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Going Solo
Push the boundaries with the highly mobile 
4K professional camcorder

Meet your amazing new shooting partner – the PXW-FS7 XDCAM camcorder.

Designed for a single operator, the highly portable FS7 is equipped with an 
array of powerful features centred around a Super 35mm Exmor™ CMOS 
sensor, supported by 4K and HD internal recording. Plus Super Slow Motion and 
a wide range of frame rates.

The FS7 adopts the game-changing Sony  E-mount system, which gives users 
a wide range of lenses specially optimised for both moving picture and still 
photography. It can also accept PL or Canon EF and other DSLR lenses via third-
party adaptors.

Whether you use the FS7 as a shoulder-mount or handheld camcorder, this 
light-weight dynamo is bound to impress in more ways than one.

• Easily set-up for one-person operation
• Highly-sensitive Super 35mm Exmor CMOS Sensor with 8.8 million effective pixels
• Internal recording in 4K and HD resolutions
• Support for S-Gamut3.Cine/S-Log3 and SGamut3/S-Log3
• Expanded flexibility with XDCA-FS7 Extension Unit for Apple ProRes 422 encoding, 

multi camera set-ups and 4K/2K RAW external recording.

For more information, please email us at sonypro.anz@ap.sony.com

PXW-FS7

pro.sony.com.au
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Blackmagic URSA is the world’s fi rst high end digital fi lm camera 

designed to revolutionize workfl ow on set. Built to handle the 

ergonomics of large fi lm crews as well as single person use, URSA 

has everything built in, including a massive 10 inch fold out on set 

monitor, large user upgradeable Super 35 global shutter 4K image 

sensor, 12G-SDI and internal dual RAW and ProRes recorders.

Super 35 Size Sensor

URSA is a true professional digital fi lm camera with a 

4K sensor, global shutter and an incredible 12 stops 

of dynamic range. The wide dynamic range blows 

away regular video cameras or even high end broadcast cameras, 

so you get dramatically better images that look like true digital fi lm. 

The extra large Super 35 size allows for creative shallow depth of fi eld 

shooting plus RAW and ProRes means you get incredible quality!

Dual Recorders

Blackmagic URSA features dual recorders so you 

never need to stop recording to change media. 

That’s critical if you are shooting an historical event, 

important interview or where you just cannot stop shooting! Simply 

load an empty CFast card into the second recorder and when the 

current card is full, the recording will continue onto the second card, 

allowing you to change out the full card and keep shooting!

Introducing Blackmagic URSA, the world’s fi rst 
user upgradeable 4K digital fi lm camera!

User Upgradeable Sensor

Blackmagic URSA features a modular camera turret that can 

be removed by unscrewing 4 simple bolts! The camera turret 

includes the sensor, lens mount and lens control connections 

and can be upgraded in the future when new types of sensors are developed. 

This means your next camera will be a fraction of the cost of buying a whole 

new camera! Choose professional PL mount, popular EF mount and more!

Built in On Set Monitoring!

Say goodbye to bulky on set monitors because 

you get a massive fold out 10 inch screen built 

into Blackmagic URSA, making it the world’s 

biggest viewfi nder! The screen is super bright and features an ultra 

wide viewing angle. URSA also includes two extra 5” touch screens on 

both sides of the camera showing settings such as format, frame rate, 

shutter angle plus scopes for checking levels, audio and focus!

Blackmagic URSA PLBlackmagic URSA EF
$7,035 $7,755

www.blackmagicdesign.com/au
Lenses and accessories shown are not included
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Thank you to all the readers who contacted me with kind 
feedback after my first issue. It really was very much appreciated. 
Let’s now dive head-first into issue #66, which is truly an 
international affair.

Australian Cinematographer takes you from the arid deserts of 
Namibia in Sub-Saharan Africa to the site of Fukushima Nuclear 
Disaster in Japan. From DPs picking-up awards at Sundance 
in Utah to re-creating terrorist attacks on the streets of London. 
Meanwhile, back home in Australia, we’ll take you to outer space! 
(sort of).

Any questions you have about the Cinematography on George 
Miller’s epic Mad Max: Fury Road, will undoubtedly be answered 
in this issue. Not only do we have an exclusive interview with the 
film’s Academy Award-winning DOP John Seale ACS ASC, but 
we go deeper into the story speaking with the film’s Visual Effects 
Technicians, the 2nd unit DOP and even the Colourist, to bring 
you the most comprehensive coverage you will find anywhere on 
this film.

Look out for Australian Cinematographer at the upcoming Sydney 
Film Festival (3-14 June) and Melbourne International Film Festival 
(30 July-16 August), where we will be bringing you all the latest 
Australian film and Cinematography related news, reviews and 
interviews.

And finally, a personal thank you to all our collaborators on this 
issue. Your contribution to our magazine is appreciated beyond 
words.

James Cunningham 
Editor,  
Australian Cinematographer Magazine

CORRECTIONS

Our sincere apologies to two-time Milli Award-winner Ben Nott ACS, whose 
name we misspelt in the article ‘Enter Camerimage’ in issue #65.

Australian Cinematographer would also like to extend our apologies to 1st AC 
Steivan Hasler for not using the correct spelling of Steivan in our feature on the 
film ‘Last Cab to Darwin.’

Our Annual ACS National Awards for Cinematography are always 
a special evening for so many varied reasons. None more so this 
year, as they were hosted by the Tasmanian Branch at Hobart’s 
Museum of Old and New Art (MONA). 

The evening was tinged with some sadness, as it was the first 
opportunity we have had to honour the memory of our dear 
friend Andrew Lesnie ACS ASC. Many would say that Andrew’s 
collaborations with Dr George Miller, Sir Peter Jackson and 
recently, Russell Crowe were a great part of that legacy, but 
personally the films Andrew did with Bill Bennett and Jan Sardi 
really resonated with me. It was more than just iconic images 
on screen, it was his compassion and his capacities to mentor, 
teach, listen, collaborate and encourage any who crossed his 
path and engage with him. What a wonderful legacy indeed. 

It was my pleasure to announce three Hall-of-Fame inductees: 
early explorer and wartime-cinematographer Sir Hubert 
Wilkins, Cinematographer and one of the original ACS founding 
committee Keith Loone ACS, and Cinematographer Martha 
Ansara, who was totally in the dark regarding her accolade. I 
presented ACS Accreditation to David Brill ACS and Mark Dobbin 
ACS, both deserving Tasmanians, followed by the Ron Windon 
ACS Contribution Awards to the legendary Ray Martin AM, life 
member Dick Marks OAM whose relationship with the Society 
goes back decades, and to two other deserving recipients, Peter 
Curtis ACS and David Wakeley ACS. 

There were many highlights including the presence of celebrated 
Director Peter Weir AM and Russell Boyd ACS ASC as our 
dual Guests-of-Honour. The presentation of the Milli Award, 
however, draws people to the edge of their seat and this year 
was no exception. Garry Phillips ACS from NSW concluded 
the illustrious ceremony by picking up the 2015 Milli Award as 
Australian Cinematographer of the Year for The Railway Man. 
Congratulations from us all Garry. 

Peter Curtis ACS and the Tasmanian Branch committee can all 
hold their heads high as the Awards weekend was an outstanding 
success, and the thing most evident was the camaraderie that 
exists among Cinematographers and all those who attended to 
be part of the spirit of friendship and excellence. 

Until next time,

Ron Johanson OAM ACS 
National President, 
Australian Cinematographers Society

FROM THE EDITORFROM THE PRESIDENT
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An enjoyable night kicked off with 

the Master of Ceremonies, legendary 

Ray Martin AM, rousing the audience 

with his classy brand of wit and 

professionalism. Among a room full of 

friends were distinguished guests that 

included Peter Weir AM, and Academy 

Award-winners Russell Boyd ACS ASC 

and John Seale AM ACS ASC, and 

Tasmanian Governor the Hon. Kate 

Warner. 

The first two awards were promptly 

presented to Maxim Hussey and 

Benjamin Cotgrove in the ‘CineKids’ 

and ’Student Cinematography’ 

categories respectively. As first-time 

winners, their awards will undoubtedly 

inspire them on to further successes. 

War and disaster echoed heavily in 

the news sections, with Cameron 

Bauer picking up a Golden Tripod 

for Ukraine Uprising, along with Joel 

Lawrence for Tsunami Anniversary. The 

high standard of nominees this year 

throughout the current affairs categories 

continues to demonstrate Australian 

Cinematographers’ passion and 

OH WHAT A NIGHT!
The 44th Annual ACS National Awards for Cinematography were announced at an impressive  

evening at Hobart’s Museum of Old and New Art – by James Cunningham

bravery, continually going above and 
beyond for the stories they bring us.

National President Ron Johanson 
OAM ACS received his career’s fourth 
Golden Tripod in the ‘Experimental & 
Specialised’ category for Dreamworld 

Corroboree, Brisbane-based Tony Luu 
ACS also won his fourth for Paddock to 

Plate in ’Station Breaks & Promos’, and 
the black and white George Michael 
video Let Her Down Easy earned Callan 
Green ACS his fourth in ‘Music Clips’. 

“... the current affairs 
categories continue to 
demonstrate Australian 

Cinematographers’ 
passion and bravery...”

Among the documentaries the 
acclaimed Talking Language with 

Ernie Dingo received Gold in ‘Cinema 
& TV’ for young NT member Dylan 
McDonald, while Mountain Air - Valley 

Mist earned Joe Shemesh Gold in 
‘Wildlife & Nature’. Looking over the 

nominees in these categories proves 
that Australian documentaries are 
consistently surprising, challenging and 
inspiring audiences around the world. 
Jim Frater ACS rounded out the class 
with a well-earned win in ‘Dramatised 
Documentaries’ for The War That 
Changed Us (Ep. 1).

Garry Phillips ACS concluded the 
illustrious ceremony by picking up the  
Golden Tripod for The Railway Man in 
‘Features - Cinema’, then also earning 
for himself the 2015 Milli Award. The 
Tasmanian setting provided a suitably 
elegant environment for what was a 
delightfully enjoyable evening. The 
spirit in the room was high, and evident 
of the great camaraderie among 
Cinematographers and their admirers. 

Head to the Australian 
Cinematographers Society online to see 
the full list of the night’s winners.

A playwright and photographer, James  

Cunningham is the National Editor of  

Australian Cinematographer Magazine.

Ron Johanson OAM ACS opens the 44th Annual ACS National Awards for Cinematography - PHOTO Alastair Bett
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In February, Australian Director of 

Photography Germain McMicking, 

who has recently been shooting the 

film Holding The Man in Melbourne 

and Sydney, won the ‘World Cinema 

Dramatic Special Jury Award for 

Cinematography’ at Utah’s prestigious 

Sundance Film Festival. McMicking’s 

previous films include Not Quite 

Hollywood (2008), Dead Europe (2012) 

and most recently the Nine Network 

series Gallipoli (2015).

In Partisan, French actor Vincent Cassel 

features as a father who has raised his 

son (newcomer Jeremy Chabriel), as an 

assassin. The story is told through the 

eyes of eleven-year-old Alexander who 

has been raised by Cassel’s charismatic 

and troubled father figure. Alexander 

slowly but eventually begins to question 

his father’s deadly teachings. 

In his feature debut Director Ariel 

Kleiman, also Australian, bitterly portrays 

a captivating ‘hidden world’, then casts 

banal moments with an increasingly 

sinister light. Kleiman filmed Partisan 

with McMicking in both Australian and 

European locations. “Sundance is such 

SUNDANCE WIN FOR McMICKING
Australian Director of Photography Germain McMicking wins distinguished Cinematography prize at the  

Sundance Film Festival for the new Australian psychological thriller Partisan – by Vanessa Abbott

a warm environment to play your 
movie, meanwhile it’s freezing outside. 
We were overwhelmed with all the 
positive first reactions audiences had 
to the film”, says the Director.

Entertainment trade magazine 
Variety says after the film’s Sundance 
screening “Discerning viewers will 
take note of a film that marks the 
arrival of a filmmakers watch” while 
The Film Stage said simply “Partisan 

is beautifully shot by McMicking”. 
Along with the tag line ‘Protect the 
ones you love’, Partisan received an 
Australian cinemas release on 28 May. 
Australian Cinematographer would like 
to congratulate Germain on his win.

Vanessa Abbott is a former student of 

Cinematography, festival-goer and writer  

living in Brisbane.

A scene from ‘Partisan’ - DOP Germain McMicking

Vincent Cassel in ‘Partisan’ - DOP Germain McMicking



MENTORSHIP WITH DAVID EGGBY ACS
Emerging Cinematographer Filip Laureys shadows the Award-winning DOP  

on two films as part of this exceptional program – by Filip Laureys

The first time I was introduced to the 
idea of mentorship was at the ACS Vic/
Tas Awards in 2013. I was approached 
by Ron Johanson OAM ACS who asked 
me about my plans for the future. Two 
of my student films did quite well that 
evening and he suggested that I might 
pursue my passion further. I asked if 
it would be possible to shadow David 
Eggby ACS as I really admired his work. 
Johanson helped me prepare for the 
mentorship and passed on my details 
and resume to Eggby. 

Eggby invited me to join him on the film 
The Moon And The Sun in Melbourne 
and 2:22 in Sydney. It was incredible 
to watch him approach the lighting, 
framing and adjusting the fine details 
of the scene. I really enjoyed this 
experience also because I could talk 
to people from different departments. 
The Art director Michelle McGahey 
was happy to share her thoughts on 
practical lights and what kind of lighting 
would best do justice to different types 
of sets. It was a totally new perspective 
for me, understanding the space before 

turning on a single light. The gaffer 
on 2:22, Reg Garside, showed me 
different types of diffusion and let me 
help with some of the practical effects 
for a simulated travel scene. Being 
hands on I saw how flipping mirrors and 
slowly moving flags in front of lights can 
simulate real world environments. 

Most of the time I tried to stay on top 
of the situation, but one day he asked 
me for a spot reading of flesh of the 
actor. I rushed in, tried to remember all 
the rules, like don’t block your key or fill 
light, make sure not to get the specular 
reflections off the skin but I kept getting 
this strange 12ev reading. It was that 
day that under the pressure of the set I 
learnt that you have to clear the settings 
on the Minolta spot meter to switch to 
f-stop reading. Several painful moments 
later, the operator Luke Nixon showed 
me a trick to make sure I get a good 
reading. Luckily I was given another 
chance a few days later and got a good 
read. 

I learned many important lessons on-

set, the 1AC Adrien Seffrin took the 
time to explain marking and dealing 
with actors. There is a magical moment 
during rehearsal when the actors are 
still finding their marks and when it’s 
already too late. There are so many 
impressions, tricks and lessons I 
learned through the ACS Mentorship.

I’m incredibly grateful for this 
opportunity and try to use Eggby’s 
advice on my own projects. He takes 
time to comment on my work and 
always tries to encourage me to 
be more adventurous. I’m currently 
using his advice and guidance on an 
independent feature film being shot in 
Melbourne, and whenever I take a spot 
reading I remember that day on set and 
make sure I clear the memory on the 
meter. 

Laureys is a young photographer, 

Cinematographer and filmmaker based in 

Melbourne.

David Eggby ACS and Filip Laureys together on set - PHOTO BY David Eggby ACS
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Rosco Australia Pty Limited 42 Sawyer Lane, Artarmon 
NSW 02 9906-6262 www.rosco.com 

New from Rosco - SoftDrop! 
SoftDrop is the latest in Rosco’s Academy 
Award® range of backdrops. Available in sizes 

retardant SoftDrop is lighter than traditional 
backdrops, easy to rig and uses less light to 
achieve the excellent results.

Desperate for answers, a grieving father 
enters a service station armed with a 
gun, only to find a quietly spoken boy. 
This is the synopsis for a new short 
film starring John Batchelor (Red Dog) 
and James Fraser (The Water Diviner). 
Written and directed by Joel Noble and 
Carly Heaton, Turn was photographed 
by Cinematographer Tony Luu ACS who 
had previously collaborated with the 
directors on television commercials and 
broadcast projects.

Shot over a long night in Sydney in 
November 2014, Turn was captured 
on an Alexa XT Plus in Arri Raw using 
C- and E-Series Anamorphic lenses 
kindly provided by Panavision. Luu 
developed the look in conjunction with 
the directors, creating a colour palette 

NO TURNING BACK
Golden Tripod-winning Cinematographer Tony Luu ACS’ latest project  
delves into the human condition – by Carly Heaton & Joel Noble

that backed up the film’s themes of 
abandonment and loss. By balancing 
a mix of practical fluorescent lighting 
found on location and colour inspired 
by sodium street lighting, Luu crafted a 
look that was desaturated and gritty, yet 
realistic, making the location a strong 
antagonistic force in its own right.

“The directors wanted to use the 
themes of heat and claustrophobia to 
entrap the characters and reinforce 
the tension in the script, we were able 
to augment these ideas with choice 
of colour and framing, calling on 
negative-looking space to punctuate 
certain beats”, says Luu. 

“We were able to 
augment these ideas 
with choice of colour 

and framing.”
Turn was finished at The Gingerbread 
Man, graded by Colourist Jamie 
Heidger and will be entering festivals 
including the Cannes Film Festival’s 
‘Short Film Corner’ this month.

Carly Heaton is an award-winning creative 

director who writes and directs television promos  

at Foxtel. Joel Noble is a writer, director, 

producer and editor for television, music and 

commercials. Turn is his first dramatic short film.
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A scene from the short film ‘Turn’ - DOP Tony Luu ACS



Boy Lights Fire, 2010 - COURTESY David Lynch

After months of anticipation David 
Lynch: Between Two Worlds opened 
on 14 March at Brisbane Gallery of 
Modern Art (GOMA). Darkly delightful, 
this exhibition explores Lynch’s entire 
practice as an artist and filmmaker 
featuring over 200 works from his 
50-year career. Accompanied by 
soundscapes written by the man 
himself, the exhibition is the first ever to 
stage Lynch’s work in Australia.

Amidst the painting, photography, 
printmaking, industrial design, music, 
moving image and documentaries, this 
exhibition combines Lynch’s well-known 
masterpieces along with some lesser-
known hidden gems. The exhibition 
is an ode to the duality of beauty and 
horror, pleasure and pain, life and death; 
a perfect summary of Lynch’s powerful 
work.

In conversation with Lynch at the 
opening, he explained his many 

THE TWISTED MIND OF DAVID LYNCH
Works from acclaimed Director David Lynch comes to Brisbane’s GOMA in an exclusive  
exhibition of the auteur’s films, artwork, music and animation – by Jenna McMahon

inspirations from dualism and unity, 
the industrial world and the return of 
Twin Peaks for its third season, airing 
in 2016. GOMA’s Senior Curator José 
Da Silva hopes that the exhibition will 
share Lynch’s practice to an Australian 
audience predominately as a visual 
artist while still exhibiting his films 
and animations. “This exhibition is 
about the transcendent power of the 
imagination and about an artist who 
loves a mystery, particularly one that 
leaves room to dream”, says Da Silva.

“When you see it,  
you’ll see.” 

Lynch himself complimented Da Silva on 
his taste and impeccable presentation 
of David Lynch: Between Two Worlds, 
saying “This show is put together so 
beautifully… when you go see it, you’ll 
see.” 

David Lynch: Between Two Worlds is 
running until 7 June at the Queensland 
Art Gallery of Modern Art, Brisbane.

Jenna McMahon is a Brisbane filmmaker, writer 

and photographer whose short films have won 

numerous awards and screened nationally.

David Lynch - PHOTO Just Loomis
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BLAZING TRAILS
Former Griffith Film School student and award-winning Cinematographer  
Brian Loewe takes advantage of tiny new technologies – by Tracey Cole

As the technology around us evolves 
so do a Cinematographer’s tools. Gone 
are the days of using a multitude of 
cumbersome cameras and tripods 
to produce a high quality image, 
today, budding Cinematographers are 
producing works of genius in the palm 
of their hands. 

Brian Loewe is one such pioneer. A 
self-described perfectionist, Loewe was 
the recipient of John Bean Memorial 
Scholarship for Cinematography 
at Griffith University, and later won 
a Gold ACS Award in the ‘Student 
Cinematography’ category for 
Cigarettes at the 2013 Annual QLD 
& NT Awards for Cinematography. 
Loewe recently shot a music video for 
up-and-coming indie band “The Con & 
The Liar” using the latest Codex Action 
Cam, primarily for the fast-paced action 
scenes and a Red Epic for the slow 
motion shots, with impressive results. 

 In an empty warehouse Director/
Producer Harrison Norris and Producer 
Guy Norris create the scene as the 

band plays to a rough and grungy 
crowd. The energy intensifies with 
feverish dancing before the furniture 
bursts into flames. Band members are 
hooked onto trapeze wires to create a 
spontaneous levitation, before the Fire 
Brigade emerges with bare chested 
Firemen saturating the dance floor to 
extinguish the ensuing blaze. 

“The Codex camera was 
the size of a GoPro.” 

Being able to tell a story through the 
lens and capturing nuances that the 
naked eye would miss with peripheral 
distractions is a hallmark of great 
cinematography. With Loewe filming 
and this tiny camera were no exception 
being put through tough tests. From 
near blinding light to complete black in 
the same frame, industrial and organic 
flashes, water, heat and humidity, it 
didn’t fail in its performance. Watching 
the clip on YouTube, (once with sound 
then again on mute), showed not only 

the dynamic range capabilities the 
cameras offered but it was also, by way 
of being hand held, able to capture the 
wildness and energy of the performers 
and translate both spontaneity and 
intimacy, just like being there. 

From Loewe’s perspective, we can’t 
escape technological advancement; 
we can embrace it and enjoy the ride. 
These small hand-held cameras are 
producing high quality, outstanding 
footage that is comparable to cameras 
ten times larger, however with the 
smaller, 2/3 inch sensor, it’s delivery 
lacks the “filmic” quality of its big 
brother and his 35mm sensor. The 
Codex Action Cam has a Global Shutter 
that even some of the most expensive 
cameras lack. A whole new world of 
creative possibilities are now even 
more accessible; from a novice to the 
professional Cinematographer.

Tracey Cole is an arts enthusiast and contributing 

writer for Australian Cinematographer.

On set with Brian Loewe - PHOTO by Karen Gould
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THE DANGER ZONE
Taking us on a perilous adventure, Melbourne-based  

Cinematographer Jaems Grant ACS details his experience  
shooting in radioactive zones for the upcoming  

documentary series Uranium: Twisting the Dragon’s Tail

- by Jaems Grant ACS



Inside the Fukushima Nuclear Disaster Exclusion Zone, Japan - PHOTO Josephine Wright, Genepool Productions



16 / THE DANGER ZONE

In March of 2014, Sonya Pemberton and Harry Panagiotidis 
of Genepool Productions approached me to shoot Uranium: 
Twisting the Dragon’s Tail. Uranium is a three-part documentary 
series funded by Screen Australia, Film Victoria for SBS Australia, 
PBS and ZDFArte looking at the history and science of uranium, 
written and directed by Wain Fimeri. Filming would take place in a 
number of radioactive zones, including in the Ukraine and Japan, 
so this was a potentially dangerous job. I had worked on projects 
with Fimeri before including Pozieres (1999), Love Letters from a 
War (2003) and Revealing Gallipoli (2004) that were all interesting 
and very challenging. This project was looking to be no exception. 

“After digesting the proposed 
 

to do it. Of course I was.” 

Eight weeks of overseas travel, shooting in Paris, Bern in 
Switzerland to visit Einstein’s house, Berlin, Prague, Jáchymov 
with it’s ‘Radium Hotel’, then Kiev, Chernobyl and the town of 
Pripyat. From there to London, New York, Tucson, Albuquerque, 
the ‘Trinity Test Site’ in New Mexico where the world’s first nuclear 
device was exploded in 1945, a nuclear power plant in Watts Bar, 
Tennessee and to San Francisco to visit a naturally radioactive 
beach. A quick trip to Kakadu before whizzing off to Japan to 
explore Fukushima and the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum, 
back to Sydney for another nuclear power plant and then finally 
the Peter Mac Cancer Centre in Melbourne. After digesting the 
proposed itinerary I was definitely going to do it. Of course I was.

I have been lucky enough to travel extensively overseas for both 
work and pleasure, but here was an opportunity to experience so 
many places I had never been to. The big question was radiation, 
and the places of real concern were Chernobyl and Fukushima. 
My imagination ran wild: would I grow another head, glow in 
the dark, start to grow more hair (not a bad thing in its self)? 

Executive Producer Sonya Pemberton and Production Manager 
Kate Pappas had arranged for Tony Loughran from Zero Risk 
International to give the crew lessons about what was permissible 
in a radioactive zone, how to prepare gear for a ‘worst case 
scenario’ and what action to take if contamination did occur. We 
had radiation explained to us in detail. It’s quite complicated, so 
for the sake of this article I’ll keep it simple:

• Radiation (detected using a Geiger counter) is 
measured in microseiverts per hour, or μSv/hr.

• There is a constant background radiation all 
over the world due to small amounts of natural 
radioactive atoms in the Earth. The world average 
is 0.24 μSv/hr and the average reading of 
background radiation in Australia is around 0.20 
μSv/hr. 

• If you fly in an airplane you will be subjected to 
approximately 3.0 μSv/hr, more than ten times 
the normal background radiation. This is because 
radiation comes from outer-space and at high 
altitude there is less atmosphere to shield you 
from it. 

• At the time of our journey the most common 
level in contaminated zones we were visiting 
would be between 2.00 and 8.00 μSv/hr (but may 
go as high as 100+ μSv/hr).

You can’t actually see radioactive particles; radiation is invisible. 
It is in the dirt on the road, in the trees, on the outside of houses 
and when the wind is blowing, it is in the air. It all has to do with 
the environment on the day. This meant that wearing protective 
clothing would be dependent on contamination levels and 
weather conditions. We had to cover up, and I mean completely 
cover up. Goggles, gloves, booties and fully ‘rated’ suits. No bare 
skin and a special dance ritual to get out of the contaminated 
gear afterwards. Our suits would not block out all the radiation, 
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but they would prevent us from carrying radioactive dust with 
us on our clothes and skin once we left the contaminated area. 
They would also ensure that we didn’t ingest or inhale any of the 
radioactive particles.

I was very aware of the restrictions of shooting wearing goggles 
as I had done it before. I wear glasses so there is always the 
annoying possibility of fogging up. Loughran had explained 
what to do if the gear were to get contaminated. The cleaning 
process would be arduous due to the fact that we could not use 
any liquid. The contaminated dust particles have to be blown 
or brushed off, and you have to remain suited up for the job. 
We were also told that the contamination level and weather 
conditions might mean we could not film through open van doors/
windows, and all air units would have to be switched to recycle as 
the contamination can be pushed up into the car from the tyres 
stirring it up from the road. So the long and short of it was; be 
prepared for the worst. Hope it rains the night before to keep dust 
down and that there is no wind, especially if it’s dry, and be careful 
about brushing against any foliage or surfaces when working in 
cramped spaces.

So now there was the question: what gear to take? After a 
number of scripting sessions it became apparent to me that we 
needed the gear to be light, as we would need to be very efficient 
and experimental in our approach. Not an unusual realisation, 
but nevertheless an important one. My main camera of choice is 
always the Arri Alexa. I love the design and easy-to-use menu, but 
that was out of the question due to weight, size and budgetary 
constraints. I would be working on my own. That is no assistant. 

On my last couple of overseas jobs, The Time Of Our Lives (2013) 
in Vietnam and Breaker Morant: The Retrial (2013) in South Africa 
and the UK, I found the Cannon C300 a terrific small camera with 
a good range of capabilities and in the end a great look.

At the time of scripting, Panagiotidis was thinking of buying an 
Amira camera and asked me if I would be interested to shoot with 

it? I’d been doing research on the Amira since it was announced 
back in early 2013 and was very eager to have a look at one. 
Early in August of 2014 he and I flew to Sydney to pick up only 
the second Amira to be released in Australia. He also decided to 
purchase two Fujinon Cabrio zoom lenses, the 19–90mm and the 
85–300mm. Both were on the weighty side, but great pieces of 
glass and more than enough for the job. Harry also threw in an 
Optics zoom lens 11-16mm, just in case.

It was decided to give our documentary a bit of class. Movement 
would be nice, so Panagiotidis put me onto the Digi Dolly. I 
popped over to John Barry and found it was an Australian design, 
manufactured in Melbourne. It was very simple to set up and not 
too problematic to cart around which was good for the camera 
crew of me, myself and I. So with a very small lighting kit (an 
Octodome, a Lowell Tota, a 1x1x1ft Led Panel Light, a led Brick 
light, Flexi hard and soft, Flexi Scrim and my trusty box of light 
globes with dimmers) we were right to go.

Our skeleton crew consisted of Director Wain Fimeri, Martin Keir 
on Sound, Josephine Wright as Field/Line Producer, Dr Derek 
Muller our on-screen presenter and myself as DOP/Camera. 
Muller, a 32-year-old physicist whose wealth of knowledge 
paramount, as it turned out, was a great contributor to the team.

Before we got to our first radioactive zone we had time at various 
locations, notably Paris (0.14 μSv/hr) where we shot various 
standups with Derek with the Eiffel Tower as our background, and 
at the ‘Marie Curie Museum’ where Curie discovered radioactivity 
during the early 1900’s. It was truly amazing being in her office 
and seeing the desk and laboratory where she worked all those 
years ago. There were still traces of radiation on the door handle 
into her office (1.80 μSv/hr) and on the back of her chair (2.20 
μSv/hr). 

Jáchymov is a beautiful town high in the Ore Mountains near the 
border of Germany in the Czech Republic. Jáchymov is famous 
for a number of reasons, but mainly for the discovery of Silver  
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traces of radiation on 

‘Uranium’ crew filming in Kakadu National Park - PHOTO Josephine Wright, Genepool Productions



in the 16th century. It was here in the early 1900’s that Curie 
discovered the element of radium in the waste from the silver 
mining (for which she won her Nobel Prize for Chemistry). We 
filmed in an old silver mine and I saw my first uranium in a rock 
that Muller illuminated using ultraviolet light. From Jáchymov we 
drove to Prague to catch a plane to Kiev (1.75 μSv/hr) in war-
ravaged Ukraine (thankfully we were nowhere near the conflict). A 
three-hour drive took us to our first radioactive zone… Chernobyl. 

I woke early and went for a walk as I was interested to see my 
first Russian town at daybreak. It was a beautiful morning, cold 
with the sun low in the sky and slight moisture in the air. To my 
surprise everyone looked normal. Just one head, two arms and 
two legs. All walking briskly, breathing in the cold radioactive 
air. After an early morning breakfast of pickled everything and 
bad coffee we packed the vans with boxes of protective suits, 
goggles, masks, plastic sheeting to cover the ground, and lunch. 

After passing through the checkpoint we learnt that the weather 
had been a bit damp and with no wind it was permissible to 
do some shots out of an open car door. When we arrived at 

Chernobyl we were told we would only have to wear booties. 
Terrific.

The Chernobyl Nuclear Power Plant site (6.0 μSv/hr) was very 
tidy, clean and ordered. The authorities are building an incredible 
120-meter dome over the damaged reactor. This dome will 
replace the old crumbling one that was installed after the accident 
in 1986, and enables them to maintain and control the emission 
of radioactive material from the plant, and this cover, we are told, 
will last for over 100 years. The radioactive uranium, however, is 
well buried on the site and will last for billions of years. We created 
some fantastic long-lens shots of smoke stacks in the morning 
light, as well as a few general landscape shots. We managed to 
take a few standups and also shots of workers on a bridge just 
going about their normal business. We were also made aware 
of some gigantic catfish down in the river that had grown to 
an enormous size because, as we were told, “no one is eating 
them”. So other than a few restrictions on where we could go and 
what we could look at, and the giant catfish, everything seemed 
normal. Nothing weird here; I sort of liked the place.



The next day we went off to Pripyat (between 2.00 and 10.00 
μSv/hr), the town that was right in the path of the fallout from the 
Chernobyl disaster. With a population of 49,000 it was completely 
evacuated in the two days following the meltdown. The drive into 
town was filled with trepidation and wonderment. No one has 
lived in Pripyat for twenty-nine years. No one has been mowing 
the lawns, no one has been cleaning the streets. It’s completely 
overgrown by nature. Most concrete roads are cracked and 
have trees (5.00 μSv/hr) growing out of them. There were lots of 
very Russian-looking high-rise apartment blocks, all empty with 
overgrown gardens and letters still stuffed in their letterboxes. 
The overall impression was of a town with no human life, but with 
a very healthy vegetation system that was stealthily regaining 
control. Very quiet and ultimately surreal.

We wanted some aerials of the town’s abandoned ‘fun park’ 
(between 6.00 and 20.00 μSv/hr). Who wouldn’t? Our team in 
Melbourne had arranged a drone crew to meet us there and after 
I instructed the operators to take a few risks and try something 
new, we left them to it. We went searching for the Hospital where 
the hapless firefighters were brought after fighting the inferno that 
occurred after the initial explosion at Chernobyl. We were told that 
this was a mandatory suit up situation. Terrific, our first real test. 

We spread out our ground sheets and planned very precisely, 
as we were taught back in Melbourne. There were four of us 
going down to the basement and we were instructed not to 
stay down there longer than ten minutes. I started to assemble 
the Amira covered with plastic due to concerns with potential 
contamination. The day had warmed up and I found it was 
impossible to see through the eyepiece. My mask and my 
glasses just completely fogged up and I wasn’t going to be able 
to remove them at any stage when we were underground. So 
I decided not to take the Amira, and to shoot on the Cannon 
5DMarkII. I knew this was a possibility and had prepared a small 
plastic bag as a cover.

Muller would shoot on his 5DMarkIII. We also had a GoPro 

3+ that was rigged to a Geiger counter. Back in Melbourne 
Panagiotidis had built a clever rig so the Geiger counter was 
always in frame and only the environment changed.

For lighting underground we had tested small helmet lights and a 
couple of hand held lamps. Keir had to spend a bit of time stuffing 
microphones into masks, hiding leads and generally preparing to 
avoid possible contamination. After some final checking we were 
right to go. We had all done tests and prepared as best we could 
back in Melbourne for this moment, but as always conditions and 
circumstances on the day demand a bit of tweaking. 

“Our ten minutes were up and  
we were out of there.” 

We descended the staircase (1.00 μSv/hr), being careful not to 
trip on various objects like bottles, planks and rags. With Fimeri 
holding a small light we ventured down into the dark and messy 
rooms (1.70 μSv/hr) strewn with boxes and trolleys. Muller and 
I got some great footage in the gloom of the long corridor with 
it’s various doors. Our Geiger counter was ‘going off’ as Muller 
panned his camera over the floors and walls (25.0 μSv/hr). It was 
warm, damp and stuffy, my goggles had started to fog up and 
I had to duck my head to avoid low-running pipes around the 
ceiling. Swinging the camera around I saw a large pile of clothing, 
boots and a couple of fire helmets. Muller delivered a brief 
monologue to the camera and then showed me a Geiger counter 
reading 2000+ μSv/hr (literally off the scale). Our ten minutes were 
up and we were out of there.

“It was a relief to get out into to the fresh cool air and see Jo 
Wright our producer all suited up, waiting on the tarp prepared to 
methodically help us disrobe. This had to be done systematically. 
First we did a Geiger counter test on our clothing (0.50 μSv/hr) 
and it was very low so all was fine. Phew. Next we unwrapped 
the gear and then ourselves. Everything was rolled up and put 
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safely in a plastic bag to be left at the checkpoint. We checked 
the footage that night as it was being downloaded and were very 
pleased with our first fully suited up effort. The next time we would 
get completely covered up would be at Fukushima and I was 
determined to use the Amira.

From Pripyat we left Europe via some filming in London (0.14 
μSv/hr) before heading to the USA. In New York (0.24 μSv/
hr) we completed a three-hour interview that noise levels 
made impossible, in Albuquerque we had fun with Muller in a 
red convertible on the way to the ‘Trinity Test Site’ (0.80 μSv/
hr). Trinity was the site of history’s first detonation of a Nuclear 
Weapon. There we were able to shoot some beautiful late-
afternoon footage, and in Tennessee we shot from a helicopter 
over a nuclear power plant. I won’t go on about all of the amazing 
places we went to in the seven weeks, or the endless hours we 
spent at airports dealing with flight schedules.

Then we were back in Melbourne for a couple of days pre-
production for the Australian leg of the shoot. This gave me time 
to make a more robust and user-friendly anti-contamination cover 
for the Amira with the help of my wife, Georgina Campbell. We 
came up with a great ‘bag’ for the Amira made out of protective 
suits cut up and sewn to fit. We put a window on the side so I 
could view the various buttons and I could easily change batteries 
and cards via the zip without too much fuss. The only part of 
the camera that would be exposed to contamination was the 
front element of the lens and the eyepiece cover. If push came to 
shove, we could unscrew the filter at the front and replace it, and 
the eyepiece had a chamois cover so we could just chuck it.

Because it was possible that I would be handholding the camera 
for at least an hour it was decided to encase my EasyRig as well. 
After a short week filming at Kakadu National Park where the 
soles of my Blundstones melted onto the rocks, we left for Japan 
to start work in my sort of temperature. 

In Hiroshima we did a couple of standups with Muller around the 
Aioi Bridge (0.20 μSv/hr) and the Prefectural Industrial Hall, which 
was one of the only structures left standing after the atomic bomb 
was dropped in 1945. It was autumn and there was a team of 
people raking the coloured leaves in a beautifully meticulous way. 
It is quite a serene place

We had a day off and decided to visit the Hiroshima Peace 
Memorial Museum as we were shooting there the next day. 
The west wing is a no-holds-barred explanation of exactly what 
happened after the blast. Very little is left up to the imagination. 
It was a rather emotional, exhausting and somewhat sobering 
experience.

Fukushima was next on the itinerary and our base for visiting the 
radioactive zone from where hundreds of thousands of people 
had been evacuated in March of 2011. We were going to shoot 
in a small three-bedroom house that the Togawa family had 
left following the explosion, and subsequent meltdown, at the 
Fukushima Nuclear Power Plant. At the checkpoint we were told 
that the weather conditions were on our side, so suits, booties, 
gloves and masks, but no goggles. Good, no fogging.

The house was overgrown with vegetation and we had to get up 
to the second floor (2.00 μSv/hr). Muller with his Geiger counter in 
hand, pushed forward through the foliage keeping us informed as 
to what level the contamination was as we made our way up the 
stairs. We spent about forty-five minutes in the house whilst the 
owners talked us through their experience. The Geiger counter 

was getting a high reading from the ceiling (about 2.00 μSv/hr) 
due to the remaining deposits of radiation on the roof! Everything 
was just left, dishes in the sink, clothes in the washing machine, 
plates and reading material on the dining table. After a couple of 
standups with Muller we left and busted our way out into the clear 
cool air. We did a test for contamination on our gear and found 
almost no readings at all (0.30 μSv/hr). A big relief, so smiles all 
around.

After de-suiting we drove to a second location near Okuma where 
there was an evacuated shopping strip. On the drive we passed 
villages that had been either flattened by the tsunami, destroyed 
by the earthquake, or had been evacuated due to radiation 
contamination. Fields we passed had rows and rows of black 
plastic bags containing contaminated topsoil. There were many 
blocked off roads and detours all with military vehicles and smiling 
Japanese soldiers at checkpoints, waving flags and directing us 
away from the ‘no go zones’. 

We stopped in the street (6.00 μSv/hr), suited up and shot some 
overlay footage. We did a couple of dolly shots past shops with 
half pulled down shutters neatly displaying their goods, and some 
handheld shots of Muller with shop sale signs displaying slashed 
prices. Then long-lens shots with very large roadside vending 
machines full of goodies in the background and nearby mops still 
in buckets waiting to clean up after a days trading. Washing was 
still on the lines and material was stuck on wire fences as if trying 
to escape. Traffic lights still working, blinking amber. It was weird. 
Time suspended. 

A logistic nightmare aside, the whole Japan experience was 
moving and unforgettable. In hindsight, I was a little bit sorry that 
we didn’t get to use the Amira’s little protective suit after all that 
effort.

What an extraordinary time we all had on this documentary. 
Not only did I discover the people of Ukraine do drink a lot of 
homemade vodka, but the Japanese eat far too much raw fish, 
London has the best underground, ordering coffee is just too 
complicated in the USA, and ‘yes’ San Francisco is brilliant! I also 
discovered that a Director is very efficient at setting up a dolly, a 
Line Producer can be adept at focus pulling, a Narrator is great 
at lighting, and that a Soundie can be at times a great camera 
assistant. Collaboration was key. 

We arrived back in Australia convinced that we all had 
experienced something extremely unusual, and ironically we 
probably got more radiation exposure from all the flying we 
did from the radiation zones we visited. Uranium: Twisting The 
Dragon’s Tail is set to screen on SBS in August this year to 
coincide with the 70th Anniversary of the bombing of Hiroshima. 

By Jaems Grant ACS

An award-winning Cinematographer, Grant’s various credits as a DOP range 

from short films to rock clips, dramatised documentaries, television series 

and feature films including Stinger (2001), Halifax FP (1997), Head On 

(1998), Penicillin: The Magic Bullet (2006) and The Time of Our Lives 

(2014). He has won over 30 awards for this Cinematography including three 

ACS ‘Golden Tripods’ with his most recent for Australian on Trial (2013).
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THE FINAL  
FRONTIER

Australian Cinematographer sits down  
with Carl Robertson ACS 

to discuss his work on the new  
Infini

- by James Cunningham

Charlie Kent (Luke Hemsworth) is on a mission in ‘Infini’ - DOP Carl Robertson ACS, PHOTO Sean Reilly





Space, they say in science-fiction, is the ‘final frontier’. In the 
upcoming film Infini from Director Shane Abbess (Gabriel) we 
follow the story of Whit Carmichael (Daniel MacPherson) who 
is revealed to be the lone survivor of a biological outbreak 
on a distant mining facility in deep space. An elite search 
and rescue team is sent beyond the frontier of space to find 
Carmichael and stop whatever caused the death of his crew 
from returning to earth.

Back in 2008, and riding the success of his debut-feature 
Gabriel (2007), the Australian Director had planted himself 
in Hollywood and was attached to a number films in-
development. Abbess had developed a friendship with Brett 
Thornquest, an Australian film accountant and tax advisor 
who had handled financial matters on Gabriel following its sale 
to Sony Pictures. Infini emerged as a film that could be made 
on funds that Thornquest had secured.

Matthew Graham, one of Infini’s producers, had asked the 
respected Carl Robertson ACS to read the script and to 
meet with Abbess in person. Abbess had seen Robertson’s 
showreel and wanted to meet with him. Robertson did not 
know the production team but knew of Abbess’ work on 
Gabriel. 

When Robertson read the script for Infini he was immediately 
drawn to the journey the characters take and the many 
challenges they face to survive. He also was highly aware that 
it could be a great opportunity to explore the ‘sci-fi genre’, 
as he was never a fan. “I guess as a Cinematographer you 

have to be open to discovering new challenges and to push 
yourself into new creative realms, so for me this opportunity 
was a chance to explore”, says Roberston. After ten minutes 
of conversation between Director and Cinematographer, 
about life and nothing related to the film, Abbess offered 
Robertson the gig. 

Once the producers told Robertson they had a budget of 1.7 
million he knew his chances of shooting film were nil to none, 
and after discussions with Abbess regarding the Director’s 
method of working Robertson also knew that shooting film 
would limit him in what they wanted to achieve on screen. 
“He is a completely method director and immerses himself 
in that world”, says Robertson, “I knew with digital we 
could keep the camera rolling and that’s how he liked to get 
his performances”. On set, at times, neither Robertson nor 
Abbess knew what the actors were going to do, or where they 
were going to go with their performances, so it enabled the 
team to capture a lot of unscripted moments. “My training, 
background and discipline goes against that methodology 
with continuous rolling, but you do what works for the 
particular job and what gets you the performance on 
screen. I’m a big believer in that”.

During pre-production Robertson sat down with Abbess and 
Brian Cachia (Executive Producer, Co-Writer and Composer). 
The three men talked through the dynamics and subtext 
of each scene and how they wanted the set to work. They 
watched a lot of films together before talking in detail about 

Key Grip Damian Heckendorf with Cinematographer Carl Robertson ACS (right) - PHOTO Sean O’Reilly

24 / THE FINAL FRONTIER



why each of them enjoyed a particular scene: the image, 
framing, lighting, colour and movement. They all wanted Infini 
to exude a nostalgic and timeless feel to the images. They 
watched films like Rashomon (1950), Close Encounters of 
the Third Kind (1977), The Shining (1980), The Thing (1982), 
Ran (1985) and Full Metal Jacket (1987). It was a very natural 
approach, and Robertson says he likes to get inside the 
Director’s head by talking about his thoughts and the subtext 
behind a scene. 

There were two options for the production in terms of choice 
of camera, one being the Red Epic and the other Alexa. 
Robertson loves the Alexa, and how he says it renders 
highlights. After showing Abbess and the Producers various 
camera tests with side-by-side comparisons they were able 
to see the more organic, filmic look of the Alexa equipment 
and how it was the closer of the two to what they wanted on 
Infini. The Infini team wanted to achieve a ‘classic cinema feel’ 
that came across in films from the 1970s and 1980s, and they 
knew anamorphic lenses of that time were the key to that feel. 
“It starts like a late 1970s sci-fi film and then goes off the 
rails!,” says Abbess of his film. 

Prior to production Robertson sat down with Andrew 
Collier at Panavision Australia and, looking at various focus 
characteristics, aberrations and resolutions, they looked at all 
of the series on the shelves before deciding on the specific 
lens sets they would use on Infini. Their choices were based 
on technical requirements, but also aesthetics. Robertson 
shot tests comparing the 2K pro-res and the Arri Raw, and 
there didn’t seem to be a big difference, once projected. 
He knew he wasn’t going to require drastic measures in 
pushing the image in the grade, so he opted for the pro-res, 
being both an easier work flow and also a cost saving to the 
production. Nic Godoy, also at Panavision, was extremely 
helpful in putting the film’s camera package together under 

budget.

Robertson likes to work very closely with the production 
design team, also, and will try to get in as early as possible 
to collaborate on the ‘look’ of a film. The Cinematographer 
works carefully with the designers to ensure the sets are 
friendly to the shooting process that he implements. “I 
really think the look of a film is 90% design and 10% 
Cinematography”. When Robertson was told he would be 
working with Production Designer George Liddle APDG (Dark 
City, Daybreakers), he was ‘over the moon’, as Liddle has 
been a hero of Robertson’s since film school days. Liddle 
had also designed Playing Beatie Bow (1986), a film that was 
Robertson’s first cinema going experience. 

Together the two of them watched a selection of their own film 
references from the late 1970s through to the early 1980’s. 
Liddle sketched a lot of ideas and the two of them had 
discussions. This then gave Robertson ideas on how he could 
achieve a lighting plan, rather than working off a standard floor 
plan. This was important to Robertson as he wasn’t going to 
get time in the sets to see how the light reacted, or to feel the 
space with the dressing in place beforehand, because of the 
tight shooting schedule and the set turnaround times.

Infini went into production in October of 2013 and includes 
Daniel MacPherson, Luke Hemsworth and Luke Ford in its 
talented young cast. Although Abbess storyboarded most 
of the film, in the end they were used only as a guide. There 
were certain VFX shots that were pre-vised, that the crew 
stuck very close too, but only in a handful of instances, and 
mainly shot extensions or frames involving 3D backgrounds. 
“The shooting process was very organic and loose”, says 
Robertson.

Infini was a complete method acting show and Robertson 
says that flowed on to the production process too. “Abbess 
likes the freedom to allow his actors to live the experience 
to create an environment to feel real. Everyone from actors 
to crew was a part of the ride”. It was a very new concept to 
Robertson, as he had never worked with a complete method-

Carl Robertson ACS lighting a tunnel scene on the Infini Mining Station- PHOTO Sie Kitts
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style set.  Abbess created a team-playing environment where 
everyone has the same objective and is equal in importance. 
Cast and crew had discussed each scene in depth but there 
was no real plan in the end. They consistently reacted to 
where the performances were going, and as the characters 
had to become ‘survivalist’, so did the crew in their processes. 
They didn’t want any tricky camera moves; it was simply 
about capturing what was in front of them. 

“ Everyone from actors to crew  

was a part of the ride.”
In total, there was a staggering twenty-two different sets 
on Infini and most of them were tight spaces like enclosed 
tunnels, it was always going to be difficult to supplement any 
practical lights. Robertson asked Liddle if he could design a 
series of grated air vents into the sets which would allow him 
to light through. As there was limited space on set and the 
camera was often required to look in multiple directions in the 
one shot, they also cut gaps in the ceiling of the tunnel sets 

that allowed the lighting crew more access. Robertson speaks 
very highly of Liddle saying, “He’s a very hands on designer 
and the most energetic designer I’ve work with. He’s very 
resourceful”. A lot of the sets on Infini were made out of old 
plastic bread crates, and the crew would use grid cloth behind 
them to simulate a type of ‘light box wall’. 

One of the biggest problems the crew faced was not having 
enough lighting resources. They only had a small package, 
with most of the Infini being lit with Par cans, Red heads, 
blondies and a lot of 4ft single loom fluorescent tubes. “I 
had a cold light state and a power on warm state, which 
were rows of fluorescent tubes above the set. I had rows 
of fluorescent tubes with grid cloth looped underneath; 
I would flick between one row that was daylight and 
another, which was warm white. This gave me a base light 
to begin with, and sometimes they became the only source”, 
Robertson tells us.

Because of the relative low-budget nature of Infini, it was 
difficult for Robertson to have a consistent camera crew over 
the period of the shoot. Add to that the fact that Sydney had 

Seet Johanson (Kevin Copeland) prepares to slipstream from earth to the Infini Mining Station in ‘Infini’ - DOP Carl Robertson ACS

Whit Carmichael (Daniel MacPherson) hides in an engine room in ‘Infini’ - DOP Carl Robertson ACS
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about three major productions happening at the same time, 
and so there was somewhat of a strain on talent available.

Robertson says he was lucky to score Frank Ruby as his 1st 
AC who he had also worked with before. He needed someone 
that could work in a way that this film was going to demand. 
“Often there were no rehearsals and no marks, it was a 
complete method set. I pushed those lenses to the limit and 
Ruby took to the challenge and made it look easy”, says 
Robertson.

 

quite poetic.”
Interestingly, the crew of Infini did not have a DIT on set 
with them. “I like to stick to the standard 709 output for 
monitoring and keep it simple”, Robertson reveals. For a 
science fiction film there was surprisingly little green screen 
work. Abbess as a Director prefers to do as much in-camera 
as possible, so the crew tried to just ‘do it’ wherever they 
could - even using some projection backgrounds. 

The film’s Digital Effects/Visual Effects Supervisor, Steve 

Anderson (Gabriel, Needle), was able to support Robertson 

and his crew. Anderson built many of the film’s practical 

special effects including a worm-like organism and LED light 

balls, amongst other practical special effects props.

Robertson speaks of is favorite sequence in the film which 

features toward the end of Infiini. Whit (MacPherson) and 

Chester (Ford) fight it out to the death. “I like it because 
it’s an emotional struggle as well as physical; both these 
characters are essentially fighting for the same outcome in 
their own lives, as well as having a very close connection 
before they turned on each other. For a violent scene it’s 
quite poetic”. It was also the closest they got to paying the 

homage, visually, to that 70s and 80s period they were trying 

to achieve. Adding to the sensation of the scene was the fact 

that it was shot on the final day filming, with temperatures 

reaching 44 degrees on-set. “It was like a sauna inside that 
concrete warehouse, it was so poignant too for being the 
closure for the story, but also the conclusion to our filming 
experience”.

Harris Menzies (Harry Pavlidis) and Morgan Jacklar (Bren Foster) listening in briefing before a slip stream - DOP Carl Robertson ACS

Carmichael (Daniel MacPherson), Ponter (Paul Winchester) and Norick (Andy Rodoreda) prepare for a mission - DOP Carl Robertson ACS



It is very important for Robertson to be heavily involved in the post-production process 
and to see the integrity of the image stay true to the vision of what he set out to 
accomplish. Adrian Hauser, the films Digital Intermediate Colorist, had recently 
worked on some of the industry’s most prolific films to date like The Great 
Gatsby (2013) and Predestination (2014), and Robertson was chuffed 
after he came on board, “Technically and creatively Hauser is a gem. 
He spoke my language in both those areas so it was a really easy 
and enjoyable collaboration”. 

When Robertson sat down with Hauser to view their reference 
films from the period, and began to break down aesthetics, 
what they noticed was the common inconsistencies in the 
blacks. “To me it made the image very filmic and makes 
it more textural. The atmospherics, like smoke from 
shot-to-shot, helps create that”, explained Robertson. 
The film stayed in this direction during post-production 
and the team let it be as natural as possible. They still 
wanted the film to feel gritty and organic, like the films 
of their reference period.

Infini is about survival and, with art so frequently 
imitating life, the film confronted it’s own survival with 
challenges and constraints that were faced each day. 
For Robertson, Infini was a unique and challenging 
film in all aspects, and he believes that everyone 
involved created something better than was on the 
page, “I tend to believe it might turn into a bit of 
a cult film as I’ve not seen any performances or 
images like it for a while”. It taught Robertson to 
trust his gut instincts, to prepare for the unexpected.

Abbess speaks of similar themes, “It started to 
become more than a film and for me that was really 
exciting because when life and art blur to the point 
where you don’t know which one you’re in, and that’s the 
real place you can create something honest and special 
from.” 

Robertson is just about to start another science-fiction film with 
Abbess, this time a post-apocalyptic film. “It’s going to be a huge 
challenge again as there is much to be achieved for a very limited 
budget”, Robertson concludes by stating that he looks forward to 
reuniting with many of the Infini crew and seeing what comes out of this 
next frontier-crossing extravaganza.

Along with a limited Australian and US theatrical release ‘Infini’ was available 
globally in May on direct-to-digital platforms.

By James Cunningham.

James is a young Melbourne writer, film reviewer, photographer and playwright.  

He is the Editor of Australian Cinematographer Magazine.



One of the circular tunnel sets of the Infini Mining Station - PHOTO Sie Kitts



Detective Inspector Jack Robinson (Nathan Page) Deputy Commissioner George Sanderson (Neil Melville) - DOP Roger Lanser ACS, PHOTO Ben King 



GETTING AWAY  
WITH MURDER

Internationally broadcast in over 120 territories worldwide,  
Roger Lanser ACS talks about photographing the third season  

of the highly successful and critically-acclaimed  
Miss Fisher’s Murder Mysteries for the ABC

- by Roger Lanser ACS
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Miss Fisher’s Murder Mysteries (MFMM) is a fabulous show 
to work on. The genre, the era and the style and grace of our 
leading lady, Phryne Fisher (Essie Davis), all lend a beautiful 
air to a very popular television series. Our show is set in 1929 
and our ‘between the wars’ gal is a woman of independent 
means who helps/flirts with the local copper Jack (Nathan 
Page) to solve murders.

When initially asked to photograph this series I edited together 
a video reel for my own appreciation of the genre and style 
of these types of movies and television I have loved over 
the years. From Elliot Ness in black and white from The 
Untouchables (1959-63) television days to Bonnie and Clyde 
(1967), Thoroughly Modern Mille (1967), The Sting (1973), 
The Godfather Part II (1974), Once Upon a Time in America 
(1984), right through to Miller’s Crossing (1990) and of course 
Boardwalk Empire (2010-14).

The Costume Designer Marion Boyce and Production 
Designer Robbie Perkins and I were to be pivotal in the look 
of the show and it was going to be important to be as true to 
the stories as possible. Everyone wears hats, that’s a given, 
and a lady never takes off her hat. If she is wearing a hat she 
must wear gloves, even when driving a car. This alone creates 
a lighting consideration for filming the women in the show. The 
colour pallette is also dark browns, greens, black and grey.

The great thing for me as the Cinematographer was that each 
episode has a ‘world’ in it. Following the normal conventions 
of murder mystery you have the set up, the investigation, a 
misleading clue trail and then a climax involving a chase or 
gunplay but, buried in this for me, was the environment it was 
set in. We have had a working circus, a nunnery, a theatre 

production, Phryne trapped in a water tank, a brothel, a huge 
industrial Dickensian sweatshop with oppressed workers, 
the catwalks of high fashion and tackled relevant subject 
matter complete with oppressed workers, political corruption, 
abortion and paedophilia.

We shoot the show with Arri Alexa and zooms/prime lenses 
provided by Gear Head. The working crew is two camera 
operators, two focus pullers, camera loader, video split/
camera attachment and myself. It works fabulously as a 
traditional crew set up. The show has two ‘A’ list operators 
setting up shots on the studio floor or in a location, which 
frees me up to work with the Director on coverage that will be 
required and any other up-coming requirements and to also 
get on with the lighting with our Gaffer Michael Cleary and the 
lighting team. If required, I can discuss or check on the next 
lighting setup or check on what’s going on with lighting rigs 
and any special things I might have asked for. Many times 
I’m also working with the Director of the next episodes while 
shooting with the current Director. Key Grip Max Gaffney is 
always two steps ahead with gripping set-ups and also has a 
wonderful skilled team around him. 

The series has sets that include a police station and interview 
room, Phryne’s house that is a big five-room set in the studio 
at the ABC in Melbourne, and the Morgue set. I do like to 
work with shadows. The police station is a very tightly built 
set to work in and we have to light from the top a lot because 
there is only one window to light through and there is a lot of 
rushing about, so I light it so we can accommodate looking in 
multiple directions simultaneously as the page count is quite 
high on police station days. I create a venetian blind effect 

Roger Lanser ACS with Director Ken Cameron on the set of ‘Miss Fisher’s Murder Mysteries’  - PHOTO Ben King 
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behind Jack at his desk, as it is the only place I can do it in 
the show. I don’t let it fall on his face, only the wall behind him, 
as it can look too bold and it can create continuity problems 
if they are cutting takes together. This does take three lights 
though. A pup might do the gobo effect of the blind on the 
wall, then we bounce a 5k Fresnel into poly to light the actor, 
then add a 650 for a hot slash on his jacket to imply daylight 
is hitting him. Various cutters are set to suit as well.

I do like to take the time it needs to light the women in the 
show. I think it’s important to make women in this show look 
as beautiful as possible, as they are so wonderfully made 
up and costumed. I get around the hat issue by lighting with 
Chinese lanterns. I have three different sizes and I can position 
them at the last moment where best suits. They issue a soft 
rap around glow and a nice eye-light. Put it on a dimmer and 
off you go.

In the show there are lots of situations where our leading lady 
can be put into difficult to photograph situations. Trapped 
in a sea trunk, searching in the dark, climbing a wall and 
constantly having to do low angles looking up at her is 
sometimes not pleasing on a woman, so we have different 
work-arounds to help solve these problems. I’m not afraid 
of using handheld lamps. The show has a lot of candles and 
firelight so tracking an actor with a lamp is quite common on 
the show. I light this show in a nod to the era as well. Key, 
back and fill. I like the backlight for this style of show because 
Davis has such jet black hair that when she does have her 
hat off her hair falls into the darkness if you have no backlight. 
It also works with the men as they have pomade in their hair 
and it shines nicely. We do have a lot of darkness in the series 

and the backlight may be the only thing on. We can’t use 
streetlight as a source as there was so very little of it then, 
so the backlight helps there as well. As usual in television we 
continue working at the lighting right up to the slate going on.

 

As the premise is that people cooked and cleaned clothes 
and heated their homes with coal or wood fires this is 
justification enough to have smoke in nearly all exteriors, 
both day and night. We make water run down footpaths and 
drains all the time and do full wet downs when we can, all to 
maintain the mood of the era.

Working in period National Trust controlled buildings has 
it own set of challenges now. You can’t use atmosphere 
smoke or steam anymore. This can make some interiors 
look too crisp, as it may be a drinking bar set or workplace 
where many men would be smoking. Smoking is also not 
encouraged much on the show, either as a character trait or 
period truth. Smoke outside these buildings can be an issue 
as well.

As far as lighting is concerned, I don’t like using nothing. I 
think it’s lazy. It’s important to me to have something electrical 
nearby to light people with and the electricians know that and 
accommodate accordingly. It’s a slippery slope if you want to 
trust the continuity of daylight exterior in Melbourne. I enjoy 
working with ‘time of day’ in mind and sometimes try to create 

The crew recreates the battlefields of WWI - PHOTO Cara Hurley



a setting sun look through a window with full CTO on the 
lamp, or rain on the window at night, or lace curtain shadows 
on the wall in a bedroom. Gobo’s are also an important tool 
in my toolbox.  You need to imply a mood for the scene if you 
are presented with a boring, two walled set with a bed pushed 
up against it. Creating a window frame on the wall with a tree 
dingle gently blowing can help create fear or loneliness. The 
sharp shadow of a lace curtain falling across a bed with two 
lovers in it can say calm compassion. You can have a light 
from a door open onto a victim if you have only an actor and 
one wall by shaping floppies and positioning a lamp so the 
door light falls across the person huddled on the floor as you 
swing open the cutter. I like my photography to be part of 
what makes the scene work and make it more engaging for 
the audience.

We laugh a lot on set of Miss Fisher’s Murder Mysteries. Davis 
is such a good soul and comes well prepared to the set and 
normally you can hear her laughter before you see her. Page 

comes in reciting his lines and Hugo Johnstone-Burt, who 
plays character Hugh Collins, jokes and gags around with the 
boys in the crew. We know we are stuck in this era and may 
have to abide by morals and rules of the day so sometimes 
things seem so wrong yet hilarious. Many of our guest actors 
are in awe of how collaborative and friendly all the crew on this 
series are. I think it’s important to have a great friendship with 
the actors also because they will trust you and work with you 
to achieve a great mutual result.

There are many options for cameras now, 2,4,5 and 6K and 
the tech specs are off the charts. As far as cameras are 
concerned I like this story: ‘A Cinematographer goes to a 
friend’s house for dinner. They are greeted at the door with 
“Oh hi, come in. I saw that film you did, wow, you must have 
a fabulous camera!”, as the Cinematographer is leaving at the 
end of the evening he replies with, “Thanks for a wonderful 
meal, you must have a fabulous oven!”.

In the series all the clothes are hand made by Davis’ character 
so some times we have crushed velvet frocks in dark cobalt 
blue or crimson silk from China laid against porcelain skin, 
so I intentionally light her costumes to be able to appreciate 
the quality of the cloth and craftsmanship. I do this with a 
Mizar or Inky with the barn doors shaped and pointed straight 
at the gown, not hitting her face. It really helps those dark 
fabrics. Most of the evening-wear will be dark, so you have to 
work hard at that to see the textures and it gives the sequins 
a great ping as well. Everything is important, shoes, hats, 
handbags jewelry. All are part of the look, so we design shots 
that will subtly show off these assets on Miss Fisher. Tilt up 
from her shoes as she gets out of the car; follow her swaying 
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Roger Lanser ACS talks with Essie Davis between takes  - PHOTO Ben King
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hips and jazzy, spangley belt as she sashays down a hall 
stepping over a pool of blood. Or get her to hold clues close 
to her body to see the detail in her frock or have the handbag 
on her wrist as it opens a door in close up. I believe this is 
taken to another level in Ken Branagh’s Cinderella (2015) 
where the blue ball gown Cinderella wears was actually lit from 
within the dress with tiny LEDs.

In-camera I play with the white balance a lot to suit the 
scene, warmer/cooler, that sort of thing. We do slow motion 
when required but not as a look for the show. The same with 
handheld and we like comfortable, traditional close ups that sit 
so we can see shoulders and rarely go tighter. Many locations 
need to be seen so we do low angle wide-shots a lot to 
exploit that. Some locations are used over and over again and 
we have to shoot them and light them differently to make it 
look a new location. In one episode I may be lighting a scene 
that is set in a room to look like the posh Windsor Hotel Tea 
Rooms and the next time you use that room at that location 
you’re lighting it as room where a young girl is being abused, 
gagged and is chained to a radiator. So you have to have the 
skill levels and support to do this quickly. “The readiness is 
all”, to quote Shakespeare. 

Ok, I’m going full disclosure now. On Miss Fisher’s Murder 
Mysteries I light the sets and backgrounds first. I like to create 
depth and mood and do that by lighting with many small 
lights placed strategically all over a set, the last thing I do is 
turn on a light from near or behind the camera. The intention 
is to still make it look natural but not ‘one light through a 
window natural’. I like the Celeb as a fill light and many times 
use a Mole Richardson Zip light with a long snoot on it to fill 

in a face or lift a dark area. As Cinematographers we have a 
responsibility to serve the show we are shooting. We must 
also allow and encourage each Director the freedom to be 
creative and put their stamp and look on their own episodes 
while keeping within the Producers’ wishes. We color grade at 
DDP with Dee McClelland, who is a very skilled Colorist, is so 
much fun to work with and has a brilliant eye for detail. 

“Every shot pressed into the  
service of beauty and mystery.“

With Miss Fisher’s Murder Mysteries I’ve been involved in 
shooting flying travel in a biplane, working in the hold of a 
ship below the waterline, filmed in the dark ancient cellars 
of a winery, recreated the Somme and WWI, filmed with 
only candle light and on, and on, for over 30 episodes and 
I love it. I’m allowed creative freedom to do as I see fit, as 
long as we get the call sheet shot! Recces and planning are 
very important to me and I also enjoy great support from 
the producers Fiona Eagger and Deborah Cox, my camera 
department, the lighting crew and grips. We must move fast 
and produce images of stylish sophistication. ‘Every shot 
pressed into the service of beauty and mystery’ is my motto 
on Miss Fisher’s Murder Mysteries.

By Roger Lanser ACS

Lanser has shot more than twenty feature films including Peter’s Friends 
(1992), Till Human Voices Wake Us (2002) and The Magic Flute (2006) and 
literally hundreds of hours of television. His next project is a new Australian 

opera, as a sung drama piece for cinema release and television. 
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Roger Lanser ACS on the deck of the Polly Woodside with Director Tony Tilse and 1st AD Chris Odgers - PHOTO Ben King





“As far as lighting
is concerned, 

I don’t like 
using nothing.”

Essie Davis as Miss Phryne Fisher  - PHOTO Roger Lanser ACS



SURVIVAL OF  
THE FITTEST

Danny Ruhlmann ACS teams up with Australian Director James McTeigue  
for the international spy-thriller Survivor starring Pierce Brosnan

- by Danny Ruhlmann ACS



Cinematographer Danny Ruhlmann ACS on location with ‘Survivor’ - PHOTO Nick Wall (Courtesy of Roadshow Films)
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In Nov. 2013 my mate, Director James McTeigue, (V for 

Vendetta) asked me if I was interested in shooting his next 

movie, a U.S. film called Survivor, to be produced by Irwin 

and Charles Winkler and Millennium Pictures. After some 

initial casting and location issues we ended up starting pre-

production in London in November of 2014. The film is an 

action thriller set in London with Pierce Brosnan and Milla 

Jovovich in the lead roles.

I’m very fortunate to have a Director like James believe in me, 

and fight to have me on his films. There is a wonderful tradition 

of Aussie Directors teaming up with Aussie Cinematographers. 

Let’s hope it continues and Australian Directors keep an eye 

out for, and employ, Aussie camera people.

Millennium Pictures own and run the Bulgarian studio, Nu 
Boyana. It also owns camera, grip and lighting equipment, 
as well as employing many local crews. Its business model 
is to shoot their films on location, but to bring as much of the 
film as possible back to Sofia in order to utilise its resources 
there. There have been many Australian cameramen who 
have worked there before me including: Russell Boyd ACS 
ASC on The Way Back (2010), Simon Duggan ACS on 300: 
Rise Of An Empire (2014) and Peter Menzies Jr. ACS on The 
Expendables 3 (2014), to name a few.

My time in pre-production was spent at Pinewood Studios. 
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It is an amazing living museum. Apart from the usual location 
surveys and interviewing crews, I spent most of my time trying 
to figure out how we would shoot this action film in 42 days. 
Considering we had about 350 scenes to shoot, and that 
worked out to be about eight scenes per day! The other issue 
was we were shooting on London streets on location in winter, 
which gave us about eight hours of daylight. The budget was 
somewhere between 20 to 40 million U.S. dollars, depending 
on who you spoke to. At times it felt like a 5 million dollar 
budget. My goal was always to make the film look bigger than 
it might have been.

Our schedule was based on shooting around 30 days in 
London and the remaining days on the stages in Bulgaria. 
Because Bulgaria had been included into the European Union, 
Bulgarians were now able to work in the U.K. as locals. The 

plan from Millennium Pictures was to bring the entire camera 
crew from Bulgaria, as well as Key Grip and Gaffer, all of the 
camera gear and most of the grip and lighting. My plan was 
to employ a London based crew and travel them to Bulgaria. 
And so the ‘horse trading’ began.

My first job was to secure London based, Australian 1st 
AC, Matt Windon. Matt gave me an insight into the London 
crews, and having Matt on board gave me some credibility in 
London. Apart from that, Matt is a great guy and a wonderful 
technician. I decided I would have to operate “B” or “C” 
camera depending on the amount of cameras we were using. 

After many emails with Australian 1st AC David Elmes, 
Boyd and Duggan, I was able find some Bulgarian crew 
who were great and very experienced. I ended up with an 

Director James McTeigue and Cinematographer Danny Ruhlmann ACS on the ‘Survivor’ set - PHOTO Simon Varsano (Courtesy of Roadshow Films)



A-camera Steadicam operator, Lorenzo Senatore. Senatore 
had worked with Peter Weir AM and Russell Boyd, who 
recommended him with enthusiasm. He is an Italian who lives 
in Bulgaria. Because of his international experience and his 
Euro deal, Lorenzo did not classify as a Bulgarian local. My 
2nd AC, Mihail Yanakiev was the lynch pin within the camera 
department. Yanakiev is a young Bulgarian who has worked 
on many U.S. productions there. He understood the way we 
liked to work and he was able to negotiate between what I 
wanted and how I was used to working, and how some of 
the more old-school, in-house Bulgarian technicians preferred 
to work. B camera 1st AC was Hristo Alexandrov who is an 
incredible 1st AC who has worked on more than 250 films. 
Even though his English is almost non-existent, his work 
is brilliant. (He reminded me of my father. He spent a lot of 
his limited English educating me on the types of schnapps I 
should be drinking while in Bulgaria.) I decided I would use 
local grips and gaffer in Bulgaria, as well as locals in London.

Getting back to the schedule, I figured the only way to survive 
on Survivor was to shoot everything either hand held or 
Steadicam, and to shoot everything, including all dialogue, 
with two to three cameras. I would use whatever time I had 
to light the actors’ close ups and hope it didn’t rain. While on 
location in London, I decided to keep DIT off set. I wanted 
them to stay in the camera truck and manage the data later. 
My plan was to keep shooting, without the complication of 
DIT. I exposed each camera the old fashion way, using a light 
meter. Knowing I was going to be doing the grade later, I 
didn’t want the colour management to impede our shooting 
day. The DIT is a wonderful tool, but can easily suck up time. 

All the camera gear came out of Bulgaria, four Arri Alexas, 
Zeiss Ultra primes and Optimo zooms, 15mm-40mm, 27mm-
76mm, 24mm-290mm. We shot Arri 444 for most of Survivor, 
unless we had visual effects sequences when we recorded on 
Arri RAW. This again was about saving costs and time.

As it turned out, that winter was the wettest winter on record. 
Ironically, the first week of the shoot was cold, but sunny. We 
decided in pre-production to have a water truck on standby 
for the entire shoot. From the first day we just wet everything 
down, it seemed crazy considering the initial weather was 
so good, but once the weather turned and the rain started it 
made total sense to keep everything consistently wet. The wet 
down was invaluable during our night shoots. Once we wet 
the streets, the practical street and building lights gave us an 
added source of depth for the image. 

In London, I found it difficult to get the lighting team I initially 
wanted. The town was crazy busy with some huge films, so 
I ended up going for a younger, less experienced gaffer in 

the hope his enthusiasm would work to our advantage. Lee 
Knight is the son of legendary gaffer Eddie Knight. Knight has 
also been his dad’s best boy for a long time. Getting him as 
our gaffer meant we also ended up with another three of the 
‘Knight boys’, with the dad turning up on some of our bigger 
pre-light days.

During our two weeks of London night shooting another way 
through the schedule was to utilise our existing London street 
lighting, and just add some backlight and front fill. I used the 
ambient streetlight as my starting point and then balanced the 
key light and backlights to match. I wanted to keep the lights 
small and not have too many. This plan was fine until it started 
to rain. We used a clear 20 x 20 above our actors and kept 
shooting. Unfortunately I had to turn off the backlights, as they 
would just highlight the rain. I managed to position the actors 
in the close-ups so the background practical streetlights gave 
us the depth that the backlight would have done.

Early on in pre, I made sure production knew I wasn’t going 
to order an excessively large lighting package. The trade-off 
was that I could get the manpower to do what little lighting I 
needed as efficiently as possible. Our package comprised of 
one 18K, two 6k Pars, some smaller Pars and Kinos, and my 
favourite light for this film: the 4K Gaffair. The Gaffair is an HMI 
lamp surrounded by an air filled dome of diffusion that sits on 
a large stand. It’s easy to move and, depending on the size of 
the stand, easy to elevate to heights of around 20 feet. It has 
a beautiful soft quality that is kind to actors.  

My priority on the film was to ensure the actors looked good. 
I felt if I had to let the backgrounds go because of time 
restraints, then that would be okay. Also, considering it was 
an action movie with lots of quick cuts, I felt coverage was 
more important than background lighting.

During one of our first night shoots, I pulled the gaffer aside 
and asked him why they seemed to be struggling. Basically, 
we were short on manpower, which was exactly what I was 
trying to avoid. Knight is a quiet and gentle guy. He said he 
had spoken to the production team a number of times about 
getting more labour, his request had been repeatedly denied. 

Knowing how much pressure the Producers had put on us 
not to do overtime, I decided on a strategy. I had a word 
with one of the decision makers and told him that I predicted 



that we would do about two hours overtime that night. His 
reaction wasn’t great, but once I told him why they would 
be wearing the overtime he raced off to have words with the 
production office. He came back to me an hour later saying 
that it was production’s job to “say no” and that Knight had 
not fought hard enough for his request for extra assistance. 
Not surprisingly, we had four extra lighting crew the next night. 

The mix of crew worked a treat. The Bulgarians were so 
excited to be working in London and they loved it. My English 
grip, Dave Maund was incredible. He and his dolly grip, 
Australian Mick Rich were fantastic. Hard working and very 
organised, maybe that’s because Maund is married to an 
Australian woman and has been well-trained.

The London shoot progressed well. We shot in some 
amazingly iconic locations including Hyde Park, St Pancras 
Station, Terminal 5 at London Heathrow, throughout the 
underground tube network, as well as some work at 
Pinewood Studios.

The cast were great. James McTeigue was brilliant and never 
made the actors feel the time pressures we felt. All-in-all it was 
a happy but wet shoot in London.

We finished the shoot with three weeks in Bulgaria. The 
local crews were very experienced having worked on 
countless productions from the U.S., Europe and various 
other countries. The studio complex is huge. Built in 1962, 

it expanded from catering principally to Eastern Block film 
productions to now offering facilities for more than 180 feature 
films from all over the world. 

Our sets occupied all 13 sound stages as well as most of its 
back lot. The back lot is something you would expect to see 
at Universal Studios in L.A. There are beautifully crafted New 
York streets left over from a previous production. Part of our 
story involves a major terrorist event in the centre of London. 
As you might expect, it isn’t possible to create this in Central 
London, so the art department converted part of the New 
York streetscape into a Central London business district.

Months of work went into this build and, with the help of ten 
cameras and lots of explosives… we blew it up. We ended up 
using our four Alexas, two on techno cranes, two operated 
on the ground, as well as five X Red Epics, one on a cable 
rig above the explosion and the rest rigged inside shop fronts 
and in crash housings, all shooting at various frame rates 
from between 24fps and 96fps. The last camera we used was 
a Blackmagic camera, which was placed very close to the 
action.

Most of our studio sets comprised large green-screen 
backgrounds. The studio had a green-screen that surrounded 
the entire studio interior. As well as this we had a number of 
20x20 greens we would suspend from the ceiling and ‘fly’ 
into position. The climax of the film happens on the rooftop 
of a New York skyscraper on New Year’s Eve. A few months 

Danny Ruhlmann ACS is lighting a scene with actress Milla Jovovich - PHOTO Simon Varsano (Courtesy of Roadshow Films)
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earlier, while still in pre-production, we sent a New York 
cameraman onto a rooftop near Times Square to shoot a 
variety of background plates. We asked him to shoot plates 
with the whole range of lenses, as well as various tilt angles. 
Most specifically, we needed him to capture the midnight 
fireworks in Times Square. 

This footage became my base for lighting the rooftop scenes 
on stage. I used about eighty space lights suspended from 
the roof of the studio, gelled with full-blue gel. Underneath 
the space light we had a massive full grid diffusion to soften 
the light even more. I then dimmed the lights and the space 
lights became warmer in colour but allowed me to match 
the temperature to the background plates from New York. In 
order to control exposure, I would just turn off individual bulbs 
or space lights to create some shape and contrast to the 
image and to balance our background. Here, I welcomed the 
DIT. We shot most of the studio work with Technocranes and 
Steadicam, so I had more time to sit with the DIT guys and 
really analyse and control the image.

What was difficult was that our rooftop sets were built about 
20 feet off the ground. This meant having to build a number 
of platforms to accommodate the Technocrane, lighting, and 
some gear.  Even though this was the largest studio at Nu 
Boyana, at times it felt way too small and like a huge game of 
Tetris.

As the shoot progressed, we had to rely more and more on 
2nd Unit to take up the slack. Our days were staggered, so I 
was able to go in early at times and oversee what they were 
doing and help them match what the main unit had done. 
All-in-all, the film felt like two very different experiences. Both 
experiences were great in their own way. There were many 
challenges and battles, but that is how films are made.

After six-months or so recovering back in Australia, I was 
asked to return to London to complete the grade. I was 
lucky enough to work with Adam Glasman at Goldcrest Post 
productions in Soho. As always, I loved doing the grade. 
Being able to fix or improve the image is especially satisfying 
after an almost impossible shooting schedule. Knowing that 
certain corners needed to be cut to make the schedule, it 
was a relief to also know that these fixes could be made in an 
environment that allows for clear thinking and precise control 
of the image.  

I want to thank my mate James McTeigue for his ongoing 
support. We have now worked together on two feature 
films, part of a new Netflix television series called Sense8, 
one short film and a number of commercials. All Australian 
cinematographers need a McTeigue, someone who supports 
them and who goes in to battle to have them included in their 
projects. I urge all Australian Directors to keep supporting 
Aussie Cinematographers, to continue the tradition and 
camaraderie that goes back a long way. We all need a hand at 
times, and Australian Directors know that they can always rely 
on their Aussie Cinematographers.

By Danny Ruhlmann ACS

Ruhlmann studied Cinematography at the American Film Institute and has 

gone on to film hundreds of commercials around the world. He has worked 

on a number of Australian feature films including The Night We Called It A 

Day (2003) and Little Fish (2005). Survivor is his second film working with 

Director James McTeigue after 2012’s The Raven.
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MAD AS HELL
On probably one of the biggest collaborations of  

Australian filmmaking talent anywhere,  
legendary Cinematographer John Seale AM ACS ASC  
leads the team tasked with realising George Miller’s  

epic vision for Mad Max: Fury Road.

We speak exclusively with the Oscar-winner on the colossal  
undertaking, as well as providing further perspective from  

the film’s Visual Effects Supervisor, Second Unit DOP,  
First Assistant Editor / Visual Effects Editor and Senior Colourist.

- interviews by Lindsay Coleman

‘Mad Max: Fury Road’ - DOP John Seale AM ACS ASC, PHOTO Courtesy of Warner Bros pictures.



JOHN SEALE AM ACS ASC
Cinematographer of  

Mad Max: Fury Road

AC 
When you came on board with Mad Max: Fury Road,  

 were you trying to understand George Miller’s visual 

intelligence?

JS 
Very much so. I came onto [Mad Max] Fury Road very late.  

 The film had been in pre-production for ten years! George 

Miller, Dean Semler (AM ACS ASC) and Visual Effects Supervisor 

Andrew Jackson had been putting the film together, visually, for a long 

time. Trying 3D cameras, testing different looks, which I was never 

involved with, so I was doing a lot of catch-up. Jackson knew more at 

the start than I was going to learn in the entire shoot. He knew what 

Miller was thinking. He knew which direction Miller wanted to go. I 

don’t feel even at this stage that I ever really caught up.  

There wasn’t a script when I came on board. There was a huge 

conference room of storyboards, and I spent time endlessly looking 

at them, trying to work out the storyline, the feelings, the directions 

the story was going. So, a little behind the eight ball on all of that, 

coming in late, and in the middle of the development of 3D cameras 

being built hectically in the final stages of pre-production. These 

cameras were all still prototypes to a degree, so all of that was pretty 

formidable to walk into.

AC 
Why take on such a job then? 

JS 
I’d worked with Miller on Lorenzo’s Oil (1992). To me, being  

 a lover of operating, I got to operate on Lorenzo’s Oil, 

that was an attraction. I have to confess I’ve always been a lover 
of watching actors strut their stuff. I love it! To work with Susan 
Sarandon and Nick Nolte on that film was awesome. It was a simple 
film, and very powerful. Miller made it that way, and I loved, I hope, 
helping him make it that way. When Producer Doug Mitchell rang 
and asked me to contemplate Mad Max: Fury Road, I’d heard all 
the stories about the problems pervading their 3D camera build and 
wondered what was going on. I had one night to think about it. I 
thought whatever the challenges are; I’ll have a go.  

AC 
What did you learn about Miller’s visual style on  

 Lorenzo’s Oil?

JS 
Miller is one of the most interesting visual directors I’ve  

 worked with. He knows the value of what he can do and the 
value of post-production. 85% of Mad Max: Fury Road is running 
below 24 frames per second. It’s speeded up. But they’re not all 
done up by running at 18 frames per second. We didn’t do it in the 
cameras. It’s all done in post.  Miller manipulates every shot because 
to him every shot must progress the story. He will never have a shot 
that is a blurred, out of focus shot that has a supposed, purported 
visual energy. He will never do that because that shot is wasted. It 
doesn’t have a purpose; it hasn’t paid for itself. So he works very 
hard in post to make sure every shot works. It might run at 12 frames, 
it might run at 14. It might run at 8 or 22. Whatever that shot is, he 
makes it work at a frame rate that satisfies the production value - the 
storytelling value - of that shot. I love that the tools of trade for Miller 
are everything known to man.  

AC 
I remember the Dutch-angles Miller asked for on  

 Lorenzo’s Oil were so extreme…

JS 
Absolutely, but I loved that! And that was what made me want  

 to work with him on Fury Road. He took those Dutch-angles 
way beyond what I had ever been asked to do, and way beyond what 
I thought I ever would do. When I see the movie cut together it works 

John Seale AM ACS ASC on location in Namibia with the Panavision 11:1 lens (BLEM) - PHOTO Michelle Pizanis
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perfectly. I’m learning so much from Miller’s images, and the melding 
of those images.  

AC 
What do you feel George Miller learned as both Producer  

 and Director on Babe (1995) and on Happy Feet (2006)?

JS 
In the twenty years since Lorenzo’s Oil he absorbed a  

 great amount. The manipulation of the image in animation is 
so concentrated. You can do anything you like with it. When you are 
shooting live action you have to coordinate that image into the post 
procedures.  He knew about film, recording the action, and he learned 
from animation, combining both of those facets in how he now 
compiles and assembles what makes up the image. 

AC 
What preparations did you make for various weather  

 systems during filming?

JS 
Well you can check on various weather forecasting. You  

 always have in your mind a contingency plan. The production 
office does as well. If you’re caught out, you just do your best and 
keep on shooting. You do your best to produce continuity. Mad Max: 
Fury Road we shot in everything. This is where Miller’s unbelievable 
understanding of the image, of how he was going to cut it, meant 
that he could turn to me and say, “Johnny, they’ll never even know.”  
Meaning the way he was going to cut it was for action, or for emotion, 
and they’ll never notice that the sun went from being out to not being 
out between two shots. And you know, he was dead right. 

You can press a button now and put a Kodak 5298 look to the entire 
film. We’ve done that all the way through to get that electronic look 
out. What you can do now in post is… in one word, awesome. We 
have to collaborate with those people now, and understand that we’ll 
be told to shoot when we don’t want to shoot, when we don’t think 
it will match, but if you really think about the final cut and then length 
of the shots, if you think about what they can do on the DI, where 
everything they can relight, we really aren’t so powerful now to say on 
the set “we can’t shoot that, it won’t match”. We’ve lost that power 

because of the computer. 

AC 
How did you come to shoot Mad Max: Fury Road in  

 Namibia, over Australia?

JS 
Miller always wanted a desert without any growth in it. His  

 post-apocalyptic world didn’t have any green.  Much as 
Broken Hill was the favoured location, and had been for years, 
they had a serious amount of rain about four years ago. The wild 
flowers grew up to a meter high. Miller and his team went into town 
and asked the old geezers how long it would be before the desert 
returned to red earth. They said “we don’t know, we’ve never seen 
it that high”. Very sadly he walked out of Broken HIll and shipped 
everything across to Namibia. That happened before I came on 
board.

AC 
What input did you have in the formulation of the film’s  

 ‘eye-scan technique’? Can you take us through exactly 
what it involves?

JS 
I find this the most interesting thing of Miller’s image-making.  

 He asked us to put the subject of the shot in the middle of 
the frame. If it was Charlize [Theron], in the middle. Tom Hardy, in 
the middle. A car crash, in the middle of the frame. If there was a 
given moment in the film, a given shot, he didn’t want the audience 
searching the frame in the following shot, the following moment, for 
what to look at, across the cut. The human eye is so fast it can scan 
the frame in a millisecond, find the point of interest, and absorb that. 
He decided he was going to put it in the middle of the frame. 

I’ve got to be honest and tell you that about thirty-five years ago 
a television Director and myself opted to do the same thing in an 
argument between two people. The Director said, “I want people to 
be so interested in this I don’t want them to be distracted by anything. 
The cuts are so fast I don’t want people to be distracted by their eyes 
switching around the frame. Can we put their eyes in the middle of the 
frame, the same spot?” I thought that was so fascinating thirty odd 

Tom Hardy as Max Rockatansky - DOP John Seale AM ACS ASC, PHOTO Jasin Boland
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“What you can do 
now in post is,  

in a word, 
awesome.”



years ago and Miller brings it up in 2013… and does it for the whole 
movie! He’s as bold as brass that man. 

Putting everything in the middle of the frame was hard for us 
operators. We watch a shot that lasts for say twenty-five seconds and 
our compositional mind is adjusted to that. Miller knew that in the edit 
that would boil down to maybe four seconds and four seconds is a 
long shot in this film. He knew that the point of interest needed to be 
in the centre, and would be best in the centre. He did that, but not 
only that, but he rescanned the end of the shot where the new shot 
came in, and would change the composition to reframe it, so your eye 
didn’t have to move between the cuts. It changed our composition, 
but really what we are all working towards is the impact of the final 
projection in a movie theatre.  

 

AC 
Does image stabilisation interest you? 

JS 
Miller is doing it on this film. I got worried because our  

 cameras had bungy cords on them. We had cord left over 
from the 3D camera and we used them on the lighter 2D ones also. 
This allowed them to bounce gently. We could go up and down and 
left and right so it gave us a lot of freedom with the cameras, but it 
also created a movement. 

The Edge camera was rock-steady, to me too rock-steady. It had 
no energy. Our handholding, crash camera locked off on the rigs, 
had their own particular vibration they would experience. All of the 
cameras had different movement. I told Jackson I was worried that 
we didn’t have the movements of the cameras in continuity. He said, 

don’t worry, what we can do in post is find a shot in which we all like 
the movement of a particular camera and slave every other shot to 
that particular movement. There, out the door, goes another problem. 
We can restabilise them if they are too bumpy, or we can make them 
bumpy if we want them bumpier. I didn’t worry about it. That kind of 
collaboration can, and will, make better films as long as you know you 
must collaborate closely with your Visual Effects Supervisor.  

AC 
Looking at Don Peterman ASC’ work on Point Break  

 (1991), he used day-for-night for the night surfing scenes 
and the light is bouncing off those waves so heavily you can just 
tell it was shot in the middle of the day. What were some of the 
challenges you faced shooting day-for-night on Mad Max: Fury 
Road and how did you overcome them?  

JS 
I think that when a production might force you, or ask you  

 forcibly to go into day-for-night to save money – some 
countries we’ve had to do day-for-night when actor availability was 
better – it is something the cameraman simply has to bear. You 
shudder a bit because you have to make it look real. 

What I love about Mad Max: Fury Road is the day-for-night Jackson 
has pulled together with Senior Colourist Eric Whipp. This is a post-
apocalyptic world. We don’t know what that event was. It could have 
been a meteor hitting the earth and covering it with a brown dust 
that produced an arctic winter for twenty years. We just don’t know. 
Therefore the day-for-night could be a little bit of a kind of fantasy. 
What I think looks great is that it is a fantasy night. They have created 
a look whereby the audience will look at the first three shots and say, 
“this is night.” There’s a few stars been put it, and that helps you. 
There’s a lot of grads been put in by Whip. There’s a colour shift, 
an underexposure that we normally do on film but they have done it 
digitally. Jackson asked us to overexpose by two stops. Which is a bit 
shattering. Your whole experience of doing day-for-night is based on 
film negative and you are two stops under exposed.  

AC 
Was that a completely count-intuitive experience? 

John Seale AM ACS ASC with the Panavision 11:1 (BLEM) at the Sydney studios - PHOTO Michelle Pizanis
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JS 
Absolutely, it was shattering. It’s against the grain after  

 forty-five years and forty-five movies. The occasional day-for-

night was always fully 85, underexpose two stops, add a bit of green, 

or whatever you want.  Whatever your filtration system was.  It went 

out the window. I said to Jackson, “let’s sit down and talk about this.  

You’ve got to understand you are breaking through a barrier of forty-

five years.” 

Jackson said to me “If you overexpose two stops you’re digging into 

all shadow areas. You’re giving us all the information we need for 

those shadow areas. The highlights can peak up to a certain point 

that we’ll control. Later when we print down, say four stops, say we 

want to rotoscope into a certain area of detail and print it up we’re 

coming back up to the normal exposure. That we don’t get digital 

noise.” Once he explained it I knew that the logic was there, so I just 

said done, let’s go do it.  This digital thing is a whole new bag.

AC 
How would you describe your working relationship  

 with Jackson?

JS 
I listen. I remember the great Sydney Pollack once saying to  

 me “you don’t talk very much”. I said “no, but I’m doing a lot 

of listening. Later on I’ll do the talking when I find out what everybody 

is thinking.”  Well I’m doing the same with Jackson. I listen to him; I 

watch what he’s doing. He’s always taking little stills with his Nikon 

camera. He put them onto his laptop then warps the pictures, 

changes them, then he brings it to you and shows you what he’s 

thinking about in the final image. I look at them and think, “I love that”. 

I don’t think I’ve got all the answers, ever. So I listen. I listen to his 

logic on the limitation of the parameters of DI work, digital work. You 

have to listen to him. That makes you a good collaborator with him. It 

was the same in the early days when I was filming The Perfect Storm 

(2000) or Poseidon (2006). I do a lot of listening. 

AC 
Do you feel that your work on Dead Poet’s Society (1989)  

 was your calling card for Harry Potter (2001)?

DAVID BURR ACS

Second Unit Director of Photography 
on Mad Max: Fury Road

AC 
When did you first work with John Seale? 

DB 
We first worked together in the 1970s on a television series  

 called Luke’s Kingdom (1976). The two of us worked together 

for around seven months on that. He was the Camera Operator and I 

was the Focus Puller.  

AC 
You had filmed in Namibia before, on Beyond Borders  

 (2003)?

DB 
Yes, that’s correct. The opening shot of the Fury Road  

 trailer where Max is looking out over the desert, where he 

is looking is where we shot the refugee camp for Beyond Borders. 
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JS 
No I don’t think so. Chris Columbus had sent me a number 

of his scripts prior to Harry Potter. For these I either was not 
available, or was not inclined to work on that subject matter at that 
given moment. He was quite excited when I did accept to do Harry 
Potter. I was in Britain at the time doing surveying for another film for 
Richard Donner. I knew the producer of Dead Poet’s Society, Duncan 
Henderson was in London, but I wasn’t sure what for. So I tracked 
him down, I rang him, we chatted, and he asked if I had read Harry 
Potter. I told him I had heard about it - it was pretty new back then – 
and he urged me to read it. I read it straight through. He asked me if 
I’d like to do it, and I told him absolutely! When Columbus walked into 
the office and saw me he laughed and said “finally a script of mine 
that you like!”



That was set in Ethiopia. In the valley we had set up 400-600 tents. 

Namibia was not particularly tough on that film, but shooting in the 

snow north of Montreal for that film was very, very tough.  

AC 
How often do you personally operate? 

DB 
I will always have an Operator when I am the main unit DP.  

 I might be an Operator from time-to-time on a second or third 

camera. I’ve always had an A-Camera Operator other than myself. 

But in terms of Second Unit I would operate myself.

AC 
So you were operating on all of Mad Max: Fury Road? 

DB 
I was operating on the film, yes. There was myself, and an  

 operator from South Africa named Sven Vosloo. We also had 

the Edge Arm boys, and they come as a team, including an Operator. 

I didn’t operate the camera when the Edge Arm was used.  

AC 
What cameras and lenses were you using? 

DB 
We used Alexa Pluses and shot Arri Raw. Seale had specified  

 what lenses we’d use. Mostly we used Panavision zooms. 

I can’t remember putting any primes on the camera. In fact I don’t 

think we had any primes at all. 14-40 was a popular little lens. 17-80 I 

think it was. We had one 24-27, an 11 to 1 Primo. We only had one of 

those, and I think that was bolted to John’s camera on main unit most 

of the time. The film was mostly shot with wide lenses. We had a 

19-90 between the two units. We would sometimes borrow from Main 

Unit or they would borrow certain lenses from us.

AC 
How did you keep track of it all? 

DB 
I didn’t. We had this wonderful, wonderful Coordinating  

 Camera Assistant named Michelle Pizanis. She was fabulous. 

She kept track of everything. We had ten Alexas, mostly. We had 

eleven at one stage. We had a dozen Canon 5Ds. We had five or six 

Olympus OMD 5s. Pizanis kept track of it all.  

AC 
How many people would you have on your team at any  

 given time?

DB 
We had ten or twelve mostly. We had thirty-six in the Camera  

 Department, Main Unit and Action Unit. Every day we would 

have an Action Unit meeting. The whole film was storyboarded. The 

storyboards were what we relied on. Each morning the Action Unit 

Director Guy Norris would have the storyboards for the day and we 

would discuss them for about thirty minutes. Then, we’d go out 

into the desert to shoot them. Even though we needed to get those 

frames there were a lot of other frames we could find. We knew that 

if there were a big action scene storyboarded for the day what was 

covered on the Edge Arm, that Vosloo and myself would grab our 

Alexas and find other angles.  

 

AC 
Were there any bits of footage that surprised, or delighted  

 you?

DB 
There were a couple of shots on the 11-1, with a doubler,  

 of the whole armada heading towards the camera across the 

desert. We were under the impression that long lenses were out, that 

we were just using wide lenses. Vosloo went off one morning and 

shot this shot we thought would never make it to the finished film. But 

it was fabulous and they kept it. I think it shows up in the trailer. 

AC 
What about the eye-scan technique used on the film?  

 Were you aware of that?

Charlize Theron as Furiosa - DOP John Seale AM ACS ASC, PHOTO Jasin Boland
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ANDREW JACKSON
Visual Effects Supervisor on  

Mad Max: Fury Road

AC 
All the visual effects in Mad Max: Fury Road are  

 somewhat surreal. How far do you think you can stretch 
the physical possibility of an image for it to still be effective?

AJ 
I suppose that’s the Director’s prerogative. With Miller I  

 found myself shifting from what I thought was ridiculous early 
on to what I thought was reasonable within the style of the film. The 
superfast cut style is larger than life. Miller’s filmmaker style is very 
much about where is the viewer looking at this exact moment, to 
the point where they ignore almost everything else in the frame. He’s 
taking the audience on this journey around the frame, and we’re 
talking about shots that are just a half a second long! We’ve got a lot 
of shots that are just four or five frames long. That only works if you 
are really conscious of how the people’s eyes scan around the frame. 
He wants to be directing the audience exactly where to look, and 
that trumps everything else. He’ll blow the image up, or reframe it, 
or retime it, and use bits from one take and comp them into another 
take, just so that he can get a particular piece of action in the right 
part of the frame. Once you get on board with that a lot of other 
things I used to think were really important just fall away.  He doesn’t 
care about the real-world physics. I struggled with that at the start, 
having to let go of that. I have had to on this show.

AC 
What about shots that really overshoot the possibilities of  

 real-world physics?

AJ 
Those are the shots where we all sit around and say “George,  

 people think this shot is a joke! Are you sure you still want 

it?” If enough people say it’s ridiculous he may shift. On this film 
post-visualisation has been a very important part of the process. 
As soon as the film was starting to be cut we had a team of around 
ten people. We had basic rotoscoping, tracking, compositing, 3D 
generalists and a designer working in what we called ‘the hub’. We 
did the same thing at Animal Logic on the movie 300 (2006). 

The hardest thing about 3D is working with the requirements for a 
visual effects shot because the concept is not always entirely clear, 
until you’ve done the thing, what was required. To see if it’s working 
you mock-up a quick, cheap version. It is very hard to judge a frame 
if a canyon or mountain is not there. Our job is thus to represent, 
with post-visualisation, every single component within the frame. We 
might do four or five iterations in a very quick, cheap version of visual 
effects. This allows the edit to evolve that much quicker. It totally 
separates any negotiation over cost from the creative process. The 
Editor and Director are free to make the film work. You get so many 
benefits from it. 

AC 
With Rhythm and Hues (Oscar-winning visual effects  

 studio) the relationship between costs and bidding just 
became out of control.

AJ 
Totally. The nature of visual effects is where people are  

 expected to give a fixed price for an unknown amount of 
work. When you explain that to people from other industries they have 

DB 
Action Unit were not too aware of that. Main Unit was. They  

 needed to adhere to it.  They had Miller there to make sure 
they did. We didn’t strictly adhere as main unit did. We would use the 
wide frame to full advantage, rather than putting the subject in the 
middle of the frame.  

AC 
Seale spoke of this film as involving a whole new level of  

 collaboration in terms of what went into creating the final 
image. Was that your experience?

DB 
It was. When you shoot over an extended period – we were  

 in Namibia for about five and half months – at all times of day, 
knowing that film is set over a period of three days and four nights, 
and all that footage had to cut together seamlessly. We knew, going 
in, lighting continuity was going to go out the window. You can’t keep 
the continuity over a period of shooting like that. We knew we were 
going to need a lot of help in post-production, and as it turns out 
we’ve been given that help. I haven’t seen the film yet; I have seen 
the trailer. I did see, along with Seale and Miller, about 30-35 minutes 
of an initial cut. Our fears of lighting continuity were allayed. The cuts 
were so quick that we didn’t have, and the audience won’t have, a 
chance to think about the lighting situation for each of the cuts. Three 
things have helped the lighting: the speed of the edit, and the help 
from Jackson and Whipp.  

AC 
It really is a situation of great trust then? 

DB 
Oh, definitely. It’s a situation of “we’ve done the best we can,  

 now it’s over to you boys.”  They’ve done a fabulous job. In a 
film like this so many shots have to be locked in to a predetermined 
look; you can’t afford to wait ‘til the end of the film to grade it all 
because it’s already integrated. The way that this has been done by 
Miller, for example buying a Baselight system and hiring Whipp for a 
year and a half so the grading can start at day 1 rather than on day 
900. I think is a good way to go. Seale approves of the way it’s been 
done. He’ll go in for a while, I imagine, and tweak things. The look 
was certainly determined early on in the edit of the film, as opposed to 
after, as is normally the case.

AC 
Was there ever issues with motion blur on the Alexa? 

DB 
Only the normal old fiftieth-of-a-second motion blur. I don’t  

 think we ever closed down the shutter to reduce it. We might 
have done it once or twice.

AC 
Matt Town pointed out that the potential of the Arri Raw  

 files is only just starting to be explored. Would you agree?

DB 
I don’t really have any experience other than that of Mad Max:  

 Fury Road. It seems to me that there is a lot of latitude, 
especially in the highlights. This led to John, and especially me, under-
rating the speed of the cameras in Namibia to 400 and sometimes 
200. We could do that because there was so much latitude in the 
highlights, we weren’t too concerned about losing detail. I would 
have to say honestly, coming exclusively from a film background, 
that I don’t understand one eighth of digital technical stuff. I treat the 
Alexa as a film camera - as a Panaflex or an Arri 435. I just treat the 
camera as a film camera as I have for the last forty years. You employ 
assistants who know all that stuff about how the inside of these digital 
cameras work. 

I’ll tell you a story about the Arri 435… these came out twenty years 
ago or something. I discovered, a couple of years ago before we 
finished using film, that there was a switch on the Arri 435, at the back 
of it. It wasn’t the switch that rolled it, or cut it. I knew that. I asked 
my assistant, “What does this switch at the back do?” I had seen it, 
but didn’t know or didn’t care what it did. “You use that to turn the 
camera on!” he said. I didn’t know because for twenty years I hadn’t 
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needed to know. The assistant needs to know that. I think the same 
thing is true of the digital revolution. I do know about lenses though, 
and I do know where to put the camera. I know what speed to run the 
camera. But I don’t really need to know the other stuff.  



no idea how such a thing can work. You could argue it’s killing the 

industry. 

AC 
How much do you worry, shot to shot, about continuity? 

AJ 
Everyone has different things they care about on this film.  

 One of the things which is not a priority for Miller is continuity. 

We sometimes had to try and drag it back as well as ticking all the 

boxes he cares about. And the Editor has the things he cares about, 

and the Colourist and so on. If anyone has something he really cares 

about then he or she would bring it up. But if nobody else cares about 

it then they have to let it go.  

AC 
How did you go about establishing a relationship of  

 trust with John Seale?

AJ 
It takes a while to build that.  My approach is be as helpful as  

 possible on set. I love working with a DoP like John he is 

so easy to talk to. We have shots where he was worried given that 

we were shooting a shot at sunset and the shot before had been at 

midday and I would take a frame of that and Photoshop in a cross 

light that was really bright, just so he could see how we could make it 

work. He loved it! The reality of shooting a live action film like this you 

can’t just control the light at any time of day. That’s just something we 

all have to deal with.  

AC 
Do you think there is a trend in visual effects towards  

 hyper-reality where you are taking in more visual 

information that you would under any other circumstances?

AJ 
Certainly that is the trend these days. Which is why Mad Max:  

 Fury Road is so refreshing. Yet at the same time I remember 

Miller saying at Comic Con “This is not a visual effects film” when the 

film was employing several hundred Visual Effects Artists to render 

over two-thousand visual effects shots. I have to say I agree with him 

now. It is the live-action component that really stands out, and has 
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this wonderfully gritty quality. The visual effects shots are removing 

clumps of foliage, or safety harnesses or tire tracks.  

AC 
How did you go about rationalising the blending of stunts  

 with CGI elements to maintain that sense of reality?

AJ 
Most of the big stunts in the film didn’t really need special  

 effects. Some of the explosions were enhanced. We shot a 

huge number of live action explosion elements, dust and sand and 

smoke. Most of the work we did on practical stunts was just 2D 

compositing. Not a lot of CG. Mainly just integrating practical dust 

elements. We’d just add CG dust if we didn’t have a 2D element to 

use. We use light probes, which is essentially just a series of images 

of a mirror ball. It’s a series of images with exposure brackets so that 

the darkest part is exposed and the brightest part is not clipped. You 

are building an HDR image from a series of exposures. We use that 

HDR to light the scene.  

AC 
What does the future hold in terms of clipping? 

AJ 
We will be shooting with high dynamic range cameras very  

 soon. There are some very clever things Arri Alexa is doing on 
the analogue side of the collection of the image.  They are combining 
two different voltage levels before it goes through the analogue to 
digital converter. That’s how they are getting such a high dynamic 
range. Unlike the Red, which is saving at two different exposures, 
the Alexa is doing that before it’s converted to a digital image, so it’s 
cleaner. 

AC 
How did you go about determining the relative absorption  

 or reflection of light within phenomena such as the 
sandstorm?

AJ 
We just used a lot of reference material for that.  We find  

 reference from wherever we can. Because of my background 
I will shoot a lot of reference. It’s not always about making it look real. 
You start off with what would look real then you keep modifying it until 
it looks good. Reality is theoretically interesting, but only if it looks 
exciting. One of the things you will always get from the real world is 
randomness. It’s better than anything that humans can generate and 
real randomness is very hard for humans to replicate.  

AC 
What about 4K broadcast? This film will be out in 4K  

 broadcast some day.  

AJ 
The storytelling process is quite well served in 2K. I’ve never  

 come out of a film experience saying; gosh I wish that film had 
been in higher resolution. Is the industry just trying to get everyone to 
upgrade? I suppose it could change when we are looking at 4K on 
our television screens. There’s also a move in some quarters to push 
the frame rate up to 60 frames per second or more, and get really 
smooth action.  It all gets to be about more data that we have to deal 
with. I am not desperate to see 4K everywhere.

AC 
What about the frame rate? 

AJ 
That’s a different case entirely. There are a lot of issues we  

 have to deal with in relation to the frame rate. Fast moving 
objects looks uncomfortable while moving across the screen at 24 
fps. So that might help.

AC 
How did you deal with shooting a 3D film in stereo? 

AJ 
Well it wasn’t my decision. You just deal with whatever are the  

 specifics of the project. I absolutely support the decision 
that was made. Paul McColub was the Stereographer involved and 
when we were first looking at the film it was going to be shot in stereo 
because at the time post-conversion was not a viable option. The 
results were not very good. Because the film was set largely inside the 
cabin of a truck the existing stereo rigs would not have fitted. It just 
would not have been practical. 

We set about building a stereo camera rig specifically for this film. It 
was very successful and we actually used it on the Happy Feet shoot. 
But then by the time we were ready to actually start shooting the 
camera technology had improved so much, mostly because of the 
Alexas, and the dynamic range was so much better that the decision 
was made that we were going to shoot in 2D and then post-convert. 
Post-conversion had improved so dramatically in that time, and the 
reality of shooting a film like this in stereo in the desert was just too 
difficult. It was a good call going with the Alexa. The results are very 
watchable now.

negotiation over cost from the 
creative process”
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AC 
Would you go to him in person and say you need shots to  

 establish a certain scene geometry, or the like?

MT 
You will let him know where you need an insert. For example  

 a car turns left, then you let George know you will need an 
insert of a foot going down on an accelerator pedal or a steering 
wheel turning. In the broad strokes, that’s really all him. You really just 
have to wait for a while to see what he’s got in his head and trust that 
he knows what he is doing. That comes out in the temp cuts. It’s just 
that process of refinement and iterations, refinement and iterations. 
Filming a scene could go on for days and weeks. 

AC 
We spoke with John about the extreme Dutch-angles  

 in Lorenzo’s Oil.  Do you think Miller has evolved a 
sophisticated sense of audience’s perception such that even on 
shorter lenses they will know if an object is five metres away or 
ten metres away?

MT 
I would say so, yes. But not that it is so technically  

 considered. The shot mainly just needs to be readable. If it’s 
readable it stays, if not it goes.  

AC 
Can you talk about the eye-scan technique used on the  

 film?

MT 
This is an old-school editing technique, which ironically very  

 few people know about.  To make sure that your eye doesn’t 
have to work too hard you have to remember that across a cut there 
will always be a few frames that your eye does not perceive as your 
brain is adjusting to a new image. You must effectively lead the eye 
around the frame. Because Miller knew it was going to be a fast-cut 
film he’s kept the composition so the subject is generally in the centre 
of the image so you know you’re always going to get a fairly good 
eye-scan. This is important when you think that some of the shots in 
the film are six or seven frames long.  

AC 
Miller has spoken about Joseph Campbell’s monomyth  

 (the hero’s journey) in relation to the Mad Max narrative. 

Mad Max: Fury Road - DOP John Seale AM ACS ASC, PHOTO Courtesy of Warner Bros Pictures

MATT TOWN

First Assistant Editor / Visual Effects 
Editor on Mad Max: Fury Road

AC 
Was the pre-visualisation on the film for visual effects and  

 planned stunts?

MT 
A couple of scenes were ‘pre-vised’, but mainly because  

 they required sets and stunts working together. You knew 

where the hand-off was. There would be a case of many cars 

shot over multiple locations but in the story they were all at the 

one location. The storm, as a set piece, has a large visual effects 

component. Within that set piece you need to know beforehand 

where to put the lights. Seale needed to know exactly what he was 

shooting when he was shooting the live action element. But in terms 

of pre-visualisation there was really very little.  

AC 
Would you say that Miller cuts in the camera? 

MT 
I would say he cuts in the camera all of the time. You hear  

 that old story about cutting once in the script, once while 

shooting, once in the cutting room, Miller is cutting every step of the 

way. He’s cutting with storyboards, cutting in pre-visualisation, cutting 

in camera, and cutting when he gets a new idea. A typical day he’ll 

give instructions to the Assistant Directors, gets another idea, takes 

it to the video split guys, cuts something together, sees what he’s 

got and what he’s missing, gets more ideas, and so on as the day 

progresses. We get cover, cut it into a temp of the scene; he looks 

at it and determines if we need more stuff for coverage, to fill in the 

gaps. And the cycle goes on and on. I’ve never met someone who is 

so across the film in his own head all of the time.  
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How has he connected with that in relation to this film?

MT 
George always sits us down at the start of the film to say,  

 “this is the theme”.  Everything has to feed that theme. 

It should be one word, be impossible to miss, and we should be 

hammering it home every time we do anything. That gives the audience 

truth.  That is such a Campbell idea I don’t know what else is.

AC 
You’re creating the myth yourself? 

 
 

MT 
The job is to make space for the Director and the Editor to  

 find that truth without having to wade through the technology. 

You want them to have the sandpit where they can throw stuff around 

to discover the truth of the story, and you won’t have people jumping 

in and saying “you can’t use that because it’s the wrong camera”, or 

“the footage is out of sync”, or “there’s a focus problem.” You start to 

launder the product, make sure it is up to the quality it needs to be, 

yet keep all of these technical issues away from the creative process.  

AC 
What was your working relationship with Jackson like? 

MT 
I’d say that for Miller, Seale and Jackson my role was the  

 facilitator. Miller is very much the filmmaker. If he could use the 

Avid he would but he doesn’t care too much about the technicalities 

whereas Jackson has a very technical aspect. Even something simple 

like, how does the Cinematographer get his dailies at the end of the 

day?  Especially considering how much he has to shoot. What’s the 

quickest way of getting him everything he needs. It’s the craft side of 

the art, the organising, what I do.  

AC 
And they will have different ideas and aesthetics. How is  

 all that reconciled?

MT 
Essentially it’s a hierarchy. All decisions in the end come down 

 to Miller. If we can come to a decision then he will weigh-in 
and indicate which direction we go in. On another level, in certain 
areas, you can have an instinctual sense of when you are crossing 
over into the vision of another collaborator. You know if you’re playing 
around with the lighting too much then that is infringing. But, if Miller 
asks for it, Miller gets it. If you are really encroaching on another 
area you always speak to the person and explain the situation.  In 
the case of Jackson and Seale they really are the two ends of the 
spectrum, production and post-production. Jackson can advise on 
methodology. The aesthetics of Jackson doesn’t come in until the 
effects shots are being created.  

AC 
It was clear that Seale trusted Jackson. 

MT 
We’ve seen every area of filmmaking go through  

 this change in the shift to digital cinema. You have in almost 
every department people with technical expertise that is either no 
longer needed, or is partially dealt with by the technology involved. 
That knowledge is now spread across multiple departments. If Seale 
is going to shoot something in the day, his responsibility would have 
been continuity with things like day-for-night. That would typically 
have involved a huge technical knowledge on Seale’s part, but that 
can now be achieved in post. This can help him to shoot more now, 
multiple frame rates; multiple exposures and we can take this stuff 
off his hands. It does mean that there are a number of things we 
can suggest to him. Certain things Miller would have committed to 
at the start on previous films, such as shooting at certain times of 
day, or shooting all fight scenes at 20 fps, those type of old school 
techniques don’t need to be committed to now because of what we 
can achieve in post. 
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For new Cinematographers, that wouldn’t be such a bad thing. They 

wouldn’t go in expecting the types of responsibilities an old-school 

guy like Seale is used to. On the other hand we can say, don’t worry 

about exposure and continuity as long as your basic composition 

and lighting is good. It’s also worth exposing the logic of these new 

systems. He’s used to thinking “I’m used to shooting on film, I don’t 

want to crush the whites because I’ll find something in the blacks.” 

Digitally, however, if you put it down in the blacks there is nothing 

there. Up the top, there is so much headroom in the sensor that if 

you overexpose it has the inverse effect. The way that decision came 

about was due to them doing all of the traditional things – using filters, 

bringing the exposure down – a whole bunch of ways you would have 

traditionally done a day-for-night scene. Jackson took the camera, 

shot at all sorts of different exposure levels, applied different day-for-

night grades, took them to Seale and asked his opinion. 

When that is approved you have an interesting situation where on the 

one hand Seale has given up something of the control of his image, 

but it does give him more of an ability and freedom to meet his other 

responsibilities on the set. He doesn’t have to worry about aspects 

that take a hell of a lot of time to set up, especially given the limited 

amount of time we had to shoot anything on set.  

AC 
Cinematographers don’t always immediately admit to a  

 style, but they do come around and often admit that they 

do. If what you have said is true, what does that represent for the 

concept of authorship in Cinematography?
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MT 
I think that there’s definitely room for authorship to be taken  

 away from Cinematographers.  It can’t be protected the way 
it was before by these firewalls of technology, access to technology, 
the jargon. As much as I try to understand the mathematics of an 
f-stop it still just doesn’t sit with me. Because those walls have been 
broken down there is definitely that ability to take authorship away. 
It does have one good effect. It leaves you with a survival of the 
fittest scenario. If you can create a good image, a good image is a 
good image. That’s the really reassuring thing about Seale’s images. 
He could overexpose, some of the beautiful signature way that he 
lights, that particular way he composes shots was still very much in 
each image. I hope there is more respect for the art that is in it. The 
technique is now not so hard to achieve, but the eye and the art of it 
is still hard.  



ERIC WHIPP

Senior Colourist on  
Mad Max: Fury Road

AC 
What opportunities were you granted in achieving  

 saturation of colour for those scenes set at night thanks 

to the day-for-night photography?

EW 
For the night scenes, we played on the visuals of the old  

 Hollywood westerns with their rich blue looks. We originally 

tried a dark photo-realistic night look, but found the action and story 

in the scenes were lost, and the scenes felt dull. We kept coming 

back to a very rich blue graphic look. The day-for-night photography, 

and specifically the decision to shoot a couple of stops over exposed 

gave me huge amounts of latitude in the shadow areas, so once we 

dropped the exposure and created our rich blue look, I had the range 

to bring out specific detail to enhance the story with virtually no noise. 

I’m not sure you could do this without the Arri Alexa. The range in the 

Arri Raw file was great.

AC 
When do you feel that colour saturation produced a  

 deliberately surreal effect? Under what circumstances, 

and with which specific characters?

EW 
The look for Fury Road is somewhat of a graphic novel.  

 From the onset, Miller was adamant that he didn’t want to 

make just another ‘desaturated post-apocalyptic film’. Almost all 

the post-apocalyptic films out there have the same bleached look. 

Furthermore, Mad Max: Fury Road is almost entirely set out in the 

open desert and a bleak look would get very boring to an audience 

very quickly. We also knew we wanted to use colour to help break up 

the scenes as the story progressed, and help the audience distinguish 

certain landscapes.

AC 
How did you utilise grading to enhance the desert  

 environment?

EW 
The art direction of the film was purposely created with just  

 browns and beiges. There are no wildly colourful objects in 

this world. What I was essentially working with was ‘beige digital 

negative’. The only other physical colour in the film was blue sky. 

Creating an interesting saturated image from a beige canvas was a 

challenge. The desert sand in Namibia was closer to a grey colour 

in real life, but we found that pushing it toward rich gold colours 

helped compliment the characters and vehicles. I’m sure this film 

will get criticised for being ‘teal & orange’, but in our case we didn’t 

have much choice as they were mostly the only colours we had to 

work with. In some scenes we specifically avoided blue skies or even 

added stormy skies to break up the visuals.

AC 
What was your process for achieving a particular  

 continuity in lighting conditions within a given scene, was 

that periodically abandoned?

EW 
The film was shot over a long period of time so consistency  

 in light was a challenge for the grade. Using the Baselight 

grading systems, I was able to replace and track a lot of skies in 

the grade that would have otherwise been just white or basic blue 

grads.  This helped create a better continuity of colour and light 

across the cuts. We also used the idea of dappled light. We would 

draw shadows or patches of sunlight on the desert in certain shots to 

create a feeling of sun and cloud, which helped marry shots that were 

wildly different in light.

AC 
How quickly did you get a hold of the rushes? What was  

 the workflow on the production?

EW 
I started on the film quite early. Over a year ago. We knew that 

 the day-for-night sequences would need a lot work, so I 

started on those scenes first. At the same time we started look 

development, and trying to find the best methods to create a rich 

and saturated image without it looking ‘cheap’ or falling apart too 

quickly. I then set looks for each scene so we could judge the colour 
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progression over the film.

AC 
How would you say grading today has evolved in terms of  

 the treatment of the desert environment on film as found 

in the 1980s and 1990s?

EW 
Grading and visual effects go hand in hand in a film like  

 this. It›s vital to see the grade on visual effects to see how it 

holds up with the grade being pushed so far. Creating such vibrant 

images of the desert in the grading suite is almost a visual effect in 

itself. It’s an intense version of what we might think the desert would 

be like in a scorched world. The colour grading toolkit of what we can 

do today has greatly improved, so we are able to create looks that we 

haven’t seen before.

AC 
How do you feel the human brain responds when  

 encountering colour or light and shade beside one 

another in a manner not found in nature? What specific impact 
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do you believe this can have on film?

EW 
I think since the birth of filmmaking, we have been looking  

 to find different ways to tell stories. I think as humans, we like 

looking at images that intrigue us. It offers a view that we can’t see 

naturally and therefore interests us. Creating hyper-real images on film 

is just another great technique to help tell interesting stories.

AC 
Where, might you argue, did the work of the  

 Cinematographer end and the work of the Colourist begin 

in terms of the shaping and texturing of the image?

EW 
Seal shot amazing footage and such a deep ‘digital negative’.  

 Shooting on Arri Raw gave me a huge amount to latitude to 

work with. I was able to help draw the audience’s eye to key story 

points using vignettes or light shading. Doing that on set would have 

been time consuming and tricky without knowing exactly how the 

film would be cut. Seale would do what he could on set to shape and 

Two Steadicams on the go in Namibia, operators Andrew Johnson & Mark Goelnicht 
with A cam 1st AC Ricky Schamburg - PHOTO Michelle Pizanis



texture the image, and on many occasions this was enough. On shots 
where it was too difficult to control the light on set, I was able to take 
over and help shape it in the colour suite.

AC 
When you are focussing on enhancing the light ping do  

 you feel the audience registers that they are receiving 
more than the usual amount of information from a shot based on 
focal length, fill light, etc?

EW 
I think because the overall film has such a graphic quality,  

 the audience quickly accepts that things are not quite 
‘normal’. What we wanted to do is to use colour, contrast and light 
to guide the eye across cuts and help tell the story. There’s a ton of 
action in the film and Miller is the master of what he’s coined ‘eye-
scan’. There are a lot of action films out there that don’t do a good 
job of that and are very difficult to watch. You get lost in an assault 
of action and often loose track of what’s happening. We all tried very 
hard on Mad Max: Fury Road to avoid this, and whether it was in the 
shooting, editing, VFX or colour, we all played our part in trying to 
achieve a fluid motion.

AC 
What do you perceive to be the Colourist’s role in the  

 storytelling of cinema?

EW 
The Colourist’s role in storytelling is huge. The overall  

 feel and look of any given moment of the story must be right. 
We can now help shape the light to tell these stories. We can darken 
areas that might distract the eye from an important moment. We can 
enhance a character’s eyes to help with connection. And of course, 
we can help create a mood and palette that sits with the story. The 

human brain uses something along the lines of 80-90% of visual 
focus towards a character’s eyes in an average shot. For that reason, 
we spent a lot of time roto’ing eyes of our characters and enhancing 
them, helping to focus the audience towards them.

AC 
Was motion blur ever an issue and how did your work  

 help add resolution to certain images?

EW 
We used a lot of sharpening on the film. Miller liked the way  

 it enhanced the images and often gave them grittiness. 
Motion blur wasn’t really an issue, as when it was there, it was natural 
and helped keep an element of rawness.

AC 
How did you deal with shots where the raw files were  

 near monochromatic?

EW 
Quite often because of the location or the weather, the digital  

 negative was very near monochromatic. This is often where 
sky replacements helped to break up the blandness of the colour by 
introducing some blue. We would also use shapes to add light and 
shade to parts of the image to break up the monotony.

AC 
How did you go about colour grading for characters in the 

 sandstorm?

EW 
The visual effects crew did an amazing job of the sandstorm  

 sequence. Most of the balance of light had been done by the 
time it got to me, so it flowed nicely. We used simple shapes to bring 
out faces and crucial moments, and key framed every lightning flash 
so we could control the intensity in the suite.
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THE AGE OF ADELINE (2015). An 

Oscar-winning Australian Costume Designer 

and a French-native Cinematographer create 

visuals which perfectly compliment an era-

spanning love story.

Not allowing herself to get close to anyone 

who might reveal her secret, Adaline (Blake 

Lively in a Benjamin Button-like role) has lived 

a lonely life after remaining only 29-years-

old for eighty years. Filled with complexity 

and fervour, Director Lee Toland Krieger 

BLACK SEA (2015). Jude Law and 
Ben Mendelsohn dive into an excellent 
underwater thriller, hunting for gold in the 
Black Sea.

As with many films in the submarine genre, 
Black Sea is a pressure-cooker story that 
watches a group of men fill a confined 
space and spend time underwater. But 
by connecting aspects of other genres, 

(December Ends, The Vicious Kind) and 
Cinematographer David Lanzenberg (The 
Signal, Paper Towns) have reunited after 
collaborating on 2012’s hit Celeste & Jesse 
Forever. 

Lanzenberg rose through the ranks as 
a Camera Assistant under distinguished 
Cinematographers like Aaron Schneider, 
Nicola Pecorini, and Philippe Rouselot on 
films like Tim Burton’s Planet Of The Apes 
(2001). Delicate camerawork, understated 
dolly movements and clever deep 

focus, coupled with excellent character 
development and fine acting makes The Age 
Of Adaline a far more interesting character 
study than many of its contemporaries. The 
film possesses subtle and sensitive visuals; 
fluid editing and an evocative feel for both 
setting and costume. ”The essential theme of 
the film was so attractive”, says Krieger.

Australian Costume Designer Angus 
Strathie who won an Oscar for his work with 
Catherine Martin on Moulin Rouge! (2001) 
explains the challenge was to make the 
main character look age-appropriate within 
each ‘style decade’. Taking on the nearly-
impossible task of constructing costumes for 
one character that span a century, Strathie 
has incorporate old and new pieces to give 
The Age Of Adaline a wardrobe that feels 
both glamorous (Lively is an Ambassador for 
Chanel, and a face of Gucci) yet somehow 
true to the character’s shyness. The film’s 
Editor Melissa Kent (The Vow), Visual Effects 
Supervisor James McQuade (Underworld) 
and sound designer Christopher Aud (Man of 
Steel) help round out an excellent production 
team.

With films on the fantasy-romantic-drama 
genre there is no middle ground between 
brilliant and disaster, and refreshingly The 
Age Of Adaline is good in every possible 
way… four stars.

director Kevin MacDonald (Last King of 

Scotland, 2006) has constructed a decisive 

and appealing thriller that demonstrates 

the classic and traditional filming can 

feel bold and new. What gives the Black 

Sea an intense dramatic lift, however, is 

noteworthy production design and innovative 

cinematography that does much to bolster 

film’s narrative.

Shot by British Cinematographer Christopher 
Ross BSC (Eden Lake, 2008), exterior shots 
of the submarine echo work by Jordan 
Cronenweth ASC on Blade Runner (1982). 
These carefully choreographed frames 
provide a sense of epic scale, despite the 
‘action’ taking place in claustrophobic 
locations on the boat. Black Sea also evokes 
classic heist films such as Rififi (1955, 
Philippe Agostini) while having the sense of 
anxiety and solitude of Alien (1979, Derek 
Vanlint CSC).

Here, Macdonald has struggled to convey 
the suspense from his documentaries One 
Day in September (1999) and Touching 
The Void (2003), nonetheless Black Sea is 
a calculated thriller that is only occasionally 
weighed down by needlessly long takes. 
Mendelsohn is once again outstanding in a 
subtle and brooding performance far better 
than the script he is given. For anyone who 
appreciates this sub-genre of cinema (pun 
intended)… three stars.

Reviews by James Cunningham

Discover and enjoy more of James’  
film reviews at ReviewItAgain.com

Jude Law in a scene from Black Sea  
- DOP Christopher Ross BSC,  

PHOTO Alex Bailey
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Blake Lively as Adeline Bowman in The Age Of Adeline  
- DOP David Lanzenberg, PHOTO Diyah Pera
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DARKNESS - Director of 
Photography: Ashley Barron 
(NSW). Darkness is a twisted fairytale 
exploring the journey of a young girl in 
gaining a sense of belonging to her own 
identity.

Filmed in Tamworth and Sydney, including 
the epic barn built for Superman Returns 
(2006), Cinematographer Ashley Barron 
and Director Nathan Keene felt the need 
for a moving and sometimes floating image 
to underline the character’s journey. With 
limited crew and requiring the use of dollies, 

jibs and the DJI Ronin in uneven terrain, the 
production needed a small camera and one 
that could handle the exposure requirements 
for both exteriors and interiors. Barron chose 
the RED Dragon.

Despite the horror component to the film, 
Barron wanted to maintain the softness 
of the child’s story. In addition the visual 
progression established for the film, led 
her to Zeiss SuperSpeeds. “We wanted 
to externalise Eva’s isolation from her 
environment by utilising shallow depth of field 
and longer focal lengths. As she comes to 

terms with her identity and connects with the 
world we widened the length and deepened 
the field.” Barron chose the 2.40:1 aspect 
ratio to further enhance this relationship 
between character and environment.

The film logistically broke all the rules - 
shooting with children who’d never acted 
before, farm animals, and in a remote 
location - that made it something of an 
adventure. Magic happens, however, in times 
of adversity and Barron’s Cinematography 
has received extensive praise.

AUSTRALIAN SHORTS
A quick look at the latest offerings in short films from around the country – by Mitch Kennedy

OUROBOROS - Director of 
Photography: Robert Bakken 
(QLD). Ouroboros tells the story of Linden 
Connor, who travels back in time, from the 
year 2028 to 2013, to save his now dying 
wife from a hit and run accident she had 
when she was younger. Written and Directed 
by Henry Boffin, Produced by Liam Heyen 
and shot by Robert Bakken, the production 
spanned eight days on location in Northern 
NSW, Brisbane and Allora, QLD.

Shot on the Arri Alexa with a set of Compact 
Primes CP.2 lenses, this setup was perfect 
for the project, as Robert had to deal with 
scenes taking place both in very low-lit 
situations and in full sunlight, on a fairly low 
budget. Being a Post Graduate film, the 
lighting package was provided by Griffith Film 
School and contained two 1.2K HMI’s, a 4 
Kino Flo bank, a Dedo Kit, some Arri 1K’s 
and 650’s, and a few small LED lights.

To visually distinguish the years 2028 and 

2013, Bakken’s approach was executed 
mainly by lighting but also in the grade. The 
futuristic parts of Ouroboros were lit mostly 
with unnatural colours, and then desaturated 
and a yellow-green hue was added in post 
to achieve a ‘polluted’ futuristic look. This 
was contrasted with a more nostalgic look 
for 2013, where the images where saturated 
with more natural colours and tones used.
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CARAVAN - Director of 
Photography: Matt Wood 
(VIC). Set in the Australian Bush, Caravan 

follows three-year-old Theo and his six-

year-old cousin Jonas, as they explore 

the contents of what appears to be an 

abandoned caravan.

Caravan was shot on a block of land ninety 

minutes outside Melbourne, mostly taking 

place inside a cramped old caravan. In pre-

production, the decision was made to take a 

minimalist approach to the Cinematography. 

Working with child non-actors, the goal was 
to make them as comfortable as possible. 
This resulted in Cinematographer Matt Wood 
only using natural light and a stripped back 
handheld camera setup. Caravan was shot 
on a RED Epic MX with Zeiss Contax vintage 
stills glass. Wood favoured the AC 28-85mm 
for its versatile range and small size. It also 
created a sligthly nostalgic non period-
specific look. This was important to the story, 
which set out to catch a fleeting moment in 
childhood consciousness.

Caravan had its world premiere at Clermont-

Ferrand International Short Film Festival 
in France and its Australian premiere at 
Flickerfest International Short Film Festival, 
where Wood was awarded the ‘Miller Best 
Cinematography Award’.

“The decision was 
made to take a 

minimalist approach to 
Cinematography.” 
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TWISTED - Director of 
Photography: Daniel Christie 
(NSW). Twisted is a short film that follows 

Michael, a teenage schoolboy as he recounts 
a night with the girl of his dreams; but there 
is a twist.

A monologue written for the screen, Twisted 
provided a unique cinematographic challenge 
as it called for the audience to follow Michael 
(Claudio Trovato) on a surreal journey through 
the story he is telling. Cinematographer Daniel 
Christie worked closely with Co-Directors 

James Hartley and James Shepherd to 
devise coverage that, along with moving set 
pieces and lighting, would allow scenes to 
transition seamlessly. Christie also worked to 
create a colour palette that evolves between 
scenes, starting out with a warm dusk feel 
and transitioning into a much cooler palette 
as things become more surreal.

Lighting proved challenging for one scene 
in particular, a night forest exterior, which 
involved a long walking shot. With a small 
lighting budget and no generator, two 1.2K 
and two 575w HMIs were powered from the 

GPOs in a building fifty metres away from 
set. For this scene, Christie chose to add an 
on camera light source to the mix to create a 
sense of immediacy and claustrophobia and 
allowed the scene to fall into near darkness 
towards the end. A carefully planned hidden 
cut allowed a seamless transition into a scene 
shot in the studio.

Written by Mitch Kennedy

Brisbane-based Kennedy is a versatile 
Director/DOP, creating content for television 
commercials, music videos and short films.

‘Twisted’ - DOP Daniel Christie



By the time you read this gear report, 
countless trade show reports and new 
product releases would have invaded 
your laptop screens. Let alone all the 
new cameras everyone is talking about. 
However, having covered a few of these 
events recently, the cameras, amongst 
other things, are becoming less & less 
important. 

A recent dilemma was how was I to 
organize, store & transport my tools in an 
orderly & safe manner. It seems like the 
notion of protecting the cost & investment 
of gear has become an afterthought. We 
are more consumed by buying some new 
fandangle piece of kit, only to skimp on 
how we store it. This also includes smaller 
essential items such as laptops, tablets, 
lenses, tools, etc. 

In this instalment, I’ll be looking at several 
items alongside each other and copping 
a bagging, literally.  Sachtler, Cinebags & 
Manfrotto have provided bags for me to 
evaluate, while the wife has been rather 
perplexed with the appearance of them 
all (no pun intended).  Yes, these will 
be returned upon the completion of my 
assessment.

The basis for this review was to find a 
general bag for miscellaneous items. Like 
a cinematographers bag, to carry small 
items such as light meters, viewfinders, 
hard drives, laptops and other essential 
items. Fittingly, I started with Cinebags’s 
CB10. Later, I requested Sachtler’s Dr. 
Bag 1 & Manfrotto’s Professional shoulder 
bag 50.

To be fair, both the Manfrotto & Sachtler 
bag are not purpose designed like the 
CB10, but I wanted to compare and find a 
range of bags that could possibly perform 
similar duties in terms of weight and size. 
So rather than make direct comparisons, 
I’m going to discuss function, make & 
quality. 

I field tested all bags by using them on 
various jobs, and I would like to thank my 
assistant David Stanley for also putting 
these bags through their paces and 
providing additional findings.

Lets the start with the Sachtler Dr. Bag 1. 

To be transparent, I’m a massive 
fan of Sachtler in general. I love their 
tripod systems, and until recently, their 
Eargonizer SN601 for all my audio 
essentials.

The Dr. Bag 1 is a compact camera bag. 
It’s the smallest of all 3 offerings, is made 

from a neoprene style fabric and designed 
as a top load tote style bag. This is 
reminiscent of the Kata & Petrol style bags 
that have now been acquired by Vitec who 
now produce Sachtler. 

Key features include:

•   Extra wide opening for rapid access.

•    Protect your camera with mattebox 
and microphone attached

•   Compact design suitable for travel

•   Ergonomic carrying handles and 
padded shoulder strap.

•   Removable internal rigid dividers for 
custom configuration. 

•   Side pockets for additional storage.

•   Exchangeable logo frame for personal 
branding.

The design is relatively simple & neither 
is it over complicated. The clasp handle 
is a cool feature as I find the Velcro style 
generally cumbersome. The stitching 
and build quality is high quality and the 
bag feels solid. As for compartments, the 
bag has a front-pocketed section; card 
holders and the main section sports a few 
included, but very small dividers.  Along 
with the bag comes a shoulder strap, and 
an interior security buckle to secure your 
precious cargo in place. Overall, this is a 
no fuss kind of bag, nothing special but 
totally functional.

In terms of space, I managed to insert a 
fully kitted GH4 rig consisting of camera 
in a Viewfactor cage, multi-force clamp 
adapter with a Letus35 MCS top handle 
with 15mm iris rod system, a letus35 TAG 
system bottom baseplate with 15mm 
rails, an attached Roland R-26 audio field 
recorder, a Canon pancake lens with a 
speedbooster, and an Atomos Shogun 4k 
recorder tucked on the side.

Moving on to Manfrotto’s professional 
shoulder bag 50, and it’s a little hard 
to ascertain what the bag is made for. 
Manfrotto claims the bag is designed for 1 

or 2 pro DSLRs with battery grips and 70-
200 F/2.8 lens attached, 6-7 extra lenses, 
additional camera body, 1-2 flash units, 
tablet, 15’’ laptop and accessories.

While I have no doubt it would fit all the 
mentioned items and the bag was large 
upon initial inspection, I found it somewhat 
difficult to organize my gear efficiently (as a 
camera bag). 

Compartment wise, the bag is a top load, 
with padded dividers included, a front-
pocketed section, Velcro & zipped side 
pockets, top flap zipped access, and not 
much else. The overall quality feels a little 
on the cheaper side, and the zippers look 
like they may break after some rough & 
repeated use. 

As a camera or lens bag, the shape 
strikes me as a rather odd & cumbersome 
design, and certainly not ergonomic.  It’s 
not really a messenger style shape nor is it 
a backpack. 

On build quality, the Manfrotto material 
seems well made to me, but as my 
assistant, David informed me, that through 
his previous experience & use, a lot of 
their bags have a tendency to fray at 
edges and corners over time.  Besides 
the adequate padded shoulder strap, 
the top handle strap was way too thin for 
me to trust or even consider carrying my 
precious gear in that fashion. 

Unfortunately, I found nothing much to 
be desired about this bag, and I would 
certainly opt for the Sachtler any day over 
the Manfrotto.  If I needed a larger pack, 
I’d rather buy 2 of the Sachtlers over the 
professional 50. 

Last on the list is the Cinebag CB10. 

This was a bag that was unanimously 
decided between Dave & myself as the 
most practical & useful out of all 3. 

The manufacturing quality of the CB10 
is simply outstanding.  These guys have 
put a lot of thought into this product. The 

NEW GEAR
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padding & raw material used is robust while the shoulder strap, 
zips & metal parts are heavy duty, with no expense spared type 
components. 

With more compartments than I could poke a stick at, everything 
is well organized and purpose designed. Key features include: 

• 4 removable padded dividers

• Padded laptop compartment

• Padded shoulder strap

• 2 zipped side pouches

• 1 zipped front pouch

• See through mesh pouches

• Oversized zipper

• CineBags zipper pulls in orange

• Waterproof fabric

• Metal logo

• Heavy duty hardware

• Centre carry strap with neoprene handle

• 3D airflow mold on backside 

• Carry-on size

The CB10 really is designed to be a utility bag, but also versatile 
enough for camera use. I’ve been searching for a bag that allows 
me to carry 2 laptops, often where I use one for editing, and the 
other for on-site renders. 

On my recent trip to Las Vegas for the 2015 NAB Trade show, 
I managed to hand carry this bag loaded with 2 x 15”inch Mac 
Book Pros, 2 x power supplies, 3 x G-Tech EV Drives, 2 x G-Tech 
Mini Drives, 2 x G-Tech Rugged Drives, 1 x G-Tech Thunderbolt 
Mobile, 1 x Blackmagic Pocket Cinema Camera, 2 x Panasonic 
Lumix lenses, 1 x Sekonic L-758 Cine Light meter, 1 x Imperial 
& Metric allen key set, 3 x Pelican CF/SD card cases, 1 x small 
bag of USB 3 & Thunderbolt cables, 1 x Sennheiser HD205 
Headphones, Passport & Travel documents, etc. Need I say 
more?

So, should this bag overview seem partial towards the CB10, 
well, I can’t help but confess that I get most excited about 
products that function above & beyond my expectations.  Despite 
me having to return all 3 bags, I’ve already put my money down 
for a CB10. If that isn’t “verdict” enough, I don’t know what is. 
You might just want to go check one out for yourself. 

Provided by Clinton Harn

Clinton is a Cinematographer, filmmaker, 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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IN MEMORIAM
Andrew Lesnie ACS ASC, 1956-2015

Andrew Lesnie ACS ASC on location in South Australia with ‘The Water Diviner’ - PHOTO Mark Rogers

“Andrew gave us many personal 
cinema moments, moments that 

will live with us forever.”  
- Ron Johanson OAM ACS

Australian Cinematographer Andrew 
Lesnie ACS ASC, who was awarded 
the 2002 Academy Award for Best 
Cinematography for The Lord of the 
Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring 
(2001), began working as a Camera 
Assistant on the low-budget Australian 
horror film Patrick (1978).

“A wave of disbelief and sadness 
has swept through Kiwi film sets 
on hearing this news. We send 

our greatest respect in memory of 
Andrew.” - Kevin Riley NZCS

“This news has hit like a shockwave 
- very sad indeed.” - David Burr ACS

He was studying Cinematography at 
the Australian Film, Television and Radio 
School in Sydney at the time. Lesnie’s 
early assignments included work with 
other Australian Cinematographers such 
as Dean Semler AM ACS ASC and Don 
McAlpine ACS ASC.

“The effect of his death can be 
likened to the loss of a family 
member. I feel such a great 
sadness.” - Geoff Burton ACS

In a career that crossed nearly four 
decades, Lesnie was perhaps best 
known for his partnership with New 

Zealand filmmaker Peter Jackson. He 
came to Jackson’s attention through his 
efforts on the well-liked family films Chris 
Noonan’s Babe (1995) and George 
Miller’s Babe: Pig in the City (1998).

“On behalf of all those who were 
lucky enough to collaborate with 
you, love you and in turn, respect 
your mastery of story, of light and 
of cinema magic: you are one of 

the great Cinematographers of our 
time.” - Sir Peter Jackson

“He epitomised the spirit of the 
ACS with his enthusiasm and 

uncompromising skill.”  
- Martin McGrath ACS

Along with lensing all six of Jackson’s 
The Lord of the Rings and The Hobbit 
films he also photographed King Kong 
(2005) followed by The Lovely Bones 
(2009) for Jackson.

“He was master of the new 
technologies that climaxed with the 

3D Hobbit movies, but his artistry 
was as personal and inspired as a 
painter in oils, magically capturing 

the light and spreading it over 
landscapes.” - Sir Ian McKellan

Lesnie’s feature film credits 
encompassed the post-apocalyptic 
Will Smith thriller I Am Legend (2007), 
the Australian musical-comedy Bran 
Nue Dae (2009), M. Night Shyamalan’s 
fantasy adventure The Last Airbender 

(2010), science fiction film Rise of the 
Planet of the Apes (2011), and the 
Russell Crowe helmed period drama 
The Water Diviner (2014).

“Saddened that the world has lost a 
great Cinematographer. I will miss 

him. He was always laughing.”  
- M. Night Shyamalan

“His loss to the Australian film 
industry is enormous: his loss to 

the wider world of cinematography 
immeasurable.” - Nigel Walters BSC

Lesnie was also a Camera Operator 
on Martin Scorsese’s Rolling Stones 
documentary Shine A Light (2008), 
serving under that project’s Director of 
Photography Robert Richardson ASC.

“I’m so sad and speechless. Andrew 
became a dear friend from the first 
minute we met at the Oscars the 

year he won. I miss him already.” - 
Bruno Delbonnel AFC

He was much-loved in the industry 
and enjoyed a successful and storied 
career in filmmaking. After an Oscar, 
BAFTA, and numerous other awards 
for his work he was inducted into the 
Australian Cinematographers Society’s 
Hall of Fame in 2002.

“Well before his time, he still had 
so many shots to capture... may he 

rest in peace.” - Ernie Clark ACS
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