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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
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Cinematographer Steve Munro filming ‘The Rabbit's Foot” on location   Photo Credit: Liam Patrick
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Spring has finally arrived after a long hard winter. With a new 
season comes a new issue of Australian Cinematographer. We’ve 
been busy in the winter months putting together interesting, 
thought-provoking and sometimes surprising stories. 

This month we look at a new bushranger film. All the way back 
in 1912 - maintaining that they “mocked the law and glorified 
criminal behaviour” - a ban on the production of films about these 
now Aussie icons was enacted, effectively killing the genre until 
the 1940s. It is, as you will see in this issue, alive and well in the 
21st Century. 

We also bring you two wonderful (but very different) television 
series, a science-fiction feature, a horror/thriller starring some very 
dangerous dogs, and a romantic production that will take us to all 
the way to Italy. To compliment our features, we similarly have the 
pleasure of reviewing a slather of fantastic new Australian films.

After attending no less than sixty-seven sessions at this year’s 
Melbourne International Film Festival, I can rightly say that cinema 
is a truly universal medium. In every country of the world, there 
are movies and documentaries that become a time capsule of 
our culture. Cinematographers of the future, your eternal mission 
for quality in your craft should have a zenith, I want that to be the 
sensation you get each time you pick up your copy of Australian 
Cinematographer. To feel the spirit of the many great Aussie DPs 
who come before you; to educate and to celebrate.

We are constantly humbled at the magazine to be so fortunate 
to showcase the work of so many talented Cinematographers. In 
this final word, I will make mention of our advertisers. The prod-
ucts and companies you see presented in this magazine are the 
lifeblood of the publication. It is only with their support that these 
pages exist and we are forever thankful. 

Want to get your brand in front of the eye-balls of our readers? 
Get in touch!

James Cunningham 
Editor,  
Australian Cinematographer Magazine

Accreditation along with State and Territory Awards are almost 
upon us, indeed the likelihood is that by the time you read this, 
the Awards judging for the NT Branch will have taken place and 
Accreditation will have been decided. Other branches will be 
gearing up for their presentations in what has become a very 
intensive period for the Society, particularly for all those committee 
members who give up so much of their personal time to ensure all 
the Awards presentations are a success, and the awareness and 
profile of the Society is always in the forefront. 

I want to take a moment to thank all of our ACS sponsors, 
both nationally and at the Branch level, for their unwavering 
support of the Society, our members and the ideals of the ACS. 
The support given by all our sponsors is generous, and valued 
enormously by the Society. It enables us to host our various 
Awards presentations, and to put many other initiatives in place 
that we could not do without their support. Please keep this in 
mind when you are making the decision to purchase or investing 
in technology or services.

I ask all ACS members to do their utmost to stamp out piracy 
here in Australia. The end result of this dishonest practice is that 
it could see our Australian industry halted in its tracks. Think 
about that before you, or someone you know ‘pirates’ our films, 
television programs, music or games. You are in effect, biting the 
hand that feeds you! 

I often describe the ACS as a fraternity: fra·ter·ni·ty  (fr -tûr n -t ), 
a body of people associated for a common purpose or interest, 
such as a guild. A group of people joined by similar backgrounds, 
occupations, interests, or tastes. The quality or condition of being 
brothers; brotherliness.

I believe we are indeed a fraternity, and this was seen recently 
at the memorial to our dear friend Andrew Lesnie ACS ASC. 
We gathered as one, united, to remember a young, gifted 
Cinematographer who has bequeathed an amazing legacy to us 
all, to hold for future generations. Our Society is richer because of 
the sum of us all who care deeply about our craft, and how we as 
members of the ACS are perceived by our fellow filmmakers. We 
are the Australian Cinematographers Society, part of a world wide 
industry, a fraternity. Long may it continue…

Until next time,

Ron Johanson OAM ACS 
National President, 
Australian Cinematographers Society

FROM THE EDITORFROM THE PRESIDENT
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It was fitting that we gathered in a 

beautiful cinema to hear stories about 

Andrew and watch behind-the-scenes 

footage of him at work. Friends, family 

and colleagues from his forty odd years 

in the business gathered to express 

their love for him and share their 

favourite memories to help process the 

incomprehensible loss, in the company 

of their peers.

From Groucho Marx quotes shared 

on set, to the story of a Junior Colour-

Grader on Lord of the Rings who 

expressed enthusiasm for the actor Liv 

Tyler. Lesnie arranged for her to visit 

the grading suite and ask the grader 

what he could do for her shots, while 

moving ever closer to him. The stories 

REMEMBERING ANDREW
Industry and colleagues gather in Sydney to honour the life and career  

of the late Andrew Lesnie ACS ASC – by Erika Addis

conveyed his life long passion for film, 

his generosity and his irrepressible 

sense of humour.

“The love, respect and  
sense of profound 

loss for this humble 
and extraordinary 
Cinematographer  
was palpable.”

In the archival footage from Peter 

Jackson’s Middle-earth film shoots 

we saw Lesnie full of energy, 

explaining, sharing jokes, standing 

in, demonstrating, setting lamps and 

cutters, constantly on the move.

And the beautiful compilation put 
together by Kim Batterham ACS and 
Philippa Harvey amazed many because 
of the sheer range of films he shot. Few 
people realised just how much he had 
done.

The love, respect and sense of profound 
loss for this humble and extraordinary 
Cinematographer was palpable. Many 
thanks to everyone who contributed to 
making the event possible.

Australian DOP Erika Addis specialises in a  

broad range of documentaries, and films that 

have resulted in a raft of award wins, including 

the 1988 ACS Golden Tripod for  

The Nights Belong to the Novelist.

Andrew Lesnie ACS ASC - PHOTO Mark Rogers
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Faced with capturing the essence of 
venerated Kiwi climber and adventurer 
Sir Edmund Hillary, the New Zealand 
cinematographer David Paul NZCS 
(The Tribe, Tangiwai) knew he would 
be asking a lot of his camera. For the 
six-part, prestige drama he needed 
a camera to capture feature-quality 
images, but he would need to carry that 
same camera up high snowy mountain 
slopes where the progress would be no 
more than three steps up, two steps 
back.

After one such climb, Paul found himself 
straddling a pitch-black crevasse as the 
climbers popped over the top of a sheer 
face, recreating the moment when 
Hillary and his climbing partner, Tenzing 
Norgay, conquered the chimney now 
known as the Hillary Step. Crossing this 
final hurdle put Hillary and Norgay within 
a few steps of being the first men ever 
to reach the top of Mount Everest. 

A MOUNTAINOUS CHALLENGE
Landmark New Zealand television drama Hillary  

photographed with Sony PMW-F55 – by Nick Buchner

Paul shot Hillary with the Sony 
PMW-F55 CineAlta 4K digital camera 
for nine weeks in Auckland, two weeks 
in Mount Cook, and two weeks in 
Nepal. The challenge for Paul was 
to visually retell Hillary’s life up to the 
Everest climb, his Antarctic and New 
Zealand adventures, and his turmoil 
after the death of his wife in Nepal. 
With six hours of flagship television to 
shoot, the schedule left no room for 
superfluous gear or second chances. 
“I loved the pressure of shooting a six-
part series about Sir Ed,” says Paul, 
“It’s a chance we’ll never get again.”

“Everyone is pushing  
the boundaries.”

After learning his craft as a film 
cameraman Paul began to shoot 
numerous documentaries before 
migrating to award-winning television 

drama and feature projects. He was 
awarded New Zealand Society of 
Cinematographers accreditation in 
2013. 

Paul and his AC, Sam Mathews, 
repacked the camera baggage several 
times, eventually stripping the Nepal 
main camera kit down to just five cases. 
“We simply couldn’t have managed 
this with any other type of camera,” 
he says.

For Paul, things like usability and image 
quality are all part of a bigger industry 
context that heralds more flexible, faster 
and cost effective shooting styles. 
“Budgets are tough, you need to 
work faster but you can’t drop your 
standards, every job has to look better 
and better. Everyone is pushing the 
boundaries.”

Hillary premieres on New Zealand’s  

TV One in 2016.

David Paul NZCS shooting ‘Hillary’ - PHOTO Courtesy Sony
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The “no professional cameras allowed” 

sign hanging above the entrance to the 

Royal Hall of Industries seemed at odds 

with what was on show in SMPTE’s 

exhibition spaces. Running the event 

in the Moore Park precinct, however, 

provided an excellent opportunity to 

showcase the latest, cutting-edge 

equipment and trends in motion imaging 

technology.

Pawel Achtel delivered an outstanding 

presentation for the ACS on 

three-dimensional underwater 

cinematography, showing us there is 

more to filming underwater than keeping 

the camera dry. 

Tom Waugh and Chris Fox from 

the Tasmanian-based Ignite Digi 

presented a look at the changes in 

drone technology, specifically for 

cinematography. After the Q&A session 

Tom and Chris flew their Alexa Mini 

ALL THINGS FILM AND TELEVISION
The Society of Motion Picture and Television Engineers descended on Sydney last month  

for their biennial Conference and Exhibition – by James Cunningham

setup in the ‘Drone Zone’ outside the 
SMPTE pavilion.

Another highlight was the expert panel 
on ‘Television Drama Cinematography’. 
The group included Simon Chapman 
ACS (Glitch, Nowhere Boys), Martin 
McGrath ACS (Rake, Jack Irish), Louis 
Irving ACS (Tangle, The Doctor Blake 
Mysteries), along with renowned 
Directors, Adrian Wills (Redfern Now) 
and Ian Watson (Anzac Girls, Janet 
King). This was truly a meeting of the 
industry’s best and brightest. 

Meanwhile, Chris Fetner from Netflix 
delivered an outstanding keynote 
address “The Next 100 Years of 
SMPTE” where he challenged the 
industry and SMPTE members to 
recognise, embrace, and facilitate the 
evolution of a media landscape in which 
online delivery of moving images will 
become the dominant mechanism for 

content delivery.

The 2015 SMPTE Expo, supported 
by the ACS, concluded successfully 
having provided attendees with a fresh 
perspective on the future of storytelling. 
Thousands of people attended the 
four-day event “Persistence of Vision: 
Defining the Future”, and as a whole 
it presented a roadmap for potential 
achievement and also explored 
innovations that could ultimately 
redefine the cinema experience of 
tomorrow.

The SMPTE15 event was the start of 
society’s 100th birthday celebration.

“This was truly a 
meeting of the industry’s 

best and brightest.”

Tom Waugh and Chris Fox from Ignite Digi - Courtesy SMPTE
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AUSTRALIAN GOTHIC
Cinematographer Simon Chapman ACS and crew  

visit a small Victorian town to film a six-part  
paranormal television drama called Glitch.

- by Garth Cecil

Roger Corser (playing John Doe) climbs out of his grave - PHOTO Ben King



Television’s current ‘golden age’ is not a new concept. The 
celebrated HBO/AMC/Netflix driven era is perhaps even a 
little on the wane. Maybe I’m just nostalgic for The West Wing 
(1999-2006) and The Wire (2002-2008) and frustrated that 
Netflix enables my gluttony by allowing me to polish off a 
House of Cards (2013-) season in a few days. I mean, after 
coming down from that delicious sugary Underwood induced 
high, what do I do with my life for the 51 weeks until the lolly 
shop reopens?

Well, Glitch has filled one of them (well almost… thanks iView). 
Critics for good reason have lauded the ABC genre hit. 

Created by Tony Ayers (Cut Snake, The Slap) and Louise 
Fox (Love My Way, Full Frontal) the debut season of the 
resurrection drama (as I’ve had to explain numerous times 
around the office while spreading my enthusiasm, they’re not 
zombies!) tells the story of some strange happenings in the 

sleepy (fictional) town of Yoorana.

Shot in and around Castlemaine in Northern Victoria the 
particular ‘happenings’ are triggered when local copper 
James Hayes (the currently omni-present Patrick Brammall) 
discovers a small crowd wandering naked and memory-
less through the cemetery. Calling in the services of local 
doc, Elishia Glass (Genevieve O’Reilly) he takes them in for 
a check-up, suspecting a drug related explanation. These 
suspicions are thrown out the window though on coming face 
to face with his wife Kate (Emma Booth). Our man James is a 
bit rattled since Kate died two years earlier.

For the next six episodes we witness the returned, who range 
from Yoorana’s first Gold Rush era Mayor, to a heart-of-gold 
80s ladette) try and make sense of it all. Who are they? 
How did they die? Why are they back? James and Elishia 
meanwhile must try and keep their brood safe from Andrew 

The camera crew L-R - Troy Reichman (B focus), Mirek Aldridge (B loader), Jackson Finter (A loader), 
Simon Chapman (DOP), Matt Temple (B/Steadicam Op), Kevin Campbell (A focus) - PHOTO Ben King
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McFarlane’s creepy Senior Sergeant Vic Eastley, the modern 
world in general, oh... and James’ new wife. It’s not just the 
people coming back from the dead either. Keep an eye out 
for a rotary payphone keeping the eye occupied during a 
dialogue scene. 

For this viewer it’s the best Australian effort to date to bring 
feature level quality to the small screen. Brilliant writing, great 
acting and a wonderfully executed directorial vision, make it 
a standout in recent memory on Aussie screens and perhaps 
the most complete attempt to match quality wise with some 
of those ‘golden age’ names.

In trying to work out what really sets it apart a couple 
elements shine through. Firstly, as a country lad it is refreshing 
to see a portrayal of a rural setting which captures the charm 
(olive oil anyone?) and the boredom of a small town without 
resorting to hokeyness. It is also a rare gem in Aussie drama 

that doesn’t have definite ‘white hats’ and ‘black hats’ and 
can ask some serious questions while still seeing the fun in 
things. 

Another major strength for Glitch is how visually engaging it 
is. Simon Chapman ACS (Cut Snake, The Little Death) has 
crafted a grounded look that is key in selling this ‘out there’ 
concept as actually occurring in rural Australia.

Talking about making something so distinct from the typical 
‘kitchen sink’ drama, Chapman says they knew they were 
making “something pretty cool”, heaping praise on the whole 
Glitch team. He says “it starts with that script, it starts with 
that story… whether that story is… giving you some creative 
license to push it a bit further”. Push it further they did.

Early on there was an aim for a feature film aesthetic, with 
Chapman using reference points such as No Country For 

Old Men (2007) and Director Emma Freeman drawing on 
True Detective (2014-), there was a clear focus not just on 
producing quality but also a story where landscape and 
story intertwine. The finished product is at times reminiscent 
of Breaking Bad (2008-2013) and Better Call Saul (2015-), 
harnessing the Australian bush in much the same way as 
Vince Gilligan’s world uses the arid New Mexico backdrop. 
“We were conscious of… wanting to show landscapes… 
There’s an old adage in the old school of television thinking 
which is you’ve got to show everything in close up but… TVs 
are big now and I think people want more of a cinematic 
canvas… I was constantly pushing for wide shots with slow 
dollies and moving in on characters rather than just having 
close up coverage” says Chapman, “A motivated camera 
move is much more interesting than just a cut for certain 
things”.

On the move towards more landscape and ‘bigger’ content 
on television Chapman says it has a lot to do with the medium 
itself; “Televisions are bigger, I think people are staying at 
home and watching a lot more television on their screens 
and rather than devouring a book I think people are now 
devouring television series”. The quality, he says, is a virtuous 
circle of scripts getting smarter and audiences demanding 
quality that is now reaching Australian programming. 

To capture this big canvas, there was no question about 
equipment; “Emma Freeman and I both absolutely love 
shooting with the Arri Alexa. She had great results with the 
camera on some previous shows and was quite adamant 
about using it. I didn’t have to be convinced! We didn’t even 
discuss testing other formats… In fact, it happens quite 
often, as people are very comfortable with that camera. I 
really have nothing against the other formats out there, I’ve 
just stuck with Arri almost exclusively for the past 4 years”. 

With Freeman he also developed the very clear feel they 
wanted to achieve on camera that helped Chapman in 
selecting the lens; “Emma was after a grounded look for 
such a high concept show. We liked the idea of creating 
a warm, earthy look with a softness that helped us be 
enveloped into the world of these characters. Textured, 
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hot, dusty, dark and dirty were some of the words we used 
to describe the look. I offered to shoot on prime lenses and 
specifically the PVintage primes from Panavision. I love 
shooting with prime lenses as it takes a bit of thought and I 
can play with the exposure to create different looks through 
depth of field”. 

“They don’t all perfectly match 
but I liked that ‘imperfection’ in 
the image, they took an edge off 
the sharpness, which we liked.”

On what sets the PVintage apart, he explains “The PVintage 
are re-housed Ultra speeds and have many characteristics 
that helped us create the look for Glitch. They are over 30 
years old and combined with the Alexa, have a wonderful 
softness on skin tones and flare quite easily. They don’t all 
perfectly match but I liked that ‘imperfection’ in the image, 
they took an edge off the sharpness, which we liked”. 

“The 50mm T1 came into play on some flashbacks and 
that was a great tool to have in the kit. We spent a lot of 
time talking about integrating flashbacks or ‘glitches’ into 
the real time events on screen and doing them in-camera as 
much as possible. That was one of the great things about 
the show, each character has ‘glitch’ moments that expose 
a piece of their past and as an audience we are learning 
about their past life and ultimately how they died. We 
both love how filmmakers like Michel Gondry do in-camera 
effects and we wanted to do as much as we could in this 
manner”.

Lighting the first episode was a major challenge with much 
of the action unfolding in a dark graveyard. “Reading the 
script for the first time was daunting, there was just page 
after page after page of ‘Cemetery - Night’” they didn’t take 
the easy way out though, the scenes were shot in a “real 
cemetery, in the middle of nowhere with no existing light” 
over just three nights. Luckily Chapman likes a challenge and 
managed to utilise a “couple of big cranes with big lights” to 
get the job done.

Chapman lauds designer Paddy Reardon for his contribution 
also; “[Reardon] is such a wealth of knowledge and 
experience. He understood the look we were after and 
created sets and locations that had so much character… I 
had many at length discussions with Paddy about practical 
lights and my desire to have the right practicals for each 
location. I think he was tired of me turning up at his 
office most days with another request! I can’t stress how 
important it is to get this stuff right in pre-production. I 
lean quite heavily on practicals as I want the light to be 
motivated and he totally understood and delivered every 
time”.

Episode one also sees one of the risen turn to dust as James 
watches on. VFX Producer Scott Zero says on the series 
extras on iView that the eight-second sequence took a good 
“two or three months” work to create. Chapman says of 
CGI in the series; “We had a few big hero CGI shots that we 
tested for in pre-prod. A character literally turns to dust 
in front of us so that required several meetings and tests. I 
worked with just the one LUT for on-set monitoring. It’s the 
ARRI LCC which is a slightly lower contrast look than the 
Rec709”.

Again, quick to point out the team effort involved in the 

James (Patrick Brammall) plays the country town cop whose wife,  
Kate (Emma Booth) comes back from the dead - PHOTO Ben King
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production, Chapman jumps at the chance to talk about his 
crew; “I had a wonderful team. Kev Campbell on A-cam put 
up with my bad jokes and occasional grumbling, he gave me 
a lot of support over some very gruelling days for which I’ll 
be forever grateful. Troy Reichman on B-cam was the Zen 
master with biggest beard on set; he got the classic B-cam 
long lens, no rehearsal shots and has an incredible gift for 
Steadicam focus pulling. Mirek Aldridge and Jackson Finter 
(Camera Assistants) were the young guns doing a superb 
job in some really rough locations. And of course Matt ‘the 
Wolf ’ Temple on B-cam/Steadicam; what a complete legend 
and what a great eye he has, he completely understood the 
aesthetic and created some magic shots”.

Chapman is like a proud parent when asked for a favourite 
shot, diplomatically avoiding any direct picking although 
when pressed he agrees that “one of” his favourites is the 
creepy stillness of a service station where moths swarm the 
light, “Emma and I noticed the moths around the lights… 
on a different service station and were like ‘please let’s 
hope there’s that’ because that to us, that was the show… 
moths around a light flickering at night, that’s beautiful”. 
Overall his favourite shots are generally the simple ones; 
“some scenes that seem so simple when you watch them, 
no one would ever think ‘great cinematography’ but they’re 
the ones I like because I know that they were anything but 
simple to execute”.

A busy schedule kept him from spending much time in post-
production, that was left mostly to Freeman and his Colourist 
Ian Letcher at DDP. He trusted the pair completely having 
worked with Letcher previously, “He is a bit of a master so 
I never need worry when it’s in his hands. They sent me a 
pro-res copy of episodes one and two to my hotel so I could 
view the work and make any notes. To be honest I didn’t 
change a thing. We wanted to just maintain the look we 

set out to achieve in-camera and Letcher made sure it was 
there. He fixed my mistakes and for that I thank him”. 

On season two Chapman is tight lipped. He is thinking 

positively but is waiting to hear himself. He can confirm 

though that the story lines are there if there if the effort is 

rewarded with a follow up.

Beyond Glitch Chapman is a man with a full plate. He has 

recently wrapped true crime feature Joe Cinque’s Consolation, 

an adaptation of Helen Garner’s book of the same name 

before shooting a documentary, and moving straight on to 

his next feature The Killing Grounds that he describes as a 

“terrorising bush camping trip”. 

He also has plans for a move across the Pacific around 

September 2016 after a successful project last year with long-

time collaborator Sean Byrne. After their short film Advantage 

(2007) was selected for Sundance, Byrne and Chapman 

combined for their first feature, The Loved Ones (2009). They 

teamed up again for a US debut with the ‘psychological 

horror’ The Devil’s Candy (2015) that is due out soon. 

Chapman and Freeman really liked the idea of creating an 

‘Australian gothic’ feel to the show. They referenced Picnic 

at Hanging Rock (1975) as it had that eeriness but always 

grounded in reality. “We both loved the look of that film; the 
hot day exteriors, the rugged Australian bush, the beautiful 
skin tones, the warmth and beauty with this slightly uneasy 
feeling underneath it all.” 

He is a little bemused by the demand for his services on 

horror sets though; “it’s weird…just by virtue of shooting 
that first horror film, I’ve been offered a lot… I just love 
what it gives us in terms of shooting. They’re fun”. However, 

he continues, that while John Carpenter’s The Thing (1982) 

is still a favourite, he’s not a massive horror fan; “they’re not 

Director Emma Freeman and Cinematographer Simon Chapman ACS making expressive hand gestures at each other, 
while Matt Temple (Camera Operator, centre) and David Cross (Key Grip, far left) look on - PHOTO Ben King



necessarily my cup of tea but I like the good ones… If I 

could make a film like The Shining (1980), to me that’s the 

kind of horror film that I would desperately love to make, 

that very creepy kind of horror that’s not necessarily blood 

and guts”. He is keen not to be pigeon holed though, “I 

would just like to keep my career diverse, that’s the main 

thing. If I can get a diverse range of genres to shoot then 

I’d be really happy” referencing his childhood favourites 

including The Goonies (1985) and The Princess Bride (1987) 

he continues he would “still love to make a film like that 

that just puts a smile on the dial and everyone loves”. It’s 

Empire of the Sun (1987) that Chapman credits with triggering 

his interest in cinematography, he remembers looking at the 

camera moves thinking ‘how do they do that?’ - from there he 

Multiple cameras prepare for a scene in ‘Glitch’, on location at an old mansion in Castlemaine - PHOTO Ben King
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became obsessed with the photography of films.

One early project he remembers was a documentary shot 

on VHS about his sister’s first skydive, for a high school film 

class. Letting most of his other subjects fall by the wayside 

he admits he was “never going to get to medical school”. 
Many shorts with friends “lit with garden lamps” followed 

before the next big moment occurred in college. Shooting his 
first 16mm black and white, “seeing the stuff come back and 
projecting it” was the start of a serious love affair. We should 
probably be thankful. We have enough doctors.

Garth Cecil is a Melbourne-based writer  

and contributor to Australian Cinematographer.
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OUTSIDE THE LAW
Cinematographer Peter Szilveszter has recently wrapped 
principle photography on his first feature film, upcoming 

bushranger epic The Legend of Ben Hall. Here, he speaks 
with Australian Cinematographer about the production.

- interview by Lindsay Coleman



Jamie Coffa and Jack Martin in ‘The Legend of Benn Hall’ - DOP Peter Szilveszter, PHOTO Kim Dickson



No other Australian outlaw story is more absorbing and 
unbelievable than Ben Hall. He’s the Jesse James of our 
colonial history and Ned Kelly doesn’t begin to compare with 
the grand legacy of crime committed by Hall and his gang.  

The film centers on the last six months in the life of the 
infamous bushranger, portrayed by Sydney-newcomer Jack 
Martin. Filming in-and-around country and rural Victoria this 
will be the first motion picture to portray the Ben Hall story, as 
well as bringing to the screen notorious outlaws such as John 
Gilbert and John Dunn. 

Szilveszter worked closely with Writer/Director Matthew 
Holmes whose screenplay was created with the greatest 
attention-to-detail when it came to historical fact, as well as 
the drama and narrative. Very few of us know Hall’s name, but 
The Legend of Ben Hall is set to change this for good.

AC You’ve worked with Ben Hall Director Matt Holmes  
 before on a short film called The Artifice (2014). 

In that, the first close-up of actor Joshua Jaeger is really 
impressive, and the resolution is stunning given that the 
character is in shadow.

PS Thanks. That was my first time using the Canon 5D  
 Mark III. Basically we were shooting raw with it. It was 

a risk to take but I got to push the envelope to see what I 
could do with it.  It’s basically like taking Canon raw photos at 
HD resolution. You are getting 14 Bits of image in the Canon, 
just like you would with an Alexa. Matt [Holmes] wanted the 
image to have a quality different from the standard DSLR.  It 
was like film. You couldn’t do playback, you just had to base 
things off what you saw on the monitor. It was six-minute 

reels, similar to 35mm on film. We had to do lots of data 

wrangling.  

These days with digital Cinematography I really want to do 

grading as well. Even getting the raw files I know exactly what 

the colours, tones and textures will be. There was a lot of 

processing work to be done. The raw process of Canon Raw 

is extremely painful. It’s improved in the last year. People have 

written programs to make it easier. It’s still nothing like the Red 

though, with Redcine X where you can do whatever you need 

to do.

AC How do you go about attuning yourself to  
 directional light based on time of day?

PS I look with Matt at the script on when it’s meant to be,  
 what time of year it’s meant to be. It’s important to me. 

I would say with Ben Hall it was more about the emotional 

content of the scene. Was it a desperate moment for the 

character, a light moment? That also became a big influence 

of my lighting. Directional light for me is always about trying to 

find a naturalistic look.

AC I was impressed about a shot in the trailer for Ben  
 Hall of the characters racing on their horses across 

an uneven paddock at what looked like five o’clock. The 

shadows forming across the texture of the ground were 

really memorable.

PS It’s one of those things where we really got lucky with  
 that shot. Whenever you have the luxury of time and 

you see a shot that would work out beautifully then you really 

just go for it. Generally, on the shoot for Ben Hall we didn’t 

Pia Grace Moon as Peggy Monks  in a scene from ‘The Legend of Ben Hall’ - DOP Peter Szilveszter, PHOTO Kim Dickson
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Jack Martin as Ben Hall in ‘The Legend of Ben Hall’ - DOP Peter Szilveszter, PHOTO Kim Dickson



really have such luxuries.  

AC There is an indoor Cinematographer who is  
 comfortable with the control of the studio, and an 

outdoor Cinematographer who is unafraid of the various 

lighting conditions nature provides. Which are you?

PS I am always in favour of a naturalistic approach to  
 lighting. I like to mold it, to cut it and bounce it. 

I suppose it’s one of those things where I can say I like 

outdoor shoots because I find it easier to control the light, 

but then I also enjoy the challenge of a studio shoot.  In Ben 

Hall we shot at Docklands for a few weeks.  That was a real 

challenge.  

AC Looking at some of your past work there is a lot of  
 quintessential Australiana featured. Tell me a little 

about your background…

PS I was born in Hungary. We left just a few years before  
 the end of Communism when I was around six years 

old. We escaped to Austria before coming to Australia. 

I suppose I have a quite a varied background which has 

created a real mix of visual attitudes within me. I grew up in 

Hungary, which had a very depressing, Communist attitude 

towards things. While I was in Austria I was surrounded by the 

beautiful Alps, the amazing snow. Then I came to Australia 

and it’s a whole mishmash of multiculturalism. 

“ I think it helps as a visual 
storyteller, to use real life 

experience as a way to look at 
things in a unique way. “

Part of what has come through is a focus on the natural way 

of things, of people in nature. That was something I really 

wanted to express through my showreel. Even though I wasn’t 

born here I feel very much an Australian and I feel I have a very 

attuned, sensitised outlook on the place and the people due 

to coming from a different place. I think there are things that 

people might take for granted in being born here and living 

here that they would only become aware of once they leave 

the country. I think it helps as a visual storyteller, to use real life 

experience as a way to look at things in a unique way.  

AC In terms of it being early in your career do you seek  
 out influences, or do you want to rebel from past 

influences?

PS I’ve had a style I’ve stuck to over the past ten years  
 that is quite naturalistic. I wouldn’t say I am one for 

trends. These days everyone is getting a bit full-on with drone 

shots. For me I’ve always generally gone with what feels right 

for the piece. My hope is to excel at achieving a naturalist 

look.  If people want to hire me for a spiffy, glossy music clip 

probably I’m not the right guy for that.  

AC Tell me generally about the look of Ben Hall? 

PS We had a lot of overcast days so we couldn’t really  
 bring in a lot of hard sun. For the interiors we filmed, 

the characters were living in tiny, single room huts with just 
a single small window. So I really worked on that look of just 
have light coming through that single source. So they were 
quite dingy looking. Especially the night scenes. We threw in 
a candle here or there but we were really going for a harsher 
look.  

AC Do you feel your influences are not what people  
 would expect?  

PS I looked at films like Dances with Wolves (1990), and  
 True Grit (2010). Those are the influences I looked for. 

Something that feels epic, but also intimate. 

AC What about a film such as The Lighthorseman  
 (1987), also shot by Dean Semler AM ACS 

ASC. That featured a lot of contrasty, saturated 

cinematography?

PS I’d take the contrast element, but not the saturation  
 in the case of Ben Hall.  The palette we chose, the 

costumes, the scenery we picked didn’t feature too much 
green, it was all in the service of a less saturated look. There 
will be little moments in the film where we will bring back the 
saturation but on the whole we shied away from that.  

AC That’s something interesting about True Grit. A lot  
 of the night interiors had quite high saturation.

PS Absolutely. But it was very much a single source look.  
 It was lit to look like that and there was no fill in the 

room. I definitely worked towards achieving a similar look. 
There were a number of scenes with quite high contrast ratios 
in Ben Hall.  

AC When were the moments you felt saturation was  
 warranted?

PS Basically, I would take notes. There is a moment in  
 the film where Hall visits his son, whom earlier was 

taken away from him by his wife. There are good and bad 
moments in that subplot. I took mental notes on what Hall 
was feeling at given moments. If there’s happiness in the 
scene I might add a little bit of saturation. We’ve got some fun 
bar scenes, they might not be so grey.  

AC Lighting through widows, what did you use? 

PS Because we were mostly in the studio we used mostly  
 bounce light. For daylight when we were shooting in 

the studios we used 4K lights, and threw in a 1.2K to give 
a sunlight pattern coming through here or there. Because 
the sets were recycled quite a bit we needed to conceive of 
a different time of day to give them slightly different looks. 
Because the huts had roofs we literally had to light as though 
we were on location.  

AC Is it correct that three Ben Hall films are planned? 
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PS Yes, depending on how the film performs our Director  
 Matt Holmes is hoping to bring out a series of 

bushranger films. I don’t know if you know this but in the early 

20th Century they banned stories on bushrangers. The script 

Matt’s written was very big. Ben Hall is really the start of how it 

all came about.  It’s quite a rich history from that period.

AC Would you say the film is a Western? 

PS Yes, for sure. We tried to avoid the traps of other films  
 that had been targeted towards America. I think it was 

Wild Boys (2011) where they were blowing up safes. But that 

never happened historically. We tried to keep it very Australian 

but with that Western element. There’s a bit of gunplay. We 

have that real vastness with some of the locations we went to. 

To me a key reference is Dances with Wolves.  

AC Given that Dances with Wolves was shot pre-DI  
 what kind of an inspiration is it to you?

PS It’s a huge inspiration. The combination of natural  
 source lighting with the firelight looks which Semler 

achieved which seemed very naturalistic. It really showed me 

what was possible. I’d say 80% of the film was all done on 

location.  I love not just the look but how it was achieved.

AC How intensive was your location scouting? 

Jamie Coffa as John Gilbert in a scene from ‘The Legend of Benn Hall’ - DOP Peter Szilveszter, PHOTO Kim Dickson

A scene from ‘The Legend of Ben Hall’ - DOP Peter Szilveszter
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The cast and crew prepare to film a coach robbery scene - PHOTO Kim Dickson
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PS Matt had a few places in mind before we started. We  
 spent a good week driving around rural Victoria getting 

permissions, some of which naturally fell through. There was 
one amazing location that would have been beautiful which 
we just couldn’t secure.  Because it’s shot in Victoria, and the 
actual landscape was around the Forbes area, which is very 
flat, we had to seek out locations which would evoke those 
flat plains which had not experienced the level of deforestation 
in the Forbes region. I suppose ideally we could have shot in 
the Forbes area and inserted backgrounds but in the end we 
just didn’t have the budget for things like that. We found these 
boulders shaped by the wind around Mansfield, and then we 
felt that the look there proved a reasonable equivalent to the 
area in New South Wales where these events occurred. It was 
quite intense to make sure we got a good range of contrasts 
in our locations. We got forests, rocky plains and mountains. 
We really wanted to capture the vastness they experienced in 
roaming around the country.

“We were running full speed  
on rough ground. There was  

 
get the framing good, run 

straight and not trip.”

AC The footage in the trailer of the characters chasing  
 each other through a wooded area looked 

impressive and difficult to achieve. How did you go about 
exposing that and what kind of a rig did you use?

PS We got some dapple light happening and that was  
 tricky. I got down to an exposure where we’d still 

have nice contrast. Plus I got a few bounce lights in, a six by 
six frame for the closer shots. For the wider action shots we 
just had to go with what nature was giving us. In terms of 
getting the camera around we mixed it up. The camera was 
sometimes on an Easyrig, sometimes a tripod. Then all the 

moving shots were what I call a Frankenstein rig. We had no 

budget to hire a Steadicam. It was a Glidecam, with a vest. 

We tried to make the camera as light as possible, getting the 

smallest matte box we could. 

Once I got it down to the lowest it was about six kilos. We 

had to run it off the smallest batteries we could. Each time I 

shot we’d have to swap batteries. Usually we’d only get four 

takes before having to change the batteries. Each take I’d 

be operating and running with the actors through the forest 

myself so each take was usually only a twenty-second burst. 

We were running full speed on rough ground. There was no 

flat ground so I’m trying to get the framing good, run straight 

and not trip. So it was tough capturing that. But those shots 

paid off. For the second part of that block we got a Ronin. 

That was again tricky in terms of camera weight. Then it was 

a question of trying to match it up with the work I’d done on 

the Frankenstein Steadicam.  

AC Do give yourself rules in terms of shooting a period  
 film?

PS We shot a lot of it on Easyrig. We still tried to keep  
 things quite stable but Matt wanted us to stay away 

from tripods. I suppose that was a way in which we broke 

the rules because most Westerns feature locked off shots. 

On this one Matt wanted to give it a little bit of life. I don’t see 

a problem with what we’re using, it’s more really a matter of 

intent. In The Piano (1993) there are helicopter shots in a film 

set in the bush of nineteenth-century New Zealand, but if it 

works for the story then that is fine. We didn’t want handheld; 

just natural movement. We tried it on a tripod, but you could 

really tell that it was a situation of a camera being rotated 

around a particular axis.  

AC In the trailer for Ben Hall the main actors eyes are  
 covered in shadow but you can really pick out the 

detail in his eyes peering from that shadow.  

PS That shot was really something that I wanted to get.  
 Hall is a criminal. He’s not really suited to high-key 

lighting. I wanted to keep those shadows happening. The 

A shootout scene from the upcoming  
‘The Legend of Ben Hall’  

- DOP Peter Szilveszter
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character is struggling, to some degree, with his choices, so 

we really wanted to maintain a look that had a really active 

play between shadow and light. So you won’t get much high-

key lighting in Ben Hall.  

AC Cinematographer Anthony Dod Mantle DFF ASC  
 BSC (The Last King Of Scotland, Slumdog 

Millionaire) has a fascination in treating the human face 

as a landscape. Is that something that you bring to your 

work?

PS Oh, definitely. Matt and I are huge fans of trying to  
 capture the tiniest details. I base my lighting on that, 

and of course a little bit of grading at the end.  

AC When you are on a knife’s edge in terms of  
 exposure how do you weigh things up with 

yourself?

PS Obviously it’s a matter of knowing how digital behaves.  
 I’m quite conscious of how digital works with 

highlights. If you want to blow out highlights on film it’s fine 

because film is very forgiving. That is in contrast with digital. 

So naturally I tried to avoid that effect. Exposure obviously 

depends on what you are depicting. Is it action or is it a 

close-up? I remember there was one scene where I wanted to 

include low-angle bounce because a character experiences 

a moment where he goes to a very dark emotional place at 

a certain point in the scene. I wanted to add this hint of light 

that will reveal, especially when I can tweak it in the grade, 

that little bit of nastiness about the character. Shooting in the 

night it was the look I was hoping for but with the f-stop I 

was getting I wanted it to be a little bit sharper. I’m not a fan 

of shooting wide open. Super 35 F4 is a nice range for the 

film. But we had to deal with what we had in terms of power 

for our lights, the lights themselves, and so on. In the day its 

different, I was able to exert much greater control in terms of 

molding a look according to my exposure. It was a very fast-

paced production.

AC Australia’s obsession for the true crime genre -  
 Chopper (2000), the Underbelly series (2008-2013) 

- seems now to be winding down. Ben Hall seems very 
distinct from that trend towards urban Australian crime 
stories.

PS That was something that appealed to me about Ben  
 Hall.  I thought the characters were special and 

unique. The film, to me, really plays more like a western than a 
crime film. Even down to the dialogue, the ear of Matt Holmes 
is very acute.  

“You want to use your skill  
to capture, in the most  

natural terms, what was in  
front of you on the day.“

AC You’ve got outback footage which features brown  
 trees, spots of green, all with a patchy lawn in the 

foreground. Yet despite all of these elements your grade 
is very sophisticated.  With such a vast landscape how do 
you work in subtlety?

PS That’s a good question. I try to find that subtlety  
 sometimes just in the framing. I think it can be a matter 

of finding the ideal frame, with the natural light that you have, 
then not having to force things too much in the grade, not 
forcing yourself to drop in power windows later on. You want 
to use your skill to capture, in the most natural terms, what 
was in front of you on the day.  

Lindsay Coleman is a film academic, independent producer, 

and ongoing contributor to Australian Cinematographer Magazine. 

Jack Martin as Ben Hall in a scene from ‘The Legend of Ben Hall’ - DOP Peter Szilveszter
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SHALL WE DANCE
Talented young Cinematographer Bonnie Elliott brings 

indigenous Choreographer Stephen Page’s seminal work 
from the Bangarra Dance Theatre stage to cinemas in 

Spear, a contemporary hybrid feature film.

- by Bonnie Elliott

An ochre covered Bangarra dancer emerges from the Arnhem Land bush - DOP Bonnie Elliott, PHOTO Jacob Nash



Stephen Page and I had previously collaborated on Sand, 
an episode of The Turning (2013), a feature adaptation of 
Tim Winton’s short story collection, where each chapter was 
given to a different director. Page is one of Australia’s most 
celebrated contemporary choreographers, and his many years 
as artistic director of the Bangarra Dance Theatre have seen 
him create an extraordinary body of work. When I was first 
approached about working together I was really excited, and 
the process of making the short film Sand was a real pleasure, 
mostly because of Page’s generous and collaborative spirit. 
Although he is in the early stages of his journey as a film 
maker he is not afraid to take bold risks, and coming from 
a different storytelling tradition of movement and dance, his 
perspective was often invigorating, with no fear of going down 
an unconventional path. So when the producer of Sand, John 
Harvey, and executive producer Robert Connolly, contacted 
me about Spear, a feature length adaptation of one of Page’s 
stage works, I was really excited to continue the collaboration.  

Spear is an unusual project in so many ways – funded through 
the Hive, an initiative of the Adelaide Film Festival and ABC 
Arts – where artists from other disciplines are invited to 
submit feature length projects to direct. The desire is to create 
unique screen works, not traditional narrative feature films, 
but hybrid works that might sit as comfortably in a gallery as 
a cinema. Spear was an opportunity to make something very 
distinctive, a feature film told mostly through dance, and for 
a new expression of indigenous storytelling onscreen that 
would connect to the deeply significant tradition of dance and 
ceremony in Aboriginal culture.

Spear tells the story of Djali, a young Aboriginal man, who 
sets off on a journey of initiation to understand what it means 

to be a man in the modern world. He sees the problems being 
faced by Aboriginal men in remote and urban communities. 
As he struggles to find his place, he becomes awakened to a 
spiritual force, guiding him on his journey into manhood. 

 
very pleasing on Alexa and  

this was a big consideration 
given the diverse range  
within our performers…“

I felt it was very important that Spear had a rich visual 
language – when you are working mostly without dialogue, 
and in a non-traditional narrative, the imagery must be 
arresting, and emotionally engaging, to keep the audience 
inside the experience. I knew we had a great variety of 
locations and lighting states within the story, and my first 
choice was for an Alexa, which I prefer for it’s dynamic range, 
and filmic rendition of light, especially in highlights. Also I 
find skin tones are very pleasing on Alexa and this was a big 
consideration given the diverse range within our performers, 
from indigenous communities all over Australia and the 
Torres Strait. Given the ambition of the project versus the 
very modest budget, we were fortunate to have the support 
of David Gross from Definition Films for the project, as he 
was able to package up the camera equipment and post-
production to make it possible to shoot on Alexa. 

Filming began in Arnhem Land with a small pre-shoot, where 

Cinematographer Bonnie Elliott lines up a shot for Director Stephen Page - PHOTO Jacob Nash
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Bangarra was touring at the time. Wanting to take advantage 
of this opportunity to film in such unique landscape we 
needed to travel light, and with a minimal crew (just myself 
and my focus puller, Cam Gaze), as it is incredibly expensive 
to take people and gear to such a remote location. I wanted 
to have the ability to move the camera in a fluid way, and the 
Movi seemed like a good fit. So for this shoot I took a RED 
Epic, and a set of Zeiss Standards, a package light enough to 
balance on the rig. This was my first experience of shooting 
with the Movi, and for the most part it was a positive one. 
We were able to capture some lovely movement, and even 
managed a tracking shot off the roof of a troop-carrier on the 
red dirt airstrip of the small community we were filming in, sort 
of a poor man’s drone! But the downside to the Movi quickly 
became apparent – holding the weight for a long period of 
time is not easy – and this made me think Steadicam would 
be a better tool for the main shoot, where we would need to 
film full runs of the dance, some as long as six minutes.

When principal photography commenced some months later 
we had our Alexa and a set of Cooke S4s, which I love for 
their rendition of faces, and an Epic as a second camera for 
high speed work. The plan for the Epic was to use it more 
occasionally, but as the shoot progressed it was increasingly 
obvious that with a three week shooting schedule it was 
necessary to run two cameras a lot of the time, both for 
coverage and for the sake of the dancers energy. I had shot 
tests in pre-production to see how closely the cameras could 
be matched, and using the ACES colour space for grading in 
Resolve, it seemed possible to get them very close, although 
a little time consuming.

Jacob Nash is the resident designer for Bangarra, and his 

work with Page in the theatre has a lot of impact, often using 
one really striking idea and letting that speak volumes. It was 
fortunate to have him as designer on Spear, as he came to 
the project with a deep understanding of Page’s aesthetic, 
and great knowledge of the back catalogue of Bangarra work. 
The same was true of our Costume Designer, Jenny Irwin. 
Because Spear is in many ways an embodiment of Page’s 
decades of choreography and artistic practice, it felt like there 
was no need for much outside reference, it was more about 
the translation of his creative world onto screen. 

Location choice was perhaps the most fundamental concern 
in determining the overall visual language of the film. We felt 
it was very important that the dance feel liberated from the 
black void of the theatre, so that even when we are in dark 
spaces, there was some texture, a sense of the physical 
world. That the beauty of seeing dance on screen is in seeing 
it outside of the confines of the stage, to be both up close and 
intimate with the dancers, and then seeing them as figures in 
an environment, be it landscape or architecture. 

The film moves between many spaces; ‘real world’ exteriors in 
Arnhem Land, Bombo Quarry, North Head - where the natural 
landscape opens out in epic ways. Contrasted with striking 
urban spaces in Sydney; a long pedestrian tunnel, a vast train 
station escalator, monolithic housing commission flats, and a 
variety of interiors including a ten pin bowling alley. Then there 
are chapters in more ‘stylized’ spaces on Cockatoo Island, 
a version of a prison, and a dark industrial space where a 
single Torana beams its lonely headlights. This is rounded out 
by a ‘studio’ space at Carriageworks where we shot against 
the grey concrete walls and industrial columns of one of their 
theatre spaces, and utilised their rigging infrastructure to hang 

‘Spear’ - DOP Bonnie Elliott, PHOTO Jacob Nash
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Cockatoo Island is transformed into a stylised prison mess hall - DOP Bonnie Elliott, PHOTO Cara Bowerman





theatrical elements like backdrops.

We wanted the locations to have their own unique qualities. 

Part of the power of the film is the journey through so many 

diverse places but they needed to have unifying aspects, 

simplicity or starkness, a strong graphic quality. As we found 

the different locations I laid out images from each of them on 

a wall on the production office in story order so we could feel 

our visual journey evolving, and also think about the transitions 

between them.

The contrast of imagery was often quite extreme, at one point 

a dancer painted in white ochre leaves a dressing room of 

drag queens to go onstage, and he walks through the curtains 

into a paper bark forest in Arnhem Land. It was wonderful 

to be in a story world where such leaps of imagination were 

possible, and to have the opportunity for such visual freedom. 

Spear has almost no VFX work; it is very much a film that 

was captured in camera. We had a data wrangler on set but 

given our ambitious schedule of three weeks, my preference 

was to keep it simple. I am a big believer in watching rushes 

together, not separately. I feel this really allows you to respond 

to the material as you create it, and encourages a healthy 

dialogue about what is working, and what needs attention. 

Editor Simon Njoo was an invaluable collaborator for Page 

and myself, and quite early in the shoot we started watching 

assemblies instead of rushes, which I found especially useful 

in terms of understanding the cutting rhythms our Director 

was finding. It became apparent that the second camera 

coverage was crucial, and that having the closer details, the 

more abstract shots you sometimes find with a B camera, 

gave necessary punctuation to the movement.

My favourite sequence in Spear is a dance set in a prison. 
After making enquiries about filming at Parramatta Jail it 
became apparent we were not going to gain access to a 
real prison location, so instead we wandered the vast empty 
spaces of Cockatoo Island and constructed an idea of 
one, from a few different areas, including one shot in a vast 
turbine hall. Sometimes being forced to think laterally helps 
you make a more interesting creative choice. There is a real 
beauty to the textures and patina of the walls, and the stark 
emptiness of the spaces, when combined with the simplicity 
of twenty or so indigenous men in pale yellow tracksuits, and 
the clean lines of new stainless steel tables, we created a 
really strong abstract world. So much of what we often shoot 
is set in a naturalistic world, it was exciting to create images 
that could sit outside that, and that were a real collaboration 
of photography and design. We were blessed on the day of 
shooting with perfect overcast weather, keeping the light soft 
and cool. And the dance itself is a very powerful one, the 
combination of slow tracking, intimate Steadicam moves and 
a lot of great close details on the second camera, seemed to 
really get inside the emotion of the scene. 

“I am a big believer in watching 
rushes together, not separately.“
During the rehearsal phase of the production I spent a lot 
of time watching the Director work with the dancers, to 
understand the choreography we were to film, and think 
about possible approaches. What was really important about 
this time was gaining an understanding about how Page 
works, and how much he trusts his instincts in a very definite 

An Arnhem Land elder (Demala Wunungmurra) takes in a Ten-Pin Bowling Alley - DOP Bonnie Elliott, PHOTO Jacob Nash
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way. I would wander around with my 5D filming from different 
angles as he rehearsed, and later he and I would discuss the 
perspectives I was offering and he would have a very clear 
sense of what angles captured the movement in an interesting 
way. Taking work that was constructed for the proscenium 
view of the theatre and reinterpreting that in the volume of 
the cinema space gave Page a chance to re-imagine the 
choreography for the camera lens. He often said he had 
watched the show from the wings sometimes, and wished 
this perspective could also be seen.

So we collaborated closely and plotted out each dance 
and an intended approach. We were keen to incorporate 
movement of the camera to create fluidity in the visual 
language. We wanted the film to feel like breathing; a constant 
sense of energy coming and going. 

Some dances seemed to favour tracking, while others felt 
more suited to Steadicam, and often it was a combination 
of both, shifting between as the choreography changed 
pace, or formation. When it came to the actual shoot we 
discovered the Steadicam worked best when it was a little 
more improvised, to allow our operator, Pete Barta, to use his 
instincts and follow where the flow of the movement took him. 
To really integrate his movement in a truly choreographed way 
would have required a whole extra rehearsal period before the 
shoot, with the camera physically in amongst the dancers. 
But the combination of more controlled tracking shots, and 
the spontaneity of the Steadicam, proved really interesting in 
the edit. Filming dance is about balance, of seeing the whole 
body, the greater shapes and patterns of the movement. And 
then it is about the expressive gestural details, the intimate 
experience of the dancer’s emotion and their physicality, really 

harnessing the cinematic power of the close up.

Slow motion was another tool we used carefully throughout 

the film. We tested various speeds in pre production, and felt 

drawn to the subtlety of 36 fps, which the Director liked for 

the ‘thickness’ it gave to the movements. Often the B camera 

would run at this speed, on a longer lens. Sometimes we went 

further, using higher speeds like 96fps to punctuate the action 

and this was particularly effective in the testosterone fuelled 

‘Dingo Dance’ where ochre dust is thrown at the lead dancer 

and the slow motion extends some very energetic movement 

in his solo. Of course it is a very seductive thing to watch 

a dancer’s movement in extreme slow motion, so we were 

careful to use it sparingly so that it retained its impact.

Colour and lighting were also thoroughly discussed. Page 

has a very strong sense of this from his years in theatre so we 

carefully plotted colour shifts across the different locations, 

when we might use haze and what sort of quality the light 

might have. I was keen to use bigger, softer sources than 

what he was used to in theatrical work, to create chiaroschuro 

modeling on the dancer’s bodies that wrapped around in a 

sculptural way, but went to shadow more softly. This meant 

the lighting was more continuous than Page was accustomed 

to, but we did use some slow fades and cross dissolves to 

add drama to particular moments. 

When you only have three weeks to shoot a feature you really 

need people with a lot of experience, and enthusiasm. I was 

very lucky to assemble a wonderful camera department, 

who all felt excited to be part of such a special project. Barta 

was our Steadicam and A Camera operator. He brought a 

lot of sensitivity and feeling to the shots, and worked really 

Slow-motion photography enhanced the dust throws during the energetic performance of the Dingo dance  
- DOP Bonnie Elliott, PHOTO Tiffany Parker
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collaboratively with the dancers. Christian Luxton was A 

Camera Focus Puller, and did extraordinary work under 

somewhat tough conditions. There are only so many marks 

you can really get with dance, especially when both the 

camera and the dancer are in motion most of the time and 

he achieved remarkable results. We were well supported by 

very experienced Second AC, Inaki De Ubago, and Michael 

Filocamo did a great job as Data Wrangler. My longtime 

lighting department of Gaffer Zac Murphy and Best Boy 

Damian Seagar brought their wonderful creativity and speed 

to the project, a huge job at times for just the two of them. 

They came up with some great flexible solutions for my desire 

to have large soft sources overhead, using a 12x12 frame 

and kinos rigged underneath a knuckle boom in one of our 

main locations, a large industrial shed on Cockatoo Island. 

Key Grip, David Lichtfield, offered up his usual good humour 

and ingenuity to the task at hand, and plenty of elegant dolly 

moves too.

Grading took place at Definition Films on Resolve, with the 

excellent Billy Wychgel as Colourist. I knew that matching 

the Alexa and Epic footage would be a little time consuming, 

so we had allowed for nine days of grading. I love attending 

the grade, and will do everything possible to make sure I can 

be there for the whole time. It is such a pleasure to see the 

images reach their full potential, and the subtle shaping of the 

frames brings such cohesion to the whole. When you have 

a very fast shoot you always know you will be doing certain 

trims in a grading suite that would take too long to achieve 

physically on set, so it is very important to be there to carry 

through those ideas. 

Spear ranges over so many different locations and lighting 
states; it was about finding the right tone for each space 
and then integrating that into an overall feel of contrast and 
saturation. Although there is one very deliberate pop of 
intense colour in a scene in a ten-pin bowling alley that had 
built in disco lighting, a lot of saturated reds and blues. I loved 
the way this contrasted with the rest of the scenes, and felt it 
amplified the surrealism of our main character Djali teaching 
the old man from Arnhem Land how to bowl, all alone in the 
alley. The film Jedda (1955) by Charles Chauvel playing live 
on the video screen above the lanes. The overall grading 
philosophy was about making the film flow, to continue the 
idea of breathing that Page and I had worked for in the filming, 
to allow each beat of the story to have it’s own mood but to 
create something continuous and fluid, keeping it natural and 
looking after the wonderfully diverse range of skin tones.

“I love attending the grade,  
and will do everything possible 
to make sure I can be there for 

the whole time.“
There are very few feature length dance films made, the 
most notable of recent times is Wim Wender’s Pina (2011), 
a tribute to choreographer Pina Bausch. Spear felt like a 
rare opportunity but a very ambitious one too, given the low 
budget. I felt a strong sense of responsibility to do justice to 
the boldness of Page’s artistic vision as we transformed it for 
the screen, and worked hard to make sure that the schedule 

Filming on location in Arnhem Land - PHOTO Jacob Nash
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and resources did not compromise this. And I think the film 
is indeed unique, and beautiful, and is full of the wonderful 
energy of all the people who gave so much of themselves to 
make that happen – the incredible grace and generosity of 
the dancers, the small and hard working crew, the creative 
collaborators who supported Page in his feature debut. 

Filming dance has it’s own specific conundrums and one of 
the major ones is the surface upon which the dancers are able 
to perform. It must be safe, as it is all done in bare feet with 
Bangarra and this means using tarquette (fancy lino, basically). 
If we were make the film again, and with a budget that 
allowed for it, it would have been ideal to have custom dance 
floors made that blended into the locations, so that you were 
never aware of having a staging area. Of course with a bigger 
budget you might have more time to shoot and a second 
Alexa, there are so many things you might dream of!

What I came to understand more than ever whilst making 

Spear is that sometimes the lateral decisions are the more 
interesting ones. The choices you make because you can’t 
have something lead you down a path to find another more 
surprising, and beautiful idea. Art is often made through 
obstructions, and it is about finding the right way through, and 
trusting your instincts. 

My next job takes me into a very different world… a science 
fiction series for American television, where I will be sharing 
DOP duties with the very talented John Brawley. Life as a 
Cinematographer is always a wonderful study in contrast, in 
so many different ways!

Spear premiers at the Adelaide Film Festival in October.

Elliott is a Cinematographer who works across the fields of drama, 

documentary, commercials and video art. She has received recognition from 

the Australian Cinematographers Society on numerous occasions for her 

work. Her feature credits include My Tehran for Sale (2009)  

and These Final Hours (2013).

A scene from ‘Spear’ - DOP Bonnie Elliott, PHOTO Jacob Nash
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HOME SWEET HOME
We chat with the highly acclaimed, yet very humble, John Stokes ACS about 

the hugely successful Australian period drama, A Place To Call Home.

- interview by Tracey Cole



A scene from the third season of ‘A Place To Call Home’ - DOP John Stokes ACS, PHOTO Luke Stambouliah



With an illustrious career spanning 3 decades, winning 

countless awards both locally and internationally, Stokes’ 

talents are put to exceptional use filming this latest work. 

A call from Julie McGauran, whom Stokes previously worked 

with from a season filming Packed to the Rafters (2008-2013), 

enquired into whether he would be interested in shooting a 

television series about a family in 1950s Australia. This was 

an opportunity not to be passed up. Filmed in rural Camden 

on the outskirts of Sydney, the scene is perfectly set for 

melodrama.

AC Thinking about the look A Place To Call Home was  
 aiming for, what references did you work from? 

JS Douglas Sirk was the first reference given to the  
 creative team by writer and creator, Bevan Lee who 

wanted high melodrama. I think there is a definite visual 

echo of that in the show. Being involved with Tim Ferrier 

(Production Designer) from the very beginning was incredibly 

important for the look of the show. Time spent collaborating 

with Tim on every aspect of the sets design before they were 

constructed; elements like wall textures, practical lighting, 

ceiling pieces, window sizes, painted backdrops etc., were 

not only enjoyable but also incredibly fruitful. 

Given the tight filming schedule I wanted as much light 

coming from existing sources as possible allowing a quick 

turn around from set-up to set-up. The starting point for the 

show is the look being true to the period of the early 1950s 

be it costumes, sets and props, even using the correct 

incandescent bulbs for the practical lighting features. No 

easy task in 2015. From that point onwards I would look at 

the story/scenes and how could I, using lighting and camera, 
underscore what drama was occurring in front of the lens. The 
biggest influence of the look was put in front of the camera. 
Tim Ferrier’s production design, Lisa Meagher’s period-perfect 
costumes and Wizzy Molineaux’s hair and makeup, really set 
the scene. Once all that is in front of the camera, the pictures 
just fall into the lens. However, the single most important 
reference for the show was the films of Douglas Sirk. 

“Once all that is in front  
of the camera, the pictures  

just fall into the lens.”

AC What factors were considered when choosing what  
 cameras to shoot with? 

JS After many discussions and testing, the final decision  
 came down to the Alexa and the Sony F65, both 

amazing cameras, but the F65 offered an efficiency the Alexa 
did not. Being able to change the ND filters on the F65 with 
a press of a button which saves twenty minutes a day of filter 
changing. Personally, I like the way the F65 captured the 
landscapes of rural Camden. 

AC How did you approach colour grading? 

JS We wanted the show to have a rich, sumptuous feel  
 and we briefly flirted with a desaturated sepia look but 

quickly embraced the colour explosion of the 1950s, so it was 
a fairly straightforward grade. 

Olivia (Arianwen Parkes-Lockwood) and Elizabeth (Noni Hazlehurst) in ‘A Place To Call Home’  
- DOP John Stokes ACS, PHOTO Luke Stambouliah
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AC As the series is about to wrap up the third season,  
 can you share a bit about the film crew you  

worked with? 

JS I have an amazing camera department many of whom  
 I’ve worked with over the last fifteen years. A camera 

operator, Daisy Williamson is a truly gifted filmmaker whose 

enthusiasm for the shot or scene never wanes. Luke Nixon 

worked the B-cam and Steadicam and is a fine operator; he 

always finds a great second angle. Our two focus pullers, 

Troy Reichman and Paul Seipel get through a tremendous 

volume of work with a very narrow depth of field, there is 

rarely a soft shot, the hardest job on set I think. I also have a 

wonderful gaffer and grip in Stef Fidirikkos and Aaron Walker 

respectively, both of whom contribute enormously to the 

look of A Place to Call Home. The loaders, Fiona Young and 

Charles Brincat are ‘top drawer’ I tend to stick to the same 

crew whenever I can. 

AC Even with a successful two seasons and a loyal  
 audience, A Place To Call Home was axed by 

the Seven Network, but with some heavy lobbying was 

revived in a deal by Foxtel for a third series. With the 

network change, did the budget or scheduling of the 

show also change? 

JS The budget remained the same however episode  
 length went from 42 minutes in seasons one and two, 

to 50 plus minutes for this upcoming season. We shot two 

episodes per block of fifteen days, which is standard for an 

Australian drama series. 

AC Did the shows creative expectations or direction  
 shift with the change from Seven to Foxtel? How 

did that affect the show? 

JS The Foxtel brief was to give them more of the same  
 but with more ‘vigour’. I saw it as a chance to 

go bolder with the lighting and camera moves when the 

opportunity presented itself; you could say that the look of the 

show is evolving. 

AC Looking back on what yourself, the directors and  
 producers had originally set out to achieve… do 

you think you succeeded? 

desaturated sepia look but 
quickly embraced the colour 

explosion of the 1950s...”

JS Yes, absolutely, we gained a very appreciative and  
 loyal audience, not just locally but viewers world-wide 

embraced our show. 

AC Does it feel like you are relinquishing some control  
 when it goes into post-production? 

JS No, not at all. I’m involved in colour grading all the  
 locked off episodes, also because I have placed a very 

specific LUT all through the workflow. 95% of what I shoot on 

location or on set is within a trim of how the show will be seen 

Sarah (Marta Dusseldorp) in ‘A Place To Call Home’ 
- DOP John Stokes ACS, PHOTO Luke Stambouliah
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by our audience. 

AC As a Cinematographer, how did you work to  
 achieve the directorial vision while still imparting 

your own unique perspective as Director of Photography? 

JS Each Director is different, and for me its about  
 understanding the way they want to tell the story 

and then taking that directors vision and adding value to 
it. Whatever comes after is the alchemy of the Director/DP 
collaboration. 

AC John, you received an ACS Award of Distinction in  

 2014 for your work on the series, that speaks 

volumes about your ability to translate with the camera. 

Do you have any particular shot or sequence that is a 

favourite for you? 

JS I have quite a few favourite scenes. Generally they are  
 scenes that tell a really good story through strong 

visuals and minimal dialog. There are quite a few of those 

moments throughout the series. 

AC The last few years has seen a deluge of reality  
 shows flooding the landscape, do you see the 

wave of high quality television productions as a sort of 

Arianwen Parkes-Lockwood in ‘A Place To Call Home’ - PHOTO Luke Stambouliah

Ian Barry (Director) discussing a scene with Brenna Harding - PHOTO Luke Stambouliah
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revolt to reality TV? 

“I have quite a few favourite 

scenes. Generally they are 

scenes that tell a really good 

story through strong visuals  

and minimal dialog.”

JS I’m not sure I do. The way I see it is more that reality  
 shows have forced TV Drama world-wide to become 

much more interesting and engaging. As a Cinematographer 

I think this has opened up a whole new world of creative 

choices and challenges that is wonderful. 

AC What do you feel you have learnt from A Place To  
 Call Home? 

JS I learn from every production I work on, whether it’s a  
 new camera system, lighting technology… there is 

always something new I can take onto the next project. 

AC Speaking of new projects, what are you working on  
 next? 

JS  I will be working on my own project The Great Ninigo  
 Island Canoe Race, a documentary about the people 

of the Ninigo Islands (an island group 150 nautical miles north 
of Papua New Guinea) and their incredible ocean going sailing 
canoes. 

A Place to Call Home Season 3 airs in September  

on Foxtel’s SoHo channel.

Tracey Cole is an arts enthusiast and  

contributing writer for Australian Cinematographer.

Mick Hodge (Safety Supervisor), David “Daisy” Williamson (Camera Operator & 2nd Unit DOP), Paul Seipel (1st AC)  
and Aaron Walker (Key Grip) waiting for fog to lift - PHOTO Luke Stambouliah





IT CAME FROM 
OUTER SPACE!

Marc Furmie’s new sci-fi drama Terminus landed  
in Sydney recently with award-winning Australian 

DOP Kieran Fowler behind the lens.

- by Kieran Fowler

The crew of ‘Terminus’ film a night scene on a riverbank - PHOTO Scott Mannion



I had worked with Director Marc Furmie on a few projects 
before Terminus, mainly music videos and advertising work 
but otherwise it was a first time working relationship for a lot 
of the key creative team and myself. A few years ago I landed 
back into Australia after finishing the feature film project, 
Duong Dua (2013), in Vietnam, soon after I got recommend 
to Furmie by a mutual friend to shoot a fairly small creative 
project. We met, started talking and we both got along really 
well. We shared similar mindsets and talked in a very similar 
film language when it came to approaching the project, and 
also just film in general. Furmie had seen some of my feature 
work from Duong Dua. He had a film script that was going 
to get a green light and asked whether I’d be interested 
in coming onboard to shoot it. I believe there was a bit of 
caution about bringing me on board from the producers, 
especially since it was only my second feature, regardless of 
my experience in short form projects. In the end I think the 
work I had done in Vietnam really showed a lot of the dark 
mood and tones that the story of Terminus called for which 
Furmie liked.

I think it’s very necessary to be involved in the equipment 
choices/discussions for any project and personally I put 
a lot of attention into lens choice. Lens choice is one of 
the important tools a Cinematographer and especially 

contemporary Cinematographers have in shaping their 
aesthetics. For Terminus we shot widescreen on the ARRI 
Alexa with an arsenal of Panavision Anamorphic lenses 
including Close-Focus Primo’s, C-series and B-series. 

We had both worked extensively with the Alexa camera 
systems prior to Terminus, out of all the digital sensor 
technology that was out we loved how the Alexa had a very 
‘filmic’ quality in it’s color and latitude compared to others. I 
know the word ‘filmic’ is thrown around a lot but if we had the 
budget we probably would have shot Terminus on film, we are 
both celluloid fans and believe that there is still a texture and 
quality to the way it captures light and color that aligns with 
how we visualise stories, but we’ll reserve that for another film 
and story. 

I like incorporating the grungy off beat urban tones when 
lighting, I think it gives you a great opportunity to play with 
color and especially for Terminus. We wanted to embrace the 
florescent greens and ‘off’ colors in our palette and I think the 
Alexa deals with color rendition/skin tone in these situations 
better then other digital cameras. I guess it also comes back 
to the saying ‘go with what you know’. It’s nice to simplify the 
technical aspects and focus on the more important aspects 
like the script. 



Data and format was also a key consideration with the camera 
choice and in an ideal world we would have opted to shoot 
ARRI RAW but this meant a lot more storage and more crew 
to be handling the files and converting the dailies. I remember 
it was a fairly quick meeting about the possibility of going 
RAW, it was basically “Nope, sorry can’t happen”. It’s really 
amazing the difference between going RAW or Prores has on 
the budget. We were really happy with the Alexa Prores and it 
gave us plenty of room to work with in the grade.

“ It’s nice to simplify the 
technical aspects and focus on 

the more important aspects  
like the script.”

The choice to shoot Anamorphic for Terminus came from 
discussions we had on the story and how we could add 
texture to the images to portray the down-and-out world of 
David Chamberlin (Jai Koutrae). We gravitated towards the 
Panavision anamorphic glass after some testing, we liked how 
the flares acted and in a way we saw it as an opportunity to 

pay a subtle visual homage to some of our reference films like 
E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial (1982) and A.I. Artificial Intelligence 
(2001), both of which were shot on similar lenses. 

We were quite restricted in what Panavision glass we had 
access to at the time because there were quite a lot of films 
shooting that were using there Anamorphic lenses and 
we didn’t have the budget to specifically fly lenses in from 
overseas. In the end we managed to secure a set of Close-
focus Primos after Kill Me Three Times (2014) had finished. 
I loved those lenses, especially since they had the ability to 
focus at closer distances than most Anamorphics. This meant 
we didn’t need to keep throwing in diopters to get a close up. 
We did end up having to get a couple of C-series lenses to 
fill the longer lengths out and also a set of three B-series for 
a light weight Steadicam option, as the Close-focus Primos 
are massive. They didn’t entirely match in terms of sharpness, 
distortion and color between sets however it was the best 
aesthetic option we really had at the time and from testing 
we were happy with how much we could match between 
inconstancies in the grade. 

We used the older more ‘flawed’ B-series lenses for our flash 
back moments when Chamberlin or one of the characters 
is having visions as we loved how they fell apart and gave 

A scene from the film ‘Termius’ - DOP Kieran Fowler



a soft dream like quality wide open, the edges get radically 
softer and it’s almost like a natural focus vignette. This is most 
prominent in the war flashbacks with Zach (Todd Lasance), 
where I think it worked especially well.  

Texturally I was also testing a variety of softening filters out 
in certain story specific environments and ended up using 
subtle strengths of black pro-mist and black satin filters. 
For example, I loved how the 1/8 pro-mist subtly blooms 
highlights and rolls off the hard edge between hot parts of 
the image, like a window in the background, these along with 
sheer curtains really helped sell the interior day shots in our 
built sets. 

Terminus was an ambitious project, we were really up against 
a battle of what was affordable for a 30-day shoot with 
wanting to run two cameras/units on some days to maximize 
our tight schedule and make as few compromises in quality. 
We really owe Panavision for the support with gear on this 
one; they really helped us out and backed the project.

I always involve myself early on with the Production Designer 
and build a close collaboration on any project as this 
relationship is one of the most important a Cinematographer 
has. For Terminus I would have regular meetings with the 
Art Department and discuss things from colour palettes 
and dressing to practical lighting fixtures per scene. We 

wanted to go quite dark with a good part of our script set 
at night. I found a good part of my talks with Jamie Morris, 
our production designer, would be going through various 
practicals we could implement that would not only make 
sense to the location but supplement the lighting well. For 
example, the exterior location of the Rehabilitation Hospital 
was an abandoned hospital that had barely any working lights 
on the outside of it. We made sure we got the old florescent 
fixtures on the outside working with new matching tubes and 
the undersides of the housing painted with a new coating of 
white paint so it would reflect as much light as possible. I have 
found the choice of practical fixtures and placement more 
important then anything for night work and it’s becoming more 
and more an integral decision in my lighting plans. 

The palette we strove for with Terminus was to not be afraid 
of integrating the more ‘real’ off beat urban tones and let them 
seep into the images, where we found suitable, we would 
go from sickly green, blue and orange tones of the town 
to the warmer more ‘safe’ hues in Chamberlain’s house. It 
really helped portray the town as somewhere you wouldn’t 
want to live, with a great sense of melancholy. In terms of 
film references we were watching a lot of David Fincher’s 
work such as Fight Club (1999), Zodiac (2007) and Gone Girl 
(2014). 
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Although a part of achieving this was in the lighting, a great 
deal of these ideas were discussed with the production 
design team so we could include these colors in the dressing. 
We were also watching a lot of classical films through pre 
production and particularly from Steven Spielberg for his use 
of camera blocking and the way he would choreograph long 
takes that would incorporate create various frames within 
the one take. Although we didn’t have budget for the big 
telescopic cranes we tried to incorporate this in a simpler 
way as much as possible, it also helped us survive off less 
coverage and move quicker through the crazy schedule. 

The film wasn’t entirely storyboarded, it would have been 
impossible as the script was changing so much during pre-
production. If you did storyboards one week, the next week 
they would be irrelevant because of re-writes. In saying that 
we did manage to have quite a bit boarded by the time we 
were shooting. It was mainly the bigger action sequences and 
set pieces so we could easily communicate to all departments 
how we wanted to shoot them, for example Chamberlain’s 
car crash and the end sequence when the meteorite housing 
starts to fill with water. For a fight sequence we filmed the 
rehearsals on my 5D and cut it together with Furmie. This 
gave us a good idea on shots/pacing and what we could get 
away with in terms of parallax. I think it’s a brilliant idea to 

pre-film any complicated sequences and if we had the time 
I’d love to try pre-film an entire film, then you’d really have a 
good idea on what’s working and not by the time you come to 
principle photography.

“ We wanted to do as much  
as we could in camera, not  

only for budget reasons but  
it just looks better. “

We had anticipated a fairly modest amount of CG. We wanted 
to do as much as we could in camera, not only for budget 
reasons but it just looks better. We were fortunate to have the 
guys at ODD Studio onboard for prosthetics and FX work. 
They built props like the meteorite, tentacles and various 
limbs in different stages of growth. It was a mix of practical 
FX and CGI to enhance the in camera elements. The idea is 
that the meteorite is a living organism that spawns life and 
has healing-like powers. In one scene, an unconscious Zach 
gets dragged into Chamberlain’s barn and has his amputated 
leg regrown from touching the meteorite. To sell the effect 
of his leg growing back we used a couple of real prosthetic 

A scene from the movie ‘Termius’ - DOP Kieran Fowler
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legs in different stages of growth and shot two plates, then in 
post the guys slowly merged and animated between the two 
elements. It worked really well. Other meteorite CG throughout 
the film included the addition of subtle heat haze emitting from 
the surface of the meteor, adding small flying insects and life 
forms around it and enhancing the glow of the meteor which 
was partly done on set using LED ribbons inside of the meteor 
controlled from a computer. 

The VFX list grew substantially over the course of the shoot, 
which isn’t a good scenario for any production, especially 
one with a tight budget. The main culprit was the amount of 
screens we ended up having to composite footage onto, which 
was overlooked. We had a DIT on set to ingest and managed 
the footage and he usually hid in the darkest corner behind a 
monitor with green code all over the displays, which made me 
think of The Matrix (1999) whenever I visited him. He was used 
mainly for transcoding footage with a simple REC709 LUT. I’ve 
never really done anything fancy with a DIT in terms of creating 
LUTs and looks for different monitors on set except on a couple 
of commercials. I like keeping things simple throughout the 
process and having some consistency in the way I work from 
job to job. I think REC709 isn’t a great LUT to look at when 
watching back rushes as I find it too contrasty, but we didn’t 
have a lot of time to play around on Terminus.

I think as a Cinematographer it’s important to build a good 
communication with your Director and really understand the 
vision they have for the project, as they’ve been involved in 
the script for far longer then you. For the first part of pre-
production I did a lot more listening in our discussions to 
understand Furmie’s perspective of the script and get on a 
similar level. It is a very much in these collaborations that I find 
my personal perspective on things gets incorporated on the 
project. Everyday we would be meeting and chatting through 
things from coverage, mood/colour and ways of portraying 
certain themes or characters. We built a good amount of trust 
with our experience working together, and on Terminus he 
had confidence in my approach, enough so that it meant he 

could spend more time focusing on the performance and less 
on the images being created. An important quality to have in a 
Director/DP relationship. 

I’d worked with our First AC/Focus Puller, Adam Lynch, quite 
a lot. He was my AC on Duong Dua and by the time we came 
to Terminus we were pretty efficient as a team, although now 
he’s embarking on a shooting career. The rest of my crew 
was made up of new collaborations. We had an interesting 
situation with the gaffer, Michael Adcock jumped on board 
after he finished on The Rover (2014) and could only do the 
first three or so weeks as he had commitments with a film in 
China. So we got Mark Jefferies to be on board for the last 
block, which went well and working with them both was a real 
pleasure as they had plenty of experience to offer up.

“ It’s a great thing about  
 

you really build lasting 
relationships with people.”

There were points where we were running two units, or a 
second camera, which was operated by Jonathan Tyler, or 
for a couple of days we had Tom Gleeson. This really helped 
alleviate some of the schedule and although I’m not a fan of 
multiple camera coverage, I don’t think what we did would 
have been possible if we didn’t have these guys. For multiple 
camera work I would usually try and position the cameras as 
close as possible to each other without going further then 90 
degrees away from me in order to not have to compensate on 
my lighting.

By the end of it we were all very close and I’ve gone on to 
work with many of the crew again. It’s a great thing about 
feature filmmaking; you really build lasting relationships with 
people. 

Chris Braga (2nd AC), Michael Adcock (Gaffer), Charles Mori (3rd AC), Adam Lynch (Focus Puller)  
and Kieran Fowler (DOP) film outside an abandoned mental hospital - PHOTO Scott Mannion
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I was very involved in the color grade for Terminus, apart from 
that I only saw a few rough edits from time to time and was 
not really involved in much of that process. We graded for two 
weeks at Definition Films in Sydney and were very fortunate to 
have Jamie Hediger on board as our Colourist. The Director 
and I spent a good two days at the start of grading, setting a 
particular ‘look’ for each of the scenes, which was really just 
grading one or two shots and then Hediger spent a week by 
himself filling in the gaps. 

We really wanted to create a sort of lifeless image for 
Terminus, keeping the colours quite de-saturated and 
embracing the more off beat tones, never really having a 
‘correctly white-balanced’ image. There were a couple of 
exceptions when we worked against this idea intentionally. 
In a scene where Chamberlain wakes up in hospital after an 
interaction with the meteor (this was a turning point in the 
film) we chose to bathe the actor in white light to support the 
idea of the life-giving powers from the meteor. It’s the first time 
in the film we see a truly pure white image and in a way it’s 
almost angelic. There were a few of ‘religious connotations’ 
throughout the film, and you could say the story as a whole is 
a modern take on Noah’s Ark. Having these brooding darker 
images really played as a nice contrast against the dry palette 
we capture in the countryside.

I wouldn’t say the finished film was exactly what we set out 
to achieve, but I find this with a lot of projects in a good way. 
Terminus naturally evolved through all the processes and 
ongoing changes while filming. The script was constantly 
getting re-written throughout principle photography, scenes 
were getting cut out and other elements meant that what we 
originally set out to make was always evolving and for the 
better. If we had made the film from the first draft it would 
be much different to the finished Terminus! I do think we 
were successful in achieving the story, themes and journey 
of Chamberlain’s character that we wanted to tell from the 
beginning. The unsettling mood and atmosphere we managed 
to create throughout the film was something we got right. I 
find it hard watching your own work back, I get quite anxious 
especially when others are watching because I tend to focus 
on all the little flaws and things that I could have done better. 
On the other hand there are times when I think, yeah, we 
nailed that. 

Born and raised around the beautiful mountain landscape of New Zealand’s 

South Island, Kieran developed his eye for filmmaking from a young age. 

Duong Dua won Best Cinematography for a Feature at the Vietnam Film 

Festival, and was awarded a silver NSW ACS award in 2014.

A scene from the upcoming movie ‘Termius’ - DOP Kieran Fowler

A scene from the upcoming film ‘Termius’ - DOP Kieran Fowler
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LEADER OF 
THE PACK

As darkness falls, unsuspecting shadows begin to lurk 
outside a farmhouse where a pack of wild dogs are closing 
in, preparing to attack. Cinematographer Benjamin Shirley 

ACS lenses the frightening new thriller The Pack.

- by Benjamin Shirley ACS

The crew of ‘The Pack’ on location - PHOTO Ian Routledge



In 2013 I was having a meeting with Nick Robertson (Director 

of The Pack) about a commercial and we started talking, 

discussing the idea of a feature about a rural family in financial 

ruin due to a loss of stock from a pack of wild dogs. (Sadly, 

this stock loss is a true day occurrence in Australia.) Jump to 

June 2014 and I am in a guard dog-training center shooting 

some test footage of some rather ferocious four legged 

friends. Very well trained to ‘take intruders down’, precisely 

what we needed for this film.

Robertson and I researched many films with dogs/wolves that 

attack humans, The Grey (2011) being the most obvious. We 

took from that we didn’t want to rely too heavily on 3D dogs, 

and the budget just couldn’t handle it. What you don’t see is 

much more suspenseful and terrifying. 

“ What you don’t see is much more 
suspenseful and terrifying. “

We did quite a lot of testing in Sydney regarding cameras/

lens/post flow. Cameras that were considered were the Arri 

Alexa XT/Red Dragon and Sony F55 along with Zeiss Master 

anamorphic/Kowa anamorphic/Leica Summilux C and 

Cooke S4’s. In the end with the majority of the film is set at 

night, I just couldn’t go past the Alexa XT and Zeiss Master 

anamorphic, such a great combination when you consider 

T1.9 and the latitude of the Alexa. The flare and bokeh quality 

of the Zeiss Master anamorphic are awesome, I really fell in 

love with them. My initial concern was that there were only 4 

lenes in the country (35mm, 50mm, 75mm and 100mm) the 
135mm was being delivered to Gear Head, but only about 
half way through the shoot. You get so used to having a huge 
range of lenes to choose from on commercials when shooting 
spherical, primes to zooms. We wanted to have a consistent 
feel for the audience in regards to field-of-view, so our ‘go to’ 
lens was the 50mm and the majority of the film was shot on 
that lens. 

We also had two Black Magic Pocket Cine Cameras. For 
some of the attack scenes, the XT with an anamorphic 
lens was too heavy to be able to whip on and off. Knowing 
that these shots would be macro (anamorphics don’t have 
great minimum focus) and only be about 8 to 12 frames, the 
BMPCC was perfect for timing the action on these set ups. It 
was perfect for rifle scope shots on a 400mm Nikon f2.8 with 
a Metabones speed booster, that gave me another stop (shot 
exterior and at night) and the length when you consider the 
combination of a full frame stills lens on a MFT sensor. 

My pre-production time started with a two-day drive with 
Robertson to Adelaide. It was really the first time we could 
talk about the movie without being interrupted. The previous 
week we had broken down the script (written by Evan Randall 
Green) with Editor Gabriella Muir. With limited time, we wanted 
to make sure what we shot was going to end up on the 
screen, not the editing room floor. 

I spent about three weeks going to locations with Robertson 
and my stills camera, shooting a still’s board of the majority of 
the film. We wanted to spend our time on the shoot actually 

Actor Jack Campbell (left) with Director Nick Robertson - PHOTO Ian Routiedge
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filming, not talking about lens selection and other things that 
would slow us down. Production thought we were a bit mad 
when I would give them selects to print at the end of every 
day. The production office walls and hallway were covered 
with stills scene boards. 

The film is set over a fourteen-hour period of time, the majority 
at night. We had the luxury of doing day-for-night with the 
house having a typical surround balcony that we could 
black out. In testing, this proved more time consuming than 
anticipated. My Gaffer on the film was Robertto Karas. He 
and Grip Hugh Fretag and their teams did a fantastic job pre-
lighting the house so we had many practical’s/wall busters/
reliable power etc. The location became a Hollywood wrap at 
the end of each day (always finished at night though) which 
saved production an enormous amount of time. 

In regard to bringing a location like this (the house was run 
down and empty) to life, Production Designer Tony Cronin 
really did a fantastic job. He had almost the whole house 
painted darker and brought back to life. The property is meant 
to have been in the family for four generations, so it needed to 
feel grand but in disarray as they are having financial troubles. 

The family is on such hard times that they look for a second 
income with a Veterinary clinic. Cronin built this in an old shed 
that worked beautifully along with a maze made from old bits 
and pieces you find around an old working property. 

The schedule was tight. Only two weeks with the attack dogs, 
to be filmed in the middle of shoot, Travis Kalenda our 1st AD, 
had his work cut out for him. We had two young actors, Katie 
Moore as Sophie the daughter and Hamish Phillips playing 
Henry the son. A lot of thought was needed regarding time we 
were allowed to have them on set. 

Our leads Anna Lise Phillips and Jack Campbell both 
Australians but living in LA, really helped the kids on set and 
bonded as a family does in hard times. Travis’s other hurdle 
was the weather. The rain – yep, we had plenty of that. The 
set after about three weeks of filming started to become a bit 
of a mud pit, a very difficult place to work. Rain pushed us to 
do more night interiors than we wanted. But in the end we 
only did about two-hours of overtime for the whole duration of 
the shoot. Hats off to our caterer Sonya Marshall. When you 
are working in such harsh conditions, feeding your crew well 
is a big plus. 

A dog you don’t want to meet - DOP Benjamin Shirley ACS

Sophie (Katie Moore) in ‘The Pack’ - DOP Benjamin Shirley ACS
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Producing the film was Michael Robinson and Kent Smith 
ACS, with Christine Williams line producing. Smith is a DOP 
in his own right, so it was great to have his support from 
the start regarding gear. When we scouted the location in 
summer, it was quite dry but coming back four months later 
the grass was lush and green - not the look you want for a 
hard outback rural property. After our make up and wardrobe 
testing, we spent a night outside to shoot a few setups and 
took the footage into KOJO with Marty Pepper to have a look 
at gel/camera colour temp combinations. Pepper who graded 
the film, put the test footage up on a theatrical screen at the 
South Australian Film Corporation. You really get a wonderful 
idea of how such small tweaks to lighting/gel combinations 
and camera settings you can get. 

I came to the conclusion that LUT’s were not needed on this 
project. I shot the film open gate Pro Res 4444. The camera 
was set to 5600k for day work and 4400k for all our night 
shooting. The combination of 1/2 CTO and Lee 117 gel was a 
great look for moon lit scenes. It has a steel kind of kick to it. 
I don’t like the moon to be blue; it just looked fake. We pulled 
out some saturation and dropped the exposure levels to help 
get rid of some of the noise in the blacks. I have to say you 

don’t really get much noise in the blacks with the Alexa, but I 
did set the camera to 1250 ASA for some of the night shots. 
The dark was definitely one of the most important characters 
in the film. Robertson and I both have the same viewpoint that 
what you can’t see is much more intense than what you can. 

 
of the most important  

One of my favourite scenes in the film is when Jack 
Campbell’s character is searching for his sheep dog that has 
run off into the deep dark forest at night. We shot the wide 
shot day-for-night and the rest of the scene when the sun had 
gone down. It was lit with some LED flashlights that I found 
in Sydney that are used by hunters for shooting at night. 
They have a max output of 900 lumens and a few different 
output settings. The bounce that it gave off the ground was 
perfect when Campbell was running back from the forest to 
the house. I didn’t have to augment much more lighting to the 
scene. 

Adam (Jack Campbell) wonders what is eating his sheep in ‘The Pack’ - DOP Benjamin Shirley ACS

Adam (Jack Campbell) and Carla (Anna Lise Phillips) share a moment of relief in ‘The Pack’ - DOP Benjamin Shirley ACS
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When you are shooting anamorphic wide open you do have 
problems with focus. The question “is it sharp?” is more about 
which eye do you want in focus. Bryn Whitie was my 1st AC. 
He is old school when it comes to running a tape and pulling 
focus. On this he changed his way of thinking and ended up 
pulling off the 17” monitor, Robertson was very quick to give 
up his director’s chair in front of the monitor to Bryn. With 
most of the film being hand held, framing and distance was a 
constantly evolving between takes. I really love composing for 
wide screen, but operating like this is very physical.

“ Production thought we were a 
bit mad when I would give them 

selects to print at the end of  

walls and hallway were covered 
with stills scene boards. ”

The two weeks with the dogs were intense. They were 
muzzled but they still scared the pants off me. These were 
not the kind of dogs that you would pat between takes. The 
leader of the dog pack was called ‘Tyson’ he belonged to 
the trainer and was a massive animal. When he was sprayed 
black, he really looked the part. Along with the knowledge that 
this was an attack dog, he kept me on my toes at all times. I 
thought that I would wait until the end of filming to play with 

Tyson. But when the time came, I figured that I had managed 
to get to the end of this experience with out being bitten that 
it was best to just let that thought go. When you first hear 
their guttural growl, a lot of respect (and the hair on the back 
of your neck) comes to play. We had some intense attack 
scenes with multiple dogs. The sound of the dogs when they 
hit at the same time at pace was something I won’t forget 
quickly. 

We only left the house location for a few days of shooting, so 
it became a home away from home. Robertson and I would 
spend Saturday going through what was coming up the next 
week and Sunday was spent with Muir looking at assemblies 
with what ever scary sound tracks the Director could find. 
He always harked on about sound design doing a lot of the 
‘heavy lifting’ and he was right. 

The final grade was a bit broken up because we were flying 
to KOJO in Adelaide whenever Robertson and I had the time. 
Pepper did an amazing job grading the film as well as VFX 
supervisor. It’s not often that you have someone on a DP’s 
side in the grade when you want to go darker and then darker 
again. I don’t think you ever finish a film, but at some point 
it has to be mastered out. It was a great experience and I 
cannot wait for the next one.

Benjamin Shirley ACS is an award-winning Cinematographer of TVCs.  

His credits include commercials for Qantas,  

Mercedes-Benz, and Schweppes among many others. 

Director Nick Robertson on location with ‘The Pack’ - PHOTO Ian Routiedge
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THE ITALIAN JOB
Set between the vineyard peppered countryside  
and electric blue Adriatic sea, Melbourne-based 

Cinematographer Katie Milwright travels to 
Italy to film the first ever Italian-Australian 

co-production, The Space Between.

- by Katie Milwright

Cinematographer Katie Millwright with Luca Pagliara (Grip) and Pietro Cusimano 
(Focus Puller) on location in Italy filming ‘The Space Between’ - PHOTO Marco Covi



Set in Friuli Northern Italy, The Space Between tells the story 
of Marco (played by Flavio Parenti), a guy who has given up 
on his own life and dreams to move back to his hometown 
and look after his ageing father. A life changing event and the 
chance meeting of an Australian girl, reignites in him a desire 
to change his life and again follow his passions.

When I met up with Director Ruth Borgobello in January this 
year, I hadn’t seen her since she’d moved to Italy to start 
raising money for her film. I’d had the opportunity to shoot a 
music video for her, we worked really well together and I loved 
her focus on styling and mise en scene. I was thrilled when 
she asked me to join the team on her feature. I loved the 
script, and there’s something truly romantic about shooting a 
film in Italy.

“ I loved the script, and there’s 
something truly romantic about 

In pre-production Borgobello handed both the production 
design team and myself a beautiful document containing 
scene breakdowns, visual references, notes and shot ideas. 
It was a great way to instantly connect with the Director’s 
thoughts for each scene. When it came to the design of the 
film, Borgobello had a very clear idea for styling and colour. 
The colour palette shifts through the story arc, it is mainly 
realised through wardrobe and set dressing. I needed to stay 
sympathetic to these colours with lighting and colour balance, 
when it’s all put together it’s really striking. There’s a sequence 
by the seaside with Olivia (Maeve Dermody) and Marco 
walking amongst the ruin of a Castello. The block colours in 

the cast’s wardrobe, in particular Dermody’s bright red dress, 

starkly contrast the rambling shapes of the overgrown castle. 

Setting the characters in such relief of their surrounds keeps 

your eye with them and on their experience. The landscape is 

very present in the frame, but never the main focus.

Working well with any Director is about developing trust. I 

loved working through all Borgobello’s ideas and bringing 

them to life on set. It’s a really great feeling to have an excited 

Director as text becomes actual shots. When designing 

the shots we talked about Michelangelo Antonioni’s La 

Notte (1961), as well as more contemporary films like Luca 

Guadagnino’s I am Love (2009) and Spike Jonze’s Her (2013).

We liked the idea of long held wide shots, or framing choices 

that might favour the landscape more than the character. 

We were constantly trying to find visual ideas that tell the 

story of ‘spaces between’, how characters visually connect 

or separate, the spaces between being as important as any 

detail. Borgobello roughly storyboarded the whole film which 

we used as a guide. 

I’ve used the Arri Alexa (which I love) on the last two feature 

films I’ve shot, but I had also used the RED with the MoVi 

Freefly, for a few shots on the film Sucker (2015) I shot in 

Melbourne last year. I really liked the kind of shots we could 

achieve with this rig. It struck me that The Space Between 

would benefit from the flexibility of this kind of movement, so 

the RED very quickly became an option as well.

There are whole sequences in the film along river paths and 

cobbled streets and I love the way the MoVi moves. The MoVi 

would inject movement into the film where we didn’t have the 

time or length of track to lay for moving shots. 

Cinematographer Katie Milwright filming on the upcoming ‘The Space Between’ - PHOTO Marco Covi
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I shot some tests with the RED Dragon on the MoVi in 
Melbourne, and sent them through to Ruth. She loved what 
I’d put together and agreed to go down the Dragon/MoVi 
path. I hadn’t used the RED as a main camera on a film since 
I shot The Wedding Party (2010) six years ago; I was feeling 
ready to try the new incarnation of the RED Dragon. I mean 
Jeff Cronenweth and David Fincher certainly make it look 
pretty sweet. 

I had fiddled around with running the MoVi on a Steadicam 
arm (without the sled) while I was still in Melbourne. I was 
quite happy with the results. I was able to operate the MoVi 
for a good amount of time in this configuration. It gets quite 
heavy and take after take is hard going without some support.

The Steadicam arm ironed out most of the up and down 
action from walking and the MoVi does the rest.We used the 
MoVi in ‘majestic mode’ and I operated. Ultimately for me, 
choosing to use the MoVi also meant shooting the whole film 
on the RED. We had one Dragon built for production mode 
and one built for the MoVi. 

I had to get a little piece made in Rome to bridge between the 
Steadicam arm and the MoVi. Of course being Italian made, it 
was perfect and beautifully machined. I named the piece the 
“Lelio” after the guy in Rome who made it.

I shot tests in Melbourne and Rome before embarking on the 
project. We projected our Rome tests at Post facility LVR, and 
were very happy with the results.. We shot the RED in 5K to 
compliment the Cooke S4 lenses which don’t entirely cover 
the sensor at 6K. I love the Cookes, I use them a lot, there’s 
such a warmth to them.

All our gear, camera, lighting and gripping was rented through 

Panalight in Rome. This is the way of things in Italy, everything 
comes from a one stop shop. My Italian crew were hard 
working and enthusiastic. Maurizio dell’Orca (Gaffer), Luca 
Pagliara (Key Grip) and Fulvio Sabia (Grip) were supportive 
and very open to working the way that I wanted to. They really 
got what I was trying to achieve, and got on with the job. 

I was also fortunate to bring Pietro Cusimano, from Perth, as 
Focus Puller for the job. Cusimano only moved to Australia 
about eighteen months ago and had worked with me on Sue 
Brooks’ film Looking for Grace (2015) in Perth last year. I felt 
lucky to have at least one person I’d worked with before on 
my team, also someone who could speak Italian! 

Cusimano trained up on the MoVi in Perth with Michael 
Elsegood at HD Rentals using Elsegood’s MoVi and RED 
before he left. We didn’t have a designated MoVi tech, just a 
very keen camera team, who managed to make this whole 
crazy idea work. Elsegood did an amazing job running the 
MoVi as well as doing some exceptional focus between both 
cameras.

One of my favourite sequences in the film was actually shot in 
about a thirty minute period, using the MoVi on the Steadicam 
arm. It’s a scene outside the Fantoni furniture factory in 
Osoppo. There had been a misunderstanding about the exact 
planned location for this scene, we had to quickly work out 
where else to shoot it and, of course, the light was fading.

The Fantoni Fabbrica is an amazing Goliath of a factory. It 
was designed by architect Gino Valle in 1968, it’s incredible 
and one of my favourite locations in the film. We shot dusk for 
dawn for this sequence. The scene is about Marco (our lead 
character) being dropped off at work in the morning by his 
best friend Claudio. Unbeknownst to them, it is the last time 

Katie Milwright (DP, behind camera), Pietro Cusimano, Fulvio Sabia (grip), Gerry Nucifora 
(boom) filming at the Abazzia di Rosazzo, Italy - PHOTO Marco Covi
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Flavio Parenti (blue shirt), Maeve Dermody (red dress), Katie Milwright (DP, behind camera),  
Pietro Cusimano (focus puller), Gerry Nucifora (boom) and others filming in Duino, Italy - PHOTO Marco Covi
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he will ever see his friend. This is early in the film so I’m not 

giving too much away. Our plan had been to cover this quite 

simply in two shots, taking this idea and the exact location 

we’d found ourselves in, we had to redesign the whole 

blocking.

“ They really got what I  
was trying to achieve. ”

We really ended up with something far better than either Ruth 

or I had initially conceived. I could reset quickly with the MoVi 

and the factory at last light looked so ominous and fantastic 

in the background. Also as Claudio’s car drives off down 

the road there are huge dark mountains in the distance, we 

then turn to follow Marco across the road. I find it particularly 

satisfying when there’s a problem you didn’t know existed 

when you woke up that morning, then you’re able to quickly 
deal with it and make it something you’re really proud of.

Looking back on shooting the film I think we really made some 
beautiful images that feel very true to the film we set out to 
make. I’m looking forward to grading with the RED footage 
and what I’ve seen so far is really terrific.

Thank you Italy for all the delicious food and Prosecco! The 
way to my heart is definitely through my stomach.

Milwright is an award-winning director of photography working across film, 

television and documentary. Her film Sucker (2015) recently screened at the 

Melbourne International Film Festival, and the feature Milwright shot last 

year in Perth for Director Sue Brooks, Looking for Grace (2015), has just 

been selected to screen in competition at the Venice Film Festival. 

Cinematographer Katie Milwright behind her Red Dragon Epic on ‘The Space Between’ - PHOTO Marco Covi
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THE DAUGHTER -  Simon Stone’s 
feature film directorial debut takes his well-
received stage adaptation of Henrik Ibsen’s 

The Wild Duck (Belvoir, 2011) and thrusts it 
onto screen with alarming pace, honesty and 
astute nuance. Stone, who has had his fair 

share of interrogation by the theatrical world 
for his use and interpretation of the classical 
canon, finds a home on Australian screen.

The Daughter drags the audience feet first 
through a coming of age story amidst the 
ignition of a latent time bomb between two 
intricately connected families. Stone employs 
his showman qualities serving heavy doses 
of theatricality and metaphor.

Yet, the glue that holds this emotional 
rampage together is its visuals. 
Cinematographer Andrew Commis ACS 
(Beautiful Kate, The Slap) becomes our 
anchor guiding the audience with charged 
mood setting cutaways and well-placed 
lighting. The Daughter is a self assured 
film reaping the benefit of some very fine 
ingredients.

FILM REVIEWS
Discussing the latest from the Sydney Film Festival – by Michael Hili

WOMEN HE UNDRESSED -  He 
may just be the most successful unknown 
Australian of all time. Orry George Kelly, the 

subject of Gillian Armstrong’s feature length 
documentary dominated costume design in 
Hollywood in the highly productive years from 
the 1930’s through to the 1950’s. Trusted by 

Bette Davis and Marily Monroe, responsible 
for Casablanca (1942) and more than 285 
other films. Kelly is an important icon to 
illuminate.

Armstrong guides us back to Kelly’s 
upbringing in coastal NSW, through his first 
tastes of excess and character in Sydney’s 
shady dives and eventually his escape, 
establishment and subsequent outstanding 
career in the US. The guy was and still is a 
big deal, this is evident from the accounts 
which Armstrong has captured forming 
the interview footage, beautifully taken by 
Cinematographer Anna Howard ACS (Rat 
and Cats, Errors of the Human Body). This is 
really the film’s most intriguing element.

Kelly is an important Australian and 
Armstrong gives us access to him with great 
joy, frivolity and a drama inherent to the era 
and circles Kelly mixed in.

LAST CAB TO DARWIN -  Road 
trip movies can often leave their impetus 
for quest at the front door, however director 

Jeremy Sims finds substantial footing in Last 
Cab to Darwin surfacing the little presented 
topic of euthanasia.

Rex (Michael Caton), who has been given 
three months to live, skips town leaving his 
lass, his schooner sharing pals and Broken 
Hill behind after learning of the legalisation 
of euthanasia up north. The film is sensitive 
and contemplative without the trappings of 
self-importance or tragedy. Rather it patiently 
explores diversity and humanity through the 
distractions of those who ride with Rex.

Steve Arnold ACS’s (La Spagnola, Disgrace) 
cinematography is a triumph, allowing 
the film a necessary breathing room with 
stunning representations of a distinctly 
Australian landscape. Ed Kuepper meanwhile 
manages to choreograph a recognisable yet 
personal score. Last Cab to Darwin finds 
universality in an undoubtedly Australian film, 
a patient meditation on dignity and choice in 
death, dealt with confident humour.

‘The Daughter’ - DOP Andrew Commis ACS

‘Women He’s Undressed’ - DOP Anna Howard ACS

‘Last Cab To Darwin’ - DOP Steve Arnold ACS
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MACBETH -  Audiences were rewarded 
with a surprise screening of the new 
Macbeth, on the final day of the Melbourne 

International Film Festival.

The epic film was preceded by a short 
video introduction from Macbeth himself 

(also known as Michael Fassbender), the 
Australian Director Justin Kurzel and the 
Emmy Award-winning Aussie DOP Adam 
Arkapaw ACS (Animal Kingdom, True 
Detective S1) who has achieved nothing 
short of an absolute triumph.

What is so refreshing about this generous 
new production is how ‘wordless’ the film 
seems considering its Shakespeare, and 
that speaks volumes about how Macbeth’s 
visuals tell more than just the story. Kurzel 
and Arkapaw’s raw, instinctual approach 
consistently pays dividends; filmed in brilliant 
colour 35mm - the film looks phenomenal.

Arkapaw’s work on Macbeth is flawless, 
smart and hypnotic; it will surely bring him 
some serious recognition come awards 
season.

FILM REVIEWS
Discussing the latest from the Melbourne International Film Festival – by James Cunningham

ONLY THE DEAD -  In 2003, the 
Australian journalist Michael Ware found 
himself in Baghdad following the invasion 

of Iraq. Ware picked up a small camera and 
began to film what was originally intended 
to be ‘video notes’ to facilitate stories he 
was writing for Time Magazine. No journalist 

had better access to the frontlines of that 
war, and Only The Dead showcases Ware’s 
personal video archive, accumulated over 
seven years on assignment.

A lot can be said about how the work of 
camera operators in the news business is 
overshadowed by the glossy music videos 
and slick car commercials of the homelands 
these wars are purporting to protect. But 
they play an important part in a rich tapestry 
of image-makers.

Brutal in its depiction, Only The Dead brings 
the audience to the frontlines while posing 
moral questions. While as a journalist his 
job was to observe and record, Ware (in 
attendance at the screening) said that 
someone’s suffering “does not change just 
because you have a camera in your hand”. 
Only The Dead plainly shows us what it truly 
means to be an observer in war.

PAWNO -  Pawno is set and filmed 
entirely in the suburb of Footscray in 
Melbourne’s inner west. It’s a love story set 

over the course of one day, and featuring the 
intersecting lives of fourteen characters. All 
of whom have a connection of sorts to local 

pawnbroker run by Les (John Brumpton).

The near perfect naturalistic look of Pawno 
is provided by Shelley Farthing-Dawe, a 
Cinematographer known for his short films 
Break (2010), Ricochet (2012) and White 
Elephants (2015). The film raised over 
$12,000 on the crowd-funding website 
Pozible, and it is wonderfully refreshing to see 
local creative passions take flight.

The film doesn’t really have a storyline; it tries 
to be poetry, not literature. Farthing-Dawe 
does the same with the light. He doesn’t light 
the characters to indicate an inner condition; 
instead he constructs striking atmospheres 
that reflect each of the characters’ moods. 
A work of genius on a ‘small town’ film such 
as this.

‘Macbeth’ - DOP Adam Arkapaw ACS

‘Only The Dead’ - DOP Michael Ware

‘Pawno’ - DOP Shelley Farthing-Dawe



DOWNRIVER -  Downriver is the first 
feature from Director Grant Scicluna, it’s 
a suspenseful as well as disturbing slow-

burner with a boundless script. Visually the 
film evokes a European sensibility while 
maintaining the inherent feel of an Australian 

film. No surprise, as it is award-winning 
Hungarian-born Cinematographer Låszló 
Baranyai ACS HSC (Soft Fruit, Noise) behind 
the lens.

Light has a natural feel throughout the 
film. James (Reef Ireland) has served time 
in prison for drowning a young boy when 
he was a child. The way of lighting for the 
story is as natural as possible, with some 
beautiful aesthetic results. This is a beautiful 
story of redemption, at its heart. The realism 
in Downriver is achieved thanks to to the 
brilliant atmosphere Baranyai has created.

This was truly one of the highlights of the 
Festival. Look out for our upcoming feature 
on Downriver in Issue 68 of Australian 
Cinematographer Magazine.

FILM REVIEWS
Discussing the latest from the Melbourne International Film Festival – by James Cunningham

THE PRINCIPAL -  Starring Alex 
Dimitriades and Aden Young. The Principal 
is an original new drama series screening 

in October on SBS ONE. With series 
cinematography by the talented Geoffrey 
Hall ACS (Chopper, Red Dog), the festival 

screened the first two episodes with Director 
Kriv Senders and Dimitriades in attendance.

The show centres around the suspicious 
death of a student at the boys-only Boxdale 
High School, described as a simmering 
cauldron of ethnic tensions. The Principal is 
a beautifully imagined, profoundly worrying 
journey through the multicultural landscape 
on Australia. Hall’s cinematography reflects 
on, and enhances the show’s message 
perfectly.

The Principal is set to be a marvellous series 
in which Dimitriades seems to manage 
his portrait of an educator under pressure 
perfectly. Its cinematography is humble yet 
significant, cleverly developing the narrative. 
Hall enhances the story in a simple and 
natural way, with a great use of details in 
every scene.

‘Downriver’ - DOP László Baranyai ACS HSC

‘The Principal’ - DOP Geoffrey Hall ACS
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DEATH IN BLOOM - Director of 
Photography: Peter Eastgate 
(NSW). Death In Bloom is a dark comedy 
about door-to-door ‘Death’ salesman 
Christopher Crumples, and his struggle 
to close a routine expiration deal with the 
wealthy, refined and fabulously difficult, 
Mrs Patterson. Death In Bloom stars highly 
acclaimed and enigmatic screen and stage 
actors Robyn Nevin as Patterson, and Ewen 
Leslie as Crumples.

Death in Bloom was filmed over the course 
of four days in Sydney, Australia, using two 
locations and Hawk V series anamorphic 
lenses on an Arri Alexa digital camera. 

Director Dael Oates is also a photographer, 
so his partnership with Cinematographer 
Peter Eastgate created a powerful pairing of 
visual filmmakers, working together closely in 
designing frames for the super-wide aspect 
ratios created by the anamorphic lenses. The 
collaborative partnership has spanned many 
projects including Oates’ previous short 
Maintenance (2014), so in many ways this 
film was just a new chapter in their journey.

Both Oates and Eastage knew they wanted 
to push the photography and capture a 
cinematic world, but also wanted that world 
to feel restrained and slightly off. After many 
tests, anamorphic lenses turned out to be 
the way to go. The lighting needed to feel 

naturalistic with a definite esthetic element. 
Eastgate loves to use single large sources 
to illuminate a scene, creating areas of light 
and shadow. On this film he wanted to offer 
the actors a visual space that complemented 
their characters; places for them to shine and 
places for them to hide.

For Peter, filmmaking is a wonderful 
collaborative process, always arriving with 
a plan but endeavouring to work with 
technicians who have a passion for their craft 
and plenty of ideas of their own. Death In 
Bloom reveals that as in life, the release of 
control often renders the most beautiful and 
satisfying results.

NEVER FORGIVEN - Director of 
Photography: Rodney Bolton 
(SA).  Short film Never Forgiven, produced 
by Blue Velvet Productions, and written and 
directed by Steven Spiel, is a psychological 
drama that delves into the distressed mind of 
a damaged woman.

For a small production, Cinematographer 
Rodney Bolton had the privilege of utilising the 

Arri Alexa over three days, at three locations. 

The film was shot in ProRes 4444, using 

primes lenses, ensuring each composition 

was thoroughly planned. Actual locations 

were used; being a disused respite home, 

residential premises in the suburbs and an 

office the production turned into a studio set, 

covering the white walls with blacks to create 

negative fill.  

Each scene/location had a different look 
and feel to reflect each era, state of mind, 
or reality the character was going through. 
To achieve this, Bolton used a variety of gels 
on 1.2K HMI lighting fixtures and various 
tungsten units. He tweaked the colour 
temperature settings in the Alexa to create 
the mise-en-scénefor each scenario. For 
a special ‘in camera’ hallucinatory effect, 
Bolton used a Camera Obscura, which 
worked extremely well. Working with an 
18th century designed camera, next to 
the modern day Arri Alexa was indeed a 
photographic historical delight.

Lighting was simple but effective; mainly 
HMIs to lift the exterior locations. The police 
interview room scene was literally lit by an 
old, retro fitted, overhead practical, with two 
Dedo lights as backlights. With the higher 
ISO ratings of digital cameras, Rodney loves 
working with less lighting units to create a 
‘look’. 

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

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

DEATH IN BLOOM - DOP Peter Eastgate

NEVER FORGIVEN - DOP  Rodney Bolton
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