excellent performance for 
their compact their size. The camera 
was to be mounted on a lightweight 
slider. He also used a hot mirror fi lter to 
gain extra detail in the fi re by cutting out 
any unwanted infrared.
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Set in the vast open landscapes 
of Tasmania against the 
backdrop of the Tasman Sea, 
The Whispers in the Wind tells 
the story of the traumatised 
Hunter, crumbling under the 
memories of a near fatal car 
accident several years before.  
Determined to escape these 
memories and regain an 
experience of tranquillity, the 
Hunter searches the barren 
fi elds for his prey, in a terrifying 
hunt to kill his worst fear - his 
fate. 

This short fi lm is a dark and 
intriguing psychological thriller 
written and directed by Daniel 

James (the writer/director of The Silence of Whitewater) and produced by Rogan Brown (Slashed, Cupcake: A Zombie Lesbian 
Musical, Apple Head). The fi lm stars Franz Docherty as the Hunter.  Leuke Marriott (Dibs) is the cinematographer and the fi lm 
features the music of Lance Trevino. Lance, now back home in Texas, composed the haunting soundtrack for A Quiet 
Tomorrow, written by Meg Bignell and co-produced by Rogan and Dominique Hurley.  
Meg will appear in The Whispers in the Wind. 

THE WHISPERS IN THE WIND     DOP LEUKE MARRIOTT (TAS)
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DREAMLAND     DOP ASHLEY BARON (WA/LA)

From WA to LA, Ashley Baron, a 
native of Perth has been living in LA 
for the past 3 years. Her talents were 
spotted by the AFI, where she 
studied and her thesis fi lm is 
Dreamland, shot on the Panavision 
Genesis. The fi lm revolves around 
a young boy in Kurdistan trying to 
make his way through a war zone, to 
get to a soccer game.

After seeing Dreamland Ashley’s 
Professor said ‘doesn’t 16mm look 
great??’ and Ashley says “this is just 
one of the reasons I really enjoyed 
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FEARLESS     DOP LAV BODNARUK (QLD)

Set in Afghanistan, Fearless is a short 
fi lm about a female photographer 
(starring Kestie Morassi) fi ghting for 
survival. Lying wounded in a bomb 
crater, her only weapons are her 
courage and her camera. 

The fi lm was made as part of a 
Producers Class at QPIX, directed by 
Lav Bodnaruk and Michael Mier of Taxi 
Film. Funded privately by the mature age 
students, the budget was very limited.

Lav shot the fi lm employing an Arri Alexa 
and a set of Cooke S4 prime lenses. 
The entire fi lm was handheld, operated 
by Lav, mostly using an EasyRig. The 
fi lm was shot over the course of a single 

shooting with the Genesis camera. It was also my fi rst time using large studio fi xtures, lighting all interior scenes with 5Ks and 
10Ks Mole Richardsons from outside the windows. The atmosphere and skip bounced keys that they created I still consider 
some of my best day interior work”.

It was a shoot of many fi rsts for Ashley; “it was also my fi rst time working with a professional Steadicam Operator; the 
transcendent feeling such a collaboration brings to visual storytelling is invaluable when done right!”

12 hour day, on location. 

To achieve the desired look Lav worked 
hard with Gaffer Kenny Moffatt and an 
army of students, manoeuvring a 12K 
lamp around the impossible dirt terrain. 
The crater was designed by the 
magnifi cent Jon Dowding and built by 
incredibly hard working students.

To make the shoot really fun, the team 
incorporated real army fl ares into the 
lighting set-up. These were held on a 
C-stand by the safety offi cer, just out-
side of the shot, , making it appear as 
real as possible. 

FEARLESS was an ambitious project; 
a burning car, dead bodies half buried 

in the ground, a helicopter circling over 
head, fl ares, guns, squibs and a badly 
behaved goat!  With no budget for vfx, 
Lav and his crew used a model helicopter 
and were pleasantly surprised at how real 
it looked. Rain interrupted the shoot but 
the team struggled on, erecting a large 
scrim above the action to fi nish off the 
close-ups and wrap the picture. 

The fi lm was posted at Lav’s boutique 
post-production house in Brisbane, 
Chop Shop Post – www.cspost.com.au 
- where it was cut, colour graded and 
sound designed to an original Afghan 
score recorded especially for the fi lm. 

f
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OUROBOROS     DOP DAVE GREGAN (SA)

Ouroboros (written and directed by 
Alexander Nakone) is short fi lm 
centering around how karma affects two 
underworld fi gures that rendezvous on 
the precarious spot on the edge of a cliff 
for a money transaction.  Shot by award 
winning cinematographer, Dave Gregan, 
who has worked in both camera and 
lighting departments on major feature 
fi lms including Hey, Hey it’s Esther 
Blueburger, Beautiful, Broken Hill, 
and Scott Hick’s fi lm The Boys are 
Back.  Ouroboros was shot with the 
Canon 7D DSLR using Sigma and 

Canon lenses. Dave paid homage to the 
night scenes of the Coen Brothers’ No 
Country for Old Men by utilizing the low 
light capabilities of the 7D to create a 
look full of contrast. 

The fi lm also incorporates a reverse 
sequence and has a black and white 
palette with selected colour elements, 
inspired by Robert Rodriguez’s Sin City. 
The fi lm features the acting debut of 
Raphael Felix, lead singer of the 
Australian Hip Hop band Terra Firma, 
who plays a Latino gangster; relative 

new comer Dan Hynes, who plays the 
lead role of the Scottish Italian 
gangster and Fiona DeLaine as his 
Geordie sweetheart. Music includes the 
Terra Firma hit Shadow Society Remix. 
Fiona De Caux, known for her 
abilities to create a big budget look on 
a shoestring, produced Ouroboros. The 
fi lm has an International and Australian 
festival release strategy managed by 
Circuit Breaker Films. 

For more information please visit 
www.circuitbreakerfi lms.com
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Happening Films assembled multi-award winning 
and long time collaborators Director/Writer Grant 
Scicluna, Producer Jannine Barnes and 
Cinematographer Franc Biffone to fi lm The 
Wilding in the confi nes of a former Women’s prison 
in Victoria.

Franc brings a depth of experience and has 
employed a different style on all of the four projects 
they have collaborated on together.

The Wilding is a drama set in a juvenile detention 
facility, centered around three main characters.  
Franc says of the fi lm, “with the tenacity of our 
producer, we were able to shoot it on Fuji super 16mm fi lm, which may be our last time on this format as there is now only one 
lab open in the country. Film was refreshing to work on and gave the entire cast and crew focus and commitment with each 
take as we only had 18 rolls of fi lm for the entire shoot! Rushes’ screenings were fi lled with excitement, especially with the fi ght 
scenes. We didn’t aim for a polished look; instead we went with a rougher look to support the story and themes of the fi lm. 
In prep we decided to keep the cinematography hand held and moving with our characters. The lighting was designed to be 
harsh, high in contrast and casting shadows onto the surrounds.” 

The fi lm premiered at the Berlin Film Festival and has had massive success, screening at major Film Festivals across Europe 
,USA and New Zealand and has just won the Iris Prize in the UK.

THE WILDLING     DOP FRANC BIFFONE (VIC)
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ANIMA     DOP MIKE MOLLOY ACS (NSW)

Since a deadly car accident Roman 
and Anastasia have lived in seclusion, 
their only connection and addiction, the 
Internet. Psychologically and physi-
cally, it’s killing Roman, and Anastasia’s 
beginning to reject the fantasy, but 
with the outside world closing in, and 
his wife’s body deteriorating, Roman 
desperately keeps her alive the only way 
he knows how; inside the system. Writ-
ten and directed by emerging Australian 
fi lmmaker Scott Mannion, Anima was 
completed in September 2012. The 
story was developed from observations 
of how technology and the Internet is 

affecting human lives.

This idea opened up many possibilities 
for interesting art design, 
cinematography and visual effects, but 
it also created budget problems. Scott 
turned to crowd funding and the 
Internet to source the money required 
and it paid off.

Shot on the Panavision Genesis by Mike 
Molloy ACS, shooting was completed 
on the fi lm in the Blue Mountains and 
around the world, from epic 
cosmological time-lapse in Austria, to 
precise macro cinematography of fl uid 

dynamics, shot in the USA.

Mike believes that “supporting young 
talent is very important”. Due to budget 
constraints, and as footage was being 
shot around the world, Mike and Scott 
decided to intercut 5D MKII footage with 
their principle Genesis footage. As the 
stills were going to be used full frame 
(for timelapse), they are uncompressed 
raw images and so would intercut well. 
The fl uid dynamics were then blended 
in to the CG so the compression didn’t 
present a problem. 
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At the beginning of the year, 
writer/director Sarah Jane 
Woulahan, approached Tania 
about shooting her short fi lm, 
Acts of God, in 
Cranbourne, on the outskirts 
of Melbourne. The fi lm is 
about a young girl, Joan, 
who lives at the edge of the 
suburban sprawl and takes 
her obsession with natural 
disasters to the extreme. 

As visual references, Sarah-
Jane and Tania turned to 
American Realist painters 
such as Andrew Wyeth and 
Jeffrey Smart; who had cap-
tured a sense of isolation and melancholy in suburban landscapes. They also watched fi lms such as Welcome to the 
Dollhouse, Sweetie and Punch-Drunk Love. 

Tania says, ”My biggest personal challenge was working in locations which were purposely bland and uninspiring. Sarah-Jane 
wanted to capture the bleakness which Joan experiences in modern suburbia, the beigeness of its house and land packages, 
the uninspiring homemaker marts with rows of things you don’t need but feel you should have. This bleakness had to contrast 
with the excitement and trepidation she experiences when she lights a bushfi re. We favoured wide shots of graphic, symmetrical 
compositions intercut with closer coverage“.

Tania had initially intended to shoot on the Alexa, however, the RED Epic became a better option for their budget. “I was 
fortunate enough to shoot with Cooke S4 lenses, generously donated by the Vision House”, Tania notes.

Acts of God will complete postproduction by the end of 2012 and is being graded at Method Studios in Melbourne. 

ACTS OF GOD     DOP TANIA LAMBERT (VIC)

f
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When, increasingly, an aesthetic and industrial argument is 
shouted out loudest by the amateurs, you know it’s all gone 
beyond the confi nes of the professionals. At the moment, it 
seems, the loudest voices decrying digital fi lming and 
projection are (self-important) amateurs. They rush to the box 
offi ce and vent:  “It’s not a real fi lm – it’s an inferior digital 
version. I know – I’m a fi lm buff!”

But of course you’re not amateurs at all. You’re 
cinematographers and so, like slaves of technology every-
where, you’re going to be limited by choice to a degree. 
Imagine Pierre, an ageing steam train driver confronted by 
his fi rst super speed electrical train and let’s call it a TGV. One 
day Pierre is told to man up and drive this latest TGV from 
Paris to Marseille at 300kph. Minimum.

You can be sure that plenty of Metro drivers in Paris (London, 
Moscow, BART, etc) opted to stay in their tiny cabins far 
underground and stick with what they know. And you’re 
artists as well so you get to choose your materials surely? 
Not always. Remember the fuss, over 80 years ago, when 
the SMPTE brought out the new standards for talkies? 
There’s a marvelous description of this fear – the fear of 
opening doors!

Certainly, the hot issue for those who invoke ‘standards’ 
and ‘art’ (they also use the word ‘vision’ a lot) is the digital 
revolution in fi lmmaking. We all saw it coming: but this fast? 
The ageing, greyheaded cinematographer often feels as if a 
sudden blight has struck the game – a blight from which few 
will emerge without a scratch (as in emulsion, that is)! 

To help every fi lmmaker think these matters through 
rationally, like King Canute, just about everybody you respect 
in the fi lm biz appears in a brilliant new documentary movie 
Side by Side to thrash out the old versus the new.

As the movie’s own publicity pitches it:

For almost one hundred years there was only one way to 
make a movie – with fi lm.

Movies were shot, edited and projected using photo-
chemical fi lm. But over the last two decades a digital process 
has emerged to challenge photochemical fi lmmaking.

Side by Side, is produced by Keanu Reeves and, featuring 
him in a variety of haircuts, takes an in-depth look at this 
revolution. Through interviews with directors, 
cinematographers, fi lm students, producers, technologists, 
editors, and exhibitors, Side by Side examines all aspects 
of fi lmmaking – from capture to edit, visual effects to colour 
correction, distribution to archive. 

It all begins with an elegant montage of the prehistory of the 
movies: that famous train pulls into La Ciotat Station in 1896, 
the fi rst close up of an outlaw fi ring straight into the camera 

lens (The Great Train Robbery, directed by Edwin S. Porter). 
It’s a well-planned and organized documentary with a real 
story to tell.

And it’s surprisingly civil. Indeed Side by Side is nothing if 
not unfailingly polite and surprisingly frank and generous in 
the range of voices fi nally joining in what at times seems like 
a choir supernal. Of sorts. And, yes there are Antipodean 
voices too: Donald McAlpine ACS, Dion Beebe ASC for 
starters…amazing really when you see them all spliced 
together how many of these once wild men of movies now 
look like benign professors, calm, reasoned. Excluding Chris 
Doyle of course!

Take the (very) recent case of Lawless: to capture the dank 
greens and browns of moonshine country in John Hillcoat’s 
new movie, cinematographer Benoit Delhomme decided to 
seek out some modern masters.

Lawless was fi lmed early 2011 in various locations near 
Atlanta, Georgia, including Newnan, Grantville, Haralson, 
LaGrange, Carroll County’s McIntosh Park, and the Red Oak 
Creek Covered Bridge near Gay. Hillcoat and Delhomme 
consulted with the masters – Roger Deakins and Harris 
Savides. Between them all, they chose to use the Arri ALEXA 
digital camera system for Lawless. Indeed Delhomme always 
used two cameras during fi lming.

As Benoit Delhomme says: I was sad not to be able to do 
The Road, the movie he did just after The Proposition, so 
after that he said, “Well, I hope we can do the next fi lm 
together,” and he told me about ‘Lawless’. I would have 
been happy to work with John on anything, because I think 
The Proposition was one of my best movies – I would have 
signed on to this picture without reading the script!

So at what point did Delhomme start to talk about digital 
capture, and when did ALEXA come onto the scene?

“I was just coming off a Calvin Klein commercial I shot with 
the ALEXA when I met John to talk about Lawless. John is 
really a fi lm person, but I told him I had a feeling he’d love 
the ALEXA. Initially he wasn’t interested in digital because 
he didn’t think it would be any good for shooting in very low 
light, at dusk and twilight – he’d never seen a picture from 
the ALEXA before! So I did one or two days of tests in 
Georgia to convince him.” 

<http://www.arri.de/news.html?article=1035&cHash=1413cf
1ccd4a771c6029821bc7d609f9>

LIFE INSIDE A PARADIGM SHIFT
   BY JONATHAN DAWSON
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So, with little fuss, Hillcoat and Delhomme shot the fi lm 
digitally, with the ALEXA camera – a fi rst for both of them. 
“Benoit and I jumped off a cliff together on this which is 
shooting with the ALEXA. There’s been this quick kind of shift 
and we had a choice of being one of the last to shoot on 
fi lm or one of the fi rst to shoot using this new camera,” says 
Hillcoat. “The big turning point was that we had a lot of night 
scenes and a very tight schedule. We didn’t want to light it at 
night; we wanted to see the detail in the woods. The 
amazing thing about the ALEXA – we did side by side tests 
– is that you have this incredible latitude between stops and 
you can fi lm beyond what even our eyes can see. Plus it had 
a softer quality than the other digital cameras.”

<http://www.emanuellevy.com/comment/lawless-location-
shooting-color-design/

Here’s the notoriously enthusiastic Steven Soderbergh:

We really are in the middle of a revolution. … either scary – or 
very liberating!

And the great Vittorio Storaro: Cinema today is a mix of Art 
and technology.

Our own Don McAlpine: (until digital fi lming) The DOP was a 
magician…the only one who knew. This gave you 
knowledge…  and power.

Is that a good or bad thing – or was it always true?

Maybe we should fi nish, as the fi lm pretty much does, with 
that wildly enthusiastic neophiliac Danny Boyle:

“You’ve got to go with it – and if you become unable to deal 
with it, that’s fi ne because your time is fi nished!”

Must be very young, this Doyle bloke? There’s certainly 
plenty of enthusiasm, around. Even the fi lm’s coverage of the 
cameras and the excellent potted history of the development 
and industry battle to rule the universe are exciting. And 
those dashing names! RED One. The Thomson Viper, the 
Arri ALEXA. They all sound like the latest Maserati advertising 
tagline!

No wonder the eternally boyish Keanu Reeve is an addict:  I 
spoke to Roger (Deakins) about this and he professed his 
love for the camera. When you have someone on that level 
saying, “I’m going digital” 
I think that is where the tide is offi cially turning, where every-
body is getting on board.

http://collider.com/keanu-reeves-side-by-side-man-of-tai-
chi-interview/188744/
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SIDE BY SIDE KEY CREDITS: 

Directed by Christopher Kenneally

Produced by Keanu Reeves & Justin Szlasa

Starring:  

James Cameron

David Fincher

David Lynch

Robert Rodriguez

Martin Scorsese

Steven Soderbergh

Keanu Reeves

Music by Brendan Ryan & Billy Ryan

Cinematography    Chris Cassidy

Editing by Mike Long, Malcolm Hearn & Kamil 
Dobrowolski

*****

A little footnote on the history of Arri:

Arri was founded in Munich, Germany as Arnold & Richter 
Cine Technik in 1917, named after founders August Arnold 
and Robert Richter. They produce professional motion 
picture equipment, movie cameras and cinematic lighting 
equipment. In 1924 Arnold and Richter developed their fi rst 
fi lm camera, the small and portable Kinarri 35.

In 1937 Arri introduced the world’s fi rst refl ex mirror shutter in 
the Arrifl ex 35 camera, an invention of their longtime engineer 
Erich Kastner. This technology employs a rotating mirror 
that allows a continuous motor to operate the camera while 
providing parallax-free refl ex viewing to the operator, and 
the ability to focus the image by eye through the viewfi nder, 
much like an SLR camera for still photography. This 
technology is still employed today in almost every motion 
picture camera. The fi rst Hollywood fi lm to employ an Arrifl ex 
was in 1947 for Dark Passage, starring Humphrey Bogart 
and Lauren Bacall. Over the years, more than 17,000 Arrifl ex 
35s were built.

<http://www.theblackandblue.com/2010/11/18/
roger-deakins-on-digital-cinema-and-arri-alexa-quality-

comparable-to-fi lm/>

For even more info visit:

http://sidebysidethemovie.com/



Ron, Stephen, Marc and Matt are the Windon 
Boys, and this is the second part of their 
story, commencing with Steve. DM Editor.

AC:  Did you ever consider another career or did you 
always see the letters ACS DOP after your name.

SW:  Look, I defi nitely did. I was attracted like a bee to 
a honeypot when I was a kid.  So, it’s a simple yarn; it 
began by being a part of , you know– watching my father 
on-set shooting commercials in the sixties at Eric Porter 
Productions.  And wandering around and looking at a 
McAllister dolly and an ARRI 2C in a blimp. I was just amazed 
by the fact that you could tell a yarn with a motion picture 
camera with acetate fi lm running through it... the smell of it. I 
had a grip say to me once that Ron (dad) probably deprived 
me of having toy cars, because if there were toy cars in the 
room and an ARRI 2C, I always went for the ARRI! [laughs]  
So I was hooked... hooked at the age of eight.

AC:  45 years and 33 Director of Photography titles 
later, Stephen F. Windon may well be proud of where 
his fascination with fi lm has taken him. Indeed, as this 
magazine goes to print, he is wrapping up Fast and 
Furious 6, and he’s still smelling the fi lm gliding through 
the gate. 

SW:  We had 14 weeks of pre-production for Universal 
Studio’s Fast and Furious 6 and it’s an 84 day shoot.  Making 
movies like this is all about pre-production but they’re a hell 
of a lot of fun to make, although intensely challenging.  Our 
director Justin (Lin) is a 38 year old guy and when we shot 
our fi rst fi lm together he was only 30 – this is our third one 
in the last eight years.  Our fi rst fi lm in the franchise together 
(which was the third in the series, Tokyo Drift) had a budget 
of $60million US, the second one Fast Five $125million, this 
one $190 million!, Fast Five which we shot in Puerto Rico 
and Rio de Janiero in 2010, grossed $630 million globally, 
so the studio didn’t want to “fi x it if it ain’t broke”And Justin 
is the kind of director who still loves the old-school way of 
doing things in camera as much as possible….. First studio 
meeting; “What’s the consensus on acquisition format?”I 
ask? and they said, “We want to shoot 35mm, 35mm wide 
screen, just like the last one! “Tick the box?”, I said “Tick 
the box!” [laughs]. “OK, next on the agenda”.  I was like, 
“Wow!”.  Of course, I love that also.  But this is a franchise 
that’s hooked on fi lm, which still surprises me. I shot GI Joe 
last year, half expecting the discussion of digital acquisition 
and that was the fi rst time I’d shot for Paramount, I also shot 
that 35mm

And every year, Dick, over the last fi ve years, I’ve been in a 

The Windon Boys Part 2
Stephen



similar meeting; I’ve done a fi lm a year, and mind you, I’ve 
shot two movies that are digital as well, but there are big 
movies still being shot 35mm.

AC:  What’s your preference?

SW:  I think the preference comes down to the story and the 
script and what you’re trying to say.  I believe you should just 
be open, like the emulsion you would use and the camera, 
the acquisition, should just be driven by what’s on the paper, 
and the directors interpretation, that’s the most important 
thing.  

AC:  So you think that the differences between fi lm 
and digital are signifi cant enough to relate to a specifi c 
narrative?

SW:  I think there’s a subtlety there that is worth hanging 
onto.  And the producers say to me that it’s great we’re still 
shooting 35mm; they say, “Steve, we want to give you the 
option, you can still adjust the shutter angle”.  And to be 
honest with you, I think some of young studio executives 
still don’t know what happens to it, inside the box.  I mean, 
they’ve probably never looked inside a Panafl ex... at the 
movement and seen just how yummy and delicious all that 
stuff is.  It’s sexy...  it’s magical.  

Now with digital acquisition, you’re going back to being 
tethered to a whole other technical department that’s under 
a black tent somewhere .  There’s “the agency”, I guess 
you’re going to call them, or the creative furnace of so many 
people, all making judgements.  And I do fi nd, and I’ve 
shot movies on both formats, that there’s less discussion 
about the technical when there’s a 35mm camera sitting on 
the tripod. It’s really a little like another phase in the on set 
process, and there is very little we can do about it……we 
used to shoot without video assist, remember?

AC:  Do you think there’s any future for fi lm?

SW:  It’s going to disappear, I guess.  It’s inevitable, let’s see, 
interesting times ahead!

AC:  Do you think directors might have a say in that?

SW:  I think directors are having less say over stuff as 
well now. We have to shoot fi lms now in locations and 
backdrops that can have little or nothing to do with the 
visual interpretation of the script, it’s more about economics, 
production and tax rebates, this is where our challenges 
have headed as cinematographers and fi lmmakers.

AC:  So how do we overlay the ever changing digital 
capture landscape with the values, aesthetics and 
protocols of shooting fi lm? Is this something for 
which we, as DOP’s, have to take a certain amount of 
responsibility?

SW:  Absolutely! Look, the last year I had to shoot a scene 
with a massive air transporter doing a touch and go at an 
airport…at night!, coming down and a bunch of cars chasing 
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it, the rear cargo door dropping down, the vehicles approach 

after a chase and all these vehicles end up in the aircraft, 

then there’s going to be a gunfi ght inside blah, blah blah, 

action movie stuff.  Of course we can’t shoot our actors 

anywhere near a real jet aircraft hurtling down a 4000 metre 

runway, so we’re building all these complex rigs and they’ve 

bought wheels off an old jet aircraft, a Douglas DC10 I think, 

and they’re making a trailer that can tow a partial fuselage 

etc, and we’re fi guring out all the camera angles and stuff 

and then someone in a prep meeting suggest we shoot 

some tests, I thought well great idea……then they suggested 

perhaps we shoot it on a bunch of go-pros!!!, Now nothing 

wrong with a go pro but the test was to ascertain a safe 

speed we could shoot with our cast without sending them 

down a runway hanging off vehicles at 100mph. I was 

convinced that this trailer doing twenty miles and hour wasn’t 

going to be fast enough then some expert suggested I could 

shoot at 12fps blah, blah, blah!!!. I immediately thought 

that an actor’s hair  blowing at 12fps is crazy  And I said, “If 

we’re going to do a test, we’re going to shoot on the format 

we’re going toshoot our movie on and we’re shooting with 

a 35mm motion picture camera, guys, you know, we’re not 

doing it any other way. It’s a test – come on!”.  And a hush 

fell over the room.  And I said, “Let’s do it right, or we don’t 

do it all, guys, we’re shooting a movie! If we’re going to do 

a test, let’s shoot it on 35mm, with the cameras we’re going 

to be using.  We’re going to learn.  You know, we can check 

motion blur at different camera speeds and shutter angles, 

scan the negative at different speeds. I made a list of shots 

and ideas, thought a lot about camera movement, and the 

following week I shot the tests with three 35mm cameras 

and a camera car with a Russian arm. The point is, testing 

is vital , as cinematographers we need to hang on to our 

expertise and knowledge that we learn,   I hear “But it’s just 

easier!” and I said, “It doesn’t need to be easier.  What we’re 

doing is challenging, but we’ve got to use the right camera... 

do some cool mounts with the grip team …..end of the 

discussion.[laughs]

AC:  Has the DOP’s role changed in the past decade or 
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is pretty much the same as it was.

SW:  No... it’s changed. Absolutely. I think we’re just barely 
clutching onto creative control, if you like. I see it even on 
$200 million movies... a producer will say, “Is there a way 
to do this for less money?” and “Why don’t we go shoot 
this at night with a digital camera?”.  You know, as if that’s 
the look... a look created by the convenience of some 5K 
camera.  And it’s really about the dollar; it’s about nothing 
else! Some producers who are established in the industry are 
saying, “Let’s just go and shoot digital down the streets at 
night with no lights”... you know, “Because I know you can, 
Windon, I know you can”.   

AC:  20 years down the track, do you still want to 
swinging the meter?

SW:  Yeah, absolutely. I’m lucky I pushed myself; I always 
wanted to shoot Hollywood fi lms, and one day an agent 
noticed and began introducing me to the studios.  And every 
now and then, I’ll have my passion projects like The Pacifi c...

or my very fi rst mini-series for ABC-TV The Leaving of 
Liverpool, real stories about real events.  And the rest of the 
time I can just go and have fun, and shoot these action fi lms 
that some people say are popcorn movies.  But technically 
they’re challenging; I love it, it’s fantastic.

AC:  You’re married with kids. How do you deal with 
being away all the time?

SW:  Skype and facetime have been our saviour, obviously 
you’re not in the same room, but it’s been an amazing thing 
to have.  It’s tough and it’s challenging.  But my wife, God 
bless her, and my two boys are so effervescent and into the 
life we are living, and enjoying this journey that I’m on.  And 
they’re a part of it.  My two young sons have always loved 
coming to fi lm sets, and have been fortunate enough to have 
travelled the world, and they want to ring my agent and they 
say, “my Dad should do a movie in Egypt!” and all that sort 
of stuff.  [laughs] “Ring Richard!  Get Richard on the phone!  I 
want to tell him it’s time to go shoot a movie in Egypt!”.  It’s 
great.  Of course it’s tough, but it’s great.

f
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Matt
AC:   Are you working with Steve (Windon) at the 
moment?

MattW:   Yeah, Fast and Furious 6 with Steve as his A 
Camera, First Assistant.  I moved over here as a First 
Assistant and that’s what I’ve been doing in the time I’ve 
been in London and various other parts.

AC:   How did you get into the fi lm industry and did you 
have an option?

MattW:   Well, I guess there’s always been an interest in the 
fi lm industry, living with Dad and Steve as I was growing up. 
But did I have an option? Yeah, I always did, I was never 
forced or swayed into the fi lm industry, but it was just 
something that I wanted to do. I already had a pretty good 
idea that I wanted to be in the camera department, and 
eventually a cinematographer. That was in 1998 and I went  
straight into working as a loader.

When I fi rst started I was quite focused on assisting and 
working my way up through the camera department, rather 
than getting straight into shooting stuff. So I pretty much 
jumped head-fi rst into that and started off with commercials, 
building up a few contacts etc and things that came my way 
through Steve or Dad. 

AC:   It’s interesting that you chose the traditional path 
through the camera department, while your younger 
brother Marc jumped straight into shooting.

MattW:   Well, Marc originally started off wanting to direct or 
possibly even edit. And then he decided he wanted to direct 
and then shooting came about.  So Marc was putting 
together a lot of work at an early age with a mate of his, 
Gabe. They were shooting stuff all the time on different
 formats and all the rest of it, while I was out working on 
commercials or fi lms or whatever it might be. So I think Marc 
got more creative feedback from Dad than I did, because he 
was doing personal work… short fi lms. 

AC:   What was the most important thing your dad taught 
you? 

MattW:   My Dad instilled in me a great sense of discipline. 
Film industry = discipline! And a good healthy work ethic.

AC:   What are your ambitions now? Do you look to 
Steve as a mentor and do you aspire to making the sort 
of movies that he’s making?  Is that where you see 
yourself in ten years?

MattW:   Yes, defi nitely. I do see Steve as a mentor… he 
inspires me in all sorts of ways, and not just at work…  
ideally I want to head in the same direction.  That’s my focus 
and probably in a different way to Marcus, where rather than 
start to shoot a lot of stuff myself and  putting myself on 
the books as a DP at an early age, I’m making my way up 
through the camera department.  

So for me, having been a loader, a second AC and now a 
fi rst AC, you know the next job I want to do is operate 
sometime in the near future, and then spend a bit of time 
operating and then start shooting. 

Matt on location in Austria for The Season of the Witch - 2008.
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AC:   Is Steve feeding you information all the time or are 

you just learning by osmosis?

MattW:   Well it’s a bit of everything, really.  You know, Steve 
and I don’t really get a chance to work together a lot.  The 
last time I worked with him was four years ago now on an 
HBO series called The Pacifi c.  And the reason for that is, we 
always end up in different parts of the world, eg me in 
London and Steve in the US. But when we do it’s 
fantastic; we go to the grade or a screening together and we 
talk about various stuff and he teaches me how he achieved 
certain looks.  And it not always about the images, it can 
be advice about how to deal with the production offi ce or 
people on-set. Steve’s been doing it a long time and he’s 
used to dealing with certain situations. He gives me some 
advice on what to talk about, what points to bring up. So I’m 
learning stuff from him all the time.  

AC:   Matt, what’s your perspective of the digital 

revolution in our industry?

MattW:   I think sometimes that [CGI] can enhance what’s 
happening and I’m defi nitely not opposed to it, but then I 
think with this whole digital revolution that’s come about, a lot 
of the work ethics and disciplines from the fi lm era are being 
lost.  And I guess that changes the way DP’s (and me in the 
future) do things…  like having time to do things properly, or 
being told how to light a set-up or make it easier for post-
production.  I think that’s a huge pity because obviously part 
of the work of a cinematographer is to do as much work as 
you can in camera, and I guess a lot of that is being lost. 

But on the other hand, sometimes I see technology being 
used to advantage; one person in particular who has 
embraced it and who I’ve done two movies with is Don 
McAlpine, who’s obviously from the older school.  I just did 
a small Aussie movie with him called Mental which was shot 
on the Gold Coast, and it had a much smaller budget than 
I guess Don would be used to, so a lot of the time we had 
to go with certain situations.  And one thing he particularly 
embraced was a feature in the RED Epic called HDRX, which 
allows you to record two fi les at the same time but with 
different exposures. eg you have a person in a house against 
a hot window and I guess normally you’d try and control 
the lighting so the exposure carries all the way through – try 
and light up the interior or screen the outside or whatever, 
but this is where Don would go, “OK, I don’t have enough 
time to light up the interior or I don’t have enough lights”, so 
he’d embrace the HDRX function to shoot two fi les at the 
same time, and blend the two together.  Now that’s where I 
see technology as a great tool.  As against shooting for post 
production rather than shooting for the movie. I think that’s a 
pity.

AC:   There are a lot of little fi ngers picking at the seams 

of our industry. How do you see your future... is it safe?

MattW:   Working with cinematographers who are at the top 
of their game and shooting big feature fi lms is what I love; 
I’m learning from them how to do things properly.  But the 

fl ipside of that is you’ve got guys the same age as me or 
younger who are going out and buying a 5D and a Macbook 
Pro and selling themselves as cameramen.  And producers 
love it. They’re very cheap and that whole world is out there 
and available to anyone now, and it’s appealing to a lot of 
producers for a lot of the work we do.  That’s the complete 
opposite to what I’m doing. That’s what I’m trying to avoid 
or am avoiding by working with the people who I can learn 
from… you know, to not lose those most valuable skills.

AC:   Do you think that in the future, because of 

technological advances like HDRX , Image Stabilisers 

etc that we will see less crew on set. Will Production 

Managers, with one eye on the technology available, be 

setting schedules without referring to the 

Cinematographer? 

MattW:   People defi nitely think they know what they can 
and can’t get away with. A few months ago I worked with 
Darius Khondji, who was in London shooting a TVC.  And 
Darius is great, he’s a beautiful lighting cameraman and 
highly respected. So the production manager was on the 
phone telling me the cameras and camera gear we were 
going to use, and he knew all about them, or not all about 
them but had read stuff online, and then started to quote 
things to me about why we should be using a certain camera 
rather than another.  So I said to him, “You really need to talk 
to Darius about this; I mean, if you feel that you know what 
certain cameras can and can’t do, different to what he’s 
asked for, then that’s a conversation you obviously need to 
have with him”.  I mean, there are production managers out 
there who pretend to know what the capabilities of a camera 
are and which one to use in a certain situation.  And making 
decisions not involving someone like Darius!!!

AC:   It’s changing so quickly. 

MattW:   It is changing so quickly.  Everything’s changing.  
I mean, on the set, people don’t have the same ethics or 
systems that were in place fi ve years ago, or even twelve 
months ago.  Like not walking in front when the DPs trying to 
line up a shot or directors now with HD cameras just rolling 
on anything.  I did a commercial last week and the brief from 
the director was, “I love when the camera rolls when we’re 
not actually shooting anything, you know, this haphazard 
stuff when you’re moving the camera or you’re putting it 
onto the crane, that’s when I want you to roll”.  So we were 
shooting with Alexas and basically just rolling the whole time, 
and nobody’s caring about how long you roll, also rolling on a 
shot where the director of photography is not happy because 
it’s not lit.  You know, all that sort of stuff …

AC:   So they’re rolling while you’re carrying the camera 

to a new set-up?

MattW:  Yeah, he’d be sitting at the video monitor and I’d be 
moving the camera and he’d yell, “Roll! Roll!” And I’d roll and 
I’m pointing at the roof and it’s all out of focus or I’d tilt down 
to somebody and they’re out of focus, not lit properly, badly 
framed… whatever. That’s the stuff he wanted to roll on. 
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I did a movie last year which had two directors; they’d come 
through fi lm school and had done a bunch of movies on 
Sony handicams, which they had operated themselves.  I 
think they’d shot one studio fi lm before, which they operated 
on, but again it was with Sony handicams or whatever... We 
shot with REDs – the MX, the Epic wasn’t out then – so it’s a 
pretty big, heavy, bulky camera, but you’re shooting a major 
motion picture and they said that the wanted to operate 
A and B cameras.  Now, these guys had never been on a 
formal fi lm set and operated anything in their lives and for me 
as a focus puller/A camera/fi rst AC, I was then dealing with 
directors who were operating… they’re not thinking about 
the operating at all, they’re obviously thinking about the 
performance.  So I don’t get any help as far as what’s going 
to happen in the shot – focus-wise, framing-wise, any of this 
kind of stuff.  And to add to all of that, they would swap 
between setups, so in one take one would operate and in 
the next take the other would operate, and they’d always 
be in a different spot at a different time, and it was almost 
impossible to keep up.  They’ve come from this digital 
background where they went to fi lm school and they could 
hand-hold a Sony handicam, so that meant that they were 
“camera operators”.  

They’d start on a shot, you know on a close-up, and then 
they’d tilt up to the studio roof which was full of space lights 
and then the visual effects guys are having a heart attack 
and then they’d tilt back down and then the visual effects 
guy would say, “Oh look, it’d be great if you could just keep 
it framed down on the person” and then the directors would 
say, “No we want you to add sky in”… so then they’ve got to 
cut out all these space lights and it’s just like a major 
nightmare!  But I’m experiencing it all the time now and it’s 
the way it’s all going. It’s a nightmare for everybody. So we 
did a $75 million picture with no camera operators.

AC:   Can you imagine being in the edit suite?

MattW:   It’d be horrible, absolutely horrible!  We were 
shooting on cards, so you just hit the roll button and you 
just roll til they fi ll up.  I mean on that particular job we were 
shooting so many cards that the cameras were overheating 
because they couldn’t process the information fast enough. 

Which is another thing; there’s this misconception that it’s 
cheap with digital just to hit the button and roll, but the actual 
fact is the back end of it costs an absolute fortune with data 
transferring and data management.

AC:   How old are you know?

MattW:   I’m 30. I’d like to move on to operating, I’d like to 
give that a good nudge for 7 to 10 years or so.  Or the other 
option is I don’t go operating, I go straight to shooting.

AC:   As a young fi lmmaker, would you recommend the 
route that you’ve taken?

MattW:   Defi nitely, absolutely.  As you know, in the fi lm 
industry, there’s no formal requirement; anybody can go out 
and call themselves whatever they want. Or they can go to 
fi lm school and learn how to be a cinematographer through 
fi lm school or they can do it coming up through the ranks like 
I have.  

There’s something I really like about going to work and 
learning from directors of photography and the people I’ve 
been able to work with – and whether they’re good or bad 
you learn from that. I work with DPs who have gone to fi lm 
school and they don’t really know what a fi rst AC does or 
they don’t really know what a second AC or a loader does.  
Or how to combat certain situations with producers or 
production managers or whatever it might be.  It’s all stuff 
that I’m experiencing, which I love.  And it all gets noted 
down and it’s all stuff that’s taken on board and you learn 
from all these different situations.  

And also how it is at the moment, working in different parts 
of the world.  For me, moving to the UK and learning to 
adapt and work the systems here; and then going to do a 
movie in Eastern Europe, learning to work with the crews 
over there.  It’s all the  different life experiences that I love, 
and take on board for when I want to become a DOP.

f



AC:   Marc is the 4th cinematographer in the Windon 
dynasty. He’s 29 years old, 24 years younger than Steve. 
He has 9 feature titles under his belt and is currently in 
Sofi a, Bulgaria shooting and directing his latest movie 
As Wonderland Goes By.

Marc W:   My previous fi lms were not big fi lms, they were 
independent fi lms, shot on 16, 35, HD etc, and on very 
short shoot schedules – like 20 to 30 days. On those small 
productions it’s like… the producer says, “No, we don’t need 
to do that, we don’t need to do this, cut this out, work at this 
cheaper awful location, halve your lighting budget, let’s shoot 
7 pages per day, quick quick quick”.  So, about a year and 
a half ago I sort of went a bit crazy and went, “Okay! I’m not 
doing this anymore, I’m losing my desire to work on movies”.  
I’m not just a DP, you know. I’m a movie watcher, and I love 
cinema too much to see it executed this way.  

When I was a camera assistant I was getting work on some 
big movies in Sydney on 70 and 80 day shoot schedules. I 
liked the amount of time there was to get everything right.  
So when I came here, I said I’m not shooting this movie in 
anything less than 8 weeks. I can’t afford 70 days but I can 
try 48, which is 3 pages per day. I’m shooting Panavision, 
and also testing 70mm. We are trying to work a little bit “old 
school” and I’ve really been pushing the other producers and 
my UPM and First AD. I’ve said to them “Please don’t try 
and stop me from working this way, if you do, then we won’t 
make the fi lm.”

AC:   Good for you. So you’re producing, directing and 
shooting. Is that due to the infl uence of your dad?

Marc W:   Yes, big time. When I was young I got a lot of 
dialogue coming my way on a 24 hour basis because Dad 
ran his offi ce from home. He had a ton of crew coming 
through the house, you know, other cinematographers like 
Russell Boyd and Andrew Lesnie. I learnt from the way Dad 
spoke with them and with his clients too. Around the age of 
16 or 17, and over a ten year period, my friend Gabe and I 
put together more than 80 short fi lms… we made horrible, 
horrible, really bad fi lms to begin with. He was the writer 
and I was the cinematographer and producer. And Dad was 

around us all the time, we’d show our fi lms and you know 
he’d give me harsh criticism, which would upset me 
sometimes [laughs], but you know he’s a fi lmmaker, and 
he’s honest and it’s good he’s honest because that’s where I 
learnt: quality is key. Dad was a very articulate fi lmmaker, he 
wants everything perfect. Everything.

I think around the time I was 20, 21, we began to get it right. 
And Dad started to go, “OK, hold on a second, this is good 
now. This is good. That shot’s good. The wardrobe’s good, 
the makeup’s good, you’re putting more effort into the right 
locations”. And Gabe and myself eventually won two Tropfest 
awards before we started to work professionally.

AC: Is there any competition between the fi lmmaking brothers?

Marc W:   No. We’ve all supported each other. When I was 
a Second AC, Matt was a First AC, so I used to work with 
Matt a lot.  And when Steve was shooting something in 
Sydney he would try his best to hire us. Working with Steve 
was an amazing experience for me because I really got to 
see early on how a big fi lm crew operated.  Actually there 
were two fi lms with Steve that actually changed my life.  The 
fi rst was when I was 14 years old, I went to Mexico to visit 
him on the set of a fi lm called Deep Blue Sea and it was right 
when I was picking up Dad’s digital cameras and shooting 
little short fi lms with Gabe. It was the scale of that fi lm; it was 
absolutely huge. For the fi rst time I saw 7 or 8 Panavision 
cameras lined up alongside one another. I saw huge special 
effects and lighting. I just saw incredible stuff, and as a 14 
year old who had a little bit of interest in movies, it made me 
really keen; it was the process of how the fi lm was made… 
the excitement of it and fi nally being able to see what Steve 
actually did.  Because when I was young, he wasn’t around 
much, he was in the United States making movies and I was 
in primary school.  And I didn’t really know what he did, apart 
from when he’d come and shoot commercials for my Dad. 
And so I went home from Mexico and went back to school 
and it was like, “Oh my God, I just got to see the director of 
Cliffhanger working, seeing how he makes movies.”

AC:   Tell me about the fi lm your working on. 
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Marc W:   I’m making a fi lm called As 
Wonderland Goes By.  It’s a fi lm that I co-wrote 
with another Australian writer. It’s kind of an 
Australian fi lm but it’s set mostly in Bulgaria and 
Budapest in Hungary.  And it’s fi nanced out of 
Europe. We have a $2 million budget so we 
don’t have much spare change, particularly 
when you see the content of the screenplay.  
It’s a multi genre, cross-over fi lm.  As I 
explained, I love cinema, I love fi lm, so I’ve 
taken a lot of inspiration from directors I really 
love, such as Sam Peckinpah; especially his 
fi lm The Getaway.  

So I developed this crime angle, because 
Bulgaria is quite a dangerous place.  I think last 
year Sofi a was still voted the most dangerous 
city in Europe because of its crime, there’s still a 
huge mafi a presence here.  Assassinations are 
fairly regular, a lot of people fi ghting for turf and 
that kind of thing, a lot of weapons trading, drug 
trading, even human traffi cking.

I’m also a huge fan of a director called Wong 
Kar-wai; Christopher Doyle is famous for 
shooting most of his fi lms. I really love Christopher’s work. 
So I’m borrowing a lot of his techniques. You know, a bit un-
usual, very different style of work, trying to go in a completely 
different direction.

So, although we’ve got this savage crime in Bulgaria at the 
start of the fi lm, there’s still some pretty dark humour there. 
And that humour exists throughout the middle of the fi lm, and 
then the fi lm quickly goes to Vienna and fi nishes in 
Tehran.  And it becomes a political parody because I love, 
adore, Dr Strangelove, Stanley Kubrick’s fi lm with Peter 
Sellers and George C Scott.  And it’s a fi lm about a nuclear/
doomsday scenario and I kind of like that absurdity and I have 
a strong interest in politics and particularly twentieth century 
history. So the fi lm is like three movies, three anecdotes strung 
together.  It’s supposed to be an entertaining, fun movie that 
has some beautiful elements, some very savage elements and 
also some very humorous elements.

AC:   How do you squeeze that big foot into the glass 
slipper? You’ve only got $2 million… does that stretch a 
lot further in Bulgaria?

Marc W:   Yes, it kind of goes a long way. I’m saving some 
money on crew by fi lling fi ve roles myself; I’m also the 
production designer on the movie. I’m taking my past 
experiences on low budget stuff and fl ipping it on its head. 
I believe in extravagance and absurdity and really pushing 
things beyond what they should be. 70mm for example.

AC:   Are you sourcing your equipment in Bulgaria?

Marc W:   No.  Panavision are not in Bulgaria, I’m getting the 
lenses and a couple of cameras from Prague. I’m getting an 
Epic too, so I have a small back-up camera just for emer-
gency circumstances. We are a long way from anything here 
if something goes wrong.

AC:   Do you see these small digital cameras as the 
future for our industry?

Marc W:   Yes, but I’m seeing too many corners being cut 
because of the perception of their cheapness. What’s the 
point in all this great digital stuff if we don’t improve 
wardrobe, makeup, locations etc. I’m seeing a ton of low 
budget fi lms from all parts of the globe shot on RED, Alexa 
etc but I wonder where their art director was at the time of 

shooting. What about lighting packages? Beautiful, original 
locations? Interesting make-up? And so on. A digital camera 
can’t create these things. I hope the new wave of producers 
and directors aren’t losing sight of all the important aspects 
of cinema because digital is cheap. With the right attitude 
then digital can be the positive future of our industry.

AC:   I presume from that comment that you’ve spent a 
lot of time discussing the style, textures, look and 
locations for your fi lm?

Marc W:   Look at art history, whether it’s certain 
movements like The Renaissance or 1930s Paris, the great 
artists who came out of those eras, their work really had 
incredible, incredible detail.  And I’m sure they didn’t sit 
around in Parisian cafes talking about the paintbrush they 
were using or the canvas they were painting on.  They were 
talking about their infl uences and their design and all the 
important things that make an image; whether it’s a sculpture 
or a painting or anything like that… a fi lm.  You know, it’s all 
about the detail and we sit around talking about the 
paintbrush.

I’ve never directed or written a movie before.  That’s the bit 
I really don’t know the outcome of.  I know already, before 
fi lming, the quality of the images I’m going to be shooting.  
80% of the fi lm will be shot on an E series 28mm ana-
morphic lens.   And my spherical components will be on a 
14.4mm Primo.  So, this is not just a widescreen movie, it’s 
a “wide angle” widescreen fi lm.  So with that in mind, I’m 
saying to the production manager, I don’t care what money 
you have to pay for extras, I want every frame in this fi lm full.  
And when we’re outside on location, I need people scattered 
across this frame because this lens is “this wide”.  I’m 
shooting massive Eastern European locations with huge 
buildings and amazing amounts of information.  So, when we 
need more extras we need more wardrobe, more makeup 
artists etc; it’s expensive.  Our money goes into that, that’s 
where it goes.  It’s [set] modern day.  It’s a little movie, but it’s 
got scale. It’s got detail.

AC:   What’s next?

Marc W:   I’d like to make a movie with my brothers. Maybe 
I could produce, Steve could shoot and Matt could operate. 
That would be awesome.

f

Marc on set with 
Dolf Lundgren.



As we all know postcards are sent from 
far away places, back home. But then 
some of us have made their homes far 
away from where they started and so as 
in this case, this is a postcard from the 
old home Melbourne (where I spent the 
fi rst half of my career in this fabulously 
silly industry) back to my new home, 
Brisbane, where I have spent the other 
half. I fi rst joined the ACS in Melbourne 
after attending a “Camera Assistants” 
course run by the the NIFTY&R school 
in the old Melbourne “Sammie’s” 
offi ce which was the big camera rental 
shop before Panavision, which was 
also attended by our very own Ex Qld 
ACS President, Nino Martinetti ACS, 
who was at that stage, yes, a camera 
assistant. But it was in Brisbane that I 
received my accreditation status in our 
Society back sometime in the last 
century. Which only goes to highlight 
the point of this postcard, kids, if you 
stick at your craft long enough and keep 
taking every opportunity that presents 
itself then this industry can be one fun 
ride. 

And so my journey to “The Hood” 
started at the end of last year (2011) just 
after shooting 2nd Unit and operating 
on main unit for that really big, toys for 
the boys epic series but ultimately crash 
and burn TV show Terra Nova. Golly 
wasn’t that a blast. Of course after that 
wrapped many crew like myself were 
expecting a second series and perhaps 
enjoying our very well earned rest, but 
the phone rang.

RING, RING.

“Hello we are looking for someone to do 
a week of “A” camera operating and a 
bit of Steadicam on the “Locations Unit” 
for Neighbours, or words to that effect. 
Ummmm, never thought I’d work on a 
daytime soap opera in Melbourne that 
has been shooting for 27 years when 
I moved to Queensland, but I never 
thought that I’d have done any of the 
other milestones in my career until they 
presented themselves. So heck, why 

not, after all Phil you’re just a freelance 
gun for hire, so go and do what you do 
do well, and its only for a week, catch 
up with some old mates and enjoy the 
big city lights in the evening.

Melbourne here we come.

Day One: Monday morning call sheet 
say 6.30am for breakfast. Call sheet 
suggests 9 minutes of screen time to 
shoot in 10 hours. No overtime allowed, 
unless the end of the world is expected 
before lunch. Lunch after 5 hours, no 
Delayed Meal Breaks allowed unless 
plane crashes into “Ramsay St” or one 
or more of the actors in the scene has 
to be rushed by fast car back to the 
studio to shoot another “interior scene” 
that’s scheduled for them, and so we 
have to shoot them out before they go. 
15 minutes ‘tea break’ half way through 
the afternoon. Bingo end of day, all 
shot, everyone’s happy, no tears, quite a 
few laughs, met a lot of new crew which 
is of course what happens everytime 
you start a new long form project, even 
for a short time, and surprisingly a few 
old faces. People like Andy 
Dunmoore (Gaffer) and Richard Allidice 
(Key Grip) and the esteemed Steve 
Newman ACS (DOP Studio Unit) who 
have all found quite a pleasant little 
niche here in “Erinsbourough” which for 
the uninitiated is the hamlet/city/
metropolis where the good folk who 
happen to reside in “Ramsay St” live, 
play, and do all those things that 
happen in daytime TV drama.

(The entire show except for “Ramsey 
St” and the odd “off site location” is 
done at the old Grundy/Channel 0 
Studios where they also shot the 
original Prisoner series (soon to be 
revisited) the show has about 100 full-
time staff from writers to catering and 
editorial housed in the complex at 
Nunawading in Victoria, affectionately 
known as “The Wad”.

Day Two had the Steadicam down as a 
possible tool to achieve the 9+ minutes 
of screen time... no OT, no DMB’s blah 

A ll k t d t f t ft ll Phil ’
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blah allowed. Now a fully pimped Sony 
XD Cam with multiple Bartec wireless 
receivers for the lens motors, wireless 
audio receiver unit, matte box, rails and 
camera batteries mounted on a Steadi-
cam Clipper 234 is not a lightweight rig 
and its been a while since I had done 
my last guest appearance (since I had 
sold my own gear) on Fools Gold but 
I was promised one rehearsal and as 
many takes as I needed... “as long as it 
was only two!!” Just a simple hundred 
metre trot in the “DON JUAN” position 
leading a couple of cast member who 
knew their lines (see **) and had to be 
back in studio in three minutes. Oh and 
I had to be hard-wired back to the 
‘village’ as there was no HD 
transmitter in the productions 
Steadicam kit. My assistant camera-
man is Gary Scott who had the previous 
day shown there wasn’t much he didn’t 
know about Sony cameras, equipment 
in general and is ridiculously sharp as 
a focus puller, so when he said he and 
(the also amazing loader) David Cassidy 
would assemble and balance the rig so I 
could “go have a cuppa”. I had 
always assembled and balanced my 
own Steadicam when I was an owner 
operator, as many camera assistants 
bar a couple could properly balance 
it in the traditional method. Some had 
trouble even getting it out of the box! 
10 minutes later, bingo! it’s ready... not. 
They had balanced it perfectly for the 
last guy who had used it, (and I guess 
it worked for him) but was totally out 
of dynamic balance and bottom heavy 
to how I fl y it, which is in the more 
‘classic’ mode. So a furious 5 minutes 
repositioning various components with 
Velcro, gaffer tape, rubber band, a quick 
dynamic balance and we were off. One 
rehearsal, two takes and thank you 
very much. End of day, no tears, a few 
laughs and 9 minutes shot in 10 hours, 
bingo.

**The ensemble cast on Neighbours 
have dialogue for up to 12 episodes 
ready and learnt on any one day in 
whatever order facilitates the schedule. 
6 episodes that are shooting the 
Location Units work with one director 
plus 6 episodes that are being shot in 
the studio concurrently that are directed 
by last weeks “location director”. The 
directors fi rst shoot the location 
components, and then move into the 
studio to complete their block of 6 
episodes. Notes on the location shoot in 
regards general lighting conditions such 
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as rain, sun, tempest or deluge 
(remember we are in Victoria) are sent 
to Steve Newman ACS in the studio so 
he can adjust his exterior shoot off fl ats 
to match our exteriors. Yep thats right, 
they shoot 6 episodes in eight days.

The rest of the week was much the 
same. Fast... but everyone working with 
great respect for the cast, the story 
and the requirements of all the other 
crew positions. We never shot the “fi rst 
rehearsal” the “fi nal checks” for hair/
makeup always happened and never 
rushed, boom shadows always fi xed, 
focus pullers always given another take 
if required, the operators always know-
ing what was expected from the shot. 
And almost every scene involved at 
least one dolly/Steadicam shot, with 
both camera’s shooting almost every 
set-up. Yep it wasn’t Terra Nova but 
there was a lot of laughs. Also a great 
respect shown for the process of mak-
ing this iconic TV series which has 
made it to the cover of Time Magazine, 
launched the careers of many a great 
Aussie actor, the odd singing superstar 
and quite a few directors and crew. It is 
followed by millions of people on a daily 
basis and has shot over 6000 episodes.

And so it goes.

Back in Brisbane thinking on my week 
on daytime drama and wondering 
what’s next. Learnt a lot about working 
fast on a very very tight schedule that 
was not only dependent on weather, but 
also the demands of the studio unit that 
shoots the majority of the show. Fast 
yes, but with great care and style from 
all, especially Steve Scoble (Location 

DOP) who runs the unit with a relaxed 
but intensely focus attention to detail. 
Felt I’d added a certain “something” to 
the look and style of the production and 
happy with my renewed Steadicam 
operating skills.

RING, RING.

“What are you doing next year, Steve 
would love to have you back on 
Neighbours full time as “A” Operator 
and Steadicam... it’s a 40 week gig?”

Oops, my little postcard could be 
turning into a novella.

Qld 1st January 2012, 6am. Cars 
packed with the dogs, our house which 
sits on the edge of a gleaming Moreton 
Bay, rented for 12 months, Melbourne 
here we come... again.

By now everybody is an ‘old friend’ and 
I have talked with Steve Scoble about 
his thoughts on having another DOP as 
his operator? No problem as we both 
know what our jobs on the show are. 
I have recently worked for other DOPs 
and hopefully its the same everytime, 
I’m kept too busy to be sitting around 
thinking how I would do it and their too 
busy lighting and planning the next shot 
with the director and happy for me to be 
coordinating and trimming the shot at 
hand. It never should be a competitive 
relationship.

The camera operators position is still 
the most fun job on a show, despite 
the now ubiquitous video village nest 
of monitors and playback facilities with 
everyone who pack themselves under 
the KD Tents being able to watch every 
botched rehearsal and take not to 
mention the silence that roars from the 
tent as the operator waits for the 
approval, or not from the director, 
continuity person, sound recordist and 
DOP. The days of everyone waiting for 
the operators opinion before moving on 
are almost gone. With everyone in the 
tent being able to view a 17 inch HD 
monitor and going “aahh look the stunt 
double’s hair was a bit tasselled after his 
motorbike fl ew across the set “or” I 
think he lifted his right arm before the 
train left the tracks and plunged over 
the cliff, will that cut with the close-up?” 
...and being next to the director the 
moment they say “cut” have literally left 
the camera operator ‘out in the cold’.

But I still love it!!! As its still my 
responsibility to have the camera where 
it needs to be and framed up the 
moment that train crash, stunt bike, lost 

dog or movie star drift in front of the 
lens at that precise moment of the shot 
when that little bit of magic is created.

Well Neighbours don’t have many 
stunts to deal with on a daily basis, not 
counting of course the schedule which 
is a continuing train wreck which still 
manages to somehow to arrive at the 
station on time every week thanks to a 
very hard-working scheduling 
department.

So here’s how we do it.

The setup is two Sony XD camera’s 
that are in full production mode, each 
with a 1st AC (Focus Puller in the old 
school language) plus one loader/2nd 
AC to service both camera’s and set up 
the video village. We record straight to 
camera with, so no data wrangling, just 
sending the completed discs to editorial 
each evening with separate sound discs 
on SD cards. The camera discs also 
receive a backup audio track via radio 
from the sound desk back at video 
village. Each camera has remote iris that 
let the “Location DOP” Steve Scoble 
control exposure “on the fl y” during the 
shot if required. Both camera’s run on 
most set-ups with the “A” camera 
usually setting the scene with a dolly 
move or Steadicam shot that brings 
everyone into a “cross shoot” 
situation that cleans up the close-ups 
and dialogue coverage. Steve and the 
AC’s also keep a very close eye on the 
kelvin temperature that each scene is 
shot in, with pre-sets and minor 
tweaking constantly being manipulated 
to maintain a consistent look. There is 
very little post grading required on the 
show. Steve also employs a very 
ingenious method of controlling the 
aperture so as to shoot at the optimum 
lens setting for the Fujinon Cine Lense’s. 
We use by a combinations of ND fi lters, 
polarisers and DB gain twitching so we 
shoot at around T2.8/T4 consistently. 
You learn something new all the time in 
the business. The HD output from both 
camera’s is hard-wired back to video 
village so critical exposure and colour 
can be judged on the 17 inch 
Panasonic plus six other monitors for 
director/continuity and sound plus the 
usual herd that gather in the KD next to 
the heater.

There are two grips with a GFM dolly 
and enough straight and curved track to 
allow us to always be prepping the next 
shot, we also carry a remote 30ft crane 
which gets the odd outing but tends to 
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be left in the truck most days. Neigh-
bours is a character-driven show and 
long swooping crane shots are not really 
the style for that kind of drama. Now the 
GFM European style centre column dol-
ly is not my favourite kind of machine as 
I fi nd the range is too limited compared 
to the American style dollies that I have 
used exclusively for years. But it’s 
quick and does the job when handled 
by our very effi cient grip crew. The usual 
compliment of F7 head, super low drop 
arms, mega decks, fl atbed dolly, 
product dolly rigs and all that other 
grip stuff that gets used all the time are 
packed into a very tidy grip truck. The 
lighting package runs to a 4k HMI with 
a 6k on standby, 1.2’s and 575’s, are 
the next in line followed by Klno fl ows 
from Image 80’s down to single tubes. 
A small amount of tungsten units are 
carried for night work and background 
fi ll. There are two full-time in the electrix 
department plus additional grips and 
electric’s called in as required for night 
work or major interior blackouts and 
crane days. Despite being called the 
“Locations Unit” this unit also shoots a 
number of the interior sets that are built 
at the studio. They are interior sets that 
include an actual exterior component 
set piece, as opposed to the studio sets 
built on stage that end at the front door 
with painted shoot off returns.

During the winter months, which this 
year have been very cold, wet and 
windy an exterior night scene is 
scheduled so as to make the best use 
of our 10 hour shooting day. Usually 
the pre-light happens in the last hour of 
the daylight scenes and the crew move 
straight from wrapping that day scene 
into rehearsal of the nights work with 
fi nal lighting trim once night falls. 
Because the post schedule does not 
allow a great deal of time for grading we 
wait until absolute dark before shooting. 
This is to diminish the tweaking of the 
colour temperature between the ever-
changing twilight blue and the tungsten 
balanced camera’s and lights, both on 
location and in post. A lot of work for 
the gaffers to do for one scene but the 
schedule really does drive this show 
and if it didn’t happen this way then 
night would never fall in Erinsborough, 
well in the studio maybe, but what’s the 
fun in that. The only big night we have 
done was also on one of the few “off 
site” locations when we had our own 
train wreck, well actually it was a car 
roll-over which was packed with most of 
the younger cast members actually but 

we did cover that with 3 XD camera’s, a 
couple of 5 D’s and a Go Pro Plus Hot 
Head on a 30 foot crane. All done with 
the utmost care and planning taken as 
on any big feature. A fun night for every-
one, especially as the rain stayed away.

Well as your reading this its most 
probably 12 months since I arrived in 
“The Wad” and have been operating 
on “The Hood”. There have been a few 
changes to the crew since I arrived. At 
the start of the year I was told that the 
production was also looking for a new 
full time B Camera Operator and that 
there might be a change to the B Cam 
Focus Puller and did I have any 
recommendations. After only a short 
time here and having quite a good time, 
enjoying the prospect of 12 months 
continuous work in the craft I have 
spent my life learning and practising 
I thought there would be a queue of 
camera people just pounding on the 
door, but I suggested 4 or 5 names of 
people I knew in Brisbane and 
Melbourne anyway. Not expecting much 
to come of it, well with that queue and 
all. But suddenly I get these calls from 
Brisbane from two of the people I 
suggested saying they were coming 
down for a weeks tryout. Golly had I 
not seen the dark side of Neighbours 
or is there some secret that Melbourne 
crew know about ghosts in the Tower of 
Wad. Well I can’t answer that but now 
we have three Queenslanders in the 
camera crew, well only one of us was 
born there but we still all holler for the 
Maroons at State of Origin Matches and 
we know some of the rules of Rugby 
Union (probably as much as that bloody 
ref in the last Wallabies/NZ match 
anyway). They play this strange game 
here called AFL that has its roots in Irish 
convict games I believe. They seem 
to take it all very seriously here and I 
might have to buy a scarf and beanie of 
a particular colour and design if I’m to 
survive the winter. So if your in Queens-
land and wondering what happened to 
Travis Trewin and Chris “Reggie” Healy 
recently, well, their here now, full time 
as B camera operator and focus puller. 
And just to keep everyone on their toes 
we sometimes shake up the team and 
Travis gets the “A” camera dolly shot 
and “Reggie” and Gary Scott operate 
one of the camera’s with David Cassidy 
moving up from loader to pull focus and 
we drag “offi ce Dave” (David Broder) 
away from the offi ce and he does some 
“onset training” as the loader for an 
afternoon. And to really get pumping 

I’m also running a Steadicam workshop 
for the camera crew and now Travis is 
the standby Steadicam Operator. Steve 
Scoble has spent a few uyears in the 
saddle as a Steadicam operator so he’s 
more than happy to watch that little 
workshop from a distance. We can all 
work around having a bunch of DOP’s 
on the same set but I think having too 
many Steadicam Operators on the 
same set might be a disaster!!

As the year closes we wait to see if the 
phone will ring again. Probably will but 
from where?

If the opportunity to do another year on 
Neighbours arises then I will certainly 
look at it in a different light than wehn I 
signed on last time. Yep its only daytime 
drama and I’m only the operator. but its 
also been a blast, not a Terra Nova kind 
of blast but a year of having a regular 
pay check (not something I’ve ever 
been used to as a freelancer). 
Being home everyday, having the 
Victorian School holidays scheduled 
off so my wife Peta Lawson and I can 
plan a holiday, she has also been the 
Production Designer on Neighbours for 
this last 12 months, which makes life 
so much better. For the last few years 
our jobs have been so far apart, hers 
on long form shoots in China, Sydney, 
Sweden and Melbourne, and mine 
being mostly in Queensland with dashes 
off to Vietnam, Rome, Hong Kong, 
Ukraine and others.

But my resume still lists the features 
and TV series work I’ve shot fi rst before 
the operating gigs. That ACS lapel pin 
seems to have dulled a little, not enough 
to be concerned but I’m more than 
eager to dust off the light meter 
(assuming I’ll ever need it again in this 
new digital age) and shoot my own 
projects.

I hope you have enjoyed this little 
glimpse into working on a style of 
drama that is usually not afforded much 
space in the journals of our craft. It was 
fun writing it and its been fun 
being involved in the show.

Its a lot more fun than waiting for the 
phone to ring thats for sure.
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BY PIETER DE VRIES

With the funky modular body, the 
NEX-FS700 stands out from the pack. 
Maybe not quite so much now, thanks 
to an earlier release - the similarly 
designed NEX-FS100. That boxy 
modular form is unlike other video 
cameras in this price range and I like 
many others, have warmed to it. 

With the new PMW-F5 and PMW-F55 
cameras completing the CineAlta Super 
35 lineup, the FS700 is in harmony with 
these exciting new large sensor models 
– all are more than a just nod in the 
direction of that sensible modular form.

The FS700 is as at home in the hand as 
it is on a tripod, and it has a Super Slow 
Motion capability that can record 240fps 
in full HD (60Hz mode). This by itself 
puts this camera into a class of its own.

A large sensor is a popular asset for a 
new video camera these days and the 
FS700 uses the 4K Exmor Super 35 
CMOS image sensor. 

If you need it, then 4K capture is already 
engineered into this camera. As it 
stands, having a generous pixel count 
on a large sensor can only be seen as 
a plus, and the implementation of the 
relatively modest 1920 x 1080 pixels 
required for HD shooting appears to be 
perfect. This is a matter of down-sam-
pling and the way that Sony engineers 
have implemented it is impressive.

That 4K capability is very special and 
though my tests were shot in the 1920 
x 1080 HD format, Sony has introduced 
the AXS-R5 RAW recorder which can 
store those 4K images from the sensor. 
It is a neatly fi tting unit will connect to 
the rear of the camera via an interface 
unit.  

You will need to purchase an AXS-R5 
RAW recorder (available February 2013), 
a HXR-IFR5 interface unit and upgrade 
the cameras’ fi rmware. This new 

interface unit has a 3G HD-SDI input 
that will transfer the 4K RAW data to 
record onto the Access Memory Card 
in the AXS-R5 recorder. You will not 
be able to record at 4K without this 
recorder.

The great news is that after 
recording the 4K RAW data onto the 
Access Memory Card, the workfl ow will 
be the same as for the PMW-F5 and 
PMW-F55 cameras. However, don’t 
expect to to see the HXR-IFR5 
interface unit or the fi rmware upgrade 
until around April/May 2013. Despite 
this wait, there are good things ready to 
go on the FS700.

Three densities of ND fi lters are slotted 
into the body and the inclusion of these 
fi lters is ingenious considering this 
camera has a very shallow fl ange 
distance. If you consider that the 
camera has a native sensitivity of 
around 500 ISO you will need to whack 
on the sunnies when you step out into 
the sunshine. This is an important point 
of difference from HD DSLR cameras 
as I don’t think that built-in ND fi lters 
should be an option – they are essential, 
so I’m delighted to see that slot. 

A minor niggle is that ND fi lters values 
on the FS700 are still expressed in 
a video-like set of mystery numbers 
means nothing to most 
cinematographers – ND 1/64 – just now 

many stops is that?

There are many video shooters now 
who have never worked with “gain” 
–cinematographers who shot on fi lm 
and were familiar with the fi lm speeds 
expressed as ASA, and those new-to-
video whipper-snappers who started 
making their videos on HD DSLR’s. 

ISO ratings are now a common way of 
expressing the sensitivity of the sensor 
and HD DSLR owners will feel at home 
with the FS700 which has optional ISO 
values.

Other settings expressed in this more 
fi lmic language are the shutter settings, 
expressed as shutter angles rather than 
speeds. While this is by no means a 
moment to throw your hat in the air, it 
does seem more suited to a camera 
that embraces the growing popularity 
of cameras that shoot in progressive 
mode.

SUPER SLOW MOTION

Using fi le buffering to record up to 200 
and 240 frames per second (PAL and 
NTSC respectively) takes this 
camera into a new realm. When there 
is a choice, I like to shoot slow motion 
with full HD resolution, and having these 
speeds on tap is just sensational and it 
opens a world of Super Slo-Mo 
possibilities. Can you have a camera 
that records too many frames per 
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second?

To highlight just how far we have come 
with camera technology, some ACS 
members may recall shooting on the 
Photo-Sonics Actionmaster. At 250fps, 
you were playing Russian Roulette. 
There was no second chance, should 
the double perf fi lm jam in the transport 
mechanism. One too many sprocket 
holes in the loop and it was all over! 

As Andrew Collier from Panavision will 
recall, it was often a case of shipping 
that camera back to the USA to repair 
a snapped registration pin, not to forget 
the re-education camp for the apolo-
getic camera assistant. 

The Actionmaster’s big brother, the 
354E running at 340fps, chewed 
through a 400 foot roll of 35mm fi lm in 
just 44 seconds! The sound of a 35-4E 
dropping a loop at 340fps is something 
I will never forget.

In complete contrast, the FS700 will 
crank up to 960fps without any trouble, 
and while the image is a mere fraction 
of the quality of 35mm, it’s still usable. 
All the same, this super fast frame rate 
may be best be reserved to record a 
scientifi c experiment or something along 
those lines. 

If I begin my shoot at the full HD rez 
of 1920 X 1080, I like to stay at that 
resolution for Slo-Mo shots. It should 
appear seamless to your audience. Low 
rez  Slo-mo shots can play out on the 
screen for an agonizingly long time, so 
these shots must look just as good and 
not have that “this-is-a-GoPro” look.

All the same, I’ve had a barrel of fun 
playing around with these super high 
frame rates and what’s more, there is no 
waiting to see results. Instant playback!

Using a buffer system allows recordings 
at these high frame rates and the “end 
trigger” function is handy. You monitor 
the action through the camera, if you 
liked what you saw, you hit the record 
button. On replay you will usually always 
have the best take in the can and not 
have to sift through hours of ultra slow 
motion duds.

LENS OPTIONS

Along with the camera, Sony’s Senior 
Product Marketing Manager Nick Buch-
ner threw in a bone - the 
Metabones adaptor for Canon lenses, 
and this opened a world of Canon lens 

choices. I additionally used my Sony 
LA-EA2 adaptor and Alpha 50mm f1.4 
lens, and I was able to appreciate just 
how stunning video images could be on 
this camera. 

Working on the fi ne edge of focus with 
razor thin depth of fi eld, the peaking 
focus assist circuitry in the LCD panel 
was essential - Sony has always 
provided the best LCD panels on their 
compact HD cameras going back a far 
back as the Sony HVR-Z1P. 

Just like the FS100, an extension tube 
attaches to the top mounted LCD panel 
and serves as a loupe. Despite some 
limitations with viewing angles, it works 
really well, not unlike shooting with an 
extension viewfi nder on a fi lm camera 
which by comparison had somewhat 
limited viewing positions.

ON THE TRIPOD – IN THE HAND

The centre mounted fl ip-up (not fl ip-out) 
LCD panel may take some rethinking 
with regards to your tripod setup. I don’t 
feel at home standing directly behind a 
camera as I use my left eye for viewing 
most of the time. With my left eye 
buried in the extension fi nder, I felt a 
little detached from the camera hard-
ware settings located on the left of the 
body. All the same, there are a number 
of swivel options with the screen and 
with time in the driver’s seat, I’m sure I 
could make it work.

As a handheld camera, it will take a little 
time to fi nd your sweet spot because of 
the centre mounted LCD panel 
however, I used the FS700 on a 
shoulder-pod with a chest support 
and found that it was easy to use. The 
chunky top handle is nicely positioned 
for front to rear balance and therefore 
great for low-down handheld tracking 
shots. Also there are nice improvements 
to the design of the side handle.

I loaned the FS700 to cinematographer 
Franc Biffone ACS to use as a second 
camera on one of his recent shoots. 
He mentioned that he loved using the 
FS700, however in handheld mode, 
the large number of buttons around the 
body made it feel a little like holding a 
porcupine.

RECORDING FORMAT

The NEX FS700 records in the AVCHD 
format and without going into 
discussion about recording bit-rates, 
output bit-rates and chroma/luma 

sample specs, I will just simply say, just 
look at the pictures! They are brilliant 
and the Super Slow Motion footage is a 
treat for the eyes! 

Speaking of eyes, there is a facial 
recognition feature that works just fi ne 
in most cases. Franc told me (quietly) 
that he liked having this feature up his 
sleeve.

The inexpensive 18 to 200mm kit lens 
is very sharp at all apertures and does 
surprisingly well all round. I feel that 
this lens may best be limited to exterior 
shoots - it’s oh-so-slow at f3.5 - f6.3 
maximum apertures at respective ends 
of the zoom! 

We both agreed that you are going to 
introduce a camera with such advanced 
capabilities, then why not supply it with 
a faster zoom. I know that you can 
purchase the camera with or without a 
lens, however a better packaged lens 
would be good. That aside, I am far 
happier using primes with proper 
de-clicked aperture rings with this 
camera rather than having to set aper-
ture by rolling a wheel on the side of the 
body. 

The 4K Exmor Super 35 CMOS sensor 
is clearly weaving its magic for even 
regular HD shooting and this, along 
with built-in ND fi lters, mature image 
processing, inexpensive on-board 
media and stunning Slow Motion image 
quality, make the NEX-FS700 a very 
clever camera choice for a wide range 
of shooting situations. 

Did I mention that it can record 240fps 
in full HD? f
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A new light source has arrived with 
Phosphor lighting from TruColor. It uses 
a phosphor panel that emitts light when 
excited by a LED light source. While 
the LED source is frequency limited the 
phosphor panels emitt a much wider 
range of visible light. The advantages 
are a more stable no fl icker output with 
good colorimetric fi ndings.  

We tested the light with Macbeth charts 
and skin tone with a tungsten 2K as a 
benchmark. and found an extremely 
good match. The light itself is soft 
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LitePad Loop™ is an innovative and unique approach to the ring light. 
Powered by the Rosco LitePad light engine, LitePad Loop is a soft, 
lightweight, and powerful ring light that can work with virtually any 
camera and lens system. The ingenious, two-part design allows for quick 
and easy attachment to the camera while its soft, diffused light is ideal 
for close up photography - the mode for which ring lights were designed
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and directionless making barn doors 
and light control vital. The light itself is 
compact and well built although a large 
and heavy 6kg ballast is required. One 
advantage of the phosphor panels are 
that they are easily swapped out for dif-
ferent color temperatures, 2700, 3200, 
4500, 5600 and 6500K. Also available 
are pure green panels for chroma key 
work.

I would love to see the ballast rede-
signed to be smaller and lighter, along 
with the ability for multiple panels to 

be clipped together to create a more 
powerful source. A four bank panel 
would consume 1600W and produce 
an already soft 2.5 HMI volume of light.

Film lighting is on the cusp of major 
change with many new technologies 
emerging such as LED, remote phos-
phor and Plasma. Exciting times”  

Thanks to Rich Pierceall and the team 
at PRG www.prg.com for providing the 
light for evaluation. f
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