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know the difference between good 

and great AV. 

It’s about pride in your work. Scene 

Change has been on a mission since 

2006 to lift our industry’s standards of 

responsiveness, professionalism, and 

general cheerfulness.

It’s recognised in winning the MEA 

National Award in our category for the 
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on the BRW Fast Starters List.

More importantly, we’ve become the 

choice of Australia’s production 

professionals, whose reputations rest 

on using the best. We may be the #2 

AV company in size, but we’re #1 in 

attitude.

T H E  P R O F E S S I O N A L ’ S  C H O I C E  I N  A V



Quarterly Journal of the 
Australian Cinematographers Society

 FEATURES...

12 A Stitch In Time
 Behind-the-scenes with Don McAlpine ACS ASC on his new period drama 
 The Dressmaker, starring Kate Winslet and Hugo Weaving.

18 I’m Going To Tell You A Secret
 On the set of the new ABC Drama The Secret River 
 with its acclaimed Cinematographer, Bruce Young.

26 When A Tree Falls In The Forest
 Australian Cinematographer sits down with Marden Dean to discuss 
 his award-winning work on the movie Fell.

34 The Road Less Travelled
 Cinematographer Steve Arnold ACS and Director Jeremy Sims discuss 
 their latest film project Last Cab To Darwin.

42 Double Act
 Cinematographer Jules O’Loughlin ACS tells us the story of his 
 back-to-back feature films, The Whole Truth and By Way of Helena.

48 On The Beaches
 Join Cinematographer Germain McMicking & Director Glendyn Ivin as they 
 share their experience on the Nine Network’s Gallipoli miniseries.

58 Light The Lights
 Sion Michel ACS talks about how he came to shoot the 1920s set crime thriller 
 Shanghai Noir, and his experience working in China.

64 A Passage To India
 Cinematographer Martin McGrath ACS takes us on a whirlwind tour 
 of the lavish production that is Unindian.

 DEPARTMENTS...

07 FROM THE PRESIDENT & EDITOR

08 ACS BRIEF

57 NEW GEAR

68 AUSTRALIAN SHORTS



Copyright AustCine Publishing and The Australian Cinematographers Society (2015)  All expressions of opinion are published on 
the basis that they are not representing the offi cial opinion of the Australian Cinematographers Society, unless expressly stated. Australian Cinema-
tographers Society accepts no responsibility for the accuracy of any opinions, advice, representations or information contained in this publication. 
Australian Cinematographer is copyright, no part of it can be reproduced without prior written permission from the Society. All reproductions in this 
magazine have been done so with permission and credited accordingly.

EDITORIAL TEAM
Editor James Cunningham

Associate Editor Heidi Tobin
Chairman and Advertising Ted Rayment ACS

Art Department Brad Sampson
Financial Controller Mylene Ludgate

CONTRIBUTORS
Martha Ansara, Ashley Barron, Urs Berlinger, 

Vlad Bunyevich, Garth Cecil, Lindsay Coleman, 
James Cunningham, Clinton Harn, Mitch Kennedy, 

Dick Marks OAM, Wendy McDougall, 
Martin McGrath ACS, Jules O’Loughlin ACS, John Platt, 

Dante Pragier, Kate Ryan, Lizz Vernon, Bruce Young

CONTACT/SUBSCRIPTIONS
Editorial Level 2 / 26 Ridge Street, North Sydney NSW 2060

Media Kits cinematographer.org.au/magazine
Advertising advertising@acmag.com.au

Subscriptions isubscribe.com.au

NATIONAL EXECUTIVE
National President Ron Johanson OAM ACS

Vice-President Ernie Clark ACS
Vice-President David Lewis ACS

Secretary David Wakeley ACS
Assistant Secretary David Burr ACS

Treasurer Mylene Ludgate
Assistant Treasurer Ernie Clark ACS

New South Wales President David Lewis ACS
Victoria President Warwick Field

Queensland President Jason Hargreaves ACS
South Australia President Ernie Clark ACS

Western Australia President Simon Akkerman ACS
Tasmania President Peter Curtis ACS

Australian Capital Territory President Miguel Gallagher
Northern Territory President Andrew Hyde

Historian Ron Windon ACS
Website Lizz Vernon

Printing Heroprint
National Library of Australia  ISSN 1440-978X

Print Post Approved PP255003/03506

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 fi lm 

or electronic recording systems”



Greetings readers, and welcome to Issue 65 of Australian 
Cinematographer. This is my fi rst issue as Editor as I take 
over from the most-dedicated Richard Marks OAM, who 
has done a simply outstanding job over the past four 
years. Thank you Dick.

With a new captain comes a fresh direction. While 
continuing to feature the excellent content that has 
made the magazine the in-demand industry publication 
that it is, we will be focusing on a range of new long-
term strategies including: a dissemination of ideas and 
differing points-of-view, the broadening of collaboration 
and an increased base of our contributors, a simplifi ed 
and modernised visual ethos, as well as a greater 
following and awareness of the magazine, as a brand, 
both here in Australia and overseas.

If you don’t already follow Australian Cinematographer on 
Facebook, do so now. Since coming on-board as Editor 
fi ve months ago we have more than doubled our online 
followers to well over two thousand, and this is where 
I believe the magazine’s future successes are. With 
increased national and international recognition will come 
a boost to advertising & subscriptions, and an added 
revenue base means we are able to produce a better 
product for you, our readers, to enjoy. This then raises 
the profi le of the Society as a whole.

A great honour has been bestowed upon me and I take 
up the task with much enthusiasm and commitment, 
and I truly look forward to the future of Australian 
Cinematographer. Finally, if you have news, stories, 
pictures, leads - then please get in contact with us. You 
never know where it may end up!

James Cunningham
Editor, 
Australian Cinematographer Magazine

A warm welcome to our new AC Magazine Editor, James 
Cunningham, who has been at the helm of this new 
issue and will also manage the next. Thank you, also, to 
our retiring Editor Dick Marks OAM for his overwhelming 
contribution to the Society.

This time of year sees our National Awards judging 
sessions take place in Melbourne, with the much-
anticipated results being announced at the National 
Awards for Cinematography on Saturday 2 May at 
MONA, in Hobart. Our ACS Awards not only give 
recognition in a broad range of categories and genres, 
but they also honour the memory and contribution of 
those that have gone before us, and encourage those 
just commencing their journey. 

Much is spoken about the changing face of our industry 
when it comes to technology, however one element of 
our industry that never changes is its people - individuals 
possessing exceptional talent. The Society strives to 
ensure that we never lose focus of our mutual goals for 
an Australian Film & Television Industry that is recognised 
and revered worldwide for its collaboration, cooperation 
and integrity.

We must also ensure that we continue to protect the 
integrity of our images; the images that are projected 
onto theatre screens, on television and viewed on other 
various media for us all to see, and to continue the work 
started by the founders of our Society. We must never 
losing sight of the fact that our members work across 
many levels and many genres and we must be ready to 
keep the lines of communication open for all to utilise. 

The Australian Cinematographers Society… tradition 
born from friendship, and mutual respect.

Ron Johanson OAM ACS
National President,
Australian Cinematographers Society

FROM THE EDITORFROM THE PRESIDENT
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The Cinematographer-in-Residence program 
was inaugurated in 2000 by Professor 
William McDonald, Chairman of the 
Department of Film, Television and Digital 
Media, with the list of previous participants 
reading like a roll-call of the industry elite. 
A core master class of twenty students 
will have the chance to work up close with 
Walker in workshops, screenings and one-
on-one sessions while additional events are 
open to all in the broader School of Film, 
Television and Digital Media, and some even 
to the public. 

Lecturer and Cinematographer Jeanne Tyson 
(Against the Grain, 2011) was instrumental 
in bringing Walker on board. When asked 
how the relationship came about, Tyson cited 
not only Walker’s diverse and exciting body 
of work but also her position, “at the top of 
her fi eld in the fi lm industry as a female 
Cinematographer, which has historically 
been a male dominated role. Her 
perspective and work offers our students a 
unique opportunity to gain insight from her 
experience.”

Quizzed further on what aspects of Walker’s 
craft had initially caught her attention Tyson 
was glowing, “What excites me about her 
work is her ability to create something 

MANDY WALKER IN RESIDENCE AT UCLA
Another Australian fl ag has been pitched in Hollywood with Mandy Walker ACS ASC commencing as Kodak 

Cinematographer-in-Residence at the UCLA School of Theatre, Film & Television – by Garth Cecil

that feels like an epic journey while also 
creating a sense of intimacy with the 
characters on screen. For instance in the 
fi lm Tracks (2013), it is Mandy’s unique 
eye that allows us to journey through the 
harsh, all-encompassing desert landscape 
of Australia, while also connecting with the 
lead’s most intimate thoughts, emotions, 
and experiences”.

This breadth of talent has long been known 
this side of the Pacifi c with Mandy skilfully 
placing the viewer amongst the quirk and 
heartbreak of small town Australia in Love 
Serenade (2006) and Australian Rules (2002) 
while effortlessly transitioning to the palpable 
tension and despair of Lantana (2001). 

Since moving to the United States, Walker 
has gone from strength to strength. Her 
portfolio is diverse as it is stunning, capturing 
the visually breathtaking Australia (2008), the 
dark Red Riding Hood  (2011). This year will 
see the release of Jane Got a Gun (2015), 
with Walker capturing Natalie Portman and 
Ewan McGregor in the Old West - and also 
a reunion with Cate Blanchett when Robert 
Redford plays CBS Newsman Dan Rather 
in Truth (2015). It’s a long time since Walker 
shot Blanchett’s second only big screen 
appearance in Parklands (1996).

Intimate access to the holder of such a 
resume is sure to be invaluable to the next 
generation of DPs as they hone their craft. 
Asked what she would like Walker to pass on 
to the students, Tyson hopes “she can share 
her love for the art of cinematography, and 
inspire the students to fi nd and explore 
creative and innovative approaches to 
their own work”. They couldn’t be in better 
hands.

On other Australians she admires Tyson 
looks to the “captivating imagery” of 
Greig Fraser ACS ASC  and the “calm 
and thoughtful demeanour” of Academy-
Award winner Dion Beebe ACS ASC whom 
she had the privilege of being on set with 
for a day during her time as a student at 
UCLA. Beebe, says Tyson, “left a lasting 
impression on me that I still reference in 
my own approach to the work that I do as 
a cinematographer and educator”.

With the school’s aim of ‘Creating What’s 
Next’ it sounds like the Australian infl uence in 
Hollywood will only grow stronger. 

Garth Cecil is a writer based in Melbourne. 

He is a contributor to Australian 

Cinematographer.

Mandy Walker at UCLA - PHOTO by Julia Swain
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For anyone wishing to attend the numerous 
Cinematography events in Hollywood or 
around the world, or who dream of simply 
engaging their hero in conversation about 
the craft, then Camerimage provides the 
incredible opportunity not only to attend 
workshops but to be a participant in them. 
To get your hands on the latest equipment 
and talk with colleagues at all stages of their 
careers. 

Ben Knott ACS says that it wasn’t until 
he quizzed ACS President Ron Johanson 
ACS about the festival that he got the 
response “Camerimage is something every 
Cinematographer must experience.” and 
he made up his mind to go. Knott’s agent 
also made sure he understood the gravity of 
having a fi lm screen at Camerimage.

The beauty of Camerimage begins at its 
core. Founded by its Festival Director Marek 
Zydowicz, a respected Polish academic who, 
though not a cinematographer, has just as 
much zeal and passion for the art as the 
festival’s attendees. He saw that “the role of 
cinematographers and their importance as 
contributors... is usually under-appreciated”. 
He contacted acclaimed Cinematographers 
such as Vittorio Storaro AIC ASC and Sven 
Nykvist FSF ASC, along with several A-list 
directors, and with their support launched 
the festival in 1993. Camerimage has 
been built with love, respect and care for 
Cinematography and Cinematographers. It 
is formulated for those who live and breathe 
this craft; sponsored by the Polish Arts & 
Culture Council, and by vendors from around 
the world.

There is no buying or selling, no big deals 
being made. Very few producers, directors 
or actors attend, although all are welcomed. 
This is an inclusive event with open doors for 
everyone from the newbies to the masters. 

ENTER CAMERIMAGE
The Polish cinematography festival offering Australians a unique opportunity to attend master-classes, 

workshops, panel discussions and technological displays – by Ashley Barron

Awards form a relatively small part of the 
proceedings; the focus remains on the 
community and the craft.

Denson Baker ACS who attended 
Camerimage as a student in 2000 with his 
AFTRS nominated fi lm Intransit, described 
it as the time of his life. “The experience 
really opened my mind to a whole new 
appreciation of world cinema and allowed me 
to feel that even as a boy from Perth I could 
still be respected as an artist. It is a feeling 
and a respect that we don’t always feel when 
in Australia.“ While at the festival Denson was 
personally asked by László Kovács ASC to 
participate in his master-class after meeting 

the previous night. He did shots of Polish 
Vodka in a bar with Phendon Papamichael 
GSC ASC as he described his latest music 
video and what it was like working with Wim 
Wenders. “That year we saw Rodrigo Prieto 
ASC take out the Golden Frog for Amores 
Perros. We met David Lynch and Frederick 
Elms on closing night of the festival, bummed 
a cigarette from Freddy Elms and chatted to 
him in the stairwell. You don’t get those kinds 
of opportunities very often.”

Australians have been no stranger to 
Camerimage, fl ocking to Poland since the 
beginning. Geoffrey Simpson ACS was the 
fi rst Australian to win the Golden Frog in main 
competition for his work on Shine in 1996. 
AFTRS student Danny Featherstone, who 
was awarded the Golden Tadpole for short 
Great Falls, followed in the same year Mike 
Molly ACS BSC became the fi rst Australian 
to be on the Jury. Later in 2003 Peter Weir & 
Russell Boyd ACS ASC became the fi rst and 

only Australians to pick up the Special Award 
for Duo Cinematographer/Director. 2009 
saw Sydney-born Murray Fredericks take 
away Best Short Documentary award for 
Salt, and 2010 was a huge year where Greig 
Fraser ACS ASC won the Cinematography 
in Music Video category, and Adam Arkapaw 
ACS & David Michod won in the Emerging 
Cinematographer & Emerging Director 
categories for Animal Kingdom. 2011 saw 
John Seale AM ACS ASC bestowed with a 
Lifetime Achievement Award.

Peter Weir has not only been one of the 
Australian Directors honoured at the festival, 
but Camerimage founder Marek Zydowicz 

and his team literally helped Weir cast 
Master & Commander. It is the ongoing 
Australian presence at Camerimage that 
is not only indicative of our general quality 
as practitioners, but it is also crucial for our 
community as a whole.

We join the conversation and plug ourselves 
into the global scene. It is our responsibility 
to bring ourselves into the forefront of the 
industry and the ACS is now part of the 
European Federation of Cinematographers 
(IMAGO). The more of an Australian presence 
at Camerimage, the more of a voice we give 
to our community.

Ashley Barron fi rst attended Camerimage when 

she was nominated for the Golden Tadpole in 

in 2013 for Best Cinematography in a Student 

Short. Barron again visited Poland in 2014 

to cover the festival for the ACS, sponsored 

generously by ARRI Australia.

“IT’S ONE OF THE ONLY EVENTS IN THE WORLD WHERE 
WE, THE CINEMATOGRAPHERS, ARE THE CELEBRITY.”

Camerimage Festival Centre - PHOTO by Natalia Mentkowska
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In 1993, then aged 29, Jane Castle ACS was 
the second woman to be accredited by the 
Australian Cinematographers Society; her 
accomplishments were rapidly mounting. 
To some degree Castle was living out her 
mother’s dream. How could she not do so, 
given that in 1964 Lilias Fraser, her mother, 
had been shooting footage in a bird hide 
at Lake Narran in far-West New South 
Wales, resting her camera on her pregnant 
belly with Castle inside, imprinting that 
mechanical whirr on her child forever. The 
fi lm was Water Birds of the Inland made for 
the Commonwealth Film Unit; one of over 40 
documentaries Fraser directed in her lifetime.

All is to be revealed in Castle’s documentary 
about Fraser, entitled When the Camera 
Stopped Rolling, currently in the fundraising 
stage. The documentary fi lm portrays a 
woman whose irrepressible energy and 
love of fi lmmaking survived obstacle after 
obstacle; its narrative is driven by the mystery 
behind Fraser’s uncanny and shocking death 
and Castle’s journey to understand the 
complex struggles of her mother, her family 

WHEN THE CAMERA STOPPED ROLLING
A new documentary aims to explore the life and struggle of one of Australia’s 

pioneering female Cinematographers – by Martha Ansara

and her own legacy.

Today, Fraser would have been a 
cinematographer. She started in 1957, 
shooting 16mm black and white on the 
shores of Moreton Bay and sending it down 
to Supreme Films in Sydney for processing, 
signing hers elf ‘L.E. Fraser’. Later, visiting 
Supreme Films and revealing herself as the 
cinematographer, she was told, “But we 
thought you were a man!”. Needless to say, 
in that era this was no job for a woman. But 
Fraser had great determination and was 
soon recruited by the Commonwealth Film 
Unit and learned to direct. She then formed 
an independent documentary company 
with her husband, primarily producing 
corporates for mining companies. By the mid 
1970s, a new generation of aspiring women 
fi lmmakers had caught up with Fraser 
and she became their inspiration and role 
model. The fi lm portrays a woman whose 
irrepressible energy and love of fi lmmaking 
survived obstacle after obstacle; it is narrative 
driven by Castle’s journey to understand the 
struggles of her mother, and her own legacy.

It’s a ripping yarn and artistically beautiful 
but hard to fi nance now that public 
broadcasters don’t give pre-sales for one-off 
documentaries of this nature. Nevertheless, 
When the Camera Stopped Rolling has been 
offered production funds of $237,000 from 
Screen Australia (providing Castle and her 
producer Pat Fiske can fi nd just a bit more). 
They are determined to do so. At time this 
magazine went to print, the production had 
raised over $48,000 from private scources; 
leaving $52,000 more to go in order to 
secure that Screen Australia fi nance. If 
production does go ahead, When the 
Camera Stopped Rolling will establish Lilias’s 
place in Australia’s fi lmmaking history, all the 
more signifi cant for not shying away from the 
complexities of her life, and times. 

Martha Ansara is a documentary fi lmmaker 

whose fi lms on social issues have won numerous 

international awards, and who recently penned 

The Shadowcatchers for the ACS.

Lilias Fraser with Mick von Bornemann ACS in Bougainville.



CINEMATOGRAPHY IN PROGRESS
A meeting of minds takes place in Belgium to debate the signifi cance of 

Cinematography education around the world – by Ashley Barron

“Cinematography of the future lies with 
young people”. It was with this that 
Cinematographer and European Federation 
of Cinematographers (IMAGO) General 
Secretary Louis-Philippe Capelle opened the 
aptly named ‘Cinematography in Progress’ 
conference in Brussels. 

An initiative of the Society of Belgian 
Cinematographers (SBC) and the Institut 
des Arts de Diffusion (IAD), this two-day 
conference was held in the university town 
of Louvain-La-Neuve in Belgium’s south. 

Bringing together both Cinematographers 
and educators from around the globe 
for an open, roundtable style discussion 
on how to move forward with educating 
Cinematography in an age where the craft 
and it’s technology and trends are evolving 
at a remarkable pace. It was within this 
environment and this variance of participants’ 
age, experience and backgrou nd that 
established such an open and collaborative 
dialogue. 

Discussion topics included camera 

technology, digital workfl ow & sensitometry, 
colour correction & grading, cinematography 
for visual effects and using the monitor for 
aesthetic rendering control. Particular focus 
was placed on how these should be applied 
in future teaching considering the speed at 
which trends are growing. There was, as 
always, an overwhelming agreement that 
traditional technique, including strong focus 
on the use of fi lm, should remain a priority. 
Particular focus, however, was placed on 
the ‘how’ – how to keep this relevant for 
a generation growing up in the digital age, 

how to create a link and context between 
past and present. There was also a strong 
focus on the need for students to be taught 
‘leadership in the digital workfl ow’. 

Of all the topics discussed, however, 
‘Cinematography for VFX’ seemed the most 
controversial with many unable to answer 
the few questions about its education. Most 
seemed to be of the belief that only green 
and blue screen work should be taught 
briefl y but anything further should be an 

elective as most feel there is no time to 
go beyond, nor too relevant in the greater 
scheme of things. Special Effects guru and 
IMAGO Technical Committee Chair, Kömmer 
Klein, proposes and practices a 12-25hr 
workshop where an introduction is taught 
with particular emphasis on the various 
roles in the Visual Effects world so that 
Cinematographers can be equipped with the 
knowledge of which specialist to turn to in 
the time of the project’s need. 

ACS Northern Territory Branch President 
Andrew Hyde and Cinematographer Ashley 
Barron represented both the Australian 
Cinematographers Society and the Australian 
Film Television & Radio School (AFTRS), 
respectively. It was quite eye-opening to 
see where Australian education practices 
stood. It appeared that AFTRS was the 
only school in attendance that not only 
teaches the foundation of the craft, but also 
prepares its students for the future of being 
a business and not only a ‘shooter’. Thus, 
the school incorporates invoicing and in 
depth Visual Effects training alongside the 
various shooting formats available to fully 
prepare their students for the real world. 
For our world of Cinematography, this 
conference was the fi rst of its kind - it is only 
the beginning. 

“CINEMATOGRAPHY OF THE FUTURE 
LIES WITH YOUNG PEOPLE.”

Cinematography in Progress group. PHOTO BY Juanita Rodrguez



A Stitch In Time
Behind-the-scenes with Don McAlpine ACS ASC on his new 

period drama The Dressmaker – by Lindsay Coleman

Kate Winslet as Tilly Dunnage in The Dressmaker - DOP Don McAlpine ACS ASC, PHOTO Ben King
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On a warm day in the dusty Victorian outback town of Warburton a 
small Australian fi lm crew stands silently as they watch Hollywood-
actress Kate Winslet, dressed in a 1950’s hand-picked regency 
dress, deliver her lines. Academy-Award nominated Cinematographer, 
and industry legend, Don McAlpine ACS ASC (My Brilliant Career, 
Predator, Mrs. Doubtfi re, Moulin Rouge!) continues to push 
cinematic language with Director Jocelyn Morehouse, to create 
what is being billed as a revenge/comedy/drama. The Dressmaker 
is Moorhouse’s fi rst fi lm as Director in nearly twenty-years. Australian 
Cinematographer sits down to talk with McAlpine to discuss his latest 
offering. 

AC 
 You have worked with Jocelyn Moorhouse on a number of 

 projects now, always with her as Producer. Has your 
relationship on The Dressmaker changed, now that she is Director?

DM 
 We have been working together since Peter Pan (2003). 

 She was very much the confi dant of P.J. Hogan, being 
his wife (chuckles), and the same thing happened on Mental 
(2012). We’ve got a very understanding relationship in that we 
know each other very, very well. We know what our strengths and 
our weaknesses are. It’s subtly interesting of course working with 
a woman director. In the beginning you wonder what will be her 
collegiate approach to the job as opposed to the macho man thing 
of ‘my way or the highway’. It’s a different beat altogether. Once 
I adapted to it I realised the joy of it.  I fi nd, more than with many 
other directors, you’re more willing to engage in open and honest 
discussion about all aspects of fi lmmaking. I think that carried through 
to me, and to the actors.  

AC 
 Are you allowed to talk about the budget on The 

 Dressmaker?

DM 
 The truth is I never know what a fi lm’s budget is. They 

 never present it to me, and I never know. Not with a dollars 
and cents allocation anyway. I’ll have a serious guess, but you really 

don’t know. That’s the way I like it. I approach a fi lm as if cost is not 
a problem, knowing that when I exceed the money allocated I’ll be 
very quickly told “that’s not in the budget, Don”. You make certain 
judgments; there are things you can and things you can’t do.  

AC 
  I imagine your relationship with Roger Ford, the Production 

 Designer, is very positive given that you’ve worked together 
so much?

DM 
 Roger Ford, from my point of view, is a Cinematographer’s 

 perfect Production Designer. He comes through television. 
He’s totally aware that you need space for the camera. He knows that 
his designs need to produce good framing opportunities. I almost 
know where the best shots will be when just looking at his drawings. 
He and Catherine Martin are high on my list. Those two are certainly 
the most brilliant designers. They really design well for shooting.

AC 
  You would have been around in Australia in the 1950s, 

 when The Dressmaker is set?

DM 
 (Laughs) I sure was! I became the historical advisor 

 endlessly on this fi lm. So much of what was in The 
Dressmaker was engrained in my memory. I had to be careful though. 
A great yarn, such as this fi lm, shouldn’t always be subject to factual 
details. I quickly realised the story was more important than history.  

AC 
 Where do you fi nd your inspiration?  On the set, or 

 elsewhere?

DM 
 First it comes from the script of course. But even 

 more so from those moments where you’re not really sure 
how to solve a problem, and you get fi lled with the blind panic. In 
those moments, truly inspired ideas can come to you.

AC 
 What would be some examples?

Don McAlpine. PHOTO BY Vlad Bunyevich
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DM 
 It happens so often. On Ender’s Game (2013) I arrived in 

 pre-production and the six producers asked me what I was 
going to do about a refl ection on the visors worn by the kids. They’re 
all wearing these visors so they’ve got to be lit. I’ve cleverly learned 
that you should avoid answers in such a situation. I said, “I’ve just 
arrived, I’ve heard your question, I’ll get back to you when I’ve sorted 
out what the diffi culties are.”  I went down to the set, got a visor and 
stuck it on an electrician. It occurred to me that the patterns that were 
forming in the visor were a major asset to the fi lm. So the concept 
became to light them all with practical lights. They were practical 
refl ections. Then if you started to form them into lines the lights made 
the kids look like tattooed warriors. These light patterns were then 
ever-changing. On The Dressmaker I can remember occasions of 
trying to make the fi lm look beautiful and sophisticated. Often this 
panic I spoke of gets resolved by just moving a light two or three feet. 
Then everything is solved. You just don’t know what is wrong. You’ve 
got to get your brain into that mode of hyper-thinking and you fi nd 
that solution which is very simple.

AC 
 After completing the fi lm Ender’s Game you expressed 

 that anamorphic would be used far less in the future. Is this 
something you still feel?

DM 
 Depends on what you mean by anamorphic. I don’t think 

 anamorphic lenses will be used to the degree that they used 
to be. I do feel that fi lms will continue to be released in the 2.4 format, 
however, shot as we shot this, and Ender’s Game and Mental. What 
we have now with a Super-35 reduction on the chip will become more 
and more conventional practice.  

AC 
 You are shooting The Dressmaker digitally?

DM 
 Oh yes, if I had my way I would never go back to fi lm. I am 

 doing things on digital that I would never have dared done 
on fi lm emulsion. Don’t get me wrong, fi lm was the greatest show 

in town, there are no two ways about it. But it was a very imprecise 
tool. Digital is almost absolute precision. What you see, if you look at 
it the right way, is what you know you have recorded. If you’ve got 
the knowledge you know exactly what you can achieve from that. 
With fi lm you have the scene, and you have to photograph it. But with 
digital, you record the scene with the knowledge that you’ve recorded 
the absolute full range of what you can within the latitude of the chip 
- most of the time the scene doesn’t see the full latitude of the chip 
– and I can take that information and manufacture whatever world I 
want in a very precise way. Film, on the processing side, was a very 
inexact process. Processing on the fi rst foot of a thousand foot roll 
can never be the same as the last foot. The chemicals are changing 
all the way through that, and that really is just a fact of life. 

“If I had my way I would 
never go back to fi lm.”

AC 
 I was watching the work of David Watkin BSC on Out of 

 Africa (1985) and noticed, during montages, that sequences 
set over a day were probably shot over a six-week period, given the 
variations in the lighting conditions. This was of course back in the old 
pre-digital, pre-DI days and I imagine refl ects the type of issues you 
often dealt with.

DM 
 One good thing about digital prints is that you know 

 people in Broken Hill are going to see a very similar product 
to what they see in downtown New York City. It is a very similar 
product. How many times have I been to a cinema and seen a green 
print, or a dark print? As a Cinematographer I knew that there were 
probably twelve great prints made of my movie. Most go to the major 
outlets in the US, a couple go to Europe or Canada. The rest of the 
prints are basically shit. Some might be good but a lot of them aren’t, 
and it was always so disappointing to go to a cinema and watch a 

The Dressmaker. PHOTO BY Vlad Bunyevich
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fi lm you’ve shot look nothing like what you set out to achieve. It’s a 
disaster! That doesn’t happen in the digital world.  

AC 
 Owen Roizman ASC recently discussed retiming The 

 French Connection (1971) and the challenges he faced in 
getting the fi nal product just right. Do you feel that way about any of 
your older fi lms, that to go back and retime would enable you to get 
closer to your original vision?

DM 
 They’ve done reprints on about fi ve or six of my movies, 

 which is great of course, but they’ve reprinted them in a way 
that I never would have. It’s not really my work. So they went back to 
the negative and somebody in a back room made his fi lm, not mine. 
I mean my name is on it, but it is really not my work. I saw a print of 
Breaker Morant, and it was just middle-of-the-road. All of the subtlety 
that was in the thing was lost. From an ego point of view, and from a 
point of view of historical reference, it’s sort of sad. With digital, that 
wouldn’t happen.

AC 
 What are some of the cinematic qualities of The 

 Dressmaker, as a story? 

DM 
 The Dressmaker is one of those fi lms which demand an 

 audience’s attention in a way that really good cinema 
does. Look at what happened last year with The Mule though - it 
was released online and topped the charts on iTunes. It’s a horrible 
thought, something like The Dressmaker ending up on everyone’s 
tiny iPhone screen. I used these wide-angle lenses that will really be 
enhanced, massively, in a big cinema.

AC 
 Let’s talk lenses then. Do you feel the future is really with 

 spherical lenses then?

DM 
 Probably, in that probably spherical lenses are less fl awed 

 than anamorphic. Once you’ve got an anamorphic the 

complications develop. But, the anamorphic lenses that are out are 
pretty damn good. I’ve just been reading about the next chips that 
will be put in cameras and offer twenty stops of latitude with a base 
feed of about 6000. The resolution of the chips is becoming amazing. 
People will keep shooting on fi lm and on anamorphic lenses but the 
question to ask is why? Often the answer is that people were usually 
successful using those tools in the past, so they are going to keep 
using them in the future.

AC 
 When Jeff Cronenweth ASC was discussing shooting 

 Gone Girl  (2014) in 6K he mentioned that they wanted to go 
to 4K for image stabilization. Would that interest you as well?  

DM 
 It would, but not on The Dressmaker. We shot basically 4K. 

 It will be reduced to 2K. The quality is amazing. I did Ender’s 
Game on exactly the same system and I saw it on an IMAX screen in 
Los Angeles that was amazing in what they got out of that chip. The 
resolution and colour was simply mind-blowing. I managed to get a 
Blu-Ray of Moulin Rouge! and watched it at home on a big screen. It 
was probably the best version I’ve ever seen of my work on that fi lm. 
It was just amazing; the colour, the resolution, the brilliance. I think in 
actual fact that we keep forgetting that cinema is theatre. 

“We keep forgetting that 
cinema is theatre.”

AC 
 You spoke in the commentary for Moulin Rouge! (2001) 

 about the very specifi c light you shone on Nicole Kidman due 
to the refl ective nature of her skin. Kate Winslet is quite famous for her 
own complexion. How did you determine what lights to use on her?

DM 
 When you’re dealing with someone like Kate whose face, 

 I would never say, is her fortune, but is her trademark at 
least, you look at the rehearsal and adapt your lighting, or introduce 
whole new lighting for that scene so that most of the time she is 
going to look glamorous. You can make anyone look ugly on camera, 
but glamour is harder. With someone like Kate you have to structure 
your lighting. Having done that you have to adapt it back to the 
whole storytelling process. In doing that you often have to make 
compromises both with the lighting on Kate, or the lighting on the 
situation. Most of it becomes pretty organic. It seems to work out.  

AC 
 After Patriot Games (1992) you stated that you didn’t like 

 using fi lters. Is that still the case?

DM 
 I’ve always had a phobia about fi lters. On some fi lms, for 

 stylistic reasons, I have used polarizers. Except for the 
polarizers everything you hang in front of the lens you can do in the 
DI. Why corrupt the image so early in the process?  

AC 
 There is also the problem in digital of noise in the blacks. 

 Does this still persist or has the technology moved on?

DM 
 Mostly it has. The Red has a reading of what you could 

 say was ‘noise in the blacks’. It has what I call the two goal 
posts. It’s burnout in the whites and noise in the blacks. In actual fact 
with the range of the thing I expose it to avoid getting noise in the 
black. What this means is when I expose it I don’t crush the blacks. 
I normally expose it and take it down later. If there is a dark scene, 
on my monitor it looks pretty normal. Later on I know exactly where I 
want to go. If it’s a bright scene I never let it burn out. In post I’ll take it 
to the point of burn-out that I want. 

AC 
 In regards to The Odd Angry Shot (1979), it’s amazing how 

 much you didn’t need to work out coverage given that your 
Camera Operator was John Seale AM ACS ASC, who was zipping 

Don McAlpine & Director Jocelyn Moorhouse. 
PHOTO BY Vlad Bunyevich



around with the camera making sure he got everyone in the one shot. 
I’ve realized how often editing shortcuts can be achieved with the 
right camera moves.  With an ensemble like The Dressmaker how 
important has that been to achieve?

DM 
 Very important. A lot of shots have been staged where we 

 have eight people in the frame.  That’s why we’ve used the 
extreme wide-angle lenses. In comedy the interaction between all 
these people is superb, and needs to be captured in these individual 
shots, without editing.  Jocelyn and I always try to go back and 
produce possibilities with close-ups and individual shots which we feel 
can create more options, but we both hope that it is the wide shot 
that will be used most of the time. That was about the only trick we 
used. I did have David Williamson on the camera. He has a fantastic 
rapport with the actors.  

AC 
 Finally Don, would you say that you have a signature, 

 or a personal style that link your fi lms in some way?

DM 
 There are fi lms out there where the Cinematographer’s

 style dominates the fi lm, and this limits the fi lm 
quite extensively. Vittorio Storaro (ASC AIC) was one such 

Cinematographer. A fantastic artist, but he became his fi lms; and 
that was a massive limiting factor on them. Directors point out that 
certain shots are out of the style of the fi lm we’re making, and I point 
out that in sometimes departing from that style the overall style will be 
much more lively. That variety, that variation, will enhance what we are 
basically trying to do, to achieve. It is not about hitting a wrong note, 
it is a note to make them realize what the tune really was. You have to 
be careful not to do just what you want to do, because you destroy 
the vision, that is so wrong.  

The Dressmaker stars Kate Winslet, Hugo Weaving, Judy Davis 
and Liam Hemsworth. It is due for an Australian Cinema release 
in October this year.

Interview by Lindsay Coleman

Coleman is a fi lm academic and independent producer.  Scarecrow Press 

has recently published his book, The Philosophy of Pornography. Coleman 

is presently working on four books on contemporary cinematography, two 

of which are collections of interviews.  He is also currently working on 

documentaries about Cinematography, fi lm editing and fi lm composing.   

Marion Boyce (Costume Designer) Don McAlpine, Jocelyn Moorhouse, and Susie Struth (Script Supervisor). PHOTO BY Vlad Bunyevich
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I’m Going I’m Going 
To Tell To Tell 
You A SecretYou A Secret
On the set of the new ABC Drama The Secret RiverThe Secret River

with Cinematographer Bruce Young 

- by Bruce Young



For the screen adaptation of Kate Grenville’s novel, The Secret River, 
Jan Sardi has created a story that gives voice to William Thornhill and 
his family. It begins with William, who has been a Waterman on the 
Thames, arriving at Sydney Cove in the early 1800s, transported for 
theft. Sal, his wife, and oldest child Willie, are also on the ship as free 
settlers. William is to be released into Sal’s custody on their landing in 
Australia.

A full pardon is granted in the following years, and two more children 
are born, Dickie and Mary. During their time in Sydney Cove they 
establish a rum tavern and William begins working with Thomas 
Blackwood on a skiff bringing farm goods from a Hawkesbury River 
settlement. 

The Hawkesbury is wild and untamed. William becomes driven to 
take his family up the river to establish a farm on a spit of land he 
calls Thornhill’s Point. Once they arrive, they soon realise that, far 
from being uninhabited, the land is home to Indigenous people 
with customs and culture thousands of years old. Relationships 
are established with other settlers in the area, some of whom have 
confronting views about the Indigenous people. The inevitable confl ict 
and its affect on all the characters are at the heart of this story. 

As part of the agreement with the ABC, and as this is an ABC co-
production, it had to be fi lmed in Victoria. Given the Hawkesbury 
landscape plays such a big part of the storytelling it was going 
to a challenge fi nding the right locations. Early on we visited the 
Hawkesbury River area to get a feel for it, as Daina Reid, the Director, 
had never been there. It was valuable to get a sense of the river. I 
began taking many photos, generally wide shots, I imagined similar to 

those we would shoot. After an exhaustive search for a location that 
would be suitable in Victoria. Lake Tyes was chosen, part of the Great 
Lakes in Gippsland. We had great access to locations in Lake Tyes 
as it is private land. We needed places with water frontage that could 
also be accessed by land so we could get our resources in.

On my fi rst location survey in Victoria I continued to take photographs 
and I was surprised and pleased that the place could look more 
similar to the Hawkesbury than I thought possible.  Also, being still 
water meant that the Thornhill’s skiff could be rowed easily as the lake 
is not tidal and with a bit of breeze looked like a fl owing river. Another 
main location close to Melbourne had to be found and eventually 
an old reservoir with sloping bush land was decided on. It would 
be where the larger hut and cornfi eld were going to be built. The 

bushland we used had been a recreational park near Menzies Creek.

With the locations locked in, Production Designer Herbert Pinter and 
I were able to talk in more detail about the sets. All the fi lming would 
be done on location, so the sets were built around this.  Herbert had 
created some wonderful drawings of what he was planning. He is a 
talented designer and great collaborator; he would always create sets 
with a clear idea of the photography. Something else that Herbert 
was very keen on was having fi res burning so we could develop an 
atmosphere often shrouded in smoke. I felt this was a great visual 
metaphor that encapsulated the settlers’ determination to slash and 
burn the land. 

The big sets were Sydney Cove, which we created at the You Yangs, 
a small mountain range outside Melbourne. Thornhill’s rum tavern, 
The Pickled Herring, was built in the same location. The Thornhill’s 
larger hut was at Menzies Creek and then a variety of smaller sets 

“He would always create sets with a clear 
idea of the photography.”

Actor Tim Minchin on the water with DOP Bruce Young ACS 
- PHOTO John Lloyd Fillingham
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were developed at Lake Tyes. All the sets looked and felt very 
authentic. In pre-production we also discussed the use of a drone. 
Copter Cam would do all the aerials and I was able to get the latest 
Panasonic GH4 on board.

Daina Reid and I have worked together a lot. She is a wonderful 
director and I was thrilled that she wanted me on the gig. Like a 
lot good Directors she is clear and passionate about her vision. 
Television schedules are always tight and this was no exception. In 
fact this shoot was possibly the most ambitious we had embarked on 
together. I knew we would have our work cut out. 

We talked references. I liked The Piano, shot by Stuart Dryburgh 

ASC NZCS - not necessarily for the specifi c look but for the mood 
and tone. I thought it created a believable world. Daina mentioned a 
couple of artists. She thought that Frederick McCubbin captured the 
feel of the Australian bush very well. Audiences only know the world 
of the 1800s through references. The best ones feel authentic and 
create an emotional response. That was our goal.

Daina likes to get plenty of coverage in scenes. She and I have a 
solid methodology that enables us to make decisions quickly. I like to 
work in a way that is responsive to the Director and actors and fi nd 
the shots in a scene, rather than dictating them. It would be very rare 
to shoot any scene with just one camera. For example, when Daina 
starts blocking a scene I would say “It’s going to look good backlit.” 

She would work with that in mind. While she worked out the scene, 
Laurie Zaffi no (B Camera operator) and I would start developing shots 
and getting the resources in place. This is where a DOP’s relationship 
with the Director is so important. Daina trusts me to keep the story 
front and centre. We can communicate in shorthand about the 
coverage, which means we can use our time shooting. Although it 
had its demands, particularly for Daina, we had a lot of fun on this job. 
It is one of the best dramas she has directed.

Under the arrangements negotiated with the ABC we used their 
personnel, lighting and grip gear. Mick Cleary is a very experienced 

gaffer and has a great team working with him. I had worked on 
previous jobs with the key grip Max Gaffney, so knew the calibre of his 
work. In pre-production we had a laugh when I told him what I wanted 
– and that was, it would be a fast and furious pace. I apologised in 
advance but he knew what was coming and was up for it.

The lighting package was extensive. We did get two additional 1.2K 
HMI balloon lights. I used them for ambient light in the night exterior 
scenes. I had also ensured that we would get knuckle booms when 
we needed them and I had a choice of 6K Pars or 6K Fresnels to 
put in them. I found the 6K Fresnels created a great even spread of 
light, and given we were shooting with the Alexa there was plenty of 
exposure. 

“Audiences only know the world of the 1800s 
through references. The best ones feel authentic and 
create an emotional response. That was our goal.”

The Secret River - DOP Bruce Young ACS - PHOTO Sarah Entickap 
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I kept it all pretty simple. I found the night interiors really enjoyable 
to shoot. In fi re or candlelit environments people naturally stay close 
to the light and as there is no ambient light created from the source 
we got beautiful silky blacks. If I thought a shot needed something in 
the background I would place a candle in shot or wash a bit of cool 
light through the window. Where possible I shot only with candles or 
fi relight. The actors loved it as it felt like a real environment.    

During pre-production Mick had fashioned a big candlestick from a 
steel bucket and an old 1K refl ector. He stuck a spigot on the bottom 
so we could position it with a C stand. Where I needed a bit more 
light than the candles or fi re could provide I used 1 and 2K zip lights 
dimmed to about 30 per cent. I found they reduced the fl icker of the 
light from the fi re that was a mixture of gas bar and wood.   

As the locations were all on sloping bushland, when we needed to 
move the camera we often used a slider made of scaffold. Max did 
end up putting plenty of track down as the slider was only eight feet. 
A lot of the wide shots have a slow move on them. Daina often starts 
a scene from a wide shot that develops from a foreground element. 
The slider was perfect for that. 

Laurie Zaffi no and I have worked together for years now. In addition 

to the B camera he also operated the Steadicam. The Steadicam 
played an important part in the visual language. Being able to move 
the camera on the sloping terrain meant that Daina had a great 
deal of freedom when constructing the action. She used it in a very 
considered way. The Steadicam shots of young Dickie with his kite 
are some of the best in the show.   

VA Hire supplied the camera gear. For the last few years, Warren 
Day at VA Hire has provided gear for my jobs. The service is always 
outstanding and regardless of the budget, he always ensures that 
I get what I need. During pre-production, I tested Super Speeds 
against the Master Primes. I thought they would have a softer look. 
They did, but they appeared a little slower to me and given that I 
would be shooting in very low light, I stuck with the Master Primes. 
The range of lenses is also superior. I did use Digi-diffs on them as 
they soften them a little without being obvious on the candles and 
fi relight in shot.

With The Secret River I felt the composition of the wide shots and 
the consistency in the coverage was key to creating a world beyond 
the script. There are always choices and the best ones are instinctive 
and responsive to the script, director and actors. There are too few 
opportunities in television drama for the imagery to have such an 
impact on the storytelling and this was one such occasion. Daina’s 
reference to Frederick McCubbin was often a good starting point 
to create the images. For the wider perspective establishing shots I 
would get the camera as high as I could, as I felt it created a more 
considered point of view. 

As I’ve mentioned, Daina feels it’s important to get the right coverage 
for each scene. This isn’t just get three sizes on everybody, but 
rather, getting different angles. A lot of the coverage is handheld. 
The interiors and most of the scenes around the campfi res are shot 
this way. Laurie and I would always stabilize our positions so the 
shots had a fl uid feel, but not an obvious hand held look. This was 
something to which Daina and I paid great attention. We also utilised 
long lenses for lots of scenes. They tended to be the ones that took 
place in the more open bushland. 

Being set on a river we had plenty of scenes on boats. Our approach 
was to shoot the wide shots boat to boat. On Broken Bay we had 
a three-axis head that was fantastic, and on Lake Tyes we had a 
fl at-bottomed recreational boat, affectionately known as the barbie 
boat! It worked very well as the lake was generally still and we could 

shoot quite long lens shots from it. For the on board coverage I used 
the Canon zoom. With this I was able to move from shot to shot 
quickly.  We ended up having Daina on the picture boat with a small 
monitor and kept rowing around until the scene was completed.

Shooting in this way is always tricky for the focus pullers. Nillis Finne 
was 1st AC on A Camera and did an incredible job. Dan Walsh was 
1st AC on B Camera, which did all the Steadicam and together they 
made a great team.

The grade took place at Blue Post in Melbourne. The colourist 
was Marcus Smith. He is excellent and we had a good relationship 
as we had worked together years before on the Channel 10 Cop 
show, Rush. We kept the look natural following the feel of the light 
conditions; this gave us different moods from scene to scene. There 

“The camera kit consisted of two Alexa, 
two 45-250mm Alura zooms, two 30-105 

Canon zooms, and a full set of Master Primes with 
two of 100mm & 150mm plus a doubler.”

DOP Bruce Young ACS - PHOTO Sarah Entickap 
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Russell & Andrew confer at Topkapi Palace   PHOTO MARK ROGERS
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are always occasions requiring shots to be matched due to the light 
changing on the day. Generally though, the light was consistent in 
most scenes. It was fortunate to have shot during winter so even the 
scenes in full sun have a soft-light feel to them. 

 One scene that did require a big change to the natural light was the 
massacre scene. It had to be shot over two days. We wanted it to feel 
like it happened at dawn. We’d done some tests in pre-production 
and Marcus was able to create a sinister look that suited the drama 
that took place. The Director came in during the process and gave 
some valuable input. She really wanted the bush in the Hawkesbury 
to feel like a beautiful and safe place, particularly in the fi rst part. Daina 
really responds to dramatic imagery and this was great as we were 
playing the interiors right down with plenty of contrast. 

There was lots of CGI. It was done by Scott Zero and integrated really 
well into the language of the show. There were many aerial shots from 
the drone to match in as well. They had been shot on the Panasonic 
GH4. The shots looked great but the compression artefacts presented 
some challenges. Pete Pilly, our online Editor, was able to improve the 
picture quality so they looked seamless. I was very impressed with the 
results he achieved. We are all excited about the result.

Written by Bruce Young

Bruce Young (Lilyfi eld Pictures) has a long list of acclaimed television credits 

to his name including The Code, Paper Giants, Serangoon Road, and Never 

Tear Us Apart: The Untold Story Of INXS. He is a proud member of the ACS 

and this is the fi rst feature he has written for Australian Cinematographer. 

On the water with cast and crew - PHOTO Sarah Entickap 



30 /  THE WATER DIVINER

WHEN A TREE 
FALLS IN 

THE FOREST
We sit down with Marden Dean 

to discuss his award-winning work 

on the new movie FellFell 

- by James Cunningham
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Fell - DOP Marden Dean



The stunning natural beauty of Victoria’s old-growth forests make 
for superbly-suited and unsettling scenery for a devoted father who 
goes undercover as a logger in order to befriend the man convicted 
of killing his daughter. Premiering at the Sydney Film Festival last year 
Fell is the fi rst feature from Director Kasimir Burgess. It is an intelligent, 
artistic thriller and it’s Cinematographer Marden Dean’s only second 
ever feature fi lm - for which he recently won Gold at the Victorian & 
Tasmanian State ACS Awards.

Dean begun studying for a Batchelor of Arts in Film & Television at 
the VCA in Melbourne, later graduating AFTRS in 2008 with a Master 
of Arts in Cinematography. It was here he met Fell’s director, and 
although there was little collaboration between the two in their fi lm 
school days, years later Burgess contacted Dean to talk about a 
fi lm project he had been working on. Although Fell is fairly light on 
dialogue, the script - by Natasha Pincus - ran to about 140 pages 
that were fi lled with extensive visual descriptions. Liking the idea of 
the project Dean pitched himself to Burgess and the producers to 
secure the job. 

“I was preparing to go to Kenya for a documentary 

when Kasimir called me and mentioned that he had 
a little fi lm project coming up, which to my surprise 
turned out to be a feature fi lm. From the very fi rst 
page, the characters leapt off the page and it was 
full of detailed prose that really painted a picture 
of the natural environment. I was familiar with 
Kasimir’s short fi lms and knew that he had a very 
developed visual style. In fact his initial email was 
full of images from location scouts, as well as music 
from the composer, which was used in the fi lm. It 
really informed an approach to the material, and it 
was defi nitely a style that resonated with me. The 
landscape was stunning, and I talked about a visual 
approach that revealed a complex relationship with 
the characters that is threatening, indifferent, grand, 
vulnerable, haunted and light. There were a lot of 
dualities to explore. It was a fantastic feeling to land 
the gig and I was desperate to start straight away, 
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but I had a few more days fi lming in Kenya. I had the 

script and a lot of time to make my notes, which was 

invaluable.”

With fi nance from Screen Australia secured, David Gross at Defi nition 
Films came to the party with a camera package and sponsorship 
deal. That package included two Red Epics with full production kits, 
Cooke S41 prime lenses in 18mm, 25mm, 32mm, 40mm, 50mm, 
75mm & 100mm, a Mac Tower and a broadcast monitor for viewing 
rushes. They also provided a cinema-grading suite, with Billy Wychgel 
as Colourist.

Prior to pre-production Burgess spent countless hours driving the 
Victorian countryside in his Subaru, talking to locals in each of the 
desired shooting locations. Dean & Burgess would spend hours 
in the car discussing ideas and listening to Luke Altmann’s score, 
which helped tune them into the tone and pace of the fi lm. They 
would stop to take in the landscapes and ponder their environment; 
Burgess would talk about the importance of the ‘circle of life’. There 
are clear metaphors between the transformation of the characters 
on screen and that of the natural environment, which they inhabit. A 

forest will transform itself from dark & brooding to bright & colourful. It 
is incredibly dynamic and it becomes a perfect duality to place Fell’s 
characters against this living, breathing, ever-changing place. 

The production team settled on the town of Warburton. Fell wasn’t 
storyboarded, however artist Julia Ciccarone provided the fi lmmakers 
with extensive concept art, and comprehensive shot listings were 
prepared. The shoot would last 45 days. Fell maintains a subjective 
experience of its characters and aims to keep the audience alongside 
for each step of their journey. 

“Kasimir is a very visual director. He would talk at 
length about the importance of Fell’s visual journey 
supporting the narrative. It was important that the 
coverage wasn’t just made of wides, mids and 
matching reverses. Of course each scene was 
blocked out and coverage planned, but there was 
often something new to explore when everything 
was in place on the day. In pre-production I would 
go through every scene in detail with Kasimir, and 
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On location with cast and crew - PHOTO BY Tserin Wright



get him to explain each beat. It is important for me to 

understand what the Director has envisioned for their 

fi lm, and only then can I truly offer up relevant ideas. 

Instinct is important, and having a team that nurtures 

ideas is vital to a successful collaboration.“

“I stuck to wider lenses, with our 32mm being my 

‘go to’ lens, which allowed a nice intimacy when we 

were in tighter. We also avoided shooting wide open 

during the day, (favouring a t-stop of 4/5.6) to have 

a reasonable depth of fi eld, which helped ground 

our characters in the environment. We wanted the 

camera to go everywhere our characters did, and 

this meant that I had to train with the actors to use 

the tree climbing equipment, which is actually quite 

technical and incredibly slow going. This approach 

saw me climbing up many trees, with one of the 

mountain ash trees towering over 60m above the 

ground.”

“It was quite a challenge to juggle the technicalities 

of ascending these trees whilst keeping my creative 

brain working on coverage, as well as pulling my own 

focus. It was a great experience that will stay with me 

forever.”

The Production Offi ce had a large ‘inspiration wall’ that the team 
gradually fi lled with a variety of visual references from movies, as well 
as drawings and artwork. Wake In Fright (Brian West BSC, 1971), 
Stalker (Alexander Knyazhinsky, 1979), as well as There Will Be Blood 
(Robert Elswitt ASC, 2007) and Un Lac (Philippe Grandrieux, 2008), 
were used as infl uences for their subjective take on the environment 
and how it can be used to great effect to play with a story’s subtext. 
Some of the photographers who’s work adorned the wall included Bill 
Henson, Todd Hido, Vivian Maier, and Edward Burtynsky. All of whom, 
in one way or another, had an evocative approach on landscape and 
how subjects were placed within those spaces. These references 
became tools for the production team to explore ideas, and to 
develop the visual language that would be unique to Fell.

By the time Dean came on board with the production, the camera 
package from Defi nition Films had already been negotiated, and so 
the Red Epic was to be the camera used. Camera tests were so 
successful that some even feature in the fi nished fi lm. Due to limited 

budgets and the accessibility of some of the locations, Dean worked 
as his own Camera Operator, and often found himself suspended 
over sixty meters in the air, hanging from a Mountain Ash tree, with 
the camera tied to him. The Director, on the ground, calling the shots 
via wifi  radio with no video split and no direct communication with the 
actors. Reframing was impossible. It was here that Dean’s skills were 
put to the test.

“I had worked with the Red Epic many times, 

but never on a feature fi lm and defi nitely not in 

environments that were as challenging as we had. 

I’m happy to say that it worked fl awlessly, and its 

compact size allowed me a lot of mobility in some 

very diffi cult setups, such as 60m up a tree. Kasimir 

and I set up a methodology that meant we didn’t 

really have any toys to play with, no cranes, tracks, 

not many lights and a small crew. The trade off was 

time, and we got a nine week shoot which gave us 

a lot of fl exibility with our locations. This allowed 

us think outside the box on how to achieve a lot of 

things that ultimately proved to be an advantage.“

Tough on the actors too. Daniel Henshall (Snowtown, These Final 
Hours, The Babadook) who plays Luke would often spend hours a 
day suspended from a tree. There were no major incidents with the 
camera, the Red Epic didn’t fault, and the back-up camera wasn’t 
needed for its original purpose. Considering the conditions included 
multiple cold days, wild weather, and muddy fi ght scenes, the fact 
that the crew only lost one monitor is a miracle. Dean speaks very 
highly of Ben Bryan, who went above and beyond in his role of First 
Assistant-Camera. Integral to some of Fell’s cutaway shots, Bryan 
would sometimes use the back-up camera to go off and shoot. Some 
of the fi lm’s metaphorical cutaways are where Fell achieves greatness. 
The powerful visual of a tree ‘bleeding’ its sap, or of a lonely ant trying 
desperately to escape a stream before being swept away. The bush 
has its own cycle of life, and however beautiful the depiction of the 
landscape, Fell never looks like a tourism commercial.

“The script detailed a lot of macro elements to be 

juxtaposed with wide shots illustrating the vastness 

of the landscape and revealing the beauty, struggle 

and scale of nature. Our shot list was quite ambitious 

so we decided to put many of these non-cast shots 

on a ‘second unit’ list, which served as a ‘go to’ 
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list for whenever we had down time or an amazing 

meteorological event before us. Luckily I had a very 

talented camera team who served as our second unit 

at times when Kas and I were off planning setups. In 

particular Nasseim Valamanesh (our Digital Imaging 

Technician), who is a fantastic fi lmmaker in his own 

right, was able to take this list whenever he could and 

grab many of the shots we needed. Our whole fi nal 

shoot day was mostly dedicated to macro shots of 

insects, seedlings and just about everything that was 

outstanding on that ‘second unit’ list.”

The story of Fell is a portrait of Thomas; a grieving and possibly 
vengeful father, delivered by actor Matt Nable (East West 101, 
Underbelly, Riddick) in a stoic performance. Dean masterfully allows 
this performance to fl ourish on screen, and manages to evoke a 
sense of naturalism in the lighting of Thomas’ ‘forest hut’, providing 
deep shadows across the face as Nable’s internal character becomes 

darker. Henshall, by contrast, is slightly more unnatural and clinical, lit 
with fl orescent bulbs and sodium vapour. 

Dean’s shots are restrained, detailed, and thoughtful. On only 
his second ever feature fi lm Dean asserts himself by skillfully 
demonstrating the potential of understatement. The drama of the 
narrative carefully pushes forward with perpetual pressure, and 
nominal dialogue. Widely praised too, the Hollywood Reporter 
described Fell as being reminiscent of “Terrence Malick-style 
impressionism.” In less-skilled hands, this fi lm could easily have been 
fi lled with bland meaningless visuals. 

Fell came together in the editing room, and Dean was entirely involved 
in the grading process. Each week he would come to watch versions 
of the fi lm in what was called ‘the bunker’, and from edit to edit there 
were signifi cant changes. Fell’s delicate choices were informed as 
early as pre-production, with mountains of blackness and the soft 
colours of green & grey creating a beautiful palette.

“The Australian landscape has served as a potent 
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backdrop in many Australian fi lms ranging from the 
sublime to somewhat sinister. The characters in Fell 
inhabit a deep dark forest, which becomes another 
character with its power to both destroy and renew. 
It also serves to externalise our character’s internal 
state, and I hope it allows the audience to have space 
where their imaginations can roam, think and feel. 
There’s certainly an elemental power and mystery 
of this environment that stirs something in the 
unconscious, which I think refl ects the overwhelming 
despair and loss of our characters, but we also 
wanted to fi nd hope in the darkness, beauty in the 
ugliness.“

Understanding a potential niche market the fi lm’s producers offered 
a video-on-demand download period to coincide with the Sydney 
Film Festival. Over the last ten years, video-on-demand has become 
a valuable component of independent fi lm releases. While certainly 

a forward-thinking and contemporary decision, one wonders if Fell’s 
reception wouldn’t be helped by a limited cinema release, similar 
to that afforded to The Mule (2014) which, following a short cinema 
run, ended up fi nding itself as the world’s No. 1 independent/indie 
movie download for a whole week on iTunes late last year. You 
only need to look to the recent ‘multi-platform’ success of Joon-ho 
Bong’s Snowpiercer, a hit whose simultaneous cinema/online release 
benefi ted both markets.

A Victorian ACS Member, Dean was last year awarded Gold 
at the ACS State Awards and is now eligible for judging at the 
National Awards for Cinematography in May, and maybe the 

Golden Tripod.

Story and interview by James Cunningham

James is a young Melbourne writer, fi lm reviewer, photographer 

and playwright. He is currently Guest Editor of 

Australian Cinematographer Magazine.

Fell - DOP Marden Dean



THE ROAD LESS TRAVELLED
Take a ride into the Australian Outback for a conversation with 
Cinematographer Steve Arnold ACS, and Director Jeremy Sims, 
about their upcoming fi lm Last Cab To Darwin. 
- by Lizz Vernon



Michael Caton and his taxi in Last Cab To Darwin 

- DOP Steve Arnold ACS, PHOTO John Platt



Australian Cinematographer had the pleasure of sitting down 
for two in-depth conversations with Director Jeremy Sims and 
Cinematographer Steve Arnold ACS to discuss their latest fi lm Last 
Cab to Darwin. The fi lm is a road movie drama starring Michael Caton 
(Rex) as a terminally ill cab driver who heads to Darwin from Broken 
Hill in order to deal with death on his own terms on the journey learns 
how to live and share his life in his own journey of discovery. The cast 
includes Ningali Lawford-Wolf (Polly), Rex’s lover and neighbour, Mark 
Coles Smith (Tilly), Emma Hamilton (Julie) along with two-time Oscar-
nominee Jacki Weaver (Dr Farmer).

Co-written by Sims and Reg Cribb, Last Cab to Darwin was inspired 
by a newspaper clipping that Sims found and brought to Cribb. They 
had been on the lookout for a story for a new stage play and the 
writing duo originally wrote the story as a play, which successfully 
toured Australian theatres. The article Sims came across highlighted 
the journey of Max Bell and Bob Dent’s experiences including Bell 
driving 3000kms to take advantage of the Northern Territory voluntary 
euthansia laws.

During our conversation, Arnold discussed fi rst sitting down and 
talking about the fi lm with Sims. “Jeremy had given me the script 
and I was very much attracted to it - it was a well written drama: a 
touching story set across the vast outback.”

Sims and Arnold agreed that Last Cab should have a theatrical feel, 
even though it would need to be shot like a fast and loose road movie. 
“The landscape is a big player in the fi lm,” Arnold says, “our hero’s 
journey was imagined as travelling through the tortured landscape of 
the Australian desert, and the journey is made in a kind of spaceship 
really, a yellow cab in the middle of that desert - it’s quite a stark 
contrast, a very interesting surreal image, and it really highlights Rex’s 
solitary mindset.”

Sims was determined not to use low-loaders too. He asked Caton 
to drive the whole way in order for him to look like a real cab driver. 
“Really drive the car so in dialogue scenes he wouldn’t be talking to 
people and not paying attention to the road. I can always tell when 
actors are sitting on a trailer”, Sims said.

Caton liked it too, because it kept him in character travelling in 
sequence rather than fl ying around being told “now you’re here, now 
there” so when he started off he was completely in sync in terms of 
continuity of where he was in the fi lm. “It was a bore for the crew 
but it was great for the cast.” Additionally we decided to maintain a 

consistent screen direction for the trip there and back. He travelled 
right to left to Darwin and left to right coming home - which, says 
Arnold “Could be tricky at times, but gives a clear sense of the journey 
there and back.”

Arnold jokes, “Where are the actors going to be? Guess! One of them 
is going to be driving and one of them is going to be sitting. It really 
became a choice of, are passengers in the front seat or the back 
seat, and then it becomes a story thing, and then that dictates where 
and how many cameras we can run. For the most part we ran two 
cameras all the time for the dialogue in the car. Jeremy always had 
that core performance there and when the actors nailed it they nailed 
most of the coverage in the scene at the same time.”

Sims was very interested in being able to cross shoot, especially in 
the car, for the sake of performance. He was dedicated to the idea 
of shooting everything location specifi c. He didn’t want to cheat 
anything, so if “in the script it says Oodnadatta... it’s Oodnadatta!” 
said Arnold. As such, the schedule had to follow the linear telling of 
the script: shooting started, for the beginning of the fi lm, in Broken 

Hill, and the crew followed Caton as he drove his cab over 3,000 
kilometres to Darwin. This meant that as the fi lm’s journey progresses, 
the landscape progresses as subtly as it does in reality. Everything 
that you see is geographically accurate. However, Arnold disclosed 
“There was one interior for the Alice Springs sequence that we had 
to cheat, a scene inside the hotel there but the rooms didn’t look 
right, so when we saw a hotel in Marla closer to Broken Hill there was 
a room there that looked fantastic, so we shot Marla hotel for Alice 
Springs hotel room there... we tried really hard not to cheat other than 
that... and it worked for the fi lm I think.”

The crew kept the mechanics of the fi lm as easy and low impact as 
possible; to create a space for the performances by cross shooting 
whilst keeping the cameras out of shot, giving a slightly wider eye-
line for mid-shots admittedly but keeping the coverage interesting 
and lighting both actors simultaneously. “You don’t want to give 
away the coverage and the lighting completely, you’ve just got to be 
smarter. It might involve more paraphernalia, hiding cameras, putting 
up scaffolding, poles, booming lights to get them where you want 
them to light opposing close-ups without it all appearing in opposing 
shots.” Arnold explains.

Arnold, Sims and First Assistant Director Steve Andrews recced the 
shoot by driving from Darwin to Broken Hill - the exact reverse of the 

“I can always tell when actors are sitting on a trailer.”

Director Jeremy Sims. In the background Steve Arnold is talking to 1st AD Steve Andrews. - PHOTO John Platt
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scripted trip - in six days. Arnold would take photographs and count 
backwards, “60 kilometres from here is 200 kilometres past there... 
we’d see stuff and think this is fantastic, where are we?!” when they 
found good locations for scenes, within the geographic parameters of 
the script.

In preproduction the Producers had told Arnold “You can have what 
you want, within reason, but we can’t take huge trucks or loads of 
people.” So the unit grew then shrank along the road with shooting 

starting in Broken Hill and ending in Darwin, allowing for more electrics 
and grips in those places. Arnold goes on to say “we basically had a 
core of three in the grip/electrics team on the road and they had to 
swing, plus we had a drone pilot as well as part of the team. It was 
fairly full on for him given the windy conditions in the outback. There 
was a camera crew of 6 the whole time. We were all susceptible 
to the elements, especially the fl ies and the dust. It’s a credit to the 
professionalism of the crew that we survived the fi lm in good humour.”

Arnold tells us they ended up taking four cameras, “We wanted to 
run small cameras inside the cab for cross-shooting and decided 
to use the Canon C500 coupled with an Odyssey 7Q Monitor and 
Recorder which can record different formats.” The production settled 
on Canon Log output recording 2K DPX 12 bit for the C500/Q7 and 
transcode later to match with the ARRI RGB 444. Arnold explained he 
did tests and we shot the ARRI ALEXA in 2K/444 and found the C500 
in DPX matched well. “We had the two ARRIs for the main Production 

cameras and for mounting on the exterior of the car looking in from 
the outside to the inside.”

The two C500’s inside the cab that were fantastically compact, 
Arnold explains “We found that if I under-exposed the C500 and then 
printed it up it would actually preserve the highlights a little bit more 
while maintaining the quality and smoothness of the skin tones with 
good shadow detail inside the cab. With the ALEXA however, I went 
the other way, exposing for the interior and letting the outside go 

“The crew followed Caton as he drove his cab 
over 3,000 kilometres to Darwin.”

Vehicle rigging - PHOTO Wendy McDougall

Mark Coles Smith in Last Cab To Darwin - DOP Steve Arnold ACS, PHOTO Wendy McDougall
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a little bit more because the ALEXA doesn’t really like being under-
exposed.” 

To capture the vastness around the car and dependent on angles 
sometimes the unit had to be out of sight completely in follow vehicles 
about 5 kilometres behind the hero car, but Arnold explains “Because 
the car was really on the road with no towing vehicle it was pretty 
free to pan around from exterior to interior. I could operate and move 
the cameras around giving it a little more of a real feel. Most of the 
time Jeremy and I were jammed into the vehicle next to the camera 
operating by remote control. Essentially the recorder, lights, camera 
and everything was inside the car powered up by an on-board 
inverter because Jeremy didn’t want to tow, no external video splits, 
no crew around the outside of the car.” Monitoring inside the car was 
via one small split that could switch between A and B for Jeremy, and 
two other splits on the recorders for the cameras inside the car.

In preproduction grips Marcus Bosisto and Matt Richardson drilled 
holes into the cars (one for exteriors and one for interiors) and made 
an internal sliding system that could actually track inside the car 
from the front window through into the back seat, which was great 
for quick repositions. Additonal holes were drilled front and back to 
accommodate static mounts right around the car. “Quick, boom, zap, 

lock, lock, lock!” as Arnold poetically puts it.

The art department also had carpet across the dash-board as 
dressing that could be removed with holes that had been cut out of 
the dash underneath, allowing tiny little heads to be mounted inside 
the windscreen for cross-shooting on the main characters, using 
the two C500’s with mini Cooke S4 lenses. With cine-saddles and 
ordinary car rigs, mo-kits, scaffolding and the ability to pre-rig the 
camera either up or down, just in front of or over shoulders, as the car 
was driving he had plenty of scope for interesting angles. “We only 
hand-held about 20% of the time in the car.” 

The S4 lens selection included a 14mm, 18mm, 24mm, 35mm, 
50mm and a 75mm plus a selection of Optimo zooms such as the 
15-40mm, 28-76mm and a 24-290mm for out on the road mostly. 
“I didn’t have the 24-290 in Darwin but I had it for about a week in 
Broken Hill, and shared lenses between four cameras using standards 
with the C500s for the most part sometimes with the 15-40mm and 
zooms on the ALEXA but as all lenses were PL Mount we could swap 
everything between four cameras and two Units.” Arnold explains.

Discussing the outback light Arnold said “it’s a hard and contrasty 
light out there, so I used NDs all around the car supplementing with 
lights when I could.” Arnold said there was a day when he had to deal 
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with camera shadow on the cast in the car, and had to turn the car 
around and go the other way, then the sun was boring through the 
side window causing all sorts of fl are. “I cut it and then Jeremy goes, 
‘hey what happened to the fl are?’. I told him I had cut it. He said to 
me ‘Don’t cut it, can you get any more?’ So we enhanced it instead 
and used ND fi lters to open up the iris to get bigger fl are happening.’ 
From then on Arnold used the iris to control the amount of fl are on 
purpose.” 

One of Arnold’s favourite scenes utilised one dolly track that could 
work in two opposing directions for two different shots for a magic 
hour scene. “Rather than move the camera I could just move our 
hero in the landscape. We shot looking one way at the end of the day 
when the sun’s just on the horizon then we got Michael to zip around 
the other end of the track and we panned back around to him. We 
tracked back very low to the ground with the sunset behind him. It 
looks like a static shot where he’s shrinking against the skyline, it’s a 
peculiar effect but it’s amazing, it’s an iconic frame.” he says.

According to Arnold, “Our hero is very closed, really restricted by 

himself and by his situation but also by his mentality. The whole trip 

outside Broken Hill broadens him, and this is something I tried to 

get in the photography too. Initially making it quite claustrophobic 

by shooting a very small house, a painfully small house on location 

in Broken Hill, and I lit it very dark. As he leaves Broken Hill the fi lm 

widens out becoming brighter and bolder.”

The end of the movie is set right on sunset and was scheduled in an 

hour-and-a-half one afternoon. “I couldn’t really cheat it so we ended 

up shooting it quickly at the end of a day in the right light. We just 

planned, choreographed it and tweaked things, working out where 

the cast, cameras and lights were going to be to maximise our time.” 
says Arnold. With scrims, poly, lighting and other bits and pieces all 
standing by, the crew had a plan about how to go about it, rehearsing 
the moment and shooting it with multi-cameras when the light was 
right.

“Hey!! What happened to the fl are?”

Last Cab To Darwin - DOP Steve Arnold ACS, PHOTO John Platt
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We shot Widescreen aspect 2.35:1 to centre crop in post. The crew 
prepared cards blocking the monitors so Sims could look at the 
anamorphic framing on set. “I thought about making a common top 
for 2.35 to make a better 16x9 but it was too hard to do in the four 
cameras. So we centre cropped. I made sure we didn’t have essential 
information on the edge of frame, we could crop that for 16x9 but 
having said that there were very few re-frames from the 2.40 master 
to the 16x9 master.” Arnold and Sims were very mindful of how the 
fi lm was going to be seen in the end, they didn’t want to get into ‘pan-
and-scan’. “I don’t mind a little wider headroom for television for  the 
16x9 masters and it works with tight headroom for the anamorphic 
version.” Arnold explains. 

Arnold also discusses the fi lm’s frame rate, “We were 24fps for most 
of the fi lm but there’s a slightly surreal moment where Rex falls asleep 
at the wheel, it’s time to take a rest, so his passengers take him to a 
spring nearby in one of the few times you see water in the fi lm. Water 
plays a very particular part in the journey so we built the camera onto 
a goalpost over the middle of a stream looking down. We had to 
make sure the water was croc-free, too! The Parks people made sure 
there were no crocodiles in there, as it was really only just getting to 
the time of year that there should be no crocodiles in there.” Arnold 
continues, “Anyway there’s a high angle on Michael (Caton) and they 
kind of fl oat him past underneath the camera and I think we softened 
it slightly with 32fps or 50fps, just to give it a bit of an ethereal feel.”

“It was a great crew with Andy Robertson on lighting, Marcus Bosisto 
and Matt Richardson doing gripping, with John Platt shooting second 
camera and second unit. Should also say thanks to camera crew 
Stephen Heisler, Daniel Foeldes, James Bilich and ‘Holiday’ Todd, all 
those guys were a fantastic support to me and the whole team. I’m 
really very proud of the fi lm.”

“You really miss your family. When you’re away and you’re immersed 
in the movie and you’re gone for months. It’s funny though...” Arnold 
laughs as he recalls “...I entered a roadhouse somewhere saying, 
have you got Wi-Fi here? No mate! Have you got any Internet here? 
No mate! No Internet here? No mate.” I said, “and there’s no mobile 
coverage? No mate.” I really wanted to call home. He said, “Why 
don’t you use the phone on the wall over there? - Oh yeah, got any 
change? - No mate.”

Last Cab To Darwin will be released in Australian Cinemas on 
6 August, 2015.

Article and interviews by Lizz Vernon

Vernon is a freelance Cinematographer, Producer and Lecturer, 

as well as being the National Webmaster 

at the Australian Cinematographers Society.

To coincide with the release of Last Cab to 
Darwin this August, photographers John 
Platt and Wendy McDougall will be opening a 
photographic exhibition. 

PASSENGERS... on the road with Last Cab to 
Darwin is a selection of their images, captured 
both onset and off, as they travelled the 3000km 
from Broken Hill to Darwin with the crew. Specifi c 
dates and location for this exhibition will be 
advised closer to the fi lm’s release.
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“We built the camera onto a goalpost over the middle of a 
stream. We had to make sure the water was croc-free, too!”

On location with Last Cab To Darwin - PHOTO John Platt





DOUBLE ACT
Cinematographer Jules O’Loughlin ACS juggles two feature fi lms,

The Whole Truth and By Way Of Helena, in the United States

- by Jules O’Loughlin ACS

 

Jules O’Loughlin ACS - PHOTO Brian Hilburn
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I had just returned home after six months in Cape Town shooting the 
second series of Black Sails (2014). My life was in a little turmoil, as it 
usually is, after a long stint away. Bills unpaid, accounts in disarray, a 
motor vehicle with a dead battery, kids needing love and attention and 
of course the prospect of never working again. If there is one thing 
that is as certain as night following day it is the feeling at the end of 
a project that one will never step foot on a fi lm set again. The life of a 
tortured artist. Then my phone rang.

If there is another thing that is as certain as the sun rising in the east 
it’s that as soon as you make a non-fi lm industry plan, a job comes 
in. My agent called to tell me there was interest in me for a fi lm in 
New Orleans. Director Courtney Hunt, who won the Jury Prize at 
Sundance just a few years previously for Frozen River (2008), was 
keen to Skype with me pronto. If I connected with Hunt then I would 
immediately be on a plane to start pre-production. “Your US Visa’s in 
place right Jules?” my US agent asked. This began one of the more 
stressful weeks of my life. Kicking tenants out of my house with the 
prospect of another six months rent, added with the idiosyncrasies of 
trying to fast track an O-1 Visa stamp, with US producers saying they 
needed me Stateside ASAP, made for fi ve days of pain that I wouldn’t 
wish on anyone. Let’s just say that after calling on friends with friends 
in high places including Kevin Rudd’s old Press Secretary, my old 
school buddy Barnaby Joyce, and the Norwegian Ambassador! All 
to no avail, it came down to good old-fashioned begging. God bless 
America! Passport stamped and straight on the kite to New Orleans.

The Whole Truth is the story of an American defence attorney, played 
by Keanu Reeves, who is working to acquit his teenage client of 
murdering his father. The teenager is played by Gabriel Basso and 
his father by James Belushi. In one of her fi rst movie roles in a few 
years, Rene Zellweger plays the boy’s mother. The fi lm was originally 
going to be shot in Boston with Daniel Craig in the lead but, due 
to diffi culties in pre-production (Craig pulled out only days before 
principal photography was due to commence and the fi lm was 
subsequently refi nanced with Reeves in the starring role). The location 

also shifted to Louisiana. With its attractive rebates, which includes 
above the line cast as well as great infrastructure, fantastic locations 
and a crew base that is becoming more and more experienced 
Louisiana, and more specifi cally New Orleans, has become a real 
hotbed of fi lm production. According to the 2013 Feature Film 
Production Study from Film L.A. the Bayou state was the top locale 
in the world for Hollywood’s major movies last year, as well as playing 
host to many independents. After spending three summer months 
there I’m convinced that the volume of production is attributed in no 
small part to its drive thru daiquiri stores – a wonderful panacea at the 
end of a tough day’s shooting. 

Adding to the fi ne acting talent on display is Gugu Mbatha-Raw 
playing Janelle, assistant Attorney and Ramsay’s highly intelligent 
side-kick. Gugu’s star is on the rise with her impressive performance 
in the British fi lm Belle (2013).

Delayed for a week due to my visa issue I had to hit the ground 
running when I arrived in New Orleans; I only had three weeks up 
my sleeve for pre-production. The usual thief of time in pre on a fi lm 
is location scouting but thankfully we didn’t have a long list as most 
of the fi lm takes place in two locations – the St. Bernard Courthouse 
around thirty-miles south east of New Orleans and the Lassiter family 
home where the murder takes place, fi fty-miles north on the other 
side of Lake Pontchartrain, in Lacombe. Apart from this we had a 
spattering of locations in and around New Orleans, including a café in 
the French Quarter, a Gulfstream IV Jet at a local aerodrome, a seedy 
motel near our courthouse and a number of out of town roads for 
travel sequences. 

A good part of pre production was also spent sitting with Director 
Courtney Hunt shot-listing the fi lm. Whenever I get the opportunity 
to do this with a director I fi nd this process invaluable, not because 
it becomes the blueprint on the day, but because it gives me a great 
chance to get an insight in to how the director thinks and how they’re 
seeing the fi lm. It also allows me to build up a rapport and a sense 

Jules O’Loughlin ACS and 1st AC Marcos Lopez - PHOTO Marc Uudo
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of trust with the Director before the madness and pressure of the 
shoot begins. I’ve found that talking through shots and creating a list 
in pre is merely part of the ingredients for what happens on the day. 
The real recipe is best formulated once you are on the actual sets 
and the energy and creativity of the actors is thrown in to the mix. 
One of the exceptions to this shot listing process, I’ve found, is being 
able to rehearse with the actors on the actual sets. I did a lot of this 
on Season Two of Black Sails and with one particular director, Steve 
Boyum, we were able to formulate a pretty tight shot list after we’d 
blocked the actors which resulted in a very fast pace on the day of 
the shoot. The Whole Truth schedule was 24 days so we had to get 
through around fi ve and a half pages per day – fairly brisk for a feature 
fi lm. 

James Finn from Panavision Dallas supplied my camera package that 
consisted of an Alexa XT, shooting Pro Res 444 and Cooke XTAL 
Express anamorphics brought in from Panavision London. In the lens 
package I had a 32mm, 40mm, 50mm, 75mm and 100mm. I’m a big 
fan of older glass when shooting digital as it takes the sharp edge off 
the image and gives a more, dare I say, fi lmic look. There was a bit 
of history on these puppies having been used on Return Of The Jedi 
(1983). In addition to the primes I had a Cooke 50-500mm which was 
quite slow at T5.6 and had to be shot closer to 8’s so when we ran 
two cameras in the interior courthouse I carried an Angenieux 12:1 
(spherical) which my B camera operator used to shoot inserts and 
long lens coverage. I switched the Alexa out of it’s 4:3 sensor mode 
and into 16:9 mode when we used the 12:1.

As for the look of the fi lm, Courtney and I decided that we wanted 

to distinguish between the present day courtroom drama and the 
fl ashbacks that we segue in to as witnesses give testimony. We 
watched a lot of courtroom dramas in prep but one fi lm we kept 
coming back to was Sydney Lumet’s The Verdict (1982). We both 
loved the elegant camera moves, composed locked off frames 
and mellow cutting style. Courtney was very keen to emulate 
this style and as such we shot scenes in the courtroom and the 
surrounding courthouse sequences with camera moves that were 
precise, controlled and classically composed. Counter to this were 
the fl ashback sequences where I used a lot of hand held to give 
those sequences a slight edge and agitation to up the energy and 
create a mood that was slightly uncomfortable, especially as these 
fl ashbacks concerned themselves with Boone Lassiter (Belushi) and 

his aggressive behaviour towards his wife and son.

Boone Lassiter, the deceased violent father of the accused, was a 
successful Attorney who frequently travelled on a corporate jet before 
he came to his odious end. Several of the fl ashbacks took place on 
this jet, a Gulfstream IV. Whilst we had complete access to the jet for 
the shoot it was not allowed outside its hangar for security and safety 
reasons. To save on lighting I had production negotiate with the owner 
to park the jet parallel to the hangar door and on the day I had this 
door open so that the starboard side could be lit with natural light. On 
the port side I had an 18k mounted on a GF crane. I placed 4 x 4 216 
frames outside the passenger windows that were in shot so that these 
could blow out to white. The 18K with a half CTS played through the 
off camera windows and the gentle pendulum of the crane provided 

“I’m a big fan of older glass when shooting digital as it takes the sharp 
edge off the image and gives a more, dare I say, fi lmic look.”

Director Kieran Darcy-Smith and DOP Jules O’Loughlin ACS blocking in Hoot’s Saloon - PHOTO Brian Hilburn



requisite movement in the light to mimic the banking of the aircraft in 
fl ight. In the interior of the aircraft I used 1x1 lite panels and LED brick 
lights as well as accenting the architecture inside with the G IV’s own 
interior LED lights.

As this fi lm was a union fi lm I had to join IATSE and then conform to 
the rules and regulations associated with the union. If the $13,000 
joining fee was not egregious then being forced to hire an operator 
was. I was well aware about the union requirements of using an 
operator and was more than willing to tow the ‘party line’, not wanting 
to upset my hosts. This was diffi cult for me, as I’ve operated on all my 
fi lm and television projects, with the exception of Sanctum (2011). I’ve 
heard Don McAlpine ACS ASC talk about DP’ing and Operating and 

he talks about Operating putting you in the heat of the battle whereas 
just being the DP puts you on the hill overseeing the battle. I totally 
understand his reasoning, especially on projects such as Black Sails, 
which had enormous lighting setups and at times big action scenes. 
Being the A Camera Operator for the fi rst two seasons on that series, 
with those big setups and fast paced schedule, made me ponder the 
question many times. It really felt as though I was doing two full time 
jobs on set and it required immense concentration, especially as it 
was a physically demanding handheld show. It’s challenging to not 
let one facet slip a little at times. Lighting may become compromised 
as a very demanding shot steers your attention towards it or you 
might fi nd that you’ve spent the past forty-minutes lighting a set and 
you suddenly have to throw the camera on your shoulder and pull off 
some complicated choreography with the actors. 

Well, I tried using an Operator for the fi rst week on and it didn’t pan 

out that well. After three intense weeks of pre-talking at length about 
shots and the style of the show with the Director, coupled on the 
day with many handheld shots on top of a fairly brutal schedule, 
I found using an Operator slowed down the process. I was very 
empathetic with the union’s reasoning about protecting the position of 
the Operator but for me the fi lm came fi rst. After a week of shooting 
I told the Operator I was taking over full-time and gave him the 
choice to stay and shadow operate but he decided to move on. He 
subsequently returned to do some fabulous Steadicam work, but 
for the rest of the shoot I operated the A Camera. I had to carry a 
shadow Operator for the remainder of the show.

As chance would have it, a week after fi nishing The Whole Truth I 

started work in Greenwood Mississippi on a fi lm called By Way Of 
Helena. ‘Helena’ as it came to be known, was Sydney-Director Kieran 
Darcy Smith’s second fi lm after his Sundance opening fi lm, Wish You 
Were Here (2012). The fi lm is a Western set in 1887 about a Texas 
Ranger (played by Liam Hemsworth) who is sent on a mission to fi nd 
the missing niece of a Mexican General. He comes face to face with 
the mercurial preacher of the town Abraham Brant (played by Woody 
Harrelson). 

This fi lm was set up to shoot in Sante Fe, New Mexico, however the 
fi nance changed and the production was relocated to Greenwood, 
Mississippi. Not the grand sweeping vistas you would expect in a 
Western, but the money dictated and the challenge became about 
trying to source locations that could sell for Texas or the Rio Grande. 
The move to Mississippi was both a blessing and a curse. The 
promise of rebates and tax incentives meant that a fi lm that had been 

“If the $13,000 joining fee was not egregious 
then being forced to hire an operator was.”

Jules O’Loughlin ACS checks the light in the courtroom - PHOTO Alan Markfi eld
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close to falling over was revived. But ultimately, it became a curse. 
Not only did the locations prove to be a diffi cult match to those in the 
screenplay, but an entire company had to be brought in and housed 
at great expense to the production. What started out as an extremely 
tight 35 day shoot was reduced to just 30, and then two days before 
principal photography 3 more days were shaved off the schedule to 
a barely achievable 27. Rebates and government incentives are a 
wonderful thing for a fi lm if the location can work for the script – The 
Whole Truth was a great example of this. By Way Of Helena was a 
great example of where government incentives can work against you.

There was one plus to locating the fi lm in Greenwood. A large cotton 
plantation just out of town that had ceased working as a viable 
business back in the early 70’s and transformed into a museum 
became our back lot. The museum closed around 10 years ago and 
the place became dilapidated. The plantation was self-contained 
with 26 buildings in the complex, including a church, a smoke house, 
barns, pottery and candle making shops, a loom and sewing room 
and a blacksmith shop. Our Production Designer, Toby Corbett, 
revived the plantation by reinforcing and reviving some of the old 
buildings as well as building new ones such as Hoot’s Saloon and 
some private dwellings. We decided to go with the stark cream 
coloured buildings that were in situ hoping to give the town an added 
element of unease to amplify the cultish atmosphere that Abraham 
(Harrelson) had created here. 

Once again I decided to go anamorphic and Alexa 4:3 recording 
ProRes 444, but this time I decided to use the Hawke Lites, an 
Angenieux 56 – 152mm zoom and an Angenieux 12:1 with a rear 
anamorphic attachment. Kelli Bingham from Cineverse in New 
Orleans provided our package and gave us great support especially 
when our tough shooting conditions required gear to be swapped out 
or serviced.

One of the more challenging sequences was a shootout between 
our Texas Ranger David (Hemsworth) and some of the town’s folk. 
Originally written to take place at night, this sequence was restaged 
to take place during the day due to our scheduling issues. We had 
ten players in this scene, multiple shootings and a lot of dialogue so 
there was multiple sight lines and angles we had to capture and we 
had to shoot very fast in order to capture all the beats. The interior of 
Hoots was very dark as it was a deep set with only two large windows 
at the front and a very dark wood fi nish. Across the street and easily 
viewable through the two front windows was the gaol house that had 
a white wash exterior, like most of our buildings. Two 18K’s on pickers 
in the street provided hard light through the front windows. 

These I positioned so that they would punch deep in to the interior 
of Hoots. I had to shift them to keep them out of shot when I was 
shooting toward the windows or on a less acute angle to punch 
deep when shooting back towards the rear of the bar. In each of the 
four corners of the interior roof I had lights positioned. 4K’s pointing 
towards the front of the bar and 1.2ks towards the rear - all with 
chimeras. The high ceiling allowed me to easily raise these out of 
shot. In addition to this I used a 7ft Octodome with a 1.2k on the fl oor 
for more fi ll if needed or as a key light close to the action when facing 
the windows. The gaol house across the road was front-lit for most of 
the day and this posed a huge problem for exposure. It was an issue 
across all the buildings on our back lot and was talked about at great 
lengths in pre-production. 

As we didn’t have enough money for cherry pickers with fl y swatters 
for the duration of the exterior shoot in the town I knew that at times 
the sun hitting those buildings would become an issue. I had the tone 
brought down considerably before we started shooting but the gaol 
in full sun mixed with this dark interior was creating an exposure issue 
that was off the charts. With only one night scene left to shoot on the 
street I had the art department darken the gaol to an almost mid tone 
brown. To the eye all continuity with the gaol was gone but through 
the camera the gaol appeared the light cream that matched the rest 
of the town.

One of the very positive aspects of working on By Way Of Helena was 
getting to collaborate with some fi ne crew. Costume Designer Terry 
Anderson was a great asset to the fi lm. His colour choices worked 
beautifully within the landscapes and gave an impressionistic quality 
to the frames we shot. The cream coloured costume he designed for 
Woody’s cultish leader, Abraham, blended in beautifully with the white 
buildings of Mt Hermon and gave a great counterpoint to his insidious 
character. Terry dulled the original white costume to a more cream 
coloured tone to help me deal with the tough exposure conditions 
I would face with our exterior shooting. Another great collaborator 
was my Steadicam Operator Bela Trutz. Bela brought a wealth of 
knowledge and experience to the show having worked several times 
with Roger Deakins (CBE BSC ASC) and Greig Fraser (ACS ASC). 
He was very sensitive to the shooting style that Kieran and I were 

going for and like every great B Camera Operator he really fought for 
the integrity and purity of his shots. We also relied heavily on Bela 
when we formed a splinter unit with Luke Doolan directing in the last 
ten days of schedule. The two of them formed a formidable team 
and captured some beautiful and essential material for the movie. I 
can’t praise my Gaffer, Mike Kelly, enough. Mike stuck with Kieran 
and myself when the days were darkest on By Way Of Helena. After 
a week of fi lming the fi lm’s funding deal fell apart and we went on 
hiatus for several days while the Producers fought to have the fi lm re-
fi nanced. Due to the uncertainty we lost some key crew but Mike and 
his team stuck by us. Once we got under way again Mike provided 
me, and the movie, with invaluable work. His great eye for lighting and 
his infectious spirit made for a wonderful fi lm experience.  

Filmmaking really is about collaboration and what is clear, after my 
two years away shooting, is that having the right team, fi ghting for 
those people you know will work with you through good times and 
bad and to deliver on tight schedules, small budgets (or even on 
bigger budgets), will not only enhance the creative experience, but 
reward it.

By Jules O’Loughlin ACS

O’Loughlin is a freelance Director of Photography specialising in fi lm, 

3D and high defi nition Cinematography. His award-winning body of work 

includes Kokoda, Lucky Country, Sanctum, Wish You Were Here, and James 

Cameron’s Deepsea Challenge.

“After a week of fi lming our funding deal fell apart, 
we went on hiatus for several days while the Producers 

fought to have the fi lm re-fi nanced.”
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ON THE 

BEACHES
Join Cinematographer Germain McMicking 

and Director Glendyn Ivin in the trenches 

as they share the experience of transforming 

Victoria into the battlefi elds of WWI for the 

Nine Network’s much-anticipated 

Gallipoli miniseries. 

- story and interviews by Dante Pragier

DOP Germain McMicking shoots a scene in the frontline trench on the set of Gallipoli. - PHOTO Ben King.
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A young soldier sprints up the bloodied hills of the Gallipoli peninsula. 
He clambers over dead soldiers, friendly and enemy, and re-joins his 
squad with a freshly bandaged face. Pinned down, terrorised, faces 
wracked with tears, dirt, and blood, they are stunned to see him and 
ask what happened. “Went for a swim” he says with a haggard smile. 
Aussies are a droll lot.

In Channel Nine’s television mini-series production of Gallipoli, director 
Glendyn Ivin, director of photography Germain McMicking and the 
entire production team have strived for as close to total authenticity 
as possible – dedicating over three years to meticulously research, 
plan, recreate, and shoot. In the process, they have transformed 
Victorian shooting locations, turning Bacchus Marsh, Werribee and 
the Mornington Peninsula into a sweltering European locale. The eight 
episodes commemorate the one-hundred year anniversary of the 
most costly military campaign in Australian and New Zealand history.

The narrative follows a 17-year-old soldier, Thomas “Tolly” Johnson, 
played by Kodi Smit-McPhee, right from the initial beach landing 
through to trench warfare, desperate offensives, and inevitably 
to the fi nal evacuation eight months later. Smit-McPhee brings a 

grounded humanity to the role, and serves as the conduit through 
which we process the unfolding chaos of the battlefront. The young, 
South Australian actor joins an ensemble cast that includes Harry 
Greenwood, Lachy Hulme, Matt Nable, James Callis, and John Bach. 

Glendyn Ivin has emerged as a leading Australian director over the last 
decade. A VCA graduate, his short fi lm Cracker Bag won the Palme 
d’Or at the 2003 Cannes Film Festival. His critically acclaimed body 
of work includes Last Ride with Hugo Weaving – securing Ivin a Best 
New Director award at the Abu Dhabi Film Festival, as well as the Jury 
Prize at the Rome International Film Festival. 

Germain McMicking has a diverse portfolio, with over a decade’s 
worth of experience across commercial, music video, documentary, 
fi lm, and television work. His cinematography credits include the 
second series of the award-winning Wilfred and the AFI nominated 
feature documentaries Bastardy, and Lionel – the latter of which 
winning a Silver Palm Award at the 2009 Mexico Film Festival. His 
music video and commercial work has also been highly praised, 
including winning the 2001 Aria award for Music Video of the Year 
and 2006 Golden Guitar Award for Video Clip of the Year. McMicking 



and Ivin are old friends; when the opportunity to get involved with the 
project presented itself, the ambitious cinematographer jumped at the 
opportunity.

GM “When I got the call I was pretty excited. Besides 
 television commercials we hadn’t actually had the 

chance to work on a fi lm together as yet. This could be 
a pretty daunting prospect heading into a project of this 
scale, but I think we had a healthy respect for each other’s 
work and were comfortable that we’d quickly fi nd a short 
hand in describing the fi lms visual world. Besides his 
intelligent and pragmatic style on set, Glendyn is a great 
photographer and I was confi dent that this would lead to a 
strong, considered photographic approach to the fi lm.”

For Gallipoli, the production team set out to tell a fully encapsulated 
and historically accurate story. As soon as McMicking joined the 
project, he set to work studying the shooting schedule, scripts, and 
reference material.

GM “Glendyn and Jo Ford [Production Designer] had 
 a pretty amazing archive of images actually taken 

at Gallipoli during the campaign. They were all black and 
white and gave us a great insight into the spaces these 
soldiers inhabited and the textures, tones of the world 
and to an extent the quality of the light.”

One of the most crucial elements of achieving accuracy came through 
visiting the peninsula and understanding its unique topography. 

GI “We did an initial recce to go and think and wonder 
 and dream out loud about what it might be and 

actually stand there. Then we came back and took a lot 
of reference photographs and ideas back to Australia. 
Gallipoli is as much about geography as it is about a 
military campaign. So to visit the actual place, it’s not only 
to get your head around where people were and how big 
it is and what it actually looks like, the literal topography, 
but also there’s a real tone, there’s a feeling when you’re 

Bevan (Harry Greenwood) and Tolly (Kodi Smit-McPhee) charge on a Turkish trench at Lone Pine. - DOP Germain McMicking, PHOTO Ben King.
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there. And it isn’t manufactured. I think even if you didn’t 
know that something terrible had happened there, you 
would still hop out of a car and feel weird. It’s one of 
those places in the world. It’s a strange place visually. It’s 
unlike anything else along that entire peninsula. So I kind 
of feel, in a tonal way, that they were drawn to this place 
instead of stumbling across it by accident.”

Ivin describes himself as a ‘very visual’ director, and he worked closely 

with McMicking to frame a particular aesthetic. The two pored over 

collections of art and photography books as part of this process.

GM “We both agreed pretty early on that we wanted to
 create a fi lm which would evoke the period, but not 

be an impression of it. So there were a few photographic 
references that really sang out. Inge Morath and Saul 
Leiter’s early colour work were great infl uences on setting 
our colour palette. We loved how although the images 
are still rich and colourful, there’s a certain limitation to 
the range of the colours. Bill Henson’s images were also 
discussed for their textual beauty and luminous human 
forms at night. Glendyn was keen to keep a certain 
sense of classicism to the fi lm, but also have the ability 
to respond to performance and the space in a more 
immediate way. He wanted the fi lm to feel immersive for 
the audience but not begin to feel like a documentary.”

McMicking began to source the equipment he needed that could 

deliver the style and tone he wanted, but could also handle the testing 

conditions of shooting on exterior location.

GM “We knew from the outset that this was to be a 
 digital production. We would have loved fi lm, 

but given the speed with which we had to shoot digital 
was probably a blessing. I pushed to shoot primarily 
on 2 Arri Alexa Studios through Panavision. I knew the 
Alexa would be the right tool for job. It’s such a durable 
workhorse and we all knew we’d be hit with some pretty 
rough conditions.  We were predominantly an exterior 
location movie, and so over the 4 months we experienced 
so incredibly varied conditions. The Alexa’s sensor 
has a great fi lmic contrast and natural sense of colour 
which really helped achieve the period feel of the piece. 
I was really attracted to the mechanical shutter and the 
optical viewfi nder. We also used Glendyns’ Black Magic 
and Leica R series lenses for some insert shots, and 
explosions etc.

“Probably 75% of Gallipoli was handheld, but in a very 
steady and controlled way. We shot with two cameras 
like this, either cross shooting or shooting A and B 
camera down the same line on a long and a wide. It 
was pretty simple stuff in a way, but I think it needed 
that. Occasionally we’d get onto a crane or dolly, or 
the Steadicam but we didn’t need anything too fl ashy, 
there was enough going on! Grant Adams operated the 
B Camera and Steadicam throughout. He was pretty 
amazing to work with and complimented my operation 
perfectly. I was really blessed by a magnifi cent camera 
team headed up by First AC Chris Childs, who did an 
incredible job fashioning a team and kit which could work 
effi ciently and happily through the long weeks.”

2nd Camera Assistant Katherine Schachte loads the clapper prior to shooting a scene. - PHOTO Ben King.
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With ideas, inspiration, and equipment in place, the team set to work 
delivering a faithful recreation of the Mediterranean landscape. They 
embraced the challenge of transforming Victorian shooting locations – 
rendering them almost unrecognisable from their former selves.

GI “Germain did an incredible job. It feels European. 
 He did a lot of work and brought out a lot of big 

lights in the middle of the day to try to adjust contrast 
levels, and adjust saturation levels, to make it feel more 
European. There were a lot of us scratching our heads, 
going ‘far out, I’ve never brought out an 18k in the middle 
of the day’. It’s a big, expensive light to have sitting there 
when the sun is directly above it. And you can see it pay 
off. Particularly later on, there are whole sequences that 
just feel like you’re in the Mediterranean – that you’re not 
in Werribee or Bacchus Marsh.”

GM “One of the biggest challenges for us was lighting 
 some of the large exterior set pieces. 

The main location for all our trench work was shot out of 
Melbourne near Werribee at a shooting range. Jo Ford 
and her team found these huge stacks of earth which 
have been dug out of a cross city tunnel in Melbourne, 
and dumped out there some years previously. It was 
perfect from a design point of view as the earth was 
easily dug away and sections of pre cast trench could be 
more easily placed within. It gave us the other advantage 
in that we had clear edge without any horizon line in the 
distance. This allowed post to rotoscope along trench 
edges more easily and drop in actual background plates 

from the Gallipoli peninsula.”

“With our lighting I developed an approach with Steve 
Price [Gaffer] to really mix up our sources of light and 
work towards those references. On many of exterior 
trench scenes we used mix colour temperature lighting. 
We would often bounce an 18k back into the scene as a 
soft wrap and then stack up a couple of tungsten dinettes 
next to that bounce pushing back through a CTB and 252 
diffusion. It would give us this lovely big source that had a 
certain organic texture to it that we really loved.”

The achievements here are remarkable, and the viewer is given the 
opportunity amidst the brutality of the front to absorb the unique 
surroundings. As war-fi lmic convention thankfully departs a period 
of overly shaky hand-cameras and nauseous disorienting effects, 
it is a welcome stylistic choice to portray the duality of both the 
rugged beauty of the landscape with the terror of a young soldier’s 
experience.

In conjunction with skilled camera and lighting techniques, detailed 
work was done through the colour grading process to both evoke 
particular times and places, but also capture a gradual seasonal 
progression through the passage of time.

GI “Olivier Fontenay graded, there’s a lot of really 
 great grading going on. We were able to shoot 

sequences when it should’ve been 10am but it was 
overcast, so we’d shoot that sequence and you’d buy 
that it was 7am because we could grade it either way 
without direct sunlight.

“If you scan through the entire eight hours it starts quite 

Captain Eric Taylor (Jeremy Lindsay Taylor) loses his footing on the steep terrain. - DOP Germain McMicking, PHOTO Ben King.



heavy, saturated, bright, and sunny. Then it goes right 
through the seasons until winter, where it becomes quite 
monochromatic – all the colour is sucked out of it. So it’s 
very beautifully done.”

GM “Olivier had his work cut out for him on a number of 
 scenes. The fi rst episode was especially 

challenging, where we go from pre-dawn, through to end 
of the fi rst day of the invasion. This episode was all shot 
over a number of weeks, even some days within the fi nal 
week of our shoot due to actor availability. There wasn’t 
a great deal of consistency across the days, and Olivier’s 
grade really helped it through.”

In the fi rst episode, soldiers are seen sprinting under fi re up arduous 
hills in full combat uniform. Beads of sweat run down their faces as 
the overwhelming sun bears down from above. As dusk falls to night, 
we see the same soldiers peering into the ominous dark. And through 
the entire experience, the sense of being in a foreign land is palpable.

Of course, shooting in Victoria inevitably means being exposed to the 
full Victorian experience. Working through the seasons, from blistering 
hot days to rain and mud, the crew had to be ready for everything. In 
a sense, these extremities served to aid the production in its faithful 
recreation of the historical conditions across the Gallipoli peninsula.

GI: “In Australia we saw everything. 35 degree days 
with battles up and down the hills. We would backpack 
equipment up onto the mountain on the day. We’d shoot, 
we’d have lunch up there, and then we’d trek back down. 

It was extremely hot. And then we went right through an 
extremely bitter winter. We had rain and extreme mud at 
one point. As the series develops it gets incredibly wet 
and muddy.”

GM “The mud was pretty unbearable. One thing about 
 the location was that most of that stack of earth 

was basically soft river clay and sediment, so as soon 
as water touched it, it turned into slop. Everything went 
into slow motion there for a couple of days. I remember 
Jo Ford thinking it was fantastic, as now her set was 
perfectly ‘aged in’!”

The narrative aims for as close to chronological accuracy as 
achievable, and to this end includes key battles and events 
throughout the offensive. Baby 700, The Nek, Lone Pine, and 
Chunuk Bair are all depicted, but the story also portrays lesser 
known moments such as the May 1915 truce which allowed each 
side to bury their dead. Both Ivin and writer Christopher Lee sourced 
heavily from Les Carlyon’s work, but military consultants, records and 
accounts were also referred to in order to capture the events.

Of course, portraying a bitter campaign rife with night offensives, 
winter struggles and overwhelming battles spanning full days at a 
time, the crew had to meticulously plan shooting schedules and be 
ready to go at any time of day. Central to the narrative is the cyclical 
passing of time, whether day-to-day or season-to-season, and how 
the exhaustion and climate factors become as much of a threat to the 
ANZAC forces as the enemy does.

ANZAC troops disembark on the Gallipoli peninsula. - DOP Germain McMicking, PHOTO Ben King.
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GI “It was a TV schedule that we were shooting. We 
 didn’t have a lot of dawn or a lot of dusk to shoot 

in. So we were very conscious of using our shooting day 
as effectively as possible. When the sun got low enough 
we would be shooting early-dawn or sunrise stuff, and 
when it was high up in the sky we’d try and schedule the 
daylight stuff. So it was a real juggle.”

GM “We’d turn up early each day and work out a loose 
 structure for a scene, but always give ourselves 

the ability to change it up after we had a look at the block 
through with the actors. Glendyn was pretty keen to be 
adaptive and have a feeling of experimentation on set. 
There was certain looseness to the shoot which I think 
was really positive for the cast and crew.”

Additional location shooting in Turkey was also used to add to the 
authenticity of the production. After the 16-week main shooting 
schedule had wrapped up, Ivin fl ew back to take supplementary 
footage with second unit cinematographer John Brawley.

GI “I think we spent four days shooting. And there’s 
 a lot of that in the show. Anything in the 

background is real – it’s not CGI, the water is actually 
the Aegean Sea. We were trying to be as authentic as 
possible. From episode two onwards it becomes much 
more location based, once they’ve actually dug in. You’re 
in the trenches, literally. We mapped them on a real map 
of Gallipoli. They were facing the right way. The sun 

would always rise and fall in the right place. I shot place 
and maps and elements that I knew would – if you were 
standing there a hundred years ago – this is what you 
would see.”

The ANZAC story is well-treaded across popular media, from Peter 
Weir’s 1981 fi lm, to documentaries, novels, to Les Carlyon’s book 
which the miniseries is adapted from. To Ivin, it is the accuracy and 
totality of the narrative which distinguishes his production from the 
rest.

GI “No one has made a drama which is the defi nite 
 story, that starts in the thick of it, at the landing, 

and then eight months (or eight hours) later you leave on 
the boat.

“It’s very specifi c. We rarely leave Gallipoli. You’re on 
the peninsula most of the time. I don’t think it’s about 
rewriting bits, or rewriting the story, but it’s actually 
taking Les Carlyon’s book – which is an amazing 
documentation of the event, and dramatizing it with a 
degree of accuracy. It’s as close to what happened as 
anyone can get. What you see is what happened.”
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GM “There are so many smaller, more intimate 
 scenes that I fi nd really affecting: scenes between 

commanders Hamilton and Braithwaite as they begin to 
understand how the campaign is unravelling, and some of 
simpler scenes of life in the trenches between our heroes 
Tolly, Bevan, Dave and Cliffy.

When all of these elements come together, Gallipoli makes for truly 
stunning television. The entire crew’s passion and commitment to 
their work is infectious, and there are moments when everything from 
research, to production design, to cinematography, to acting, and the 
post production team come together in a truly remarkable way.

GI “There’s one shot in particular. I rarely use a lot 
 of hardware, if I had one camera in the hand for 

everything I’d be quite satisfi ed, but we brought in a 
Technocrane and a lot of equipment and we did this 
one huge battle in one shot. We started by pulling out 
from someone’s face and it reveals an incredible battle 
happening all around them. It was one of those moments, 
I think, on set where you look around and it feels like 
every person – and there were probably a hundred people 
on set that day – but everyone was working for this one 
shot. The actors, extras, stunties, gaffers, grips, the 
camera crew, wardrobe, make-up – everyone is there for 
this one moment. It’s a stunning sequence, and unlike 
anything I’ve seen in a World War I battle sequence.

GM “The battle of Lone Pine and the Nek really affected 
 me when I saw them cut together. I guess they’re 

the battles we know most about in the Gallipoli campaign 

and so maybe I’ve placed some special signifi cance on 
them, but I feel that they came together really well, and 
are pretty devastating to watch.”

After a production process spanning over three years, Ivin has every 
right to take a well-earned break. But the director has relished his 
work on television and is excited for upcoming projects – both on fi lm 
and television.

GI “I’m really attracted to television at the moment. 
 I’ve got a lot of fi lm projects that are sort of 

bubbling away, but I like the rapid-fi re nature of television. 
I like how quick it is. And I like that I’ve been allowed a lot 
of freedom to make things the way I want to make them. 
So there’s another TV series coming up that features a 
lot of interiors and talking, which is the exact opposite of 
Gallipoli. But hopefully it will be just as rewarding.”

McMicking is also keeping busy with projects, both local and abroad. 
After attending the premiere of Partisan (Dir. Ariel Kleiman & Warp 
Films) at Sundance festival’s World Cinema Dramatic Competition, 
he’ll be working on post for the feature Holding The Man (Dir. Neil 
Armfi eld & Goalpost Pictures) set for release later in the year. In 
between commercial work and the occasional fi shing day, he’s a 
Cinematographer to watch closely. 

Story and interview by Dante Pragier

Dante is a writer, actor, and drifter currently 

based in Melbourne.  

He is a contributing writer for 

Australian Cinematographer Magazine.

DOP Germain McMicking and Camera Operator Grant Adams and crew under fi re. - PHOTO Ben King.
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FORMATT HITECH Firecrest Neutral Density 
(ND) Kits - For most Cinematographers, 
photographers and fi lmmakers, neutral 
density fi ltration is merely a device, utilized to 
attain, adjust, correct and augment proper 
exposure. There are many applications; from 
drop-in types for matteboxes, to screw-on 
circular NDs for smaller photographic lenses, 
to the ever so popular variable strength 
faders. 

Filtration, like lens optics, is simply a tool 
for most, but to the ill informed, it can 
sometimes cause a lot of heartache. 
We often see so many users skimp on 
quality, which can often result in color 
shifts or cast, soft images and an 
overall degradation in picture quality. 

To the consumer end of the market, smaller 
screw on fi ltration systems are almost 
like normal & regulation standards. Most 
enthusiasts, and sometimes professionals, 
will buy fi lters solely for convenience and slap 
them on their prized lenses, without ever 
really considering the ramifi cations.  

From a practical standpoint, there exists logic 
in using quality screw in fi lters for a small 
camera package. However, going that extra 
mile in adopting a larger fi ltration system 
like a mattebox may mean access to higher 
tolerances in quality. When you consider the 
great lengths in which we all go to combine 
gorgeous large chip sensors, light sensitive 
cameras with beautiful glass, why is sticking 
random resin or glass fi ltration in front of all 
this cutting edge technology an afterthought? 

With convenience comes several problems, 
and here are just a few. Variable NDs 
are horribly soft when using tele-focal 
lengths, they vignette on wider lenses and 
they produce that dreaded X or butterfl y 
pattern when you over dial the maximum 
stop threshold. Unless you are buying into 
reputable brands, you may have to deal 
with inferior, mass produced materials or 
glass. Hence Its no surprise that you will not 
see cheap screw-on variable NDs on major 
feature fi lm sets or shot crucial camera set-
ups. 

With modern digital cameras now fl ooding 
the market, it is imperative that we 
understand how digital sensors are sensitive 
to infrared (IR) or “far red”.  With this in mind, 
IR pollution issues will vary from camera to 
camera depending on the type of fi ltration 
you use. Various camera manufactures also 
implement some degree of IR protection to 
their sensors.

One of the biggest, most revealing, obvious 
and signifi cant topic on fi ltration is this IR 
pollution. In my fi ndings, I’ve decided to opt 
for drop in fi lters using matteboxes. This has 
led some Cinematographers on a quest to 
fi nd fi lters that would be both conducive and 
neutral across a range of camera sensors. 
While there isn’t a ‘silver bullet’, there can still 
be consistency.

Enter the FORMATT HITECH Firecrest 
Neutral Density Kit. We recently pulled 
the trigger on a basic set of 4x5.65 fi lters 
comprising of a 0.3, 0.6, 1.2 IR ND and a 0.6 
horizontal soft grad for our brand new Bright 
Tangerine Misfi t mattebox. 

In a recent test, we utilised all these fi lters 
across a variety of camera sensors such 
as Arri Alexa, RED, Canon, Blackmagic, 
Sony, & Panasonic. The intent was to see 
how these fi lters stacked up to the different 
sensors. An effective way to see if fi lters hold 
up is to either stack fi lters or use strengths 
of 1.2 and above to search for obvious IR 
contamination. Unlike the old Schneiders 
that gave Canon cameras a noticeable 
colour cast, to the Tiffens only playing nice 
to the Alexas and REDs, these Firecrest IR 
NDs performed remarkably well and were 
frighteningly neutral across all the camera 
sensors tested.  

It would be safe to assume that most reviews 
or unregulated test are often fl awed, as there 
are so many variables and inconsistencies in 
the lighting (choice of gear, environment, etc). 
Unless testing is conducted in controlled 
conditions, we would suggest that everyone 
examine and try products themselves.  

FORMATT HITECH fi lters are designed 
and manufactured in the United Kingdom 

(Wales to be specifi c). They are a boutique 
manufacturing company that sets itself apart 
from its competition by claiming differences 
in four specifi c areas such extensive research 
into the science of fi ltration, having the most 
advanced computer controlled facilities, 
using only high grade materials and that 
are all made with love in Aberdare. They 
manufacture a variety of resin and glass fi lters 
for photographers & Cinematographers.

Build wise, these fi lters are made from Schott 
Superwhite glass. For the curious, Schott AG 
is a reputable German institution, developer 
& manufacturer for all things glass. Named 
after the glass chemist Otto Schott, who 
laid the foundations for glass science & 
technology back in 1884.  Just because any 
brand claims they use Schott glass, however, 
doesn’t guarantee a quality product. It all 
comes down to the implementation of the 
technology. FORMATT’s process is more 
than just using Schott glass. The Firecrest 
fi lters don’t use any dye. The ND is the result 
of rare earth metals coated to glass through 
an electrolytic process, and the coating is 
sandwiched to remove the possibility of 
scratching and damaging it. The fi lters are 
then precision polished for extreme surface 
fl atness so that when the camera is panned, 
there is no perceived distortion in the image.

We would like to use these fi lters more 
extensively before we come to any solid 
conclusions, but we must confess to be 
pleasantly surprised with them. When 
the revenue, along with research and 
development of a company like FORMATT, 
focuses solely on fi ltration and their 
manufacturing work is not shipped to the 
lowest bidder to somewhere in Asia - it’s 
almost a certainty you might just be getting 
something special here. 

Provided by Clinton Harn

Clinton is a Cinematographer, fi lmmaker, 
producer and audio recording engineer. He is 
a member of the Australian Cinematographers 

Society and is currently completing his Masters in 
Recording Arts & Sciences.
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An ongoing, independent review of our industry’s latest and cutting-edge equipment – by Clinton Harn
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LIGHT 
THE 
LIGHTS
Sion Michel ACS talks about how he came to shoot the 

exquisite-looking 1920s set Shanghai NoirShanghai Noir, and his 

experience  working in China – by Dick Marks OAM
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AC 
 Sion, can you tell us how you got started as a 

 Cinematographer? Who were your main inspirations?

SM 
 All my training started really in the back of a camera truck. 

 I went to AFTRS to do a Masters Degree in Cinematography, 
and that’s when I met fi lmmakers like Dion Beebe, who has been an 
amazing mate and colleague for twenty years now. 

In Australia, I had the opportunity to camera assist for legends in 
the industry like, Geoffery Simpson ACS, John Seale AM ACS ASC, 
Mandy Walker ACS ASC. Early on during my career I assisted László 
Baranyai ACS HSC who was great mentor and infl uence. In fact, 
during 1992 Dean Semler ACS ASC and Don McAlpine ACS ASC 
were my instructors at AFTRS in a series of Master Classes. 

I learned so much from all of them, not just their skills behind the 
camera but also their attitude, the way they were kind of graceful and 
laconic and, you know, would quietly fi nd the best shot but at the 
same time keep everybody happy, you know. I was able to observe 
and learn great diplomacy skills.

AC 
 Why did you return to the United States?

SM 
 I was shooting a television commercial for Australian 

 Director Brendan Young in Los Angeles, and Dion Beebe 
was shooting something in Hollywood. He was staying just down the 
road from me so we caught up. By that time we had already made 
a few fi lms in Australia which were were quite successful. But in 
the United States nobody knew anything of those movies, because 
America is such an ethnocentric place, to put it kindly. So Dion said 
to me, ‘Sion, nobody knows any of our fi lms. What are we going to 
do?’, and I explained that this was the United States and they don’t 
care about anything except America. I told Dion that we didn’t have a 
choice; we had to move there. Basically it took three and a half hard 
years of indie fi lms and indie commercials, trying to get the hours for 
the union, to get on the full roster as a DP with the local 600 here. 
That was hard; it was tough. I was shooting a car spot in Hollywood 
and Dion called me, he said, ‘Hey, what are you doing? I need you 

to come and operate for me?’. I asked what he was shooting and he 
said ‘Something called Collateral.’ I knew I was going to do a 24 hour 
day. I went down and joined him on Collateral (2004). After that I did 
Memoirs of a Geisha (2005) with Dion, as second unit DP and one of 
the two operators. 

AC 
 Did it feel like you were shooting an Oscar winning fi lm when 

 you were working on Memoirs of a Geisha?

SM 
 Before we started I said to Dion, ‘So are we going to go for 

 that little gold statue?’ He just smiled, and I told him I wasn’t 
going to do the movie unless we were going for the little gold statue. 
We had a brilliant script and we had a director who already had a Best 
Picture Oscar. He was going to have what they call in LA ‘Fuck-You-
Money’, so when the Producers say ‘go faster’, hes could turn around 
and say ‘no, we’re going to make this shot fi rst’. 

AC 
 One Academy Award for Best Cinematography later… and 

 the rest is history. Let’s talk about your latest fi lm Shanghai 
Noir. How did you end up shooting in China?

SM 
 In 1994, Dion called me up again and said, “Hey, I met this 

 Chinese director, a lady out of Hong Kong. Her name is Clara 
Law. She’s pretty intense, would you come and focus pull for me on 
this new fi lm she’s working on?” I asked to read the script fi rst and it 
was great, so I met with Clara and we shot Floating Life (1996). She 
is a very determined person, very focused, has a great eye and is a 
great decision maker. I admired her. 

Clara and I stayed in touch and she asked me to shoot my fi rst 
Chinese fi lm, Like a Dream (2008). That led me into another project 
called Hot Summer Days (2010). That was a fi lm that became the 
number one fi lm in China and pushed Avatar (2009) off the map! The 
great thing about China, and I think you’ll fi nd other Australian DPs 
coming home saying this, is that it is a very trying place to work, but 
it’s very, very visual. They love visual story-telling, they love to use the 
camera to tell a story, and that is what is so inspiring about working 
there. I almost get goose bumps talking about it because they don’t 
need two reverse shots of a mid shot. If they can do it all in a move in 

Shanghai Noir - DOP  Sion Michel ACS
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one shot and tell the story, and it may be something really audacious, 
they will. Shanghai Noir was very tiring and very physical and a lot of 
hard yards with the environment and living there. But fi lm language is 
universal, and once you learn about twenty words of Mandarin and 
have a translator next to you, you can go fast. They don’t have any 
idea of time off; they just go go go.

In China they know my Australian history, my Australian training. They 
know I come from the land where the light is two stops hotter than 
anywhere else. Americans always say to me ‘So what did you learn in 
Australia that you can’t learn here?’ and I explain that so many times 
we light from the shadows up, where the Americans just think going 

to bring in 5x18ks and do it from the lights down to the shadows. 

I went to Shanghai two times with Clara before we started shooting 
Shanghai Noir, and we did tests. Looked at RED - they wanted to go 
RED at one point and I was adamant we had to test other cameras. 
One because it was a twenties fi lm, and two because I just preferred 
the skin tones on the Alexa. 

AC 
 What were the major challenges of making this fi lm?

SM 
 I think the major challenge with this fi lm - and I think in China 

 it’s always a problem more than anywhere else I’ve 
experienced - was the actor’s availability. So that’s one of the main 
concerns that I always address with the producers every time I go. 
Tell me about the schedule, tell me about the availability, and they 
always say ‘So sorry, this actor isn’t available on these two days. 
What can we shoot on these two days?’ So a lot of times it means we 
might be revisiting a location, or doing the reverses on another day. 

Sometimes we would be shooting a really crucial scene for the plot, 
for the story, you know, a really pivotal scene - it might be sensitive, it 
might be performance based, it might even be action based like some 
crazy fi ght choreography, and the manager would come in and in 
Mandarin he would tell the ADs, ‘We have to leave in four hours!’ And 
we’re like, wait a minute, we’re going to be here in fourteen hours. 
You can’t go. So there would be all this to-ing and fro-ing and we 
might get an extra couple of hours, but we would always lose time. 

AC 
 Did you take any Australian crew with you?

SM 
 I’m very fortunate that I have an Australian focus puller.His 

 name is Matthew Wakai. Matt Windon told me, ‘Sion, I know 
this guy. He lives in Beijing. He’s half Australian, half Japanese, born 
in Kalgoorlie, and speaks Mandarin.’ Four movies later, this chap 
runs my cameras for me, and he speaks Mandarin with a nice West-
Australian accent. I love it.

AC 
 How did you achieve the 1920s look?

SM 
 I used nets, Christian Dior stockings from the 1960s. It’s 

 all about the weave. Sometimes on the front of the lens, and 
sometimes on the rear. We shot on three stages and the sets we had 
built. There’s one main street which we called Nanking Road which 
had a cable car, and most of the buildings are just facades. 

AC 
 That’s an amazing visual, the night scene. It has a yellowy 

 cast through it. So that’s a set?
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SM 
 Yes. It was a big challenge. The Art Department or us placed 

 all the lights, the practicals, I think that’s probably one of my 
favourite scenes. Somewhere in the back of my mind I had the look 
and feel of Blade Runner (1982).

AC 
 Did you have large, very soft sources over the top as your 

 main ambient light?

SM 
 Yes. Again, it wasn’t easy because of the way they had built 

 some of the sets. Sometimes the construction people hadn’t 

taken into consideration where we had to place lights for the ambient 
level. Another thing that was really prevalent in this fi lm was the use of 
haze and smoke. I had my own fi ve-man crew that manned hazers for 
me and always controlled the levels, and in almost every scene I used 
haze. Even exteriors, where we could lay it in. And these guys were 
really quite expert at doing it.

AC 
 Getting it right and consistent is a skill, isn’t it?

SM 
 Oh, a mad skill. Sometimes there would be things that I’d 

 want to hide, like a modern building. The ALEXA just sees 
forever. 

AC 
 It’s a very nervous moment for any Cinematographer because 

 you’re juggling nets and smoke that can go pear-shaped 
pretty quickly. 

SM 
 It all turns to mud if you don’t get it right. There were the 

 happy accidents, too. Things like where you know you’re 
pushing a neg right into the point where it would overturn, but you 
knew that it was going to be there, but you were still afraid until you 
saw it. And then you’d realise, ‘Oh man, that’s baked in. They’re not 
going to be able to lift that… it’s going to stay, just like that. Great!’

AC 
 You learn on every shoot, so what was it for you on 

 Shanghai Noir?
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SM 
 Well, I think the main thing that leapt out at me was the 

 incredible sensitivity of the Alexa. I have to tell you that many 
times my key light was at 0.5!

AC 
 You were peering into the dark?

SM 
 Yeah. Is that crazy or what?

AC 
 Unbelievable. Were you shooting 1.4, or somewhere 

 around that?

SM 
 Sometimes 2s, 2.1s. My gaffer is a guy named Wong Chi 

 Ming, and he’s a master. He’s the gaffer on almost every 
Wong Kar-wai fi lm. He’s an older man, and when we did the test I 
told him that sometimes the key would be 0.5 or 0.7, and he was 
like, ‘Oh, danger Sion, danger, danger.’ He would always tell me how 
nobody in Hong Kong ever does this, ‘This is danger.’ After we did 
the tests, we went to Technicolor in Shanghai and I showed him some 
stuff I’d underexposed, which looked good. Then we lifted it just a 
touch, and he was like, ‘Ooh, that’s so beautiful.’ So I went back to 
LA and I’d bought two new Spectra high sensitivity meters because 
my other one only went down to F1. I didn’t use a monitor to light by. 
I probably never will. We would do it by eye then use our meters. I still 

believe in the meter for measuring the contrast ratio. Especially when 
you’re at those kind of levels, and you know the sensitivity of the 
sensor. I also wasn’t afraid to shoot at 1200 ASA. 80% of the fi lm was 
at 800. And then there was some 1000, some 1200, but there was 
probably 30 or 40% where the key was F 0.7.

AC 
 It seems that one of the hardest things when transitioning to 

 digital would be to learn to measure darkness rather than 
light?

SM 
 That’s exactly right. Because you know how in the old days 

 we used to squint our eyes. I learnt that from all those great 
ACS Cinematographers, those guys always told me ‘just squint your 
eyes to see your lighting contrast’. Don McAlpine once told us at 
AFTRS to ‘Learn to see the world in black and white, then you won’t 
need that meter.’ I still do that now. 

AC 
 Good advice, Sion. Thank you. 

Interview by Dick Marks OAM

Dick is a semi-retired Director and Cinematographer 

and former Editor of this magazine
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A PASSAGE 
TO INDIA

Cinematographer Martin McGrath ACS 
takes us on a whirlwind tour of the 
lavish production that is UnIndianUnIndian 

– by Martin McGrath ACS
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This movie is not a Bollywood fi lm, I repeat, not a Bollywood fi lm! 
I’ve been told to make this clear. Bollywood fi lms are a particular 
beast, they conform to certain requirements, a love story with a 
couple of musical numbers, something you can sing along to, a 
fantasy transporting of the young lovers to an alpine village where 
they dance among the buttercups. This is not our movie. My Director 
on UnIndian, Anupam Sharma, has produced hundreds of these 
sequences and has now turned his skills and considerable intelligence 
to directing.

Who better to star than our very own fast bowler Brett Lee. Sounds 
risky right? Until working on this fi lm and meeting everyone involved I 
was not sure I understood how popular Brett is in the sub-continent. 
He’s huge! 3 million twitter followers and a swag of personality, infi nite 
patience and willingness to learn a craft that might intimidate a lesser 
man. In the beginning there was the script and the script was good. 
Written by Thushy 
Sathimorthy, it is a love 
story with a twist, a 
bit of humour and a 
suspenseful ending. 
Brett plays opposite 
Thanistha Chattagee, 
a celebrated actress who has acted her way through Europe and 
across many genres. She was a delight to work with and she and 
Brett made a believable couple. 

My fi rst thoughts were to ensure that the on set atmosphere was 
conducive to bringing this shared charm to the screen intact. Not 
easy. Filmmaking has a frustrating way of fl attening all atmospherics 
with the waiting game. Wait for this cloud, wait for hair. Shoot the 
two-shot, wait 20 minutes while we light for the single and then the 
reverse, no change out of an hour, maybe two. Challenging for good 
actors to keep a consistency, but for someone like Brett who might 
not be prepared for this? Remarkably he was up for it; somehow the 
right stuff needed to survive as a test cricketer is a type of toughness 
that can be applied to other disciplines. He was a natural.

Our Gaffer, Ben Dugard, was prepared for anything as well, I don’t 
give him much to work with as a rule, keeps him on his toes and he 
does well in a panic. I’m ok with planning but aware that there is a 
tendency to over order in the lighting department if you have too long 
to think about it. Either way, Ben knows me well enough to always 
come in with a plan independent from mine and work slowly towards 
it, then once I know what is really happening we smash the two 
approaches into a working plan and go at it. But I like to reserve the 
right to do nothing if I choose, there’s nothing worse than ordering up 
big and then trying to unwind it all.

We used 4K pars a lot pushed through quarter grid, and LED panels, 
Celebs usually, in a variety of confi gurations. Scrims and soft fl eckies 
and a lot of unbleached muslin on the deck, generally that sort of 
thing. I spend a lot of concentration on faces and trying to not over 
light whilst trying to make them look their best, attending to what 
works for what actors and how different lighting approaches can 
coexist. I am heading in the direction of making it all look fl awlessly 

natural. I am highly critical of my own work and note that my biggest 
criticism these days is that I occasionally fail to use the broad dynamic 
range digital is capable of. The same principals for fi lm apply but 
accurate monitoring does lead you to be more adventurous, and I 
need to be.

I miss fi lm occasionally but not as often as you might think. I trust 
my own eye and I like to be 80% lit by eye before pulling out a meter 
or checking a waveform. With the ARRI ALEXA I am now routinely 
dragging out the fi ll, adding a bit of negative fi ll or turning lights off. 
The broad dynamic range of the ARRI ALEXA was a huge advantage 
in taming the variety of skin tones across a large cast. I haven’t got to 
the grading stage yet so it’s too early to gauge but I am happy where 
the faces sit relative to exposure and I’m not anticipating any trouble.

At least these days I am not fi ghting for illumination. With native ISO 
around 1000 I know I am just moulding the light and not splashing it 
around. What I notice is that younger DP’s are into layering the light, 
using the mid tones and lower, putting colour in as an accent. Their 
eyes are attuned to the lower register, a lot of tone and texture comes 
from the use of colour and with the newer generation of cameras 
you need to put some interest in the shadows. If you don’t you can’t 
expect to have a pleasing shot that utilizes the best your camera can 
give. All this talk makes it sound like great planning and precision 
goes into lighting every scene. I’d be lying if I said that was so.

On UnIndian we had a very tight schedule and I spent a lot of 
time with the hard working Rick Beecroft, our 1st AD, shuffl ing the 
schedule around to suit, trying to avoid crazy scenarios where we 
might need to do the impossible, like still be shooting day whilst the 
car headlights are apparent. Thankfully Anupam, our director, was a 
very trusting man and he left us to sort it.

I have to say that I feel confi dent these days that I can turn most 
situations to an 
advantage and usually 
wonderful things come 
out of a bit of adversity. 
I was bought up with 
the rule that you fi nish 
the call sheet within the 
time allotted no matter 

what. There is good and bad in this. But it’s amazing how staying on 
schedule can lift morale. Even if the director feels he’s being rushed 
he can sense there is less small talk and a greater focus on the actors 
and supporting them. Everyone becomes a little more business like 
and if there is a real need to put the brakes on for any reason you can 
still do that.

The biggest eye opener for the shoot was how wonderfully prepared 
Brett was for his role as Will the charming Aussie love interest for 
Meara played by Thanistha. He arrived everyday fully rehearsed with 
lines down and ready to participate, he was never a problem and 
could not have done more to help. 

Working with Anupam Sharma was a real treat, he is a very 
experienced producer as well and aware of every aspect of the 
production so I am guessing it was hard for him to delegate the 
practical aspects of the production to others and just focus on 
the script and performances. But he has a great mind and has a 
wonderfully well-rounded view of humanity and it showed in his 
dealings with everyone. He made Brett feel supported without 
indulging him, coped with boats, weather, inexperienced actors, 
visiting dignitaries and never lost sight of the project, a very impressive 
debut. And he clearly enjoyed himself.

We shot with two cameras throughout. I quite like this way of shooting 
and don’t feel I am compromising my lighting. I trust the Operator (in 
this case Bruce Young) to line up our main shot, we work through the 
problems and fi nesse then light. Then I go about hunting for a 2nd 
camera position. Because I am the DP I am afforded a bit of licence 
and like to fully exploit it. I believe there are some shots you get with 
the 2nd camera that you would never arrive at by conventional means 
that are still quite special, an angle you were forced to consider 

“I miss fi lm occasionally, but not 
as often as you might think.”
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A CHAT WITH THE DIRECTOR
Anupam Sharma sits down with Urs  Berlinger

The cast and crew had just completed principle photography on UnIndian in Sydney when 
Australian Cinematographer got the chance to speak with Anupam Sharma, the fi lms Director.

“We’re just getting started with post”, he says, “I’m going through frame by frame what Martin 
shot for us and I’m liking what I’m seeing”. His Co-Producer Lisa Duff had suggested the 
AACTA Award-winning DP to Sharma. “I looked at all his fi lms and Muriel’s Wedding stuck out 
for me because it was, apart from being a great movie, the same kind of colour palette that we 
were dealing with on UnIndian”.

McGrath was sent the script; he liked it and said ‘yes’. But Sharma was surprised he’d agreed 
to shoot UnIndian because, “We didn’t know each other. His manager Jennifer Norton knew 
me and told Martin to ‘go for it’. That’s how we managed to land a legendary DP like Martin”.

“ Martin was my camera Buddha. “
After Sharma and McGrath met they quickly realized that they shared a similar vision, “The more 
we talked the more we elaborated, stretching and pushing the boundaries of what each of us 
were doing but it was totally in-sync”. Colour was very important to Sharma, “Martin was always 

involved in the early discussions with our Costume and Production Design teams. He knew that I loved the real traditional ‘Indian’ colours”. 

It’s obvious that Sharma was honoured to have a Cinematographer of McGrath’s caliber on his team, “Martin was my camera buddha. He 
was very calm and his attitude is what I really liked about working with him. With his experience I was looking up to him. I would always trust 
his judgment and when I looked through the monitor I knew we had done the right thing”. 

Interview by Urs Berlinger

Berlinger is a Swiss Cinematographer and a former fi lm-student at 

Swinburne University of Technology in Melbourne. He now lives in Zurich.

because that’s all you could get, that really conveys something. Also 
it’s a very expedient way of getting coverage without having to drag it 
out. Yes, I am often asked to cross shoot, and never rule it out without 
fully exploring the possibility.

One of the best parts of this project for me was to be able to work 
with Bruce Young, a hugely experienced Cinematographer in his own 
right, who asked to lend a hand. He was the DOP on The Code (ABC 
TV, 2014) and the upcoming Secret River (see page 18). Bruce has 
been an operator for many ACS members. 

With a couple of decades in this game I am aware of people looking 
to me as if I must have the answer to all things camera but in the 
area of camera operating, as with manipulating light there, is always 
another way of seeing things. Hearing Bruce’s spin on how and where 
actors should move through a frame was a master class for me. 
Operating is certainly at the core of the storytelling craft and its hard 
to teach. Operators like Bruce have learnt the hard way by pumping 
out a TV hour a week for countless shows over many years. It was fun 
to watch him in action.

This brings me to schedule and the speed at which independently 
funded features, like Unindian, are expected to be shot. I think of it as 
a comfortable jogging pace rather than a sprint but it is possible to do 
good work under these conditions. I am used to putting the actors 
performance high up on the priority list. If that means making the odd 
compromise then so be it. It’s a good thing to be able to give an actor 
space to work and reassure them that where ever they go the camera 
will fi nd them, and that continuity issues are not important because 
you are capturing the reverse at the same time. Heresy! I hear you 

“I am used to putting the actors performance high 
up on the priority list. If that means making the odd 

compromise then so be it..”
say, maybe, but it’s all fun and if it doesn’t work you can always pull 
the A camera out and do a pick up before moving on.

All this assumes you have good focus pullers and that is not always a 
given. In this case Nillis Finne and Johnno Moore were more than up 
to the task. We were always reaching for a stop around 2.8 and I like 
to move the camera a lot so they were never bored. 

I just recently returned from the UK shooting Banished for the BBC 
where I had a dedicated DIT on set keeping me honest with feedback 
on exposure, colour temperature, scene matching. She was also 
in charge of syncing rushes. We tried for something similar here on 
Unindian but it didn’t quite happen. However we did have the services 
of the very talented Nia Shelta, data wrangler to the stars, who kept 
us updated on all technical considerations from the comfort of the 
Soundfi rm offi ces.

In all this was a wonderful experience for all concerned, marred 
towards the end by our proximity to Phillip Hughes sad and sudden 
passing. It touched us all and was a huge blow to Brett who lost a 
good mate. It was wonderful to see the crew rally around him and 
show their support.

UnIndian is set for release later this year.

Story by Martin McGrath ACS

Martin career started when he shot Jocelyn Moorhouse’s Proof (1991) and 

the hugely successful Muriel’s Wedding (1994). He has been a staple of the 

Australian fi lm & television landscape ever since.
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MAN - Director of Photography: 
Brad Francis (QLD). Man is a dark 
exploration of what it is to be a man in a rural 
shearing community fi lled with drug abuse 
and racial violence. Written and produced 
by Dave Christianson, Directed by Richard 
Hughes and shot by Cinematographer Brad 
Francis.

Shot over eight days in remote Western 
Australia, the locations paint a textured 
tapestry of hard country life. Nothing was 
‘production designed’ and most locations 
were shot as is, or with a little bit of dressing 
which kept a true-to-life connection with the 
locations.

The team was lucky to secure the support 
of Southern Cross Cameras, who offered 
Francis use of an Alexa kit with a set of Cook 
5i’s to lens with. It was the perfect travel kit, 
compact yet fully functional. Oliver Braslin 
from Sydney did a fantastic job managing 
the gear in the challenging environment, 
and Chris Hocking wrangled data like a 
Jedi. Shooting 1:2.40 aspect ratio was the 
perfect choice for wide sweeping Australian 
landscapes, giving the fi lm a beautifully 
cinematic feel.

Gaffer Tom Holt sourced the compact 
lighting kit from Perth, however due to the 
limited budget and lack of a generator, the 

crew were limited to smaller lamps running 
off house power, with a couple of 1.2K HMI’s, 
a 2.5k HMI, kinos and some smaller tungsten 
lamps.

Brad used practicals a lot in the shearing 
shed by installing china hat style down lights 
throughout many of the locations. The main 
Shearing shed had many holes/ windows 
and an open side that let natural light wash 
through and mix the color temperatures 
beautifully. It was mainly an exercise of where 
to cut back light, rather than putting light in.

Man won Gold at the 2014 QLD ACS 
Awards for Cinematography.

RED REVERIE - Director of 
Photography: Yoshuya Shimasaki 
(NSW).  Red Reverie follows the story 
of young Oliver, through his imagination, 
sparked by a birthday present sent by his 
father. Shot by Yoshuya Shimasaki, the 
fi lming spread from South Coast NSW to the 
Blue Mountains.

Because the fi lm frequently travels back 
and forth between reality (a house) and 
imagination (a forest), Shimasaki uses 
a Freefl y Systems MoVI M10 for almost 
the entire sequence of the character’s 
exploration.  The Black Magic Cinema 

Camera was a perfect choice to couple with 
the MoVI, because of its exceptional image 
quality packed into the compact size and 
weight. Shimasaki chose to shoot with a 
Sigma 10-20 f3.5 for his work with the MoVI, 
with this lens giving him the range needed for 
almost all of this coverage without the need to 
re-balance. Because of the fl exibility of MoVI’s 
movement and size, the production was 
able to save a lot of time while fi lming in hard 
to access locations. The production team 
constantly explored innovative opportunities 
with this kit as well as how it could benefi t the 
production values of the shoot. One setup 
involved the director carrying the MoVI down 

a ladder, as Shimasaki operated the camera 
head like a jib arm.  

Another compact piece of equipment that 
Shimasaki used was the Kessler Pocket 
Dolly with motor drive, allowing the team 
to achieve very slow, smooth dolly moves. 
Because the space was extremely tight for 
a lot of the Red Reverie’s scenes, the slider 
was the only choice for these kind of shots. 
The long, fl uid camera movements were 
strategically planned to be matched with 
certain pieces of music in post production, 
becoming a vital part of what makes this fi lm 
so emotional. 
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MAN - DOP  Brad Francis

RED REVERIE - DOP  Yoshuya Shimasaki



THE DEN - Director of 
Photography: Darrell Martin (VIC).  
The Den is a dark comic narrative of teenage 
seduction inspired by aboriginal Gunai/Kurnai 
tribal legend. The short fi lm was shot entirely 
on location in the sacred Den of Nargun in 
the Mitchell River National Park in Gippsland, 
Victoria. It tells the story of a young girl who 
seduces a boy into the beautiful landscape 
in order to feed him to the sinister creature 
dwelling within. 

Cinematographer Darrell Martin shot The Den 
over two days on a Red Epic with a set of 
Cooke Xtal Xpress anamorphics (provided by 
Greg Lloyd at Panavision Melbourne). These 
widescreen lenses were popular in the eighties 
and were used on such fi lms as Return Of The 
Jedi (1983) and Lifeforce (1985). 

Inspired by the natural, stunning location of 
a gorge in a rainforest, the look of The Den 
was driven by its spectacular landscape. 
The cinematic approach was to balance 
the natural beauty with an ongoing sense 
of unease by using camera movement and 
extreme wide-shots that almost dwarf the 
actors against the expansive backdrop. More 
traditional use of mid-shots and close-ups 
gave the actors a much-needed intimate and 
refl ective approach, while still maintaining a 
sense of scale. 

While the immense visual beauty of the 
location provided fantastic opportunities 
photographically, the logistics of the terrain 
were a major consideration in approaching 
the shoot. A six-foot slider, professionally 
made by local grip Brian Pribble, and a Milller 

mini-jib were also taken into the location 
and used throughout the shoot to provide 
camera movement. The fl exibility of the slider 
meant that it could be setup in the water and 
allowed for tracking shots where the camera 
itself was only an inch or two above the 
water’s surface. It rained for most of the two 
days and the Red Epic performed perfectly 
throughout.

----

Written by Mitch Kennedy

Brisbane-based Kennedy is a versatile 

Director/DOP, creating content for television 

commercials, music videos 

and short fi lms.
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